CHAPTER

Two Fiction Writers in Depth:

Flannery O’Connor and
Tobias Wolit

We read stories by authors we are unfamiliar with. just as we try new foods or
play new games or listen to the music of new groups, because we want to ex-
tend our experience. But we also sometimes stay with the familiar—for pretty
much the same reason, oddly. We want, 50 1o speak, to taste more fully, to expe-
rience not something utterly unfamiliar but a variation on a favorite theme. Hav-
ing read, say, one story by Poe or by Alice Walker, we want to read another, and
another, because we like the sort of thing that this author does, and we find that
with each succeeding story we get deeper into an interesting mind describing
experiences that interest us.

We believe you'll find that each story by Flannery ©O’Connor and by Tobias
Wolff takes on a richer significance when thought of alongside other stories and
comments by the same writer.

Flannery O’Connor: Two Stories and Comments
About Writing

Flannery O'Connor (1925-1964)—Dber first name was
Mary but she did not use it—was born in Savannab,
Georgia, but spent most of ber life in Milledgeuville,
Georgia, where ber family moved when she was twelve.
She was educated in parochial schools and at the local
college and then went to the lowa Writers' Workshop,
where she earned an MFA in 1946. For a few montbs she
lived at a writers’ colony in Saratoga Springs, New York,
and then for a few weeks she lived in New York City, but
most of ber life was spent back in Milledgeville, wbere
she wrote stories. novels. essays (postbumously pub-
lished as Mystery and Manners in 1969), and letters (postbumously pub-
lished under ibe title The Habit of Being in 1979).
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In 1951, when she was 25, Flannery O'Connor discovered that she was a
pictim of lupus erythematosus, an incurable autoimmune disease that bad
crippled and then killed ber fatber ten years before. She died at the age of
thirty-nine. O’Connor. faced ber illness with stoic courage, Christian Jortitude—
and tough bumor Here is a glimpse, from one of ber letters, of bow she deall
with those who pitied ber:

An old lady got on the elevator bebind me and as soon as I turned
around she fixed me with a moist gleaming eye and said in a loud
voice, “Bless you, darling!” 1 felt exactly like The Misfit [in ‘A Good
Man Is Hard to Find"] and I gave ber a weakly lethal look, where-
upon greatly encouraged she grabbed my arm and whispered

- - (very loud) in my ear “Remember what tbey said to Jobn at the
] i gate, darling!” It was not my floor but I got off and I suppose the old
= lady was astounded at how quick [ could get away on crutches.

b 1 bave a onedegged friend and I asked ber what they said to Jobn at
: 3 the gate. She said she reckoned they said, “The lame shall enter first”

i This may be because tbe lame will be able to knock everybody else
E 1 aside with their crutches.

g . A devout Catbolic, O'Connor forthrightly summarized the relation between
;" her belief and ber writing:

[ see from the standpoint of Christ jan orthodoxy. This means that for
me the meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Cbrist and
what I see in the world 1 see in its relation (0 that.

E A Good Man Is Hard to Find [1953]

§ 'Ihegrmdmmhcrdidn'(wamrogomFloﬁda.Sltmedmvisitsomcofhcr
. connections in east Tennessce 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
4 the edge of his chair at the table, bent over the orange sports section of the
Jowrnal. “Now look here, Bailey” she said, “sce 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
Pcnandheadcdmrdﬁoﬁdnandyourcadhcrcwhatitsayshedidtodwsc
| people. Just you read it. 1 wouldn't take my children in any direction with a

' criminalliketmtalooscmit.Icou!dn‘tanswcrwmycomdmccifldid.”

Bailey didn't look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and

i faced the children’s mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as
& bnmlandi:moccntasacabbageandwastiedamtmdwithagreenhcad-
8 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 0 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.”

i The children’s mother didn't seem to hear her but the eight-vear-old
it 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.
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“She wouldn't stay at home to be queen for a day” June Star said with-
out raising her yellow head.

“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
£0.She had her big black valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus
in one comer, 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
cither side of her. Bailey and the children’s mother and the baby sat in 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 inter-
esting 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 collars 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 bill-boards
and small clumps of trees and sped out after you before you had a chance to
slow down. 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 banks slightly streaked with purple; and the various
crops that made rows of green lace-work on the ground. The trees were full
of silver-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 1 were a little boy,” said the grandmother, I wouldn't talk about my
native state that way. Tennessce has the mountains and Georgia has the

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

“You said it,” June Star said.
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P “In my time,” said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers,"“chil-

E dren were more respectful of their native states and their parents and every-

s thing else. People did right then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!” she

i said and pointed to a Negro child standing in the door of a shack.“Wouldn't

i that make a picture, now?” she asked and they all turned and looked at the
little Negro out of the back window. He waved.

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

" 20 “He probably didn’t have any, the grandmother explained. “Little nig-

B gers in the country don’t have things like we do. If T could paint, I'd paint

g that picture;” she said.

The children exchanged comic books.
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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 and stuck her leathery thin face into his smooth
bland one. Occasionally he gave her a faraway smile. They passed a large cot-
ton 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 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 goodooking man and a gentleman and that he brought her a
watermelon every Saturday afternoon with his initials cut in it, EAT. 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 marry 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
board table next to the nickelodeon and Red Sam’s wife, a tall 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
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1
t Waltz” and the grandmother said that tune always made her want to dance. i
i She asked Bailey if he would like to dance but he only glared at her. He didn’t naps
d have a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made him nervous. Toot
4 The grandmother’s brown eyes Were very bright. She swayed her head from this |
b side to side and pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star said play ! whit
g something she could tap 10 sO the children’s mother put in another dime to it
% and played a fast number and June Star stepped out onto the dance floor : dow
| and did her tap routine. : road
4 30 “Ain't she cute?” Red Sam’s wife said, leaning over the counter. “Would any
n you like to come be my little girl?” t she-
il “No, 1 certainly wouldn't” June Star said. “1 wouldn't live in a broken- ' stany
"I down place like this for a million bucks!” and she ran back to the table. ; the
: “Ain't she cute?” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely. l silve
‘.‘:: “Arn’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother.
~ Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and ‘ WOC
i hurry with these people’s order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip can’
L 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 combi- ! “Let
a nation sigh and yodel. “You can’t win" he said. “You can't win," and he wiped = ek
# his sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief. “These days you don’t 3
i know who to trust; he said. “Ain’t that the truth?” ‘ i
il 35 “People are certainly not nice like they used to be"said the grandmother. ;
+ “Two fellers come in here last weck Red Sammy said, “driving a i “No
i Chrysler.ltwasaoldbeat-upczrbMitwasagmdoncmdthesc boys looked s0
p all right to me. Said they worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers L hou
§ charge the gas they bought? Now why did I do that?” l and
l “Because you're a good man!” the grandmother said at once. her
4 “Yes'm, I suppose so,” Red Sam said as if he were struck with this an- ‘ nev
] swer. ] Wes
] His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without : blo
J a tray, two in each hand and one balanced on her arm.“It isn't a soul in this =
1 green world of God's that you can trust,” she said. “And 1 don't count nobody Wi
o out of that, not nobody,” she repeated, looking at Red Sammy. shu
i 40 “Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that's escaped?” asked the
i grandmother. :
= ; J swouldn't be a bit surprised if he didn't attact this place right here” l st
T | said the woman. “If he hears about it being here, I wouldn’t be none sur- i
k= i prised to see him. If he hears it’s two cent in the cash register, I wouldn't be gra
- a tall surprised if he .. " 55
‘u “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. the
i “A good man is hard to find” Red Sammy said. “Everything is getting ter- ove
.f rible. I remember the day you could go off and leave your screen door un- - tha
- latched. Not no more.”
: He and the grandmother discussed better tmes. The old lady said that the
ﬁ in her opinion Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were now. .
i She said the way Europe acted you would think we were made of money ins
’ and Red Sam said it was no usc talking about it, she was exactly right. The
i children ran outside into the white sunlight and looked at the monkey in 60
the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on himself and biting swi
each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a delicacy. pay
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They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother ook cat
naps and woke up every few minutes with her own snoring. Owtside 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. “Tt wouldn't take
over twenty minutes.”

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe.
“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, 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 up for one second? If you don't
shut up, we won't go anywhere "

“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-Jamp 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




312 Chapter 14/ Two Fiction Writers in Depth: Flannery O'Connor and Tobias Wolll

there were sudden washes in it and sharp curves on dangerous embank-
ments. 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 on¢ had traveled on it in months.

“It's not much farther” the grandmother said and just as she said it, 2
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, upset-
ting her valise in the corner. The instant the valise moved, the newspaper
top she had over {he basket under it rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing, the cat,
sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder.

The children were thrown Lo 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 off the side of the road. Bailey remained in the driver’s seat with the
cat—gray-striped with 2 broad white face and an orange nose—clinging to
his neck like a caterpillar.

65 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 grand-
mother was curled up under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so
that Bailey's wrath would not come down on her all at once.The horrible
thought she had had before the accident was that the house she had re-
membered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessec.

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out
the window against the side of a pine trec. 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 chil-
dren screamed in a frenzy of delight.

“But nobody’s killed,” June Star s id with disappointment as the grand-
mother 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 1 have injured an organ;’ said the grandmother, pressing her
side, but no one answered her. Bailey's teeth were clattering. He had on 2
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 Tenn g

70 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 morewoods.ta]landdarkanddcep.tnaﬁcwnﬁnutesﬂmysswaczr
some distance away on top of a hill, coming slowly as if the occupants werce
watching them. The grandmother stood up and waved both arms dramati-
cally to attract their attention. The car continued to come on slowly, disap-

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 automo-
bile. There were three men in it.

PO
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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 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.*1 see you all had you
a litde 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. I want all you
all to sit down right together there where vou'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 scrambied 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 red-
dened.

“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 thataway.”

“You wouldn’t shoot a lady, would you?” the grandmother said and re-
moved 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.
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“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed,*1 know you're a 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 chil-
dren, 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 em-

i
barrassed as if he couldn’t think of anything to say. “Ain’t a cloud in the sky; i
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he remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don’t see no cloud
neither”

90 “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 prechate 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 this 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 yow,” The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. “The
boys want to ast you something” he said t0 Bailey. “Would you mind step-
ping back in them woods there with them?”

95 “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

i just as they reached the dark edge, Bailey turned and supporting himself

i against a gray naked pine trunk, he shouted, “I'll be back in a minute,

“ Mamma, wait on me!”
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i “Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all disappeared
§ into the woods.

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

£ "Nomr.lain'tagoodmn,"memsﬁtsaidaﬁernsccom!asifhchzdcon-
i sidered her statement carefully, “but I ain’t the worst in the world neither.
- My daddy said I was a 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 em-
barrassed again.*I'm sorry I don't have on a shirt before you ladies.” he said,
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hunching his shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes that we had on
when we escaped and we e just making do until we can get berter. We bor-
rowed 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.”

“I'll 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 you'd 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
he were thinking about it. “Yes'm, somebody is always after you,” he mur-
mured.

The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just be-
hind his 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 every-
thing. Been in the arm service, both land and sea, at home and abroad, been
twict married, been an undertaker, been with the railroads, 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 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 .. "

“I never was a bad boy that I remember of” The Misfit said in an almost
dreamy voice, “but somewheres along the line I done something wrong and
got sent 10 the penitentiary. I was buried alive,” 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 up to the penitentiary that 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
down it was a floor. I forget what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying
to remember what it was 1 done and 1 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. Thev had the papers on me.”

“You must have stolen something.” she said.

The Misfit sneered slightly. “Nobody had nothing 1 wanted” he said.“It
was a head-doctor at the penitentiary said what 1 had done was kill my
daddy but I known that for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen
of the epidemic flu and 1 never had a thing to do with it. He was buried in
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the Mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can go there and see for
vourself”

“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 sud-
denly.

“I 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 2 man or take a tire off his car, be-
cause 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?”

“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 bal-
ance. It was the same case with Him as with me except He hadn’t commit-
ted 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. 1 call myself The Misfit," he said, “because 1 can't make what all I done
wrong fit what all T gone through in punishment”

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pis-
tol 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! 1 know you wouldn't
shoot a lady! 1 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.”




i
|
i
i
i
i
i
i
!
i
i
i
i
!
!
i
!
i
!
!
:
!

135

140

Flannery O Connor 317

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 contin-
ved.“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 1o do but enjoy
the few minutes you got left the best 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.

«] wasn't there so | can’t say He didn't, The Misfit said. “T wisht I had of
been there.” he said, hitting the ground with his fist. *It ain't right 1 wasn’t
there because if 1 had of been there I would of known. Listen lady,” he said in
a high voice, “if I had of been there 1 would of known and I wouldn’t be like
1 am now." His voice seemed about 10 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.
You're 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
defenselesslooking. “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”

YOUR TURN

1. Explain the significance of the title.

2. Interpret and evaluate The Misfit's comment on the grandmother: “She
would of been a good woman if it had been somebody there to shoot
her every minute of her life.”

3. O'Connor reported that once, when she read aloud “A Good Man Is
Hard to Find,” a member of the audience said that “it was a shame
someone with so much talent should look upon life as a horror show.”
Two questions: What evidence of O’Connor’s “talent” do you see in

the story, and does the story suggest that O'Connor looked on life as a
horror show?

4. What are the values of the members of the family?
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5. Aswe noted earlier, Flannery O’Connor, a Roman Catholic, said, “l see
from the standpoint of Christian orthodoxy. This means that for me the
meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Christ and what | see
in the world | see in relation to that.” In the light of this statement, and
drawing on “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” explain what O’Connor
saw in the world.

Revelation ' [1964]

The 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 stood looming at the head of the magazine
table set in the center of it, a living demonstration that the room was inade-
quate and ridiculous. Her little bright black eyes took in all the patients as
she sized up the seating situation. There was one vacant chair and a place
on the sofa occupied by a blond child in a dirty blue romper who should
have been told to move over and make room for the lady. He was five or six,
but Mrs. Turpin saw at once that no one was going to tell him to move over.
He was slumped down in the seat, his arms idle at his sides and his eyes 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 onc. 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.

Mrs. Turpin remained standing. The only man in the room besides Claud
was a lean stringy old fellow with a rusty hand spread out on each 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 seat. Her gaze settled agreeably on a well-
dressed grey-haired lady whose eyes 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.

Claud looked up with a sigh and made as if to 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 table and rolled his trouser leg
up to 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 doctor—with as much money as they made charging five
dollars a day to just stick their head in the hospital door and look at you—
couldn't afford a decent-sized waiting room. This one was hardly bigger than

a garage. The table was cluttered with limplooking magazines and at one
end of it there was a big green glass ash tray full of cigaret butts and cotton
wads with little blood spots on them. If she had had anything to do with the
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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 panel in it that permitted a 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 almaost to the floor. The radio
was softly playing gospel music.

Just then the inner door opened and a nurse with the highest stack of
yellow hair Mrs. Turpin 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 I could reduce.” she said, and rolled her eyes and gave a comic sigh.

“Oh, you aren't fat,” the stylish lady said.

“00000 1 am too,” Mrs. Turpin said.“Claud he eats all he wants 1o and
never weighs over one hundred and seventy-five pounds, but me I just look
at something good to eat and 1 gain some weight” and her stomach and
shoulders shook with laughter. “You can eat all you want to, can’t you,
Claud?” she asked, urning to him.

Claud only grinned.

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

Next to her was a fat girl of eighteen or nineteen. 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 to read. The poor girl's face was blue with acne and Mrs. Turpin
thought how pitiful it was to 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
years old, there was not a wrinkle in her face except around her eyes from
laughing too much.

Next to 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 to
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 yel-
low sweat shirt and wine-colored slacks, both gritty-looking, and the rims of
her lips were stained with snuff. Her dirty yellow 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 1 looked up and He looked
down.” and Mrs. Turpin, who knew it, supplied the last line mentally, “And
wona these days | know I'll we-cara crown.”

Without appearing to. Mrs. Turpin always noticed people’s feet. The
well-dressed lady had on red and grey suede shoes to match her dress. Mrs.
Turpin had on her good black patent leather pumps. The ugly girl had on
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Girl Scout shoes and heavy socks. The old woman had on tennis shoes and
the white-trashy mother had on what appeared to 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 to sleep, Mrs. Turpin would
occupy herself with the guestion 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 nigger 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 o go right now and 1 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—but that don't mean a trashy
one.” And he would have made her a neat clean respectable Negro womai,
herself but black.

Next 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 leather,
as Claud would say. Mrs. Turpin could not sce 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—not above, just away from—were the white-trash;
then above them were the homeowners, and above them the home-and-land
owners, to which she and Claud belonged. Above she and Cland were peo-
ple 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 peo-
ple with a lot of 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
to rent and then there were colored people who owned their homes and
land as well. There was a colored dentist in town who had two red Lincolns
and a swimming pool and a farm with registered white-face cattle on it. Usu-
ally by the time she had falien 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 to be put in a gas oven.

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

“Yes, it's very pretty, the stylish lady said agreeably. “And right on the
dot too.” 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 smirked again. Then she returned her €yes
to her book. She was obviously the lady's daughter because, although they
didn't look anything alike as to disposition, they both had the same shape of
face and the same blue eyes. On the lady they sparkled pleasantly but in the
girl's seared face they appeared alternately to smolder and to blaze.

What if Jesus had said, “All right, you can be white-trash or a nigger or
ugly™!

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

The woman with the snuff-stained lips turned around in her chair and
looked up at the clock. Then she turned back and appeared to look a little to
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the side of Mrs. Turpin. There was a cast in one of her eyes.“You want to
know wher you can get you one of themther clocks?” she asked in a loud
voice. '

“No, 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 you most anythang.
I got me some joo'ry.”

Ought to have got you a wash rag and some soap, Mrs. Turpin
thought.

“1 get contour sheets with mine,” the pleasant lady 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 a sudden 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 anything. Figures passing
cast only a pale shadow through the curtain. There was no rcason 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 eyes were fixed on Mrs. Turpin
as if she had some very special reason for disliking her.

“This is wonderful weather, isn't it?" the girl's mother said.

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

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

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

“No." Mrs. Turpin said, “they leave half the cotton in the field. We don't
have much cotton anyway. If you want to make it farming now, you have to
have a little of everything. We got a couple of acres of cotton and a few hogs
and chickens and just enough white-face that Claud can look after them
himself.”

“One thang I don’t want," the whitetrash woman said, wiping her
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 don't stink,” she said. “They'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 10 the pleasant
lady, “and Claud scoots them down with the hose every afternoon and
washes off the floor” 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 mouth.

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

You wouldn't have no hog to scoot down, Mrs. Turpin said to herself.
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“A-gruntin and a-rootin and a-groanin,” the woman muttered.

“We got a little of everything,’ Mrs. Turpin said to the pleasant lady.“It’s
no use in having more than you can handle yourself with help like it is. We
found enough niggers to pick our cotton 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,"I sure am
tired of buttering up niggers, but you got to love em if vou want em to work
for you. When they come in the morning, | run out and I say, 'Hi yawl this
morning?’ and when Claud drives them off to the field I just wave to beat
the band and they just wave back” And she waved her hand rapidly to
illustrate.

“Like you read out of the same book.” the lady said, showing she under-
stood perfectly.

“Child, yes,” Mrs. Turpin said.“And when they come in from the field, I
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 1 ain’t go-
ing to do: love no niggers or scoot down no hog with no hose” And she let
out a bark of contempt.

The look that Mrs. Turpin and the pleasant lady exchanged indicated
they both understood that you had to bave 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 girl's peculiar eyes were still on her, and
she had trouble bringing her attention back to the conversation.

“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 to herself, you can
afford to come to town every morning and just sit on the Court House cop-
ing and spit.

A grotesque revolving shadow passed across the curtain behind her
and was thrown palely on the opposite wall. Then a bicycle clattered down
against the outside of the building. The door opened and a colored boy
glided in with a tray from the drug store. It had two large red and white
paper cups on it with tops on them. He was a tall, very black boy in discol-
ored 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 to 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 bottom stuck out, sway-
ing slowly to the left and right. He raised a hand over his head and scratched
the base of his skull.

“You see that button there, boy?” Mrs. Turpin said.“You can punch that
and she’ll come. She's probably in the back somewhere”

“Is that right?" the boy said agrecably, 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 to face his audience, 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 out
to her. She gave him fifteen cents for a tip and he went out with the empty
tray. The heavy door swung to slowly and closed at length with the sound of
suction. For 2 moment no one spoke.

“They ought to send all them niggers back to Africa,” the white-trash
woman said.“That's wher they come from in the first place”
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“Oh, I couldn't do without my good colored friends the pleasant lady

said. g

“There’s a heap of things worse than a nigger,” 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 voice.

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

She forced her attention back to the discussion. “It wouldn't be practi-
cal to send them back to Africa.” she said. “They wouldn't want to go. They
got it too good here”

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

“It wouldn't be a way in the world you could get all the niggers back
over there.” Mrs Turpin said. “They'd be hiding out and lying down and turn-
ing 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 ar Mrs. Turpin as if here was an idiot indeed but
Mrs.Turpin was not bothered by the look, considering where it came from.

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

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

“No, Claud, what?” Mrs. Turpin said.

Claud’s eyes twinkled. “White-faced niggers.” he said with never a smile.

Everybody in the office laughed except the whitetrash and the ugly
girl. The girl gripped the book 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 gaze expression-
less across the floor at the high-top shoes of the man opposite her, the one
who had been pretending to be asleep when the Turpins came in. He was
laughing heartily, his hands still spread out on his knees. The child had fallen
to the side and was lying now almost face down in the old woman'’s lap.

While they recovered from their laughter, the nasal chorus on the radio
kept the room from silence.

“You go to blank blank
And I'll go to mine

But we'll all biank along
To-geth-ther:

And all along the blank
We'll bep eachotber out
Smile-ling in any kind of
Weath-ther!”
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Mrs. Turpin didn’t catch every word but she caught enough to agree
with the spirit of the song and it turned her thoughts sober. To help any-
body out that needed it was her philosophy of life. She never spared herself
when she found somebody in need, whether they were white or black,
trash or decent. And of all she had to be thankful for, she was most thankful
that this was so. If Jesus had said,“You can be high society and have all the
money you want and be thin and sveite-like, but you can't be a good woman
with it." she would have had to say, “Well don’t make me that then. Make me
a good woman and it don’t matter what else, how fat 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 herself 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 hundred and twenty-five
pounds instead of one hundred and eighty. ;

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

“He has a ulcer” the woman said proudly.“He ain’t give me a minute's
peace since he was born. Him and her are just alike” she said, nodding at the
old woman, who was running her leathery fingers through the child’s pale
hair “Look like 1 can't get nothing down them two but Co’ Cola and candy”

That's all you try to get down em, Mrs. Turpin said 1o herself. Too lazy to
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 any-
thing. 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 inside out again. Her eyes were
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't done a thing to you! The
girl might be confusing her with somebody else. There was no need to sit by
and let herself be intimidated.*You must be in college.” she said boldly, look-
ing directly at the girl."l see you reading a book there.”

The girl continued o stare and pointedly did not answer.

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

“I have ears,” Mary Grace said.

The poor mother blushed again.”Mary Grace goes to Wellesley College,™
she explained. She twisted one of the buttons on her dress. “In Massachu-
setts” 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 So-
cial Studies.” she rattled on,“and 1 think it's too much. I think she ought to
get out and have fun’”

The girl looked as if she would like to hurl them all through the plate
glass window.

“Way up north,” Mrs. Turpin murmured and thought, well. it hasn’t done
much for her manners.

"'Wellesley College a distinguishch women's college.
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“I'd almost rather to have him sick the white-trash woman  said,
wrenching the attention back to herself. “He's so mean when he ain't. Look
like some children just take natural to meanness. It's some gets bad when
they get sick but he was the opposite. Took sick and wrned good. He don't
give me no trouble now. It's me waitin to see the doctor” she said.

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

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

“1 thank the Lord he has blessed me with a good one,” Mrs. Turpin said.
“The day has never dawned that 1 couldn't find something to laugh at”

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

Everybody laughed except the girl and the white-trash.

Mrs. Turpin’s stomach shook.“He's such a caution.” she said,“that I cant
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 appre-
ciate it. | know a girl;” she said,“who has parents who would give her any-
thing, a little 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.*1'm afraid there’s nothing 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 you feel
better all over”

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

“If it's one thing 1 am,” Mrs. Turpin said with feeling,“it's grateful When 1
think who all 1 could have been besides myself and what all I got, a little of
everything, and a good disposition besides, 1 just feel like shouting, ‘Thank
you, Jesus, for making everything the way itis!’It could have been different!”
For one thing, somebody 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 10 hurl it. Before she could ut-
ter 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 cry out and Claud shout.“Whoa!” There was an instant when she
was certain that she was about to be in an carthquake.

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 figure of the
doctor rushed out of the inner door. Magazines flew this way and that as the
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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 eyes 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 turning in their grasp. The doctor was kneeling astride her,
trying to hold her arm down. He managed after a second to sink a long nee-
dle 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 ambulance." 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 to her skipped nimbly into the office and made the call, for the
secretary still seemed to be gone.

“Claud!” Mrs.Turpin called.

He was not in 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 everything
moves in slow motion and the faster you try to run the slower you go.

“Here I 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 to 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 to admit light and air.

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 condition. *“What
you got 1o 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 be-
gan 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.
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“Lea’ me be! she said 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 to pleasantries. “Go home and have yourself a vaca-
tion the rest of the day.” he said and patted her on the shoulder.

Quit your pattin me, Mrs. Turpin growled to herself.

“And put an ice pack over that eye,” he said Then he went and squatted
down beside Claud and looked at his leg. After 2 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 tremu-
lous moans of the girl's mother, who continued to sit on the floor. The white-
trash woman did not take her eyes off the girl. Mrs. Turpin looked straight
ahead at nothing. Presently the ambulance drew up, a long dark shadow, be-
hind the curtain. The attendants came in and set the stretcher down beside
the girl and lifted her expertly onto 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 there 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 an-
swered 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 eyes 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.“I 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 sus-
piciously. The land sloped gracefully down through a field dotted with laven-
der weeds and art 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 ac-
customed place between two giant hickory trees. She would not have been
startled to see a burnt wound between two blackened chimneys.

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

I am not.” she said tearfully,“a wart hog. From hell.” But the denial had
no force. The girl's eyes 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 to whom it might justly
have been applied. The full force of this fact struck her only now. There was
a woman there who was neglecting her own child but she had been over-
looked. The message had been given to Ruby Turpin, a respectable, hard-
working, church-going woman. The tears dried. Her eyes began to burn in-
stead with wrath.

She rose on her elbow and the washcloth fell into her hand. Claud was
lying on his back. snoring. She wanted to tell him what the girl had said. At
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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 muttered and pushed his shoulder.

Claud opened one pale baby blue eye.

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

“Wha, whasit?" he said and closed his eye again.

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

“Hurts like hell” Claud said,

“It'll quit terreckly,” she said and lay back down.In a moment Claud was
snoring again. For the rest of the afternoon 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 innocence to in-
visible guests who were the comforters of Job, reasonable-seeming but
wWrong.

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

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

140 “Whart?"

“Kiss me.”

Claud leaned over and kissed her loudly on the mouth. He pinched her
side and their hands interlocked. Her expression of ferocious concentration
did not change. Claud got up, groaning and growling, and limped off. She
continued to 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,
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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
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and the rest waited in the back of the truck until he was ready to take

them home. The truck was parked in the shade under one of the hickory

trees.

“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.
143 “Us doin nicely] the oldest woman said. “Hi you doin?” and her gaze
stuck immediately on the dark lump on Mrs. Turpin’s forehead. “You done
fell down, ain't you?" she asked in a solicitous 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 sun hats. One of them had hers on her head; the other
had taken hers off and the boy was grinning 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.1
didn't fall down. she said, folding her arms. “It was something worse than
that”

“Ain’t nothing bad happen to you!” the old woman said. She said it as if
they all knew Mrs. Turpin was protected in some special way by Divine
Providence.“You just had you a little fall”
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“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 off
their foolishness. “And there was this girl there. A big fat girl with her face all
broke out. 1 could look at that girl and tell she was peculiar but I couldn’t
tell how. And me and her mama were just talking and going along and all of a
sudden WHAM! She throws this big book she reading at me and .. "

“Naw!" the old woman cried out.

“And then she jumps over the table and commences to choke me”

“Naw!" 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 be-
fore she went she was rolling on the floor and they were trying to hold her
down to give her a shot and she said something to me” She paused. “You
know what she said to me?”

“What 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 face of it. She could not
bring forth the words."Something real ugly” she muttered.

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

“She pretty t0o,” the one with the hat on said.

“And stout.” the other one said.“1 never knowed no 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 just exactly how much Negro flattery was worth and
it added to 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 a piercing voice.

“Lemme see her. I'll kill her!”

“I'll kill her with you!” the other one cried.

“She blong in the sylum, the old woman said emphatically. “You the
sweetest white lady I know.”

“She pretty too.” the other two said. “Stout as she can be and sweet.
Jesus satisfied with her!”

“Deed he is,” the old woman declared.

Idiots! Mrs. Turpin growled to herself. You could never say anything in-
telligent to a nigger. You could talk 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. 1 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 protu-
berance over her eye looked like a miniature tornado cloud which might
any moment sweep across the horizon of her brow. Her lower lip protruded
dangerously. She squared her massive shoulders. Then she marched into the
front of the house and out the side door and started down the road to the
pig parlor. She had the look of a woman going single-handed, weaponless,
into battle.
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The sun was a deep yellow now like a harvest moon and was riding ;
westward very fast over the far tree line as if it meant to reach the hogs be- ]
fore she did. The road was rutted and she kicked several good-sized stones i
out of her path as she strode along. The pig parlor wason a little knoll at the
end of a lane that ran off from the side of the barn. It was a square of con-
crete as large as a small room, with a board fence about four feet high
around it. The concrete floor sloped slightly so that the hog wash could
drain off into a trench where it was carried to the field for fertilizer. Claud
was standing on the outside, on the edge of the concrete, hanging onto the
top board, hosing down the floor inside. The hose was connected to the
faucet of a water trough nearby.

Mrs. Turpin climbed up beside him and glowered down at the hogs
inside. There were seven long-snouted bristly shoats in it—tan with liver-
colored spots—and an old sow a few weeks off from farrowing. She was lying
on her side grunting. The shoats were running about shaking themselves
like idiot children, their little slit pig eves searching the floor for anything
left. She had read that pigs were the most intelligent animal. She doubted it.
They were supposed to 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-groanin.

175 “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 to her humors.

Until he was out of earshot, Mrs. Turpin stood on the side of the pen,
holding the hose and pointing the stream of water at the hind quarter of any
shoat that looked as if it might try to lie down. When he had had time to get
over the hill, she turned her head slightly and her wrathful eyes scanned 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.

“What 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 concen-

4] trated fury. “How am I a hog and me both? How am I saved and from hell
i t00?" Her free fist was knotted and with the other she gripped the hose,
blindly pointing the stream of water in and out of the eye of the old sow
whose outraged squeal she did not hear.

i The pig parlor commanded a view of the back pasture where their
;,: twenty beef cows were gathered 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
i owned as well. The sun was behind the wood, very red, looking over the pal-

ing of trees like a farmer inspecting his own hogs.

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

She appeared to be the right size woman to command the arena before
her. “How am 1 a hog?” she demanded. “Exactdy how am I 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”
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“If you like trash better, go get yourself some trash then,” she nailed.“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 it and a watery snake
appeared momentarily in the air. “T could quit working and take it casy and be
filthy, she growled. “Lounge about the sidewalks all day drinking root beer.
Dip snuff and spit in every puddie and have it ail over my face. 1 could be nasty.

“Or you could have made me a nigger. [t's too late for me to be a nigger,”
she said with deep sarcasm, “but T could act like one. Lay down in the mid-
dle of the road and stop traffic. Roll on the ground.”

In the deepening light everything was taking on a mysterious hue. The
pasture was growing a peculiar glassy green and the streak of highway had
turned lavender. She braced herself for a final assault and this time her voice
rolled out over the pasture.“Go on,” she yelled, “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 top and bottom!”

A garbled echo returned to her.

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

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

She opened her mouth but no sound came out of it.

A tiny truck, Claud’s, appeared on the highway, heading rapidly out 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 stood there, her gaze fixed on the highway, all her muscles
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 2 monumental
statue coming to life, she bent her head slowly and gazed, as it through the
very heart 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 lifted her head. There was only a purple streak
in the sky, cutting through a field of crimson and leading, like an extension
of the highway, into the descending dusk. She raised her hands from the side
of the pen in a gesture hieratic and profound. A visionary light settled in her
eyes. She saw the streak as a vast swinging bridge extending upward from
the 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 first ime in their lives, and bands of black niggers in white robes, and
battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like

frogs. And bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of people
whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself and Claud, had
always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right. She
leaned forward to observe them closer, They were marching behind the oth-
ers with great dignity, accountable as they had always been for good order
and common sense and respectable behavior. They alone were on key. Yet
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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 eyes small but fixed unblinkingly on what lay ahead. In 2 moment
the vision faded but she remained where she was, immobile.

At length she got down and turned off the faucet and made her slow
way on the darkening path to the house. In the woods around her the invisi-
ble cricket choruses had struck up, but what she heard were the voices of
the souls climbing upward into the starry field and shouting hallelujah.

Gt A T PR SITE

YOUR TURN

.o

1. Why does Mary Grace attack Mrs. Turpin?

2. Characterize Mrs. Turpin before her revelation. Did your attitude to-
ward her change at the end of the story?

3. The two chief settings are a doctor’s waiting room and a “pig parlor.”
Can these settings reasonably be called “symbolic”? If so, symbolic of
what?

4. When Mrs. Turpin goes toward the pig parlor, she has “the look of a
woman going single-handed, weaponless, into battle.” Once there, she
dismisses Claud, uses the hose as a weapon against the pigs, and talks
to herself “in a low fierce voice.” What is she battling, besides the pigs?

On Fiction: Remarks from O’Connor’s
Essays and Letters

From “The Fiction Writer and His Country” [1957)

In the greatest fiction, the writer's moral sense coincides with his dramatic
sense, and I see no way for it to do this uniess his moral judgment is part of
the very act of seeing, and he is free to use it. I have heard it said that belief
in Christian dogma is a hindrance to the writer, but I myself have found
nothing further from the truth. Actually, it frees the storyteller to observe. It
is not a set of rules which fixes what he sees in the world. It affects his writ-
ing primarily by guaranteeing his respect for mystery. . ..

When I look at stories | have written 1 find that they are, for the most
part, about people who are poor, who are afflicted in both mind and body,
who have little—or at best a distorted—sense of spiritual purpose, and whose
actions do not apparently give the reader a great assurance of the joy of life.

Yet how is this? For I am no disbeliever in spiritual purpose and no
vague believer. | see from the standpoint of Christian orthodoxy. This means
that for me the meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Christ and
that what I see in the world I see in its relation to that. . ..

The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life distortions
i which are repugnant to him, and his problem will be to make these appear as
: distortions to an audience which is used to seeing them as natural; and he may
well be forced to take ever more violent means to get his vision across to this
hostile audience. When you can assume that your audience holds the same
beliefs you do, you can relax a lirtle and use more normal ways of talking to it;
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when you have to assume that it does not, then you have to make your vi-
sion apparent by shock—to the hard of hearing you shout, and for the al-
most blind you draw large and startling figures.

From “Some Aspects of the Grotesque
in Southern Fiction” [1960]

If the writer believes that our life is and will remain essentially mysterions, if
he looks upon us as beings existing in a created order to whose laws we
freely respond, then what he sees on the surface will be of interest to him
only as he can go through it into an experience of mystery itself. His kind of
fiction will always be pushing its own limits outward toward the limits of
mystery, because for this kind of writer, the meaning of a story does not be-
gin except at a depth where the adequate motivation and the adequate psy-
chology and the various determinations have been exhausted. Such a writer
will be interested in what we don’t understand rather than in what we do.
He will be interested in possibility rather than in probability. He will be in-
terested in characters who are forced out to meet evil and grace and who
act on a trust beyond themselves—whether they know very clearly what it
is they act upon or not. To the modern mind, this kind of character, and his
creator, are typical Don Quixotes, tilting at what is not there.

From “The Nature and Aim of Fiction” [Date Unknown|

The novel works by a slower accumulation of detail than the short story
does. The short story requires more drastic procedures than the novel be-
cause more has to be accomplished in less space. The details have to carry
more immediate weight. In good fiction, certain of the details will tend to ac-
cumulate meaning from the story itself, and when this happens, they be-
come symbolic in their action.

Now the word symbof scares a good many people off, just as the word
art does. They seem to feel that a symbol is some mysterious thing put in ar-
bitrarily by the writer to frighten the common reader—sort of a literary Ma-
sonic grip that is only for the initiated. They seem to think that it is a way of
saying something that you aren’t actually saying, and so if they can be got to
read a reputedly symbolic work at all, they approach it as if it were a prob-
lem in algebra. Find x. And when they do find or think they find this abstrac-
tion, x, then they go off with an elaborate sense of satisfaction and the no-
tion that they have “understood” the story. Many students confuse the
process of understanding a thing with understanding it.

I think that for the fiction writer himself, symbols are something he
uses simply as a matter of course. You might say that these are details that,
while having their essential place in the literal level of the story, operate in
depth as well as on the surface, increasing the story in every direction. . . .

People have a habit of saying, “What is the theme of your story?” and
they expect you to give them a statement: “The theme of my story is the
cconomic pressure of the machine on the middle class”—or some such
absurdity. And when they've got a statement like that, they go off happy and
feel it is no longer necessary to read the story.
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Some people have the notion that you read the story and then climb
out of it into the meaning, but for the fiction writer himself the whole story
is the meaning, because it is an experience, not an abstraction.

From “Writing Short Stories” [Date Unknown)]

Being short does not mean being slight. A short story should be long in
depth and should give us an experience of meaning. ...

Meaning is what keeps the short story from being short. 1 prefer to talk
about the meaning in a story rather than the theme of a story. People talk
about the theme of a story as if the theme were like the string that a sack of
chicken feed is tied with. They think that if you can pick out the theme, the
way you pick the right thread in the chicken-feed sack, you can rip the story
open and feed the chickens. But this is not the way meaning works in
fiction.

When you can state the theme of a story, when you can separate it from
the story itself, then you can be sure the story is not a very good one.The
meaning of a story has to be embodied in it, has to be made concrete in it. A
story is a way to say something that can't be said any other way, and it takes
every word in the story to say what the meaning is.You tell a story becausc
a statement would be inadequate. When anybody asks what a story is about,
the only proper thing is to tell him to read the story. The meaning of fiction
is not abstract meaning but experienced meaning, and the purpose of mak-
ing statements about the meaning of a story is only to help you to experi-
ence that meaning more fully.

“4 Reasonable Use of the Unreasonable” 1957]

Last fall I received a letter from a student who said she would be “gra-
ciously appreciative™ if T would tell her “just what enlightenment” I ex-
pected her to get from each of my stories. I suspect she had a paper to
write. ] wrote her back to forget about the enlightenment and just try to en-
joy them. I knew that was the most unsatisfactory answer 1 could have
given because, of course, she didn't want to enjoy them, she just wanted to
figure them out.

In most English classes the short story has become a kind of literary
specimen to be dissected. Every time a story of mine appears in a Freshman
anthology, 1 have a vision of it, with its little organs laid open, like a frog in a
bottle.

I realize that a certain amount of this what-is-the-significance has to go
on, but I think something has gone wrong in the process when, for so many
students, the story becomes simply a problem to be solved, something which
you evaporate 1o get Instant Enlightenment.

A story really isn't any good unless it successfully resists paraphrase, un-
less it hangs on and expands in the mind. Properly, you analyze to €njoy, but
it's equally true that to analyze with any discrimination, you have to have en-
joyed already, and T think that the best reason to hear a story read is that it
should stimulate that primary enjoyment.

) S SO S O ) O S O O g




v

v N -STRRNY B, SUSON I v IR 10 Y f TSRS . ) ] | VTSI | LSBT @ AT o e - OO o | BT Sl S DRI 4 e e e e e

On Fiction: Remarks from O'Connor’s Essays and Letters 335

I don’t have any pretensions to beipg an Aeschylus or Sophocles and
providing you in this story with a cathartic experience out of your mythic
background, though this story I'm going to read certainly calls up a good
deal of the South’s mythic background, and it should elicit from you a de-
gree of pity and terror, even though its way of being serious is a comic one. I
do think, though, that like the Greeks you should know what is going to
happen in this story so that any element of suspense in it will be transferred
from its surface 1o its interior.

I would be most happy if you had already read it, happier still if you
knew it well, but since experience has taught me to keep my expectations
along these lines modest, I'll tell you that this is the story of a family of six
which, on its way driving to Florida, gets wiped out by an escaped convict
who calls himself The Misfit. The family is made up of the Grandmother and
her son, Bailey, and his children, John Wesley and June Star and the baby, and
there is also the cat and the children’s mother. The cat is named Pitty Sing,
and the Grandmother is taking him with them, hidden in a basketr.

Now I think it behooves me to try to establish with you the basis on
which reason operates in this story. Much of my fiction takes its character
from a reasonable use of the unreasonable, though the reasonableness of my
use of it may not always be apparent. The assumptions that underlie this
usc of it, however, are those of the central Christian mysteries. These are as-
sumptions to which a large part of the modern audience takes exception.
About this I can only say that there are perhaps other ways than my own in
which this story could be read, but none other by which it could have been
written. Belief, in my own case anyway, is the engine that makes perception
operate.

The heroine of this story, the Grandmother, is in the most significant po-
sition life offers the Christian. She is facing death. And to all appearances
she, like the rest of us, is not too well prepared for it. She would like to see
the event postponed. Indefinitely.

I've talked to a number of teachers who use this story in class and who
tell their students that the Grandmother is evil, that in fact, she's a witch,
even down to the cat. One of these teachers told me that his students, and
particularly his Southern students, resisted this interpretation with a certain
bemused vigor, and he didn’t understand why. I had to tell him that they re-
sisted it because they all had grandmothers or great-aunts just like her at
home, and they knew, from personal experience, that the old lady lacked
comprehension, but that she had a good heart. The Southerner is usually tol-
erant of those weaknesses that proceed from innocence, and he knows that
a taste for self-preservation can be readily combined with the missionary
Spirit.

This same teacher was telling his students that morally The Misfit was
several cuts above the Grandmother. He had a really sentimental avachment
toThe Misfit. But then a prophet gone wrong is almost always more interest-
ing than your grandmother, and you have to let people take their pleasures
where they find them.

It is true that the old lady is a hypocritical old soul; her wits are no
match for The Misfit's, nor is her capacity for grace equal to his; yet I think
the unprejudiced reader will feel that the Grandmother has a special kind of
triumph in this story which instinctively we do not allow to someone alto-
gether bad.
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I often ask myself what makes a story work, and what makes it hold up
as a story, and 1 have decided that it is probably some action. some gesture of
a character that is unlike any other in the story, one which indicates where
the real heart of the story lies. This would have to be an action or a gesture
which was both totally right and totally unexpected:it would have to be one
that was both in character and beyond character; it would have to suggest
both the world and eternity. The action or gesture I'm talking about would
have to be on the anagogical level, that is, the level which has to do with the
Divine life and our participation in it. It would be a gesture that transcended
any neat allegory that might have been intended or any pat moral categories
a reader could make. It would be a gesture which somehow made contact
with mystery.

There is a point in this story where such a gesture occurs. The Grand-
mother is at last alone, facing The Misfit. Her head clears for an instant and
she realizes, even in her limited way, that she is responsible for the man be-
fore her and joined to him by ties of kinship which have their roots deep in
the mystery she has been merely prattling about so far. And at this point, she
does the right thing, she makes the right gesture.

I find that students are often puzzled by what she says and does here,
but 1 think myself that if I took out this gesture and what she says with it, I
would have no story. What was left would not be worth your attention. Our
age not only does not have a very sharp eye for the almost imperceptible in-
trusions of grace, it no longer has much feeling for the nature of the vio-
lences which precede and follow them.The devil's greatest wile, Baudelaire
has said, is to convince us that he does not exist.

1 suppose the reasons for the use of so much violence in modern fiction
will differ with each writer who uses it, but in my own stories I have found
that violence is strangely capable of returning my characters to reality and
preparing them to accept their moment of grace. Their heads are so hard
that almost nothing else will do the work. This idea, that reality is something
to which we must be returned at considerable cost, is one which is seldom
understood by the casual reader, but it is one which is implicit in the Christ-
ian view of the world.

I don't want to equate The Misfit with the devil. 1 prefer to think that,
however unlikely this may seem, the old lady’s gesture, like the mustard-
seed, will grow to be a great crow-filled tree inThe Misfit’s heart, and will be
enough of a pain to him there to turn him into the prophet he was meant 1o
become. But that's another story.

This story has been called grotesque, but 1 prefer to call it literal. A good
story is literal in the same sense that a child's drawing is literal. When a child
draws, he doesn't intend to distort but to set down exactly what he sees,and
as his gaze is direct, he sees the lines that create motion. Now the lines of
motion that interest the writer are usually invisible. They are lines of spiri-
tual motion. And in this story you should be on the lookout for such things
as the action of grace in the Grandmother's soul, and not for the dead
bodies.

We hear many complaints about the prevalence of violence in modern
fiction, and it is always assumed that this violence is a bad thing and meant to
be an end in itself. With the serious writer, violence is never an end in itself.
It is the extreme situation that best reveals what we are essentially, and 1
believe these are times when writers are more interested in what we are
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essentially than in the tenor of our daily lives. Violence is a force which can
be used for good or evil, and among other things taken by it is the kingdom
of heaven. But regardless of what can be taken by it, the man in the violent
situation reveals those qualities least dispensable in his personality, those
qualities which are all he will have to take into eternity with him; and since
the characters in this story are all on the verge of eternity, it is appropriate
to think of what they take with them. In any case, I hope that if you consider
these points in connection with the story, you will come to see it as some-
thing more than an account of a family murdered on the way to Florida.

On Interpreting “A Good Man is Hard to Find”

A professor of English bad sent O'Connor the following letter:

“I am writing as spokesman for three members of our department and some
ninery university students in three classes who for a week now have been
discussing your story ‘A Good Man Is Hard to Find. We have debated at length
several possible interpretations. none of which fully satisfies us. In general we
believe that the appearance of The Misfit is not ‘real in the same sense that
the incidents of the first half of the story are real. Bailey, we believe, imagines
the appearance of The Misfit, whose activities have been called to his atten-
tion on the night before the trip and again during the stopover at the roadside
restaurant. Bailey, we further believe, identifies himself with The Misfit and
so plays two roles in the imaginary last half of the story. But we cannot, after
great effort, determine the point at which reality fades into illusion or reverie.
Does the accident literally occur, or is it a part of Bailey's dream? Please be-
lieve me when I say we are not seeking an easy way out of our difficulty. We
admire your story and have examined it with great care, but we are con-
vinced that we are missing something important which you intended for us
to grasp. We will all be very grateful if you comment on the interpretation
which I have outlined above and if you will give us further comments about
your intention in writing ‘A Good Man Is Hard to Find.”

She replied:

28 March 61
(To a Professor of English)

The interpretation of your ninety students and three teachers is fantas-
tic and about as far from my intentions as it could get to be. If it were a legit-
imate interpretation, the story would be little more than a trick and its
interest would be simply for abnormal psychology.1 am not interested in ab-
normal psychology.

There is a change of tension from the first part of the story to the sec-
ond where The Misfit enters, but this is no lessening of reality. This story is,
of course, not meant to be realistic in the sense that it portrays the everyday
doings of people in Georgia. It is stylized and its conventions are comic even
though its meaning is serious.

Bailey’s only importance is as the Grandmother’s boy and the driver of
the car It is the Grandmother who first recognizes The Misfit and who is
most concerned with him throughout. The story is a duel of sorts between
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the Grandmother and her superficial beliefs and The Misfit's more pro-
foundly felt involvement with Christ's action which set the world off bal-
ance for him.

The meaning of a story should go on expanding for the reader the more
he thinks about it, but meaning cannot be captured in an interpretation. If
teachers are in the habit of approaching a story as if it were a rescarch
problem for which any answer is believable so long as it is not obvious, then
| think students will never learn to enjoy fiction. Too much interpretation is
certainly worse than too little, and where feeling for a story is absent, theory
will not supply it.

My tone is not meant to be obnoxious. 1 am in a state of shock.

Tobias Wolff: Four Stories, Comments About
Writing, and an Essay bya Student

- Tobias Wolff was born in Birmingbam, Alabama, in 1945,
! a5 but be was raised in the state of Washington. He served in
1 = the army between 1964 and 1968, inciuding a tour of
* duty in Vietnam. He graduated from Oxford University in
1972 and then studied creative writing at Stanford. Wolff's
first two books were 1n the Garden of North American
Martyrs (1981) and Back in the World (1985), collections of
short stories that both received good reviews. He achieved
greater success and acclaim with the publication of The
Boy's Life (1989), a memoir of his teenage vears. He also
bas written a memoir of bis military service, In Pharaoh'’s
Army (1994). The autbor of many short stories and two novels, bis recent pub-
licattons include Our Story Begins: New and Selected Stories (2008). From 1980
to 1997, Wolff taught courses in Englisb and in creative writing al Syracuse
University, and, since then, be bas taught at Stanford, where be is the Ward W.
and Priscilla B.Woods Professor in the School of Humanities and Sciences.

In an essay in the London Review of Books, on Wolff's work, the critic Wyatt
Mason comments: “Typically, bis protagonists face an actte maoral dilemma, un-
able to reconcile what they know to be frue with u hat they feel to be true. Du-
plicity is their great failing, and Wolfi’s main theme.” The novelist and essayist
Robert Stone, focusing on Wollf's achievement as a writer of short stories, states:

The work of Tobias Wolff provides a blend of satisfactions not always
available in combination. Wolff is both subtle and passionate. He
often appears ds a wry but sympathetic observer of the disappoint-
menis and petty strategies that define obscure unexamined lives. Yet,
his true subjfect is nothing less than the world, bow it goes. (Times
Literary Supplement, 15 November 1 996)

Hunters in the Snow . [1982]

Tub had been waiting for an hour in the falling snow. He paced the sidewalk
to keep warm and stuck his head out over the curb whenever he saw lights
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approaching. The fall of snow thickened. Tub stood below the overhang of a
building. Across the road the clouds whitened just above the rooftops, and
the whiteness seeped up through the sky. He shifted the rifle strap to his
other shoulder.

A truck slid around the corner, horn blaring, rear end sashaying. Tub
moved to the sidewalk and held up his hand. The truck jumped the curb
and kept coming, half on the street and half on the sidewalk. It wasn't slow-
ing down at all. Tub stood for a moment, still holding up his hand, then
jumped back. His rifle slipped off his shoulder, clattering on the ice, and a
sandwich fell out of his pocket. The truck went careening past him and
stopped at the end of the block.

Tub picked up his sandwich and slung the rifle and walked down to the
truck The driver was bent against the steering wheel, slapping his knees
and drumming his feet on the floorboards. He looked like a cartoon of a
person laughing.“Tub, you ought to se¢ yourself” he said.*You look just like
a beach ball with a hat on. Doesn’t he. Frank?”

The man beside him smiled and looked off.

“You almost ran me down,” Tub said. “You could've killed me.”

“Come on,Tub.” said the man beside the driver."Be mellow. Kenny was
just messing around.” He opened the door and slid over to the middle of the
seat.

Tub took the bolt out of his rifle and climbed in beside him.“My feet are
frozen,” he said.“1f you meant ten o'clock, why didn’t you say ten o’clock?”

“Tub, you haven't done anything but complain since we got here,” said
the man in the middle.“If you want to piss and moan all day you might as
well go home and bitch at your kids. Take your pick” When Tub didn’t say
anything, he turned to the driver. “Okay, Kenny, let’s hit the road”

Some juvenile delinquents had heaved a brick through the windshield
on the driver's side, so the cold and snow funneled right into the cab. The
heater didn't work. They covered themselves with a couple of blankets
Kenny had brought along and pulled down the flaps on their caps. Tub tried
to keep his hands warm by rubbing them under the blanket, but Frank made
him stop.

They left Spokane and drove deep into the country, running along black
lines of fences. The snow let up, but still there was no edge to the land
where it met the sky. Nothing moved in the chalky fields. The cold bleached
their faces and made the stubble stand out on their cheeks and along their
upper lips. They stopped twice for coffee before they got to the woods
where Kenny wanted to hunt.

Tub was for trying someplace different; two years in a row they'd been
up and down this land and hadn’t seen a thing. Frank didn't care one way or
the other, he just wanted to get out of the goddamned truck. “Feel that, he
said, slamming the door. He spread his feet and closed his eyes and leaned
his head back and breathed deeply. “Tune in on that energy”’

“Another thing,” Kenny said.“This is open land. Most of the land around
here is posted.”

“I'm cold,” Tub said.

Frank breathed out.“Stop bitching, Tub. Get centered.”

“I wasn't bitching.”

“Centered, Kenny said. “Next thing you'll be wearing a nightgown,
Frank. Selling flowers out at the airport.”
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-
“Kenny,” Frank said,“you talk too much.” i using tk
“Okay.” Kenny said.“] won't say a word. Like I won't say anything about | “Look a
a certain babysitter” into the
“What babysitter?” Tub asked. I plain as
2 “That's between us,” Frank said, looking at Kenny. H Tub?" K
Kenny laughed. ' “Tg
“You're asking for it;” Frank said. l Kei
“Asking for what?* “Iy
“Hey,” Tub said,"are we hunting or what?" “Yc
2 They started off across the field. Tub had trouble getting through the ; 40 The
fences. Frank and Kenny could have helped him; they could've lifted up the ' fence h:
top wire and stepped on the bottom wire, but they didn't. They stood and l one of 1
watched him. There were a lot of fences, and Tub was puffing when they people
reached the woods. owned
They hunted for two hours and saw no deer. no tracks, no sign. Finally Anyway
they stopped by the creek to eat. Kenny had several slices of pizza and a the roac
couple of candy bars; Frank had a sandwich, an apple, two carrots, and a ! “Re
square of chocolate; Tub ate one hard-boiled egg and a stick of celerv. deer, we
“You ask me how | want to die today, Kenny said,"I'll tell you burn me The
at the stake.” He turned to Tub.*You still on that diet?” He winked at Frank. ! pine.Th
“What do you think? You think I like hard-boiled cggs?” but Tub
“All T can say is, it's the first diet T ever heard of where you gained ; bruised
weight from it even he
30 “Who said | gained weight?” face. He
“Oh, pardon me. I take it back. You're just wasting away before my very ! time. It
eves, Isn't he, Frank?” Wh
Frank had his fingers fanned out on the stump where he'd laid his food. i ing. He
His knuckles were hairy. He wore a heavy wedding band and on his right hoist hi
pinkie another gold ring with a flat face and an “F" in what looked like window
diamonds.“Tub. he said,“you haven’t seen your own balls in ten years” freezing
Kenny doubled over laughing. He took off his hat and slapped his leg collar o
with it. around.
“What am 1 supposed to do?” Tub said.“It's my glands.” ' He
ask per
3 They left the woods and hunted along the creek. Frank and Kenny smoke :
worked one bank and Tub worked the other, moving upstream. The snow thin gra
was light but the drifts were deep and hard to move through. Wherever Tub was risi
looked the surface was smooth, undisturbed, and after a time he lost interest. l 45 “Yc
He stopped looking for tracks and just tried to keep up with Frank and “W
Kenny on the other side. A moment came when he realized he hadn't seen ' “I
them in a long time. The breeze was moving from him to them; when it “0l
stilled he could sometimes hear Kenny laughing—nothing more. He quick- “Yc
ened his pace, breasting the drifts, fighting away the snow. He heard his ' 50 “Yc
heart and felt the flush on his face but never once stopped. think y¢
Tub caught up with Frank and Kenny at 4 bend of the creek. They were “Is
standing on a log that stretched from their bank to his. Ice had backed up Fra
behind the log. Frozen reeds stuck out. “W
“See anything?” Frank asked. “Ke
Tub shook his head. 55 Kei
There wasn't much daylight left and thc‘y decided to head back toward gan wal
the road. Frank and Kenny crossed the log and they all started downstream, l hound

|
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using the trail Tub had broken. Before they'd gone very far Kenny stopped.

“Look at that,” he said, and pointed to some tracks going from the creek back

into the woods. Tub’s footprints crossed right over them. There on the bank,

plain as day, were several mounds of deer shit. “What do vou think that is,

Tub?” Kenny kicked at it.*Walnuts on vanilla icing?”

“I guess I didn’t notice”

Kenny looked at Frank.

“1 was lost.”

“You were lost. Big deal”

W0 They followed the tracks into the woods. The deer had gone over a
fence half buried in drifting snow. A no-hunting sign was nailed to the top of
one of the posts. Kenny wanted to go after him but Frank said no way, the
people out here didn't mess around. He thought maybe the farmer who
owned the land would let them use it if they asked. Kenny wasn't so sure.
Anyway, he figured that by the time they walked to the truck and drove up
the road and doubled back it would be almost dark.

“Relax;” Frank said. “You can't hurry nature. If we're meant to get that
deer, we'll get it. If we're not, we won't”

They started back toward the truck. This part of the woods was mainly
pine. The snow was shaded and had a glaze on it. It held up Kenny and Frank

= but Tub kept falling through. As he kicked forward, the edge of the crust

i bruised his shins. Kenny and Frank pulled ahead of him, to where he couldn't

even hear their voices anymore. He sat down on a stump and wiped his

face. He ate both his sandwiches and half the cookies, taking his own sweet
time. It was dead quiet.

When Tub crossed the last fence into the road the truck started mov-
ing. He had to run for it and just managed to grab hold of the tailgate and
hoist himself into the bed. He lay there, panting. Kenny looked out the rear
window and grinned. Tub crawled into the lee of the cab to get out of the
freezing wind. He pulled his earflaps low and pushed his chin into the
: collar of his coat. Someone rapped on the window but Tub wouldn't turn

around.

He and Frank waited outside while Kenny went into the farmhouse to
ask permission. The house was old and paint was curling off the sides. The
smoke streamed westward off the top of the chimney, fanning away into a
thin gray plume. Above the ridge of the hills another ridge of blue clouds
was rising.

15 “You've got a short memory,” Tub said.

“What?” Frank said. He had been staring off.

“T used to stick up for you

“Okay, so you used to stick up for me. What's eating you?”

“You shouldn't have just left me back there like that”

50 “You're a grown-up, Tub. You can take care of yourself. Anyway, if you

think you're the only person with problems I can tell you that you're not.”

‘Is something bothering you, Frank?”

Frank kicked at a branch poking out of the snow.“Never mind” he said.

“What did Kenny mean about the babysitter?”

“Kenny talks too much,” Frank said.

Kenny came out of the farmhouse and gave the thumbs-up and they be-
gan walking back toward the woods. As they passed the barn a large black
hound with a grizzled snout ran out and barked at them. Every time he
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barked he slid backward a bit, like a cannon recoiling. Kenny got down on
all fours and snarled and barked back at him, and the dog slunk away into
the barn, looking over his shoulder and peeing a little as he went.

“That's an old-timer” Frank said.“A real graybeard. Fifteen years if he's a
day”

“Too old,” Kenny said.

Past the barn they cut off through the fields. The land was unfenced and
the crust was freezing up thick, so they made good time. They kept to the
edge of the field until they picked up the tracks again and followed them
into the woods, farther and farther back toward the hills. The trees started to
blur with the shadows, and the wind rose and needled their faces with the
crystals it swept off the glaze. Finally they lost the tracks.

Kenny swore and threw down his hat.“This is the worst day of hunting
I ever had, bar none” He picked up his hat and brushed off the snow. “This
will be the first season since 1 was fifteen 1 haven’t got my deer.”

“It isn’t the deer” Frank said.“It’s the hunting. There are all these forces
out here and you just have to go with them”

“You go with them” Kenny said.“I came out here to get me a deer, not
listen to a bunch of hippie bulishit. And if it hadn’t been for Dimples here |
would have oo

“That's enough,” Frank said.

“And you—you're so busy thinking about that little jailbait of yours you
wouldn't know a deer if you saw one.”

“Drop dead,” Frank said, and turned away.

Kenny and Tub followed him back across the fields. When they were
coming up to the barn Kenny stopped and pointed. “I hate that post.” he
said. He raised his rifle and fired. It sounded like a dry branch cracking. The
post splintered along its right side, up toward the top.“There,” Kenny said.
“It's dead.”

“Knock it off” Frank said, walking ahead.

Kenny looked at Tub. He smiled. “I hate that tree,” he said, and fired
again. Tub hurried to catch up with Frank. He started to speak but just then
the dog ran out of the barn and barked at them.“Easy, boy,” Frank said.

“I hate that dog” Kenny was behind them.

“That's enough,” Frank said.“You put that gun down’”

Kenny fired. The bullet went in berween the dog's eyes. He sank right
down into the snow, his legs splayed out on each side, his yellow eyes open
and staring. Except for the blood he looked like a small bearskin rug. The
blood ran down the dog’s muzzle into the snow.

They all looked at the dog lying there.

“What did he ever do to you?" Tub asked.“He was just barking."

Kenny turned to Tub.*T hate you”

Tub shot from the waist. Kenny jerked backward against the fence
and buckled to his knees. He knelt there with his hands pressed across his
stomach. “Look” he said. His hands were covered with blood. In the dusk his
blood was more blue than red. It seemed to belong to the shadows. It didn’t
seem out of place. Kenny eased himself onto his back. He sighed several
times, deeply.“You shot me " he said.

“I had to,” Tub said. He knelt beside Kenny. “*Oh God," he said. “Frank.
Frank.” '

Frank hadn't moved since Kenny killed the dog.
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“Frank!” Tub shouted.

“1 was just kidding around.” Kenny said. 1t was a joke. Oh!™ he said, and
arched his back suddenly “Oh!” he said again, and dug his heels into the
snow and pushed himself along on his head. Then he stopped and lay there,
rocking back and forth on his heels and head like a wrestler doing warm-up
€XErcises.

“Kenny,” Frank said. He bent down and put his gloved hand on Kenny's
brow.“You shot him,” he said to Tub.

“He made me.” Tub said.

“No, no, no,” Kenny said.

Tub was weeping from the eyes and nostrils. His whole face was wet.
Frank closed his eyes, then looked down at Kenny again. “Where does it
hurt?”

“Everywhere,” Kenny said. “just everywhere”

“Oh God,” Tub said.

“1 mean, where did it go in?” Frank said.

“Here” Kenny pointed at the wound in his stomach. It was welling
slowly with blood.

“You're lucky” Frank said.*It's on the left side. It missed your appendix.
If it had hit your appendix you'd really be in the soup.” He turned and threw
up onto the snow, holding his sides as if to keep warm.

“Are you all right?” Tub said.

“There’s some aspirin in the truck,” Kenny said.

“I'm all right,” Frank said.

“For me,” Kenny said.

“We'd better call an ambulance,” Tub said.

“Jesus,” Frank said.“What are we going to say?”

“Exactly what happened.” Tub said. “He was going to shoot me but |
shot him first.”

“No sir!” Kenny said.“1 wasn't ¢ither!”

Frank patted Kenny on the arm. “Easy does it, partner” He stood. “Let's
20.”

Tub picked up Kenny's rifle as they walked down toward the farm-
house."No sense leaving this around,” he said.“Kenny might get ideas.”

“1 can tell you one thing,” Frank said. “You've really done it this time.
This definitely takes the cake”

They had to knock on the door twice before it was opened by a thin man
with lank hair. The room behind him was filled with smoke. He squinted at
them.*You get anything?” he asked.

“No," Frank said.

“I knew you wouldn't.That's what I told the other fellow.”

“We've had an accident.”

The man looked past Frank and Tub into the gloom.“Shoot your friend,
did you?”

Frank nodded.

“I did.” Tub said.

“1 suppose you want to use the phone.”

“If it’s okay”

The man in the doorway looked behind him, then stepped back. Frank
and Tub followed him into the house. There was a woman sitting by the
stove in the middle of the room. The stove was smoking badly. She looked
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up and then down again at the child asleep in her lap. Her face was white
and damp; strands of hair were pasted across her forehead. Tub warmed his
hands over the stove while Frank went into the kitchen to call. The man
who'd let them in stood at the window, his hands in his pockets.

“My friend shot your dog,” Tub said.

The man nodded without turning around.“1 should have done it myself.
I just couldn’t”

“He loved that dog so much.” the woman said. The child squirmed and
she rocked it.

“You asked him to?” Tub said.“You asked him to shoot your dog?”

“He was old and sick. Couldn’t chew his food anymore. I should have
done it myself”

“you couldn’t have,” the woman said.“Never in a million years.”

The man shrugged.

Frank came out of the kitchen. “We'll have to take him ourselves. The
nearest hospital is fifty miles from here and all their ambulances are out
already.”

The woman knew a shortcut but the directions werc complicated and
Tub had to write them down. The man told them where they could find
some boards to carry Kenny on. He didn't have a flashlight but said he'd
turn the porch light on.

It was dark outside. The clouds were low and heavy and the wind blew
in shrill gusts. There was a screen loose on the house and it banged slowly
and then quickly as the wind rose again. Frank went for the boards while
Tub looked for Kenny, who was not where they had left him. Tub found him
farther up the drive, lying on his stomach.“You okay?” Tub said.

“It hurts.”

“Frank says it missed your appendix”

“1 already had my appendix out”

“All right” Frank said, coming up to them. “We'll have you in a nice
warm bed before you can say Jack Robinson” He put the two boards on
Kenny's right side.

“Just as long as 1 don't have one of those male nurses,” Kenny said.

“Ha ha," Frank said. “That's the spirit. Ready, set, over jyou go," and he
rolled Kenny onto the boards. Kenny screamed and kicked his legs in the air.
When he quieted down Frank and Tub lifted the boards and carried him
down the drive. Tub had the back end, and with the snow blowing into his
face he had trouble with his footing. Also he was tired and the man inside
had forgotten to turn the porch light on. Just past the house Tub slipped
and threw out his hands to catch himself. The boards fell and Kenny tum-
bled out and rolled to the bottom of the drive, yelling the whole way down.
He came to rest against the right front wheel of the truck.

“You fat moron,” Frank said.“You aren’t good for diddly”

Tub grabbed Frank by the collar and backed him hard up against the
fence, Frank tried to pull his hands away but Tub shook him and snapped his
head back and forth and finally Frank gave up.

“What do you know about fat, Tub said. “What do you know about
glands”As he spoke he kept shaking Frank.“What do you know about me”
“All right,” Frank said.

“No more,” Tub said.
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“Al right”

“No more talking to me like that. No moré watching. No more laughing.”

“Okay,Tub. I promise.”

Tub let go of Frank and turned away. His arms hung straight at his sides.

“I'm sorry, Tub.” Frank touched him on the shoulder.“I'll be down at the
truck.”

Tub stood by the fence for a while and then got the rifles off the porch.
Frank had rolled Kenny back onto the boards and they lifted him into the
bed of the truck. Frank spread the seat blankets over him, “Warm enough?”
he asked.

Kenny nodded.

“Okay. Now how does reverse work on this thing?”

“All the way to the left and up.” Kenny sat up as Frank started forward to
the cab.“Frank!”

“What?"

“If it sticks don't force it.”

The truck started right away. “One thing,” Frank said. “you've got to hand
it to the Japanese. A very ancient, very spiritual culture and they can still
make a hell of a truck” He glanced over at Tub. “Look, I'm sorry. I didn't
know you felt like that, honest to God I didn't. You should've said some-
thing"

“Idid”

“When? Name one time.”

“A couple hours ago”

“I guess I wasn't paying attention.”

“That's true, Frank.” Tub said. *You don't pay attention very much.”

“Tub,” Frank said, “what happened back there, I should've been more
sympathetic. I realize that. You were going through a lot. 1 just want you to
know it wasn't your fault. He was asking for it

“You think so?"

“Absolutely. It was him or you. I would've done the same thing in your
shoes, no question.”

The wind was blowing into their faces. The snow was 1 moving white
wall in front of their lights: it swirled into the cab through the hole in the
windshield and settled on them. Tub clapped his hands and shifted around
to stay warm, but it didn’t work.

“I'm going to have to stop,” Frank said. "1 can't feel my fingers.”

Up ahead they saw some lights off the road. It was a tavern. In the parking
lot there were several jeeps and trucks. A couple of them had deer strapped
across their hoods. Frank parked and they went back to Kenny. “How you
doing, partner?” Frank said.

“I'm cold”

“Well, don't feel like the Lone Ranger. It's worse inside, take my word for
it.You should get that windshield fixed.”

“Look.” Tub said,"he threw the blankets off” They were lying in a heap
against the tailgate.

“Now look, Kenny” Frank said, “it's no use whining about being cold if
you're not going to try and keep warm. You've got to do your share” He
spread the blankets over Kenny and tucked them in at the corners.

“They blew off”
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“Hold on to ‘em, then.”

“Why are we stopping, Frank?”

160 “Because if me and Tub don’t get warmed up we're going to freeze solid
and then where will you be?” He punched Kenny lightly in the arm."So just
hold your horses.”

The bar was full of men in colored jackets, mostly orange. The waitress
brought coffee. “Just what the doctor ordered,” Frank said, cradling the
steaming cup in his hand.“Tub, I've been thinking. What you said about me
not paying attention, that's true”

“It’s okay.

“No. 1 really had that coming. I guess I've just been a little oo interested
in old number one. I've had a lot on my mind. Not that that’s any excuse”

“Forget it, Frank. I sort of lost my temper back there. I guess we're both
a littie on edge”

163 Frank shook his head.“It isn't just that.”

“You want to talk about it?”

“Just berween us, Tub?”

“Sure, Frank. Just between us.”

“Tub, I think I'm going to be leaving Nancy”

170 “Oh, Frank. Oh, Frank.” Tub sat back and shook his head.

Frank reached out and laid his hand on Tub’s arm.“Tub, have you ever
been really in love?”

“Well—"

“1 mean reafly in love.” He squeezed Tub’s wrist."With your whole being”

i “I don’t know. When you put it like that, I don't know”

175 “Then you haven't. Nothing against you, but you'd know it if you had”
Frank let go of Tub's arm. “This isn't just some bit of fluff I'm talking

: about.”

“Who is she, Frank?”

Frank paused. He looked into his empty cup.“Roxanne Brewer”

E “Cliff Brewer's kid? The babysitter?”

i “You can't just put people into categories like that, Tub. That's why the i
.
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whole system is wrong.And that’s why this country’s going to hell in a row-
boat”
4 180 Tub shook his head.*But she can’t be more than—"
ﬂ “Sixteen. She’ll be seventeen in May” Frank smiled. “May fourth, three
twenty-seven p.m. Hell, Tub, a hundred years ago she'd have been an old
h maid by that age. Juliet was only thirteen”
e “Juliet? Juliet Miller? Jesus, Frank, she doesn't even have breasts. She’s
i still collecting frogs.”
E “Not Juliet Miller. The real Juliet. Tub, don’t you see how you're dividing
- people up into categories? He's an executive, she's a secretary, he’s a truck
driver, she’s sixteen years old. Tub, this so-cailed babysitter, this so-called
sixteen-year-old, has more in her little finger than most of us have in our en-
tire bodies. 1 can tell you this little lady is something special”
“I know the kids like her”
185 “She’s opened up whole worlds to me that I never knew were there”
“What does Nancy think about all this?”
“She doesn’t know.”
“You haven't told her?™'
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“Not yet. It's not so easy. She’s been damned good to me all these years.
Then there’s the kids to consider.” The brightness in Frank's eyes trembled
and he wiped quickly at them with the back of his hand. “1 guess you think
I'm a complete bastard.”

“No, Frank.1 don't think that.”

“Well, you ought to

“Frank, when you've got a friend it means you've always got someone
on your side, no matter what. That's how I feel about it, anyway.”

“You mean that, Tub?”

“Sure I do.”

“You don't know how good it feels to hear you say that”

Kenny had tried to get out of the truck. He was jackknifed over the tail-
gate, his head hanging above the bumper. They lifted him back into the bed
and covered him again. He was sweating and his teeth charttered. “It hurts,
Frank.”

‘It wouldn't hurt so much if you just stayed put. Now we're going to the
hospital. Got that? Say it—'I'm going to the hospital™

“I'm going to the hospital”

“Again.

“I'm going to the hospital "

“Now just keep saying that to vourself and before you know it we'll be
there.”

After they had gone a few miles Tub turned to Frank.“1 just pulled a real
boner,” he said.

“What's that?”

“I left the directions on the table back there’”

“That's okay. I remember them pretty well."

The snowfall lightened and the clouds began to roll back off the fields,
but it was no warmer, and after a time both Frank and Tub were bitten
through and shaking. Frank almost didn't make it around a curve, and they
decided to stop at the next roadhouse.

There was an automatic hand dryer in the bathroom and they took
turns standing in front of it. opening their jackets and shirts and letting the
jet of hot air blow across their faces and chests.

“You know,” Tub said, “what you told me back there, | appreciate it.
Trusting me."

Frank opened and closed his fingers in front of the nozzle.“The way |
look at it, Tub, no man is an island. You've £ot to trust someone.”

“Frank?”

Frank waited.

“When [ said that about my glands, that wasn't true. The truth is I just
shovel it in. Day and night. In the shower. On the freeway.” He turned and let
the air play over his back.*I've even got stuff in the paper-towel machine at
work.”

“There's nothing wrong with your glands at all?” Frank had taken his
boots and socks off. He held first his right foot, then his left, up to the nozzle.

“No.There never was”

“Does Alice know?" The machine went off and Frank started lacing up
his boots.




T ee——r—TEE T ey, e pmmeeses) @ ESTIE SrsmacEnd .:mu-r.:ulf‘-nn.ﬂ'

e
Les

348

220

Chapter 14/ Two Fiction Writers in Depth: Flannery O'Connor and Tobias Wolll

“Nobody knows.That's the worst of it, Frank. Not the being fat—I never
got any big kick out of being thin—but the lying. Having to lead a double
life like a spy or a hit man. | understand those guys, I know what they go
through. Always having to think about what you say and do. Always feeling
like people are watching you, trying to catch you at something. Never able
1o just be yourself. Like when 1 make a big deal about only having an orange
for breakfast and then scarf all the way to work. Oreos, Mars bars, Twinkies.
Sugar Babies. Snickers” Tub glanced at Frank and looked quickly away.
“Pretty disgusting, isn’t it?”

“Tub.Tub.” Frank shook his head.“Come on.” He took Tub’s arm and led
him into the restaurant half of the bar. “My friend is hungry” he told the
waitress.“Bring four orders of pancakes, plenty of butter and syrup.”

“Frank—"

“Sit down.”

When the dishes came Frank carved out slabs of butter and just laid
them on the pancakes. Then he emptied the bottle of syrup, moving it back
and forth over the plates. He leaned forward on his elbows and rested his
chin in one hand.*Go on,Tub.”

Tub ate several mouthfuls, then started to wipe his lips. Frank took the
napkin away from him.“No wiping,” he said. Tub kept at it. The syrup cov-
ered his chin; it dripped to a point like a goatee. “Weigh in, Tub.” Frank said,
pushing another fork across the table.“Get down to business.” Tub took the
fork in his left hand and lowered his head and started really chowing down.
“Clean your plate.” Frank said when the pancakes were gone, and Tub lifted
each of the four plates and licked it clean. He sat back, trying to catch his
breath.

“Beautiful,” Frank said.“Are you full?”

“I'm full," Tub said.“I've never been so full”

Kenny's blankets were bunched up against the tailgate again.

“They must've blown off,” Tub said.

“They’re not doing him any good.” Frank said. “We might as well get
some use out of them”

Kenny mumbled. Tub bent over him.“What? Speak up”

“I'm going to the hospital,” Kenny said.

“Attaboy,” Frank said.

The blankets helped. The wind still got their faces and Frank’s hands,
but it was much better. The fresh snow on the road and the trees sparkied
under the beam of the headlight. Squares of light from farmhouse windows
fell onto the blue snow in the fields.

“Frank,” Tub said after a time, “you know that farmer? He told Kenny to
kill his dog.”

“You're kidding!” Frank leaned forward, considering. “That Kenny. What
a card." He laughed, and so did Tub.

Tub smiled out the back window. Kenny lay with his arms folded over
his stomach, moving his lips at the stars. Right overhead was the Big Dipper,
and behind, hanging between Kenny's feet in the direction of the hospital,
was the North Star, polestar, Help to Sailors. As the truck twisted through
the gentle hills the star went'back and forth between Kenny's boots, staying
always in his sight.“I'm going to the hospital” Kenny said. But he was wrong,.
They had taken a different turn a long way back.
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They were doing the dishes, his wife washing while he dried. He'd washed
the night before. Unlike most men he knew, he really pitched in on the
housework. A few months earlier he'd overheard a friend of his wife's con-
gratulate her on having such a considerate husband, and he thought, I try
Helping out with the dishes was one way of showing how considerate he
was.

They talked about different things and somehow got on the subject of
whether white people should marry black people. He said that all things
considered, he thought it was a bad idea.

“Why?" she asked.

Sometimes his wife got this look where she pinched her brows to-
gether and bit her lower lip and stared down at something. When he saw
her like this he knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he never did. Ac-
tually it made him talk more. She had that look now.

“Why?" she asked again, and stood there with her hand inside a bowl,
not washing it but just holding it above the water.

“Listen,” he said, “1 went to school with blacks and I've worked with
blacks and lived on the same street with blacks and we've always gotten
along just fine. I don't need you coming along now and implying that I'm a
racist.”

“I didn’t imply anything.” she said, and began washing the bowl again,
turning it around in her hand as though she were shaping it.*I just don't see
what's wrong with a white person marrving a black person, that's all.”

“They don’t come from the same culture as we do. Listen to them some-
time—they even have their own language. That’s okay with me, 1 /ike hear-
ing them talk™—he did; for some reason it always lifted his mood—"but it’s
different. A person from their culture and a person from our culture could
never really know each other”

“Like you know me?” his wife asked.

“Yes. Like I know you.”

“But if they love each other” she said. She was washing faster now, not
looking at him.

Oh bay, he thought. He said,"Don’t take my word for it. Look at the sta-
tistics. Most of those marriages break up”

“Statistics.” She was piling dishes on the drainboard at a terrific rate, just
swiping at them with the cloth. Many of them were greasy, and he could see
flecks of food between the tines of the forks. “All right,” she said, “what about
foreigners? I suppose you think the same thing about two foreigners getting
married.”

“Yes,” he said, “as a matter of fact I do. How can you understand some-
one who comes from a completely different background?”

“Different,” said his wife “Not the same, like us”

“Yes, different.” he snapped. angry with her for resorting to this trick of
repeating his words so they sounded crass, or hypocritical.“These are dirty,”
he said, and dumped all the silverware back into the sink.

The water had gone flar and gray. She stared down at it. her lips pressed
tight together, then plunged her hands under the surface. “Oh!” she cried,
and jumped back. She took her right hand by the wrist and held it up. Her

thumb was bleeding.
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“Ann, don’t move,” he said.“Stay right there.” He ran upstairs to the bath-
room and rummaged in the medicine chest for alcohol, cotton, and a Band-
Aid. When he came back down she was leaning against the refrigerator
with her eyes closed. still holding her hand by the wrist. He took the hand
and dabbed at her thumb with the cotton. The bleeding had stopped. He
squeezed it to see how deep the wound was and a single drop of blood
welled up, trembling and bright. and fell to the floor, Over the thumb she
stared at him accusingly. “It's shallow.” he said. “Tomorrow you won't even
know it's there” He hoped that she appreciated how quickly he'd come to
her aid. He had acted out of concern for her, with no thought of getting any-
thing in return, but now the thought occurred to him that it would be a nice
gesture on her part not to start up that conversation again, as he was tired of
it.“I'll finish up here” he said."You go and relax”

“That's okay.” she said.”T'll dry”

He began to wash the silverware again, giving a lot of attention to the
forks.

“§0" she said,“you wouldn't have married me if I'd been black”

“For Christ's sake, Ann!”

“Well, that's what you said, didn’t you?”

“No, 1 did not. The whole question is ridiculous. If you had been
black we probably wouldn’t even have met. You would’ve had your
friends and 1 would've had mine. The only black girl I ever really knew
was my partner in the debarting club, and 1 was already going out with
you by then.”

“But if we had met, and I'd been black?”

“Then you probably would have been going out with a black guy” He
picked up the rinsing nozzle and sprayed the silverware. The water was so
hot that the metal darkened to pale blue, then turned silver again.

“Let's say | wasn't)" she said.“Let’s say I'm black and unattached and we
meet and fall in love”

He glanced over at her. She was watching him, and her eyes were
bright.“Look,” he said, taking a reasonable tone, “this is stupid. If you werc
black you wouldn't be you As he said this he realized it was absolutely
true. There was no possible argument against the fact that she would not
be herself if she were black. So he said it again: “If you were black you
wouldn't be you.”

“1 know.” she said, “but let’s just say.”

He took a deep breath. He had won the argument but still felt cornered.
“Say what?” he asked.

“That I'm black, but still me, and we fall in jove. Will you marry me?”

He thought about it.

“Well?" she said, and stepped close to him. Her eyes werc even brighter.
“Will you marry me?”

“I'm thinking," he said.

“You won't, I can tell. You're going to say no.”

“Let's not move too fast on this” he said. “There are lots of things to con-
sider. We don’t want to do something we might regret for the rest of our
lives.”

“No more considering. Yes or no”
“Since you put it that way—"
“Yes or no”

———
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“Jesus, Ann. All right—no."

“Thank you,” she said, and walked from the kitchen into the living
room. A moment later he heard her turning the pages of a magazine. He
knew she was too angry to be actually reading it, but she wasn’t snapping
through the pages like he would've done; she turned them slowly, as if she
were studying every word. She was demonstrating her indifference to him,
and it had the effect he knew she'd intended. It hurt him.

He had no choice but to demonstrate his indifference to her. Quietly,
thoroughly, he washed the rest of the dishes. Then he dried them and put
them away. He wiped the counters and the stove and scoured the linoleum
where the drop of blood had fallen. While he was at it, he decided, he might
as well mop the whole floor. When he was done the kitchen looked new,
just as it had when they were first shown the house, before they had ever
lived here.

He picked up the garbage pail and went outside. The night was clear
and he could see a few stars to the west, where the lights of the town didn’t
blur them out. On El Camino the traffic was steady and light, peaceful as a
river. He felt ashamed that he'd let his wife get him into a fight. In another
thirty years or so they both would be dead. What would all that stuff matter
then? He thought of the years they had spent together and how close they
were and how well they knew each other, and his throat tightened so that
he could hardly breathe. His face and neck began to tingle. Warmth flooded
his chest. He stood there for a while, enjoying these sensations, then picked
up the pail and went out the back gate.

The two mutts from down the street had pulled over the garbage can
again. One of them was rolling around on his back and the other had some-
thing in its mouth. When they saw him coming they trotted away with short,
mincing steps. Normally he would've tossed a rock or two after them, but
this time he let them go.

The house was dark when he came back inside. She was in the bath-
room. He stood outside the door and called her name. He heard boules
clinking, but she didn’t answer him.“Ann, I'm really sorry” he said.“I'll make
it up to you,I promise”

“How?" she asked.

He wasn't expecting this. But from a sound in her voice, a level and
definite note that was strange to him, he knew he had to come up with
the right answer. He leaned against the door. “T'll marry you,’ he whis-
pered.

“We'll see;” she said."Go on to bed. I'll be out in a minute.”

He undressed and got under the covers. Finally he heard the bathroom
door open and close.

“Turn off the light" she said from the hallway.

“Whart?"

“Turn off the light”

He reached over and pulled the chain on the bedside lamp.The room
went dark.“All right” he said. He lay there, but nothing happened. “All right”
he said again. Then he heard a movement across the room. He sat up but
couldn't see a thing. The room was silent. His heart pounded as it had on
their first night together, as it still did when he woke at a noise in the dark-
ness and waited to hear it again—the sound of someone moving through
the house, a stranger.
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Powder [1992]

Just before Christmas my father took me skiing at Mount Baker. He'd had to
fight for the privilege of my company, because my mother was still angry with
him for sneaking me into a nightclub during his last visit, to see Thelonius
Monk.

He wouldn't give up. He promised, hand on heart, to take good care of
me and have me home for dinner on Christmas Eve, and she relented. But as
we were checking out of the lodge that morning it began to snow, and in
this snow he observed some quality that made it necessary for us to get in
one last run. We got in several last runs, He was indifferent to my fretting.
snow whirled around us in bitter, blinding squalls, hissing like sand, and still
we skied. As the lift bore us to the peak yet again, my father looked at his
watch and said:*Criminey. This'll have to be a fast one”

By now I couldn't see the trail. There was no point in trying. I stuck to
him like white on rice and did what he did and somehow made it to the bot-
tom without sailing off a cliff. We returned our skis and my father put chains
on the Austin-Healy while 1 swayed from foot to foot, clapping my mittens
and wishing 1 were home. 1 could see everything. The green tablecloth, the
plates with the holly pattern, the red candles waiting to be lit.

We passed a diner on our way out. “You want some soup?” my father
asked. 1 shook my head. “Buck up.” he said. “I'll get you there. Right, doctor?”

1 was supposed to say, “Right, doctor,” but I didn’t say anything.

A state trooper waved us down outside the resort. A pair of sawhorses
were blocking the road. The trooper came up to our car and bent down to
my father's window. His face was bleached by the cold. Snowflakes clung to
his eyebrows and to the fur trim of his jacket and cap.

“Don’'t tell me,” my father said.

The trooper told him. The road was closed. It might get cleared, it might
not. Storm took everyone by surprise. So much, so fast. Hard to get people
moving. Christmas Eve. What can you do?

My father said:“Look. We're talking about four, five inches. I've taken this
car through worse than that”

The trooper straightened up, boots creaking. His face was out of sight
but I could hear him. “The road is closed.”

My father sat with both hands on the wheel, rubbing the wood with his
thumbs. He looked at the barricade for a long time. He seemed to be trying
to master the idea of it. Then he thanked the trooper, and with a weird, old-
maidy show of caution turned the car around. “Your mother will never for-
give me for this,” he said.

“We should have left before,"I said.”Doctor.”

He didn't speak to me again until we were both in a booth at the diner,
waiting for our burgers. “She won’t forgive me.” he said.“Do you understand?
Never”

“I guess, I said, but no guesswork was required; she wouldn’t forgive him.

“I can’t let that happen” He bent toward me. Tl tell you what I want. I
want us to be all together again. Is that what you want?”

“Yes, sir”

He bumped my chin with his knuckles.*That's all 1 needed to hear”

When we finished edting he went to the pay phone in the back of the
diner, then joined me in the booth again. 1 figured he'd called my mother, but
he didn’t give a report. He sipped at his coffee and stared out the window at
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the empty road. *Come on, come on.” he said. A little while later he said,
“Come on!"When the trooper’s car went, past, lights flashing, he got up and
dropped some money on the check.“O.K.Vimonos”

The wind had died. The snow was falling straight down, less of it now:;
lighter. We drove away from the resort, right up to the barricade."Move it,
my father told me. When I looked at him he said, “What are you waiting for?”
1 got out and dragged one of the sawhorses aside, then put it back after he
drove through. He pushed the door open for me.“Now you're an accomplice,”
he said. “We go down together” He put the car into gear and gave me a look.
“Joke, doctor”

“Funny, doctor”

Down the first long stretch 1 watched the road behind us, to see if the
trooper was on our tail. The barricade vanished. Then there was nothing but
snow: snow on the road, snow Kicking up from the chains, snow on the
trees, snow in the sky; and our trail in the snow. | faced around and had a
shock. The lie of the road behind us had been marked by our own tracks,
but there were no tracks ahead of us. My father was breaking virgin snow
between a line of tall trees. He was humming “Stars Fell on Alabama.” I felt
snow brush along the floorboards under my feet. To keep my hands from
shaking, 1 clamped them berween my knees.

My father grunted in a thoughtful way and said, “Don’t ever try this
yourself.”

“Twon't.”

“That's what vou say now, but someday you'll get your license and then
you'll think you can do anything. Only you won’t be able to do this. You
need, [ don't know—a certain instinct.”

“Maybe 1 have it.”

“You don’t. You have your strong points, but not . . . this. I only mention
it, because 1 don't want vou to get the idea this is something just anybody
can do. I'm a great driver. That's not a virtue, O.K.? It's just a fact, and one
you should be aware of. Of course you have to give the old heap some
credit, too—there aren't many cars 1I'd try this with. Listen!”

I listened. 1 heard the slap of the chains, the stiff, jerky rasps of the
wipers, the purr of the engine. It really did purr. The car was almost new. My
father couldn't afford it, and kept promising to sell it, but here it was.

1 said,“Where do you think that policeman went to?”

“Are you warm enough?” He reached over and cranked up the blower.
Then he turned off the wipers. We didn't need them. The clouds had bright-
ened. A few sparse, feathery flakes drifted into our slipstream and were
swept away. We left the trees and entered a broad field of snow that ran level
for a while and then tilted sharply downward. Orange stakes had been
planted at intervals in two parallel lines and my father steered a course be-
tween them, though they were far enough apart to leave considerable doubt
in my mind as to where exactly the road lay. e was humming again, doing
little scat riffs around the melody.

“0.K. then.What are my strong points?”

“Don't get me started,” he said.“1t'd take all day”

“Ol, right. Name one.”

“Easy. You always think ahead.”

True. ] always thought ahead. I was a boy who kept his clothes on num-
bered hangers to insure proper rotation. I bothered my teachers for home-
work assignments far ahead of their due dates so 1 could make up schedules,
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[ thought ahead, and that was why I knew that there would be other troop-
ers waiting for us at the end of our ride, if we got there.What 1 did not know
was that my father would wheedle and plead his way past them—he didn't
sing “O Tannenbaum” but just about—and get me home for dinner, buying a
little more time before my mother decided to make the split final. | knew
we'd get caught; 1 was resigned to it. And maybe for this reason 1 stopped
moping and began to enjoy myself.

Why not? This was one for the books. Like being in a speedboat, but bet-
ter. You can't go downhill in a boat. And it was all ours. And it kept coming,
the laden trees, the unbroken surface of snow, the sudden white vistas. Here
and there 1 saw hints of the road. ditches, fences, stakes, but not so many that
I could have found my way. But then 1 didn't have to. My father was driving.
My father in his 48th year, rumpled, kind, bankrupt of honor, flushed with
certainty. He was a great driver. All persuasion, no coercion. Such subtlety at
the wheel, such tactful pedalwork. I actually trusted him. And the best was
yet to come—the switchbacks and hairpins. Impossibie to describe. Except
maybe to say this: If you haven't driven fresh powder, you haven't driven.

Bullet in the Brain (1995)

Anders couldn’t get to the bank until just before it closed, so of course the
line was endless and he got stuck behind two women whose loud, stupid
conversation put him in a murderous temper. He was never in the best of
tempers anyway, Anders—a book critic known for the weary, elegant sav-
agery with which he dispatched almost everything he reviewed.

With the line still doubled around the rope, one of the tellers stuck a
POSITION CLOSED sign in her window and walked to the back of the bank,
where she leaned against a desk and began to pass the time with a man shuf-
fling papers. The women in front of Anders broke off their conversation and
watched the teller with hatred. “Oh, that's nice.” one of them said. She turned
to Anders and added, confident of his accord, “One of those littde human
touches that keep us coming back for more.”

Anders had conceived his own towering hatred of the teller, but he im-
mediately turned it on the presumptuous crybaby in front of him.“Damned
unfair” he said. “Tragic, really. If they're not chopping off the wrong leg or
bombing your ancestral village, they're closing their positions.”

She stood her ground. “I didn't say it was tragic,” she said. “T just think it's
a pretty lousy way to treat your customers.”

“Unforgivable,” Anders said.“Heaven will take note”

She sucked in her cheeks but stared past him and said nothing. Anders
saw that her friend was looking in the same direction. And then the tellers
stopped what they were doing, the other customers slowly turned, and si-
lence came over the bank. Two men wearing black ski masks and blue busi-
ness suits were standing to the side of the door. One of them had a pistol
pressed against the guard's neck. The guard’s eyes were closed, and his lips
were moving. The other man had a sawed-off shotgun. “Keep your big
mouth shur!” the man with the pistol said, though no one had spoken a
word. “One of you tellers hits the alarm, you're all dead meat.”

“Oh, bravo,.” Anders said. “'Dead meat.” He turned to the woman in
front of him. “Great script, eh? The stern, brass-knuckled poetry of the dan-
gerous classes”
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She looked at him with drowning eyes.

The man with the shotgun pushed the guard to his knees. He handed
the shotgun to his partner and yanked the guard's wrists up behind his back
and locked them together with a pair of handcuffs. He toppled him onto the
floor with a kick between the shoulder blades, then took his shotgun back
and went over to the security gate at the end of the counter. He was short
and heavy and moved with peculiar slowness.“Buzz him in,” his partner said.
The man with the shotgun opened the gate and sauntered along the line of
tellers; handing each of them a plastic bag. When he came to the empty posi-
tion he looked over at the man with the pistol, who said," Whose slot is that?”

Anders watched the teller. She put her hand to her throat and turned to
the man she’d been talking to. He nodded.“Mine,” she said.

“Then get your ugly ass in gear and fill that bag”

“There you go.” Anders said to the woman in-front of him. “Justice is
done.”

“Hey! Bright boy! Did I tell you to talk?”

“No,” Anders said.

“Then shut your trap.”

“Did you hear that?” Anders said, ‘Bright boy” Right out of The Killers.'

“Please, be quiet,” the woman said.

“Hey, you deaf or what?” The man with the pistol walked over to Anders
and poked the weapon into his gut.“You think I'm playing games?”

“No.” Anders said, but the barrel tickled like a stiff finger and he had to
fight back the titters. He did this by making himself stare into the man’s
eyes, which were clearly visible behind the holes in the mask: pale blue and
rawly red-rimmed. The man’s left eyelid kept twitching. He breathed out a
piercing, ammoniac smell that shocked Anders more than anything that had
happened, and he was beginning to develop a sense of unease when the
man prodded him again with the pistol.

“You like me, bright boy?” he said.“You want to suck my dick?”

“No, Anders said.

“Then stop looking at me.”

Anders fixed his gaze on the man’s shiny wing-tip shoes.

“Not down there. Up there” He stuck the pistol under Anders’s chin and
pushed it upward until he was looking at the ceiling.

Anders had never paid much attention to that part of the bank, a
pompous old building with marble floors and counters and gilt scroll-
work over the tellers’ cages. The domed ceiling had been decorated with
mythological figures whose fleshy. toga-draped ugliness Anders had
taken in at a glance many vears earlier and afterward declined to notice.
Now he had no choice but to scrutinize the painter's work. It was even
worse than he remembered, and all of it executed with the utmost gravity.
The artist had a few tricks up his sleeve and used them again and again—a
certain rosy blush on the underside of the clouds, a coy backward glance
on the faces of the cupids and fauns. The ceiling was crowded with vari-
ous dramas, but the one that caught Anders's eye was Zeus and Europa—
portrayed, in this rendition, as a bull ogling a cow from behind a haystack.
To make the cow sexy. the painter had canted her hips suggestively and

IBright boy . . . The killers a gunman in Ernest Hemingway's short story “The Killers™
(1927) uses this term.
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given her long, droopy eyelashes through which she gazed back at the bull
with sultry welcome. The bull wore a smirk and his eycbrows werc
arched. If there'd been a caption bubbling out of his mouth, it would have
said HUBBA HUBBA.

“What's so funny, bright boy?"

“Nothing.”

“You think I'm comical? You think I'm some kind of clown?”

“No’”

“You think you can fuck with me?”

“No”

«Fuck with me again, you're history. Capiche?™

Anders burst out laughing. He covered his mouth with both hands and
said, “I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” then snorted helplessly through his fingers and
said, “Capiche—oh, God, capiche. and at that the man with the pistol raised
the pistol and shot Anders right in the head.

The bullet smashed Anders’s skull and plowed through his brain and ex-
ited behind his right ear, scattering shards of bone into the cerebral cortex, the
corpus callosum, back toward the basal ganglia, and down into the thalamus.
But before all this occurred, the first appearance of the bullet in the cerebrum
set off a crackling chain of ion transports and neurotransmissions. Because of
their peculiar origin thesc traced a peculiar pattern, flukishly calling to life a
summer afternoon some forty years past, and long since lost 10 memory. After
striking the cranium, the bullet was moving at nine hundred feet per second,a
pathetically sluggish, glacial pace compared with the synaptic lightning that
flashed around it. Once in the brain, that is, the bullet came under the media-
tion of brain time, which gave Anders plenty of leisure 1O contemplate the
scene that, in a phrase he would have abhorred, “passed before his eyes.”

It is worth noting what Anders did not remember, given what he did
recall. He did not remember his first lover, Sherry, or what he had most
madly loved about her, before it came to irritate him—her unembarrassed
carnality, and especially the cordial way she had with his unit, which she
called Mx. Mole, as in Ub-0b, looks like Mr: Mole wants to play. Anders did not
remember his wife, whom he had also loved before she exhausted him with
her predictability, or his daughter, now a sullen professor of economics at
Dartmouth. He did not remember standing just outside his daughter’s door as
she lectured her bear about his naughtiness and described the appalling
punishments Paws would receive unless he changed his ways. He did not
remember a single line of the hundreds of poems he had committed to
memory in his youth so he could give himself the shivers at will—not
“Silent, upon a peak in Darien,” or “My God, 1 heard this day;” or “All my pretty
ones? Did you say all? O hell-kite! All?™3 None of these did he remember; not
one. Anders did not remember his dying mother saying of his father. “1
should have stabbed him in his sleep”

*Capiche? Get it? (from the ltalian verb, capire,“to understand™). ‘He did not remem-
ber . . . O hell-kite! All?” The first quotation (“Silent .. _Darien”) is from John Keats's
“On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer" (see page 622);the second (“My God™) is from
George Herbert's pocm called “Man" (early seventeenth century); the third quotation
(“All. . AlI?") is from Shakespeare's Macheth, 4.3.217, when Macduff learns that Macbeth
has killed Macduff's children.

40
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He did not remember Professor Josephs telling his class how Athenian
prisoners in Sicily had been released if they could recite Aeschylus.” and
then reciting Aeschylus himself, right there, in the Greek. Anders did not re-
member how his eyes had burned at those sounds. He did not remember
the surprise of sceing a college classmate’s name on the dust jacket of a
novel not long after they graduated, or the respect he had felt after reading
the book. He did not remember the pleasure of giving respect.

Nor did Anders remember seeing a woman leap to her death from the
building opposite his own just days after his daughter was born. He did not
remember shouting. “Lord have mercy!” He did not remember deliberately
crashing his father's car into a tree, or having his ribs kicked in by three po-
licemen at an antiwar rally, or waking himself up with laughter. He did not
remember when he began to regard the heap of books on his desk with
boredom and dread, or when he grew angry at writers for writing them. He
did not remember when everything began to remind him of something else.

This is what he remembered. Heat. A baseball field. Yellow grass, the
whir of insects, himself leaning against a trec as the boys of the neighbor-
hood gather for a pickup game. He looks on as the others argue the relative
genius of Mantle and Mays. They have been worrying this subject all summer,
and it has become tedious to Anders: an oppression, like the heat.

Then the last two boys arrive, Coyle and a cousin of his from Mississippi.
Anders has never met Coyle's cousin before and will never see him again. He
says hi with the rest but takes no further notice of him until they've chosen
sides and someone asks the cousin what position he wants to play. “Short-
stop.” the boy says.”Short’s the best position they is.” Anders turns and looks
at him. He wants to hear Coyle’s cousin repeat what he's just said, though he
knows better than to ask. The others will think he’s being a jerk, ragging the
kid for his grammar. But that isn’t it, not at all—it’s that Anders is strangely
roused, elated, by those final two words, their pure unexpectedness and their
music. He takes the field in a trance, repeating them to himself.

40 The bullet is already in the brain; it won't be outrun forever, or charmed
to a halt. In the end it will do its work and leave the troubled skull behind,
dragging its comet’s tail of memory and hope and talent and love into the
marble hall of commerce. That can't be helped. But for now Anders can still
make time. Time for the shadows to lengthen on the grass, time for the teth-
ered dog to bark at the flying ball. time for the boy in right field to smack his
sweat-blackened mitt and softly chant, They is, they is, they is.

iAeschylus Wolff seems to have made 2 mistake: Tradition says that some Athenian pris-
oners in Sicily earned a reprieve by reciting verses from the Greek dramatist Euripides
(not. as Wolff says, Aeschylus).

YOUR TURN

1. How would you characterize the Anders whom we see in the first part
of “Bullet in the Brain” (i.e., up to the place where Wolff indicates a
break)? How would you characterize the youthful Anders, the Anders
whom we see in the second part of the story?

2. The second part itself can be thought of as having two parts—first,
What Anders did not remember and second, What Anders did remember.
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Suppose these two parts (of the second part) had been reversed. What
would the story gain or lose?

3. Suppose Wolff showed you the manuscript and said he had not yet
chosen a title but he was thinking of the following possibilities, given
here in alphabetic order: “Anders,” “The Bank Robbery,” “Brain
Works.” “Bullet in the Brain,” “Memories, “ “Shortstop,” “They Is.” In
an argumentative essay of about 500 words, set forth your choice. You
may want to devote approximately equal space to your examination of
each candidate, or you may want to (for instance) quickly dispose of
the two or three that you think are obviously poor choices—but you
will have to explain, briefly why you think they are obviously poor
choices—and then spend more time on the remaining (serious) candi-
dates. In any case, please remember that you are writing an argument.
Optional variation: In your essay you may want 1o reject all of these
candidates and offer a title of your own invention.

Tobias Wolff on Novels and Short Stories

On Stories and Poems

INTERVIEWER: Your stories remind me of poems, actually.

WOLFF: Good. I believe that the short story is as different a form from
the novel as poetry is, and the best stories seem to me to be perhaps closer
in spirit to poetry than to novels. They have to be; there just can’t be any
kind of relaxation of the narrative. Everything has to be pulling weight in a
short story for it to be really of the first order. And you can’t do that with a
novel. A novel invites digression and a little relaxation of the grip because a
reader can't endure being held that tightly in hand for so long a time.

— From interview, Salon, December 1996, Web. 22 Jan, 2010. www.salon.com.

On Stories and Novels

INTERVIEWER: How do the processes of working on a short story or
aovel or memoir differ from one another, for you? Is there any difference
once you've actually sat down and begun to work?

WOLFF: In the process itself, no, not really. The great thing about writ-
ing a short story is that you know the damn thing's going to end—no time
soon, perhaps, but you can see the horizon. But then you're also thinking, Oh
no, when I get there I'm going to have to call another world into existence.
The beauty of working in a longer form is that, though you can’t always sce
the horizon, and usually don’t, you are returning to the same world day after
day, enriching it and deepening it. But there's always the anxiety—My God, 1
haven't finished anything in years, Will 1 ever do this or will lightning strike
me dead before 1 finish, and will all this time and work be wasted? 1 have
great admiration for people who spend ten, fifteen, twenty years on a single
piece of work, the courage and fortitude it takes to do that.

—From “The Art of Fiction. Interview by Jack Livings. Paris Review 171. 183 (Fall 2004). Print.
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On Fudging Characters

ORRINGER: Do you think that the tendency to be hard on yourself in
your memoirs transfates 1o the tendency to be hard on the protagonists of
your fictional narratives?

WOLFF: 1 hope not. 1 do write, as indeed most writers do, about things
that have gone wrong. There's not much of a story if things have gone right.
Stories are about problems, and not the kinds of problems that result from a
safe falling out of a window. but from somebody having a choice and having a
problem with that choice, and then the series of consequences that follow
from making that choice. To portray that honestly is to show the way people
parse out their choices, and selfinterest naturally comes into play. It isn't so
much a matter of wishing to be hard on people as wishing to be truthful. If
there's a moral quality to my work, T suppose it has to do with will and the ex-
ercise of choice within one’s will. The choices we make tend to narrow down
a myriad of opportunities to just a few, and those choices tend to reinforce
themselves in whatever direction we've started to go, including the wrong di-
rection. Our present government' likes to lecture us on the virtue of staying
the course. Well, maybe it's not such a good idea to stay the course if you're
headed toward the rocks. There’s something to be said for changing course if
you're about to drive your ship onto the shoals.

—From interview by Julie Orringer, Beliet er Magazine, June 2004
Web. 22 Jan. 2010. www.believermag.com.

On Ambiguity

Wolff discussed the importance of leaving some ambiguity in each story he
writes, in response to an audience member/teacher who asked about the
details Wolff used, and their symbolism. “Otherwise.” he said. it would just
be another Op-Ed piece”
—From Adam Daum, “Tobias Wolff Speaks About Perfection and His New Collection of Short
Stories,” Bay Area Intellect. 30 April 2008, Web. 22 Jan. 2010, www. bayareaintellect.com.

On Economy in Writing

INTERVIEWER: More important than irony to you seems to be econ-
omy. You strategically parse out details to create mood and character, such
as a character pouring “a long stream of sugar into her coffee” Are you ever
nervous that you've pared it too much?

WOLFF: If I repeat something, it'll spoil the effect I'm after. When [ fin-
ish a story and it feels starved or I find I've cut too much into the bone, I can
always go back and add flesh afterwards.

INTERVIEWER: You have a lot of faith in your readers to pay attention,
don’t you?

WOLFF: Short story readers tend to be a self-screening group, but, yes,
I've been pretty lucky in my readers. The best writing is writing that trusts
the reader

—From “In Conversation with Tobias Wolff Interview by Daniel Asa Rose
Washington Post, 13 April, 2008, Print.

'present government the administration of George W. Bush. with reference to the war
in Iraq.
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On the Elements of a Good Story

TAVIS: What for you, since vou teach this and since you write rather well
yourself, what are the elements? I'm not looking so much for an example,
although I'm happy to take it. I'm not looking so much for an example as [ am
for the elements of what you think makes for a good or a great short story.

WOLFF: Well, that's a good question. I suppose the first thing is that it
be of compelling interest to the reader in some way, that the reader should
feel that even though the character may come from a different country, dif-
ferent ethnicity, different faith, that what is at stake for the character in a
short story is somehow at stake for you too, that that shared humanity is
somehow made—that the reader is made to feel that with the character.

So what is consequential to the people in the story is consequential for
vou as the reader. That, I think, is what you're after in the novel as well as the
short story. From then on, I think, you know, all bets are off. How you do that
is up to each writer, but that's the essential.

TAVIS: That's a good answer. | like that. That said, how would you de-
scribe the new and selected stories in this text?

WOLFF: Well, 1 hope that, in some way or other, they all, each in its own
way, advance that sense of particular humanity and the various moral and
spiritual crises that all of us undergo, that somehow they're tracked in these
stories. Our tendency to duplicity, to self-interest, to putting conditions on
our love, to posing, all those sorts of things that we, in ways large and small,
find ourselves doing.

The short story, 1 think. is a very good form for that. It kind of catches
those moments beautifully. In a novel, in a more sustained narrative, you
need more colors, you know, more facets, but a short story is very good at
catching that thing, you know, scen almost out of the corner of the eye in
your own nature. So I find dramatic form for these things and that's how
these stories took their shape.

— From interview by Tavis Smiley, “A Conversation with Tobias Wolff."
2 May 2008. Web. 22 jan. 2010. www.phs.org.

Student Essay About Gender Conflict in “Say Yes”

A student, Bob Williams, was assigned in a literature course to write a short essay
about “gender conflict” in Tobias Wollf’s story “Say Yes” After reading the story
carefully, he noted some impressions in his journal:

T'm not sure how I am supposed to feel about the husband. Sometimes he
seems to be basically a good guy who loves his wife even though they
are having problems. But then sometimes he seems to be the problem
himself, in this scene just itching for a fight. But she’s no prize either.

I can't figure out why Wolff has included the conversation about
interracial marriages. Why did he pick this subject for the couple to fight
about?

Here is the final version of the essay that Bob wrote about “Say Yes." Notice
how he keyed it to the opening paragraph of the story.
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He's the Problem: The Husband in “Say Yes”

Tobias Wolff's insights into “gender conflict” are evident in the
first paragraph of his story. He starts by showing the couple doing
something together—“they were washing the dishes”—but then in the
next phrase he indicates that they performed separate tasks—"his wife
washing while he dried.” It seems like a small point, but in its own way
I think this sentence is already revealing the emotional divide between
the husband and the wife, and is foreshadowing the angry argument to
come.

The next sentences seem to portray the husband in a positive
light. He helped with the dishes the night before, and that time he
washed, so it seems that this couple shares the domestic chores each
night. Wolff appears, then, to be bringing them back together a bit after
separating them, through their different activities, in the first sentence
of the story. This husband is a good, sensitive person who doesn’t expect
his wife to handle all of the messy chores in the kitchen.

But maybe Wolff wants us to realize that the husband is taken
with himself—that not only does he help his wife with the chores, but
also likes to compliment himself, as though he were doing her a favor.
He likes to think of himself as better than other husbands; when Wolff
writes how the husband “pitches in,” I can hear the husband saying
these words to himself as evidence of what a decent, down-to-earth guy
he is. I notice that the husband also enjoys hearing other people
compliment him: “he’d overheard a friend of his wife’s congratulate her
on having such a considerate husband.” Is Wolff's main point that the
husband is considerate, or that he is a little too proud of himself?

When Wolff writes in the final sentence of this paragraph that
“helping out with the dishes was a way he had of showing how
considerate he was,” he makes clear how we are to respond to the
husband. What matters to the husband is not what he feels toward his
wife, but, instead, showing what he feels. He wants to prove to the world
that unlike other men, he treats his wife as an equal; he won't take
advantage of her or insist that because she is the wife, she ought
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to do the household duties. From one point of view, this sounds appealing.
But Wolff's aim is to make the reader understand the difference between
doing something for its own sake and doing something for the purpose
of self-approval. For this husband, washing the dishes is just another
opportunity for feeling pleased with himself.
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The Analysis Briefly Analyzed

+ The student pays close attention to Wolff's language in the opening para-
graph. Do you agree with his interpretations—for example, his explana-
tion of the meaning of “showing how considerate he was™?
Do you think it is effective to focus the entire paper on this single open-
ing paragraph? Should the student have included references to later
passages, or does his point not require them?
The student several times uses italics to give extra emphasis to a word. Is
this a good idea?
+ In his journal, the student said that he didn't know how to make sense of
the subject of interracial marriages that takes up so much of the story,and
this no doubt explains why his essay makes no mention of it. Is this a wise
or a risky strategy? Explain.
« Notice, too, that the student wrote in his journal that the wife’s “no prize
either” Should he have addressed this issue in his essay? Can you find evi-
dence in the text that might support such a claim?
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