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INTRODUCTION





Flannery O’Connor who died at the age of thirty-nine in 1964 has long been recognized as one of the most gifted and startling short-story writers to come out of the American South. She is also a novelist. Her originality springs from her peculiar situation as a member of an old Catholic family established for generations in Georgia and surrounded by the poor whites and Protestant sectarians of the Bible-Belt, themselves a kind of decadent peasantry, scratching a living in the hilly plains of Georgia or cut-off in the mountainous country of Tennessee. Their desultory lives, their isolation and fanatical in-grown religiosity expose them to fits of violence or the freakish; their language and their minds are rabid with crude religious images which have been sown in them by ignorant itinerant preachers, either naively exalted or fraudulent, who peddle their tracts from one small town to the next. In this religious underworld, Flannery O’Connor’s traditional Catholicism has a penetrating and skirmishing power, but if she is fundamentally a religious writer, she is not didactic nor is she overtly concerned with conflicts of doctrine. She evokes the disordered images in the minds of the pervading sects with the sharpness of an anthropologist who is intimate with their lives, and there is not a trace of satire in her. She relates what she sees and hears to older experience. In her first novel, Wise Blood, the grandfather of her leading character was a passionate wandering preacher, a man who had ‘Jesus in him like a stinger’, and his grandson Hazel Motes was brought up to see ‘Jesus move from tree to tree in the back of his mind, a wild ragged figure motioning him to turn around and come off into the dark where he was not sure of his footing, where he might be walking on the water and not know it and then suddenly know it and drown’. But at the age of eighteen, Haze has been torn from his valley, turned into a soldier in the World War and he returns wounded, stunned by its nihilism. His innate religiosity has turned into anti-religion and when he gets back to Tennessee he silently tears up the tracts that are pushed into his hands and has only one thought – to found his own anti-church, the Church Without Christ. He is Wyndham Lewis’s ‘dumbox’:




‘I’m member and preacher to that church where the blind don’t see and the lame don’t walk and what’s dead stays that way. Ask me about that church and I’ll tell you it’s the church that the blood of Jesus don’t foul with redemption … Jesus was a liar.’





This is not an atheist’s argument: it’s a stunned man’s mad passion. And so we see him ‘baptized’ – in the sin he craves for – in the bed of a cool local prostitute, shrewdly getting a half-broken car and asserting his ‘faith’ at street corners and in markets, among the cheapjacks and frauds. He takes a delinquent girl of fifteen off a fake ‘blind’ preacher, shakes off a rival fraud who has started the Holy Church of Christ Without Christ and wanders out into a sleazy world of semi-starvation and shack life. What is startling is the laconic, brute indifferent anger of his obsession. He is entirely real. In fact, so in their everyday lives and speech are all the characters, the ‘every day’ in them is what frightens us. Flannery O’Connor is a master of the fear and obsession and of the images that haunt ignorant minds. They ramble and ruminate their way into the sudden violence of their inner lives. In the end, as a final gesture of self-isolation from the world he has come back to after the war, and even as a vengeance on his do-gooding landlady who is really after his pension, Haze rubs quick-lime into his eyes and blinds himself. There is nothing melodramatic in this act. It has a madman’s logic. Flannery O’Connor has the art of making the preposterous appear to be natural to her people. Their stunted speech, inadequate to their own dramas, adds conviction to her narrative.


The images and illusions by which her people live and her own musing religious gravity give her a strong and dangerous bent to a bizarre kind of symbolism; but she is so saturated in the inner lives of her people that this almost never seems obtrusive. Her leading characters are solitaries by circumstance. I think her gifts are most powerful in her short stories and in them what seems to be bizarre arises from a profound sense of moral conflict.


A good example of this appears in ‘Parker’s Back’ – one of the stories in Everything That Rises Must Converge – in which the dominant image is at first sight grotesque. (The grotesque for its own sake means nothing to her; it is a norm.) An ignorant truck-driver has indulged a life-long mania for getting himself tattooed. His body has become a walking picture gallery, making him irresistible to women. This once attracted his pious wife who has lost interest in him. To reawaken her interest he has one huge tattoo done on his back which up till now has been a blank wall. He pays for the largest and most expensive tattoo available: a Byzantine Christ. But her sect is hostile to that image of Christ: she throws him out – because he has revealed that he has become what Bible Protestants abhor, an idolator. As a ‘graven image’ he is evidently indifferent to God and the Day of Judgement. But the farce is serious. The inarticulate man is making a claim for an inner life; he wishes to show that he is someone. He has burst the limits imposed on him. The act is at once absurd and a primitive appeal, even an argument. It is also an act of defiance and hatred, directed at the woman he is tired of, just as she is tired of him. In their burning, immovable egotism these narrow people will go to any lengths, with perhaps murder at the end of it all. The story has the crude gaudiness of a circus poster, but it is also a subtle fable.


Flannery O’Connor’s imagination is violent – even as violent as the early Puritan imagination, as if she had burned her own fingers in the embers of the Bible-fed imagery. At sunset a woodland scene may be idyllic, but also looks blood-sodden. The act of violence introduces a character into the real world ‘of guilt and sorrow’; this is her ground as a fabulist and moralist. In another story, a priest comes to visit an unbeliever who ardently wishes to die in order to punish his mother for having emasculated him. The man is cured by the local doctor whom he despises for not letting him die.




He saw that for the rest of his days, frail, racked but enduring, he would live in the face of a purifying terror. A feeble cry, a last impossible protest escaped him. But the Holy Ghost emblazoned in ice instead of fire, continued implacably to descend.





Terror is seen as a means of spiritual or psychological purification which may even destroy, but it will change one’s life. One may dismiss this as anti-humanist rhetoric; but in fact irony is Flannery O’Connor’s ultimate resource and in her violent narrations she is not crudely cinematic or pursuing sensations. In one of her best stories, ‘A Good Man is Hard to Find’, a family takes a trip to the country; everyone is bickering in a cheerful conventional way. The kind grandmother suddenly has the idea that it would be a diversion to turn off the main road and find the house where she was brought up. They are soon lost. The car overturns and three armed men come to their rescue: they are escaped convicts. One by one, they take the children and the grown married couple off and kill them. The leading criminal, known as The Misfit and proud of it, dallies in religious dispute with the grandmother who talks of prayer and about Jesus raising the dead.




‘I wasn’t there so I can’t say He didn’t,’ The Misfit said. ‘I wisht I had of been there … It ain’t right I wasn’t there because … if I had of been there I would of known and I wouldn’t be like I am now.’





But when she touches him and says he is one ‘of her own children’, The Misfit springs back ‘as if a snake had bitten him’ and shoots her. Yet the day had begun innocently.


Like all ‘Gothic’ writers Flannery O’Connor has a deep sense of the Devil or rather of the multiplicity of devils, though not in any conventional religious sense. Her objection to the Gospellers – it would seem – is that Satan has become Literature, when in reality he is an ever present force in daily human circumstance. She is not violent in order to excite us, but shows violence growing out of ordinary mean minds; even the emotions of the enlightened may have their unconscious seeds: when Thomas, a young historian, sees his mother bring home a sluttish girl she has ‘rescued’ and watches ‘the little slut’s slightly bowed legs’ slide out of the car, ‘Rage gathered through [him] with a silent ominous intensity, like a mob assembling.’ Another girl, who has been taught by psychiatrists to regard her vice as an illness, sees this as a distinction, emancipating her from responsibility for her acts. If this sounds too like Mauriac playing with perversity and paradox, in Flannery O’Connor the role of the diabolic is to destroy pride in a misconceived virtue. But where she convinces us is not in argument, but in the physical vividness of her scene, her record of the voices and lives of her people and a craftsmanship that rarely fails. She shocks but minutely illuminates.


 


V. S. PRITCHETT, 1980  



















AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE SECOND EDITION (1962)





Wise Blood has reached the age of ten and is still alive. My critical powers are just sufficient to determine this, and I am gratified to be able to say it. The book was written with zest and, if possible, it should be read that way. It is a comic novel about a Christian malgré lui, and as such, very serious, for all comic novels that are any good must be about matters of life and death. Wise Blood was written by an author congenitally innocent of theory, but one with certain preoccupations. That belief in Christ is to some a matter of life and death has been a stumbling block for readers who would prefer to think it a matter of no great consequence. For them Hazel Motes’ integrity lies in his trying with such vigor to get rid of the ragged figure who moves from tree to tree in the back of his mind. For the author Hazel’s integrity lies in his not being able to. Does one’s integrity ever lie in what he is not able to do? I think that usually it does, for free will does not mean one will, but many wills conflicting in one man. Freedom cannot be conceived simply. It is a mystery and one which a novel, even a comic novel, can only be asked to deepen.
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CHAPTER 1





Hazel Motes sat at a forward angle on the green plush train seat, looking one minute at the window as if he might want to jump out of it, and the next down the aisle at the other end of the car. The train was racing through tree tops that fell away at intervals and showed the sun standing, very red, on the edge of the farthest woods. Nearer, the plowed fields curved and faded and the few hogs nosing in the furrows looked like large spotted stones. Mrs Wally Bee Hitchcock, who was facing Motes in the section, said that she thought the early evening like this was the prettiest time of day and she asked him if he didn’t think so too. She was a fat woman with pink collars and cuffs and pear-shaped legs that slanted off the train seat and didn’t reach the floor.


He looked at her a second and, without answering, leaned forward and stared down the length of the car again. She turned to see what was back there but all she saw was a child peering around one of the sections and, further up at the end of the car, the porter opening the closet where the sheets were kept.


‘I guess you’re going home,’ she said, turning back to him again. He didn’t look, to her, much over twenty, but he had a stiff black broad-brimmed hat on his lap, a hat that an elderly country preacher would wear. His suit was a glaring blue and the price tag was still stapled on the sleeve of it.


He didn’t answer her or move his eyes from whatever he was looking at. The sack at his feet was an army duffel bag and she decided that he had been in the army and had been released and that now he was going home. She wanted to get close enough to see what the suit had cost him but she found herself squinting instead at his eyes, trying almost to look into them. They were the color of pecan shells and set in deep sockets. The outline of a skull under his skin was plain and insistent.


She felt irked and wrenched her attention loose and squinted at the price tag. The suit had cost him $11.98. She felt that that placed him and looked at his face again as if she were fortified against it now. He had a nose like a shrike’s bill and a long vertical crease on either side of his mouth; his hair looked as if it had been permanently flattened under the heavy hat, but his eyes were what held her attention longest. Their settings were so deep that they seemed, to her, almost like passages leading somewhere and she leaned halfway across the space that separated the two seats, trying to see into them. He turned toward the window suddenly and then almost as quickly turned back again to where his stare had been fixed.


What he was looking at was the porter. When he had first got on the train, the porter had been standing between the two cars – a thick-figured man with a round yellow bald head. Haze had stopped and the porter’s eyes had turned toward him and away, indicating which car he was to go into. When he didn’t go, the porter said, ‘To the left,’ irritably, ‘to the left,’ and Haze had moved on.


‘Well,’ Mrs Hitchcock said, ‘there’s no place like home.’


He gave her a glance and saw the flat of her face, reddish under a cap of fox-colored hair. She had got on two stops back. He had never seen her before that. ‘I got to go see the porter,’ he said. He got up and went toward the end of the car where the porter had begun making up a berth. He stopped beside him and leaned on a seat arm, but the porter didn’t look at him. He was pulling a wall of the section farther out.


‘How long does it take you to make one up?’


‘Seven minutes,’ the porter said, not looking at him.


Haze sat down on the seat arm. He said, ‘I’m from Eastrod.’


‘That isn’t on this line,’ the porter said. ‘You on the wrong train.’


‘Going to the city,’ Haze said. ‘I said I was raised in Eastrod.’


The porter didn’t say anything.


‘Eastrod,’ Haze said, louder.


The porter jerked the shade down. ‘You want your berth made up now, or what you standing there for?’ he asked.


‘Eastrod,’ Haze said. ‘Near Melsy.’


The porter wrenched one side of the seat flat. ‘I’m from Chicago,’ he said. He wrenched the other side down. When he bent over, the back of his neck came out in three bulges.


‘Yeah, I bet you are,’ Haze said with a leer.


‘Your feet in the middle of the aisle. Somebody going to want to get by you,’ the porter said, turning suddenly and brushing past.


Haze got up and hung there a few seconds. He looked as if he were held by a rope caught in the middle of his back and attached to the train ceiling. He watched the porter move in a fine controlled lurch down the aisle and disappear at the other end of the car. He knew him to be a Parrum nigger from Eastrod. He went back to his section and folded into a slouched position and settled one foot on a pipe that ran under the window. Eastrod filled his head and then went out beyond and filled the space that stretched from the train across the empty darkening fields. He saw the two houses and the rust-colored road and the few Negro shacks and the one barn and the stall with the red and white CCC snuff ad peeling across the side of it.


‘Are you going home?’ Mrs Hitchcock asked.


He looked at her sourly and gripped the black hat by the brim. ‘No, I ain’t,’ he said in a sharp high nasal Tennessee voice.


Mrs Hitchcock said neither was she. She told him she had been a Miss Weatherman before she married and that she was going to Florida to visit her married daughter, Sarah Lucile. She said it seemed like she had never had time to take a trip that far off. The way things happened one thing after another, it seemed like time went by so fast you couldn’t tell if you were young or old.


He thought he could tell her she was old if she asked him. He stopped listening to her after a while. The porter passed back up the aisle and didn’t look at him. Mrs Hitchcock lost her train of talk. ‘I guess you’re on your way to visit somebody?’ she asked.


‘Going to Taulkinham,’ he said and ground himself into the seat and looked at the window. ‘Don’t know nobody there, but I’m going to do some things.


‘I’m going to do some things I never have done before,’ he said and gave her a sidelong glance and curled his mouth slightly.


She said she knew an Albert Sparks from Taulkinham. She said he was her sister-in-law’s brother-in-law and that he …


‘I ain’t from Taulkinham,’ he said. ‘I said I’m going there, that’s all.’ Mrs Hitchcock began to talk again but he cut her short and said, ‘That porter was raised in the same place where I was raised but he says he’s from Chicago.’


Mrs Hitchcock said she knew a man who lived in Chi …


‘You might as well go one place as another,’ he said. ‘That’s all I know.’


Mrs Hitchcock said well that time flies. She said she hadn’t seen her sister’s children in five years and she didn’t know if she’d know them if she saw them. There were three of them, Roy, Bubber, and John Wesley. John Wesley was six years old and he had written her a letter, dear Mammadoll. They called her Mammadoll and her husband Papadoll …


‘I reckon you think you been redeemed,’ he said.


Mrs Hitchcock snatched at her collar.


‘I reckon you think you been redeemed,’ he repeated.


She blushed. After a second she said yes, life was an inspiration and then she said she was hungry and asked him if he didn’t want to go into the diner. He put on the fierce black hat and followed her out of the car.


The dining car was full and people were waiting to get in it. He and Mrs Hitchcock stood in line for a half-hour, rocking in the narrow passageway and every few minutes flattening themselves against the side to let a trickle of people through. Mrs Hitchcock talked to the woman on the side of her. Hazel Motes looked at the wall. Mrs Hitchcock told the woman about her sister’s husband who was with the City Water Works in Toolafalls, Alabama, and the lady told about a cousin who had cancer of the throat. Finally they got almost up to the entrance of the diner and could see inside it. There was a steward beckoning people to places and handing out menus. He was a white man with greased black hair and a greased black look to his suit. He moved like a crow, darting from table to table. He motioned for two people and the line moved up so that Haze and Mrs Hitchcock and the lady she was talking to were ready to go next. In a minute two more people left. The steward beckoned and Mrs Hitchcock and the woman walked in and Haze followed them. The man stopped him and said, ‘Only two,’ and pushed him back to the doorway.


Haze’s face turned an ugly red. He tried to get behind the next person and then he tried to get through the line to go back to the car he had come from but there were too many people bunched in the opening. He had to stand there while everyone around looked at him. No one left for a while. Finally a woman at the far end of the car got up and the steward jerked his hand. Haze hesitated and saw the hand jerk again. He lurched up the aisle, falling against two tables on the way and getting his hand wet in somebody’s coffee. The steward placed him with three youngish women dressed like parrots.


Their hands were resting on the table, red-speared at the tips. He sat down and wiped his hand on the tablecloth. He didn’t take off his hat. The women had finished eating and were smoking cigarettes. They stopped talking when he sat down. He pointed to the first thing on the menu and the steward, standing over him, said, ‘Write it down, sonny,’ and winked at one of the women; she made a noise in her nose. He wrote it down and the steward went away with it. He sat and looked in front of him, glum and intense, at the neck of the woman across from him. At intervals her hand holding the cigarette would pass the spot on her neck; it would go out of his sight and then it would pass again, going back down to the table; in a second a straight line of smoke would blow in his face. After it had blown at him three or four times, he looked at her. She had a bold game-hen expression and small eyes pointed directly on him.


‘If you’ve been redeemed,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t want to be.’ Then he turned his head to the window. He saw his pale reflection with the dark empty space outside coming through it. A boxcar roared past, chopping the empty space in two, and one of the women laughed.


‘Do you think I believe in Jesus?’ he said, leaning toward her and speaking almost as if he were breathless. ‘Well I wouldn’t even if He existed. Even if He was on this train.’


‘Who said you had to?’ she asked in a poisonous Eastern voice.


He drew back.


The waiter brought his dinner. He began eating slowly at first, then faster as the women concentrated on watching the muscles that stood out on his jaw when he chewed. He was eating something spotted with eggs and livers. He finished that and drank his coffee and then pulled his money out. The steward saw him but he wouldn’t come total the bill. Every time he passed the table, he would wink at the women and stare at Haze. Mrs Hitchcock and the lady had already finished and gone. Finally the man came and added up the bill. Haze shoved the money at him and then pushed past him out of the car.


For a while he stood between two train cars where there was fresh air of a sort and made a cigarette. Then the porter passed between the two cars. ‘Hey you Parrum,’ he called.


The porter didn’t stop.


Haze followed him into the car. All the berths were made up. The man in the station in Melsy had sold him a berth because he said he would have to sit up all night in the coaches; he had sold him an upper one. Haze went to it and pulled his sack down and went into the men’s room and got ready for the night. He was too full and he wanted to hurry and get in the berth and lie down. He thought he would lie there and look out the window and watch how the country went by a train at night. A sign said to get the porter to let you into the uppers. He stuck his sack up into his berth and then went to look for the porter. He didn’t find him at one end of the car and he started back to the other. Going around the corner he ran into something heavy and pink; it gasped and muttered, ‘Clumsy!’ It was Mrs Hitchcock in a pink wrapper, with her hair in knots around her head. She looked at him with her eyes squinted nearly shut. The knobs framed her face like dark toadstools. She tried to get past him and he tried to let her but they were both moving the same way each time. Her face became purplish except for little white marks over it that didn’t heat up. She drew herself stiff and stopped and said, ‘What is the matter with you?’ He slipped past her and dashed down the aisle and ran into the porter so that the porter fell down.


‘You got to let me into the berth, Parrum,’ he said.


The porter picked himself up and went lurching down the aisle and after a minute he came lurching back again, stone-faced, with the ladder. Haze stood watching him while he put the ladder up; then he started up it. Half-way up, he turned and said, ‘I remember you. Your father was a nigger named Cash Parrum. You can’t go back there neither, nor anybody else, not if they wanted to.’


‘I’m from Chicago,’ the porter said in an irritated voice. ‘My name is not Parrum.’


‘Cash is dead,’ Haze said. ‘He got the cholera from a pig.’


The porter’s mouth jerked down and he said, ‘My father was a railroad man.’


Haze laughed. The porter jerked the ladder off suddenly with a wrench of his arm that sent the boy clutching at the blanket into the berth. He lay on his stomach for a few minutes and didn’t move. After a while he turned and found the light and looked around him. There was no window. He was closed up in the thing except for a little space over the curtain. The top of the berth was low and curved over. He lay down and noticed that the curved top looked as if it were not quite closed; it looked as if it were closing. He lay there for a while, not moving. There was something in his throat like a sponge with an egg taste; he didn’t want to turn over for fear it would move. He wanted the light off. He reached up without turning and felt for the button and snapped it and the darkness sank down on him and then faded a little with light from the aisle that came in through the foot of space not closed. He wanted it all dark, he didn’t want it diluted. He heard the porter’s footsteps coming down the aisle, soft into the rug, coming steadily down, brushing against the green curtains and fading up the other way out of hearing. Then after a while when he was almost asleep, he thought he heard them again coming back. His curtains stirred and the footsteps faded.


In his half-sleep he thought where he was lying was like a coffin. The first coffin he had seen with someone in it was his grandfather’s. They had left it propped open with a stick of kindling the night it had sat in the house with the old man in it, and Haze had watched from a distance, thinking: he ain’t going to let them shut it on him; when the time comes, his elbow is going to shoot into the crack. His grandfather had been a circuit preacher, a waspish old man who had ridden over three counties with Jesus hidden in his head like a stinger. When it was time to bury him, they shut the top of his box down and he didn’t make a move.


Haze had had two younger brothers; one died in infancy and was put in a small box. The other fell in front of a mowing machine when he was seven. His box was about half the size of an ordinary one, and when they shut it, Haze ran and opened it up again. They said it was because he was heartbroken to part with his brother, but it was not; it was because he had thought, what if he had been in it and they had shut it on him.


He was asleep now and he dreamed he was at his father’s burying again. He saw him humped over on his hands and knees in his coffin, being carried that way to the graveyard. ‘If I keep my can in the air,’ he heard the old man say, ‘nobody can shut nothing on me,’ but when they got his box to the hole, they let it drop down with a thud and his father flattened out like anybody else. The train jolted and stirred him half awake again and he thought, there must have been twenty-five people in Eastrod then, three Motes. Now there were no more Motes, no more Ashfields, no more Blasengames, Feys, Jacksons … or Parrums – even niggers wouldn’t have it. Turning in the road, he saw in the dark the store boarded and the barn leaning and the smaller house half carted away, the porch gone and no floor in the hall.


It had not been that way when he was eighteen years old and had left it. Then there had been ten people there and he had not noticed that it had got smaller from his father’s time. He had left it when he was eighteen years old because the army had called him. He had thought at first he would shoot his foot and not go. He was going to be a preacher like his grandfather and a preacher can always do without a foot. A preacher’s power is in his neck and tongue and arm. His grandfather had traveled three counties in a Ford automobile. Every fourth Saturday he had driven into Eastrod as if he were just in time to save them all from Hell, and he was shouting before he had the car door open. People gathered around his Ford because he seemed to dare them to. He would climb up on the nose of it and preach from there and sometimes he would climb onto the top of it and shout down at them. They were like stones! he would shout. But Jesus had died to redeem them! Jesus was so soul-hungry that He had died, one death for all, but He would have died every soul’s death for one! Did they understand that? Did they understand that for each stone soul, He would have died ten million deaths, had His arms and legs stretched on the cross and nailed ten million times for one of them? (The old man would point to his grandson, Haze. He had a particular disrespect for him because his own face was repeated almost exactly in the child’s and seemed to mock him.) Did they know that even for that boy there, for that mean sinful unthinking boy standing there with his dirty hands clenching and unclenching at his sides, Jesus would die ten million deaths before He would let him lose his soul? He would chase him over the waters of sin! Did they doubt Jesus could walk on the waters of sin? That boy had been redeemed and Jesus wasn’t going to leave him ever. Jesus would never let him forget he was redeemed. What did the sinner think there was to be gained? Jesus would have him in the end!


The boy didn’t need to hear it. There was already a deep black wordless conviction in him that the way to avoid Jesus was to avoid sin. He knew by the time he was twelve years old that he was going to be a preacher. Later he saw Jesus move from tree to tree in the back of his mind, a wild ragged figure motioning him to turn around and come off into the dark where he was not sure of his footing, where he might be walking on the water and not know it and then suddenly, know it and drown. Where he wanted to stay was in Eastrod with his two eyes open, and his hands always handling the familiar thing, his feet on the known track, and his tongue not too loose. When he was eighteen and the army called him, he saw the war as a trick to lead him into temptation, and he would have shot his foot except that he trusted himself to get back in a few months, uncorrupted. He had a strong confidence in his power to resist evil; it was something he had inherited, like his face, from his grandfather. He thought that if the government wasn’t through with him in four months, he would leave anyway. He had thought, then when he was eighteen years old, that he would give them exactly four months of his time. He was gone four years; he didn’t get back, even for a visit.


The only things from Eastrod he took into the army with him were a black Bible and a pair of silver-rimmed spectacles that had belonged to his mother. He had gone to a country school where he had learned to read and write but that it was wiser not to; the Bible was the only book he read. He didn’t read it often but when he did he wore his mother’s glasses. They tired his eyes so that after a short time he was always obliged to stop. He meant to tell anyone in the army who invited him to sin that he was from Eastrod, Tennessee, and that he meant to get back there and stay back there, that he was going to be a preacher of the gospel and that he wasn’t going to have his soul damned by the government or by any foreign place it sent him to.


After a few weeks in the camp, when he had some friends – they were not actually friends but he had to live with them – he was offered the chance he had been waiting for; the invitation. He took his mother’s glasses out of his pocket and put them on. Then he told them he wouldn’t go with them for a million dollars and a feather bed to lie on; he said he was from Eastrod, Tennessee, and that he was not going to have his soul damned by the government or any foreign place they … but his voice cracked and he didn’t finish. He only stared at them, trying to steel his face. His friends told him that nobody was interested in his goddam soul unless it was the priest and he managed to answer that no priest taking orders from no pope was going to tamper with his soul. They told him he didn’t have any soul and left for their brothel.


He took a long time to believe them because he wanted to believe them. All he wanted was to believe them and get rid of it once and for all, and he saw the opportunity here to get rid of it without corruption, to be converted to nothing instead of to evil. The army sent him halfway around the world and forgot him. He was wounded and they remembered him long enough to take the shrapnel out of his chest – they said they took it out but they never showed it to him and he felt it still in there, rusted, and poisoning him – and then they sent him to another desert and forgot him again. He had all the time he could want to study his soul in and assure himself that it was not there. When he was thoroughly convinced, he saw that this was something that he had always known. The misery he had was a longing for home; it had nothing to do with Jesus. When the army finally let him go, he was pleased to think that he was still uncorrupted. All he wanted was to get back to Eastrod, Tennessee. The black Bible and his mother’s glasses were still in the bottom of his duffel bag. He didn’t read any book now but he kept the Bible because it had come from home. He kept the glasses in case his vision should ever become dim.


When the army had released him two days before in a city about three hundred miles north of where he wanted to be, he had gone immediately to the railroad station there and bought a ticket to Melsy, the nearest railroad stop to Eastrod. Then since he had to wait four hours for the train, he went into a dark dry-goods store near the station. It was a thin cardboard-smelling store that got darker as it got deeper. He went deep into it and was sold a blue suit and a dark hat. He had his army suit put in a paper sack and he stuffed it into a trashbox on the corner. Once outside in the light, the new suit turned glare-blue and the lines of the hat seemed to stiffen fiercely.


He was in Melsy at five o’clock in the afternoon and he caught a ride on a cotton-seed truck that took him more than half the distance to Eastrod. He walked the rest of the way and got there at nine o’clock at night, when it had just got dark. The house was as dark as the night and open to it and though he saw that the fence around it had partly fallen and that weeds were growing through the porch floor, he didn’t realize all at once that it was only a shell, that there was nothing here but the skeleton of a house. He twisted an envelope and struck a match to it and went through all the empty rooms, upstairs and down. When the envelope burnt out, he lit another one and went through them all again. That night he slept on the floor in the kitchen, and a board fell on his head out of the roof and cut his face.


There was nothing left in the house but the chifforobe in the kitchen. His mother had always slept in the kitchen and had her walnut chifforobe in there. She had given thirty dollars for it and hadn’t bought herself anything else big again. Whoever had got everything else, had left that. He opened all the drawers. There were two lengths of wrapping cord in the top one and nothing in the others. He was surprised nobody had come and stolen a chifforobe like that. He took the wrapping cord and tied it around the legs and through the floor boards and left a piece of paper in each of the drawers: THIS SHIFFER-ROBE BELONGS TO HAZEL MOTES. DO NOT STEAL IT OR YOU WILL BE HUNTED DOWN AND KILLED.


He thought about the chifforobe in his half-sleep and decided his mother would rest easier in her grave, knowing it was guarded. If she came looking any time at night, she would see. He wondered if she walked at night and came there ever. She would come with that look on her face, unrested and looking; the same look he had seen through the crack of her coffin. He had seen her face through the crack when they were shutting the top on her. He was sixteen then. He had seen the shadow that came down over her face and pulled her mouth down as if she wasn’t any more satisfied dead than alive, as if she were going to spring up and shove the lid back and fly out and satisfy herself: but they shut it. She might have been going to fly out of there, she might have been going to spring. He saw her in his sleep, terrible, like a huge bat, dart from the closing, fly out of there, but it was falling dark on top of her, closing down all the time. From inside he saw it closing, coming closer closer down and cutting off the light and the room. He opened his eyes and saw it closing and he sprang up between the crack and wedged his head and shoulders through it and hung there, dizzy, with the dim light of the train slowly showing the rug below. He hung there over the top of the berth curtain and saw the porter at the other end of the car, a white shape in the darkness, standing there watching him and not moving.


‘I’m sick!’ he called. ‘I can’t be closed up in this thing. Get me out!’


The porter stood watching him and didn’t move.


‘Jesus,’ Haze said, ‘Jesus.’


The porter didn’t move. ‘Jesus been a long time gone,’ he said in a sour triumphant voice.
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