
J. D. Salinger 
“A Perfect Day for Bananafish” (1948) 
 
THERE WERE ninety-seven New York advertising men in the hotel, and, the way they 
were monopolizing the long-distance lines, the girl in 507 had to wait from noon till 
almost two-thirty to get her call through. She used the time, though. She read an article 
in a women's pocket-size magazine, called "Sex Is Fun-or Hell." She washed her comb 
and brush. She took the spot out of the skirt of her beige suit. She moved the button on 
her Saks blouse. She tweezed out two freshly surfaced hairs in her mole. When the 
operator finally rang her room, she was sitting on the window seat and had almost 
finished putting lacquer on the nails of her left hand. 
 
She was a girl who for a ringing phone dropped exactly nothing. She looked as if her 
phone had been ringing continually ever since she had reached puberty. 
 
With her little lacquer brush, while the phone was ringing, she went over the nail of her 
little finger, accentuating the line of the moon. She then replaced the cap on the bottle of 
lacquer and, standing up, passed her left--the wet--hand back and forth through the air. 
With her dry hand, she picked up a congested ashtray from the window seat and carried 
it with her over to the night table, on which the phone stood. She sat down on one of the 
made-up twin beds and--it was the fifth or sixth ring--picked up the phone. 
 
"Hello," she said, keeping the fingers of her left hand outstretched and away from her 
white silk dressing gown, which was all that she was wearing, except mules--her rings 
were in the bathroom. 
 
"I have your call to New York now, Mrs. Glass," the operator said. 
 
"Thank you," said the girl, and made room on the night table for the ashtray. 
 
A woman's voice came through. "Muriel? Is that you?" 
 
The girl turned the receiver slightly away from her ear. "Yes, Mother. How are you?" she 
said. 
 
"I've been worried to death about you. Why haven't you phoned? Are you all right?" 
 
"I tried to get you last night and the night before. The phone here's been--" 
 
"Are you all right, Muriel?" 
 
The girl increased the angle between the receiver and her ear. "I'm fine. I'm hot. This is 
the hottest day they've had in Florida in--" 
 
"Why haven't you called me? I've been worried to--" 
 



"Mother, darling, don't yell at me. I can hear you beautifully," said the girl. "I called you 
twice last night. Once just after--" 
 
"I told your father you'd probably call last night. But, no, he had to-Are you all right, 
Muriel? Tell me the truth." 
 
"I'm fine. Stop asking me that, please." 
 
"When did you get there?" 
 
"I don't know. Wednesday morning, early." 
 
"Who drove?" 
 
"He did," said the girl. "And don't get excited. He drove very nicely. I was amazed." 
 
"He drove? Muriel, you gave me your word of--" 
 
"Mother," the girl interrupted, "I just told you. He drove very nicely. Under fifty the whole 
way, as a matter of fact." 
 
"Did he try any of that funny business with the trees?" 
 
"I said he drove very nicely, Mother. Now, please. I asked him to stay close to the white 
line, and all, and he knew what I meant, and he did. He was even trying not to look at 
the trees-you could tell. Did Daddy get the car fixed, incidentally?" 
 
"Not yet. They want four hundred dollars, just to--" 
 
"Mother, Seymour told Daddy that he'd pay for it. There's no reason for--" 
 
"Well, we'll see. How did he behave--in the car and all?" 
 
"All right," said the girl. 
 
"Did he keep calling you that awful--" 
 
"No. He has something new now." 
 
"What?" 
 
"Oh, what's the difference, Mother?" 
 
"Muriel, I want to know. Your father--" 
 
"All right, all right. He calls me Miss Spiritual Tramp of 1948," the girl said, and giggled. 



 
"It isn't funny, Muriel. It isn't funny at all. It's horrible. It's sad, actually. When I think how-
-" 
 
"Mother," the girl interrupted, "listen to me. You remember that book he sent me from 
Germany? You know--those German poems. What'd I do with it? I've been racking my--
" 
 
"You have it." 
 
"Are you sure?" said the girl. 
 
"Certainly. That is, I have it. It's in Freddy's room. You left it here and I didn't have room 
for it in the--Why? Does he want it?" 
 
"No. Only, he asked me about it, when we were driving down. He wanted to know if I'd 
read it." 
 
"It was in German!" 
 
"Yes, dear. That doesn't make any difference," said the girl, crossing her legs. "He said 
that the poems happen to be written by the only great poet of the century. He said I 
should've bought a translation or something. Or learned the language, if you please." 
 
"Awful. Awful. It's sad, actually, is what it is. Your father said last night--" 
 
"Just a second, Mother," the girl said. She went over to the window seat for her 
cigarettes, lit one, and returned to her seat on the bed. "Mother?" she said, exhaling 
smoke. 
 
"Muriel. Now, listen to me." 
 
   "I'm listening." 
 
"Your father talked to Dr. Sivetski." 
 
"Oh?" said the girl. 
 
"He told him everything. At least, he said he did--you know your father. The trees. That 
business with the window. Those horrible things he said to Granny about her plans for 
passing away. What he did with all those lovely pictures from Bermuda--everything." 
 
"Well?" said the girl. 
 
"Well. In the first place, he said it was a perfect crime the Army released him from the 
hospital--my word of honor. He very definitely told your father there's a chance--a very 



great chance, he said--that Seymour may completely lose control of himself. My word of 
honor." 
 
"There's a psychiatrist here at the hotel," said the girl. 
 
"Who? What's his name?" 
 
"I don't know. Rieser or something. He's supposed to be very good." 
 
"Never heard of him." 
 
"Well, he's supposed to be very good, anyway." 
 
"Muriel, don't be fresh, please. We're very worried about you. Your father wanted to wire 
you last night to come home, as a matter of f--" 
 
"I'm not coming home right now, Mother. So relax." 
 
"Muriel. My word of honor. Dr. Sivetski said Seymour may completely lose contr--" 
 
"I just got here, Mother. This is the first vacation I've had in years, and I'm not going to 
just pack everything and come home," said the girl. "I couldn't travel now anyway. I'm so 
sunburned I can hardly move." 
 
"You're badly sunburned? Didn't you use that jar of Bronze I put in your bag? I put it 
right--" 
 
"I used it. I'm burned anyway." 
 
"That's terrible. Where are you burned?" 
 
"All over, dear, all over." 
 
"That's terrible." 
 
"I'll live." 
 
"Tell me, did you talk to this psychiatrist?" 
 
"Well, sort of," said the girl. 
 
"What'd he say? Where was Seymour when you talked to him?" 
 
"In the Ocean Room, playing the piano. He's played the piano both nights we've been 
here." 
 



"Well, what'd he say?" 
 
"Oh, nothing much. He spoke to me first. I was sitting next to him at Bingo last night, 
and he asked me if that wasn't my husband playing the piano in the other room. I said 
yes, it was, and he asked me if Seymour's been sick or something. So I said--" 
 
"Why'd he ask that?" 
 
"I don't know, Mother. I guess because he's so pale and all," said the girl. "Anyway, after 
Bingo he and his wife asked me if I wouldn't like to join them for a drink. So I did. His 
wife was horrible. You remember that awful dinner dress we saw in Bonwit's window? 
The one you said you'd have to have a tiny, tiny--" 
 
"The green?" 
 
"She had it on. And all hips. She kept asking me if Seymour's related to that Suzanne 
Glass that has that place on Madison Avenue--the millinery." 
 
"What'd he say, though? The doctor." 
 
"Oh. Well, nothing much, really. I mean we were in the bar and all. It was terribly noisy." 
 
"Yes, but did--did you tell him what he tried to do with Granny's chair?" 
 
"No, Mother. I didn't go into details very much," said the girl. "I'll probably get a chance 
to talk to him again. He's in the bar all day long." 
 
"Did he say he thought there was a chance he might get--you know--funny or anything? 
Do something to you!" 
 
"Not exactly," said the girl. "He had to have more facts, Mother. They have to know 
about your childhood--all that stuff. I told you, we could hardly talk, it was so noisy in 
there." 
 
"Well. How's your blue coat?" 
 
"All right. I had some of the padding taken out." 
 
"How are the clothes this year?" 
 
"Terrible. But out of this world. You see sequins--everything," said the girl. 
 
"How's your room?" 
 



"All right. Just all right, though. We couldn't get the room we had before the war," said 
the girl. "The people are awful this year. You should see what sits next to us in the 
dining room. At the next table. They look as if they drove down in a truck." 
 
"Well, it's that way all over. How's your ballerina?" 
 
"It's too long. I told you it was too long." 
 
"Muriel, I'm only going to ask you once more--are you really all right?" 
 
"Yes, Mother," said the girl. "For the ninetieth time." 
 
"And you don't want to come home?" 
 
"No, Mother." 
 
"Your father said last night that he'd be more than willing to pay for it if you'd go away 
someplace by yourself and think things over. You could take a lovely cruise. We both 
thought--" 
 
"No, thanks," said the girl, and uncrossed her legs. "Mother, this call is costing a for--" 
 
"When I think of how you waited for that boy all through the war-I mean when you think 
of all those crazy little wives who--" 
 
"Mother," said the girl, "we'd better hang up. Seymour may come in any minute." 
 
"Where is he?" 
 
"On the beach." 
 
"On the beach? By himself? Does he behave himself on the beach?" 
 
"Mother," said the girl, "you talk about him as though he were a raving maniac--" 
 
"I said nothing of the kind, Muriel." 
 
"Well, you sound that way. I mean all he does is lie there. He won't take his bathrobe 
off." 
 
"He won't take his bathrobe off? Why not?" 
 
"I don't know. I guess because he's so pale." 
 
"My goodness, he needs the sun. Can't you make him? 
 



"You know Seymour," said the girl, and crossed her legs again. "He says he doesn't 
want a lot of fools looking at his tattoo." 
 
"He doesn't have any tattoo! Did he get one in the Army?" 
 
"No, Mother. No, dear," said the girl, and stood up. "Listen, I'll call you tomorrow, 
maybe." 
 
"Muriel. Now, listen to me." 
 
"Yes, Mother," said the girl, putting her weight on her right leg. 
 
"Call me the instant he does, or says, anything at all funny--you know what I mean. Do 
you hear me?" 
 
"Mother, I'm not afraid of Seymour." 
 
"Muriel, I want you to promise me." 
 
"All right, I promise. Goodbye, Mother," said the girl. "My love to Daddy." She hung up. 
 
"See more glass," said Sybil Carpenter, who was staying at the hotel with her mother. 
"Did you see more glass?" 
 
"Pussycat, stop saying that. It's driving Mommy absolutely crazy. Hold still, please." 
 
Mrs. Carpenter was putting sun-tan oil on Sybil's shoulders, spreading it down over the 
delicate, winglike blades of her back. Sybil was sitting insecurely on a huge, inflated 
beach ball, facing the ocean. She was wearing a canary-yellow two-piece bathing suit, 
one piece of which she would not actually be needing for another nine or ten years. 
 
"It was really just an ordinary silk handkerchief--you could see when you got up close," 
said the woman in the beach chair beside Mrs. Carpenter's. "I wish I knew how she tied 
it. It was really darling." 
 
"It sounds darling," Mrs. Carpenter agreed. "Sybil, hold still, pussy." 
 
"Did you see more glass?" said Sybil. 
 
Mrs. Carpenter sighed. "All right," she said. She replaced the cap on the sun-tan oil 
bottle. "Now run and play, pussy. Mommy's going up to the hotel and have a Martini 
with Mrs. Hubbel. I'll bring you the olive." 
 
Set loose, Sybil immediately ran down to the flat part of the beach and began to walk in 
the direction of Fisherman's Pavilion. Stopping only to sink a foot in a soggy, collapsed 
castle, she was soon out of the area reserved for guests of the hotel. 



 
She walked for about a quarter of a mile and then suddenly broke into an oblique run up 
the soft part of the beach. She stopped short when she reached the place where a 
young man was lying on his back. 
 
"Are you going in the water, see more glass?" she said. 
 
The young man started, his right hand going to the lapels of his terry-cloth robe. He 
turned over on his stomach, letting a sausaged towel fall away from his eyes, and 
squinted up at Sybil. 
 
"Hey. Hello, Sybil." 
 
"Are you going in the water?" 
 
"I was waiting for you," said the young man. "What's new?" 
 
"What?" said Sybil. 
 
"What's new? What's on the program?" 
 
"My daddy's coming tomorrow on a nairiplane," Sybil said, kicking sand. 
 
"Not in my face, baby," the young man said, putting his hand on Sybil's ankle. "Well, it's 
about time he got here, your daddy. I've been expecting him hourly. Hourly." 
 
"Where's the lady?" Sybil said. 
 
"The lady?" the young man brushed some sand out of his thin hair. "That's hard to say, 
Sybil. She may be in any one of a thousand places. At the hairdresser's. Having her hair 
dyed mink. Or making dolls for poor children, in her room." Lying prone now, he made 
two fists, set one on top of the other, and rested his chin on the top one. "Ask me 
something else, Sybil," he said. "That's a fine bathing suit you have on. If there's one 
thing I like, it's a blue bathing suit." 
 
Sybil stared at him, then looked down at her protruding stomach. "This is a yellow," she 
said. "This is a yellow." 
 
"It is? Come a little closer." Sybil took a step forward. "You're absolutely right. What a 
fool I am." 
 
"Are you going in the water?" Sybil said. 
 
"I'm seriously considering it. I'm giving it plenty of thought, Sybil, you'll be glad to know." 
 



Sybil prodded the rubber float that the young man sometimes used as a head-rest. "It 
needs air," she said. 
 
"You're right. It needs more air than I'm willing to admit." He took away his fists and let 
his chin rest on the sand. "Sybil," he said, "you're looking fine. It's good to see you. Tell 
me about yourself." He reached in front of him and took both of Sybil's ankles in his 
hands. "I'm Capricorn," he said. "What are you?" 
 
"Sharon Lipschutz said you let her sit on the piano seat with you," Sybil said. 
 
"Sharon Lipschutz said that?" 
 
Sybil nodded vigorously. 
 
He let go of her ankles, drew in his hands, and laid the side of his face on his right 
forearm. "Well," he said, "you know how those things happen, Sybil. I was sitting there, 
playing. And you were nowhere in sight. And Sharon Lipschutz came over and sat down 
next to me. I couldn't push her off, could I?" 
 
"Yes." 
 
"Oh, no. No. I couldn't do that," said the young man. "I'll tell you what I did do, though." 
 
"What?" 
 
"I pretended she was you." 
 
Sybil immediately stooped and began to dig in the sand. "Let's go in the water," she 
said. 
 
"All right," said the young man. "I think I can work it in." 
 
"Next time, push her off," Sybil said. "Push who off?" 
 
"Sharon Lipschutz." 
 
"Ah, Sharon Lipschutz," said the young man. "How that name comes up. Mixing 
memory and desire." He suddenly got to his feet. He looked at the ocean. "Sybil," he 
said, "I'll tell you what we'll do. We'll see if we can catch a bananafish." 
 
"A what?" 
 
"A bananafish," he said, and undid the belt of his robe. He took off the robe. His 
shoulders were white and narrow, and his trunks were royal blue. He folded the robe, 
first lengthwise, then in thirds. He unrolled the towel he had used over his eyes, spread 



it out on the sand, and then laid the folded robe on top of it. He bent over, picked up the 
float, and secured it under his right arm. Then, with his left hand, he took Sybil's hand. 
 
The two started to walk down to the ocean. 
 
"I imagine you've seen quite a few bananafish in your day," the young man said. 
 
Sybil shook her head. 
 
"You haven't? Where do you live, anyway?" 
 
"I don't know," said Sybil. 
 
"Sure you know. You must know. Sharon Lipschutz knows where she lives and she's 
only three and a half." 
 
Sybil stopped walking and yanked her hand away from him. She picked up an ordinary 
beach shell and looked at it with elaborate interest. She threw it down. "Whirly Wood, 
Connecticut," she said, and resumed walking, stomach foremost. 
 
"Whirly Wood, Connecticut," said the young man. "Is that anywhere near Whirly Wood, 
Connecticut, by any chance?" 
 
Sybil looked at him. "That's where I live," she said impatiently. "I live in Whirly Wood, 
Connecticut." She ran a few steps ahead of him, caught up her left foot in her left hand, 
and hopped two or three times. 
 
"You have no idea how clear that makes everything," the young man said. 
 
Sybil released her foot. "Did you read `Little Black Sambo'?" she said. 
 
"It's very funny you ask me that," he said. "It so happens I just finished reading it last 
night." He reached down and took back Sybil's hand. "What did you think of it?" he 
asked her. 
 
"Did the tigers run all around that tree?" 
 
"I thought they'd never stop. I never saw so many tigers." 
 
"There were only six," Sybil said. 
 
"Only six!" said the young man. "Do you call that only?" 
 
"Do you like wax?" Sybil asked. 
 
"Do I like what?" asked the young man. "Wax." 



 
"Very much. Don't you?" 
 
Sybil nodded. "Do you like olives?" she asked. 
 
"Olives--yes. Olives and wax. I never go anyplace without 'em." 
 
"Do you like Sharon Lipschutz?" Sybil asked. 
 
"Yes. Yes, I do," said the young man. "What I like particularly about her is that she 
never does anything mean to little dogs in the lobby of the hotel. That little toy bull that 
belongs to that lady from Canada, for instance. You probably won't believe this, but 
some little girls like to poke that little dog with balloon sticks. Sharon doesn't. She's 
never mean or unkind. That's why I like her so much." 
 
Sybil was silent. 
 
"I like to chew candles," she said finally. 
 
"Who doesn't?" said the young man, getting his feet wet. "Wow! It's cold." He dropped 
the rubber float on its back. "No, wait just a second, Sybil. Wait'll we get out a little bit." 
 
They waded out till the water was up to Sybil's waist. Then the young man picked her up 
and laid her down on her stomach on the float. 
 
"Don't you ever wear a bathing cap or anything?" he asked. 
 
"Don't let go," Sybil ordered. "You hold me, now." 
 
"Miss Carpenter. Please. I know my business," the young man said. "You just keep your 
eyes open for any bananafish. This is a perfect day for bananafish." 
 
"I don't see any," Sybil said. 
 
"That's understandable. Their habits are very peculiar." He kept pushing the float. The 
water was not quite up to his chest. "They lead a very tragic life," he said. "You know 
what they do, Sybil?" 
 
She shook her head. 
 
"Well, they swim into a hole where there's a lot of bananas. They're very ordinary-
looking fish when they swim in. But once they get in, they behave like pigs. Why, I've 
known some bananafish to swim into a banana hole and eat as many as seventy-eight 
bananas." He edged the float and its passenger a foot closer to the horizon. "Naturally, 
after that they're so fat they can't get out of the hole again. Can't fit through the door." 
 



"Not too far out," Sybil said. "What happens to them?" 
 
"What happens to who?" 
 
"The bananafish." 
 
"Oh, you mean after they eat so many bananas they can't get out of the banana hole?" 
 
"Yes," said Sybil. 
 
"Well, I hate to tell you, Sybil. They die." 
 
"Why?" asked Sybil. 
 
"Well, they get banana fever. It's a terrible disease." 
 
"Here comes a wave," Sybil said nervously. 
 
"We'll ignore it. We'll snub it," said the young man. "Two snobs." He took Sybil's ankles 
in his hands and pressed down and forward. The float nosed over the top of the wave. 
The water soaked Sybil's blond hair, but her scream was full of pleasure. 
 
With her hand, when the float was level again, she wiped away a flat, wet band of hair 
from her eyes, and reported, "I just saw one." 
 
"Saw what, my love?" 
 
"A bananafish." 
 
"My God, no!" said the young man. "Did he have any bananas in his mouth?" 
 
"Yes," said Sybil. "Six." 
 
The young man suddenly picked up one of Sybil's wet feet, which were drooping over 
the end of the float, and kissed the arch. 
 
"Hey!" said the owner of the foot, turning around. 
 
"Hey, yourself We're going in now. You had enough?" 
 
"No!" 
 
"Sorry," he said, and pushed the float toward shore until Sybil got off it. He carried it the 
rest of the way. 
 
"Goodbye," said Sybil, and ran without regret in the direction of the hotel. 



 
The young man put on his robe, closed the lapels tight, and jammed his towel into his 
pocket. He picked up the slimy wet, cumbersome float and put it under his arm. He 
plodded alone through the soft, hot sand toward the hotel. 
 
On the sub-main floor of the hotel, which the management directed bathers to use, a 
woman with zinc salve on her nose got into the elevator with the young man. 
 
"I see you're looking at my feet," he said to her when the car was in motion. 
 
"I beg your pardon?" said the woman. 
 
"I said I see you're looking at my feet." 
 
"I beg your pardon. I happened to be looking at the floor," said the woman, and faced 
the doors of the car. 
 
"If you want to look at my feet, say so," said the young man. "But don't be a God-
damned sneak about it." 
 
"Let me out here, please," the woman said quickly to the girl operating the car. 
 
The car doors opened and the woman got out without looking back. 
 
"I have two normal feet and I can't see the slightest God-damned reason why anybody 
should stare at them," said the young man. "Five, please." He took his room key out of 
his robe pocket. 
 
He got off at the fifth floor, walked down the hall, and let himself into 507. The room 
smelled of new calfskin luggage and nail-lacquer remover. 
 
He glanced at the girl lying asleep on one of the twin beds. Then he went over to one of 
the pieces of luggage, opened it, and from under a pile of shorts and undershirts he 
took out an Ortgies calibre 7.65 automatic. He released the magazine, looked at it, then 
reinserted it. He cocked the piece. Then he went over and sat down on the unoccupied 
twin bed, looked at the girl, aimed the pistol, and fired a bullet through his right temple. 
 
  



Joyce Carol Oates 
“Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?” (1967) 
 
for Bob Dylan 
 
Her name was Connie. She was fifteen and she had a quick, nervous giggling habit of 
craning her neck to glance into mirrors or checking other people's faces to make sure 
her own was all right. Her mother, who noticed everything and knew everything and who 
hadn't much reason any longer to look at her own face, always scolded Connie about it. 
"Stop gawking at yourself. Who are you? You think you're so pretty?" she would say. 
Connie would raise her eyebrows at these familiar old complaints and look right through 
her mother, into a shadowy vision of herself as she was right at that moment: she knew 
she was pretty and that was everything. Her mother had been pretty once too, if you 
could believe those old snapshots in the album, but now her looks were gone and that 
was why she was always after Connie. 
 
"Why don't you keep your room clean like your sister? How've you got your hair fixed—
what the hell stinks? Hair spray? You don't see your sister using that junk." 
 
Her sister June was twenty-four and still lived at home. She was a secretary in the high 
school Connie attended, and if that wasn't bad enough—with her in the same building—
she was so plain and chunky and steady that Connie had to hear her praised all the 
time by her mother and her mother's sisters. June did this, June did that, she saved 
money and helped clean the house and cookedand Connie couldn't do a thing, her mind 
was all filled with trashy daydreams. Their father was away at work most of the time and 
when he came home he wanted supper and he read the newspaper at supper and after 
supper he went to bed. He didn't bother talking much to them, but around his bent head 
Connie's mother kept picking at her until Connie wished her mother was dead and she 
herself was dead and it was all over. "She makes me want to throw up sometimes," she 
complained to her friends. She had a high, breathless, amused voice that made 
everything she said sound a little forced, whether it was sincere or not. 
 
There was one good thing: June went places with girl friends of hers, girls who were just 
as plain and steady as she, and so when Connie wanted to do that her mother had no 
objections. The father of Connie's best girl friend drove the girls the three miles to town 
and left them at a shopping plaza so they could walk through the stores or go to a 
movie, and when he came to pick them up again at eleven he never bothered to ask 
what they had done. 
 
They must have been familiar sights, walking around the shopping plaza in their shorts 
and flat ballerina slippers that always scuffed the sidewalk, with charm bracelets jingling 
on their thin wrists; they would lean together to whisper and laugh secretly if someone 
passed who amused or interested them. Connie had long dark blond hair that drew 
anyone's eye to it, and she wore part of it pulled up on her head and puffed out and the 
rest of it she let fall down her back. She wore a pull-over jersey blouse that looked one 
way when she was at home and another way when she was away from home. 



Everything about her had two sides to it, one for home and one for anywhere that was 
not home: her walk, which could be childlike and bobbing, or languid enough to make 
anyone think she was hearing music in her head; her mouth, which was pale and 
smirking most of the time, but bright and pink on these evenings out; her laugh, which 
was cynical and drawling at home—"Ha, ha, very funny,"—but highpitched and nervous 
anywhere else, like the jingling of the charms on her bracelet. 
 
Sometimes they did go shopping or to a movie, but sometimes they went across the 
highway, ducking fast across the busy road, to a drive-in restaurant where older kids 
hung out. The restaurant was shaped like a big bottle, though squatter than a real 
bottle, and on its cap was a revolving figure of a grinning boy holding a hamburger aloft. 
One night in midsummer they ran across, breathless with daring, and right away 
someone leaned out a car window and invited them over, but it was just a boy from high 
school they didn't like. It made them feel good to be able to ignore him. They went up 
through the maze of parked and cruising cars to the bright-lit, fly-infested restaurant, 
their faces pleased and expectant as if they were entering a sacred building that loomed 
up out of the night to give them what haven and blessing they yearned for. They sat at 
the counter and crossed their legs at the ankles, their thin shoulders rigid with 
excitement, and listened to the music that made everything so good: the music was 
always in the background, like music at a church service; it was something to depend 
upon. 
 
A boy named Eddie came in to talk with them. He sat backwards on his stool, turning 
himself jerkily around in semicircles and then stopping and turning back again, and after 
a while he asked Connie if she would like something to eat. She said she would and so 
she tapped her friend's arm on her way out—her friend pulled her face up into a brave, 
droll look—and Connie said she would meet her at eleven, across the way. "I just hate 
to leave her like that," Connie said earnestly, but the boy said that she wouldn't be alone 
for long. So they went out to his car, and on the way Connie couldn't help but let her 
eyes wander over the windshields and faces all around her, her face gleaming with a joy 
that had nothing to do with Eddie or even this place; it might have been the music. She 
drew her shoulders up and sucked in her breath with the pure pleasure of being alive, 
and just at that moment she happened to glance at a face just a few feet from hers. It 
was a boy with shaggy black hair, in a convertible jalopy painted gold. He stared at her 
and then his lips widened into a grin. Connie slit her eyes at him and turned away, but 
she couldn't help glancing back and there he was, still watching her. He wagged a finger 
and laughed and said, "Gonna get you, baby," and Connie turned away again without 
Eddie noticing anything. 
 
She spent three hours with him, at the restaurant where they ate hamburgers and drank 
Cokes in wax cups that were always sweating, and then down an alley a mile or so 
away, and when he left her off at five to eleven only the movie house was still open at 
the plaza. Her girl friend was there, talking with a boy. When Connie came up, the two 
girls smiled at each other and Connie said, "How was the movie?" and the girl said, 'You 
should know." They rode off with the girl's father, sleepy and pleased, and Connie 
couldn't help but look back at the darkened shopping plaza with its big empty parking lot 



and its signs that were faded and ghostly now, and over at the drive-in restaurant where 
cars were still circling tirelessly. She couldn't hear the music at this distance. 
 
Next morning June asked her how the movie was and Connie said, "So-so." 
 
She and that girl and occasionally another girl went out several times a week, and the 
rest of the time Connie spent around the house—it was summer vacation—getting in 
her mother s way and thinking, dreaming about the boys she met. But all the boys fell 
back and dissolved into a single face that was not even a face but an idea, a feeling, 
mixed up with the urgent insistent pounding of the music and the humid night air of July. 
Connie's mother kept dragging her back to the daylight by finding things for her to do or 
saying suddenly, 'What's this about the Pettinger girl?" 
 
And Connie would say nervously, "Oh, her. That dope." She always drew thick clear 
lines between herself and such girls, and her mother was simple and kind enough to 
believe it. Her mother was so simple, Connie thought, that it was maybe cruel to fool her 
so much. Her mother went scuffling around the house in old bedroom slippers and 
complained over the telephone to one sister about the other, then the other called up 
and the two of them complained about the third one. If June's name was mentioned her 
mother's tone was approving, and if Connie's name was mentioned it was disapproving. 
This did not really mean she disliked Connie, and actually Connie thought that her 
mother preferred her to June just because she was prettier, but the two of them kept up 
a pretense of exasperation, a sense that they were tugging and struggling over 
something of little value to either of them. Sometimes, over coffee, they were almost 
friends, but something would come up—some vexation that was like a fly buzzing 
suddenly around their heads—and their faces went hard with contempt. 
 
One Sunday Connie got up at eleven—none of them bothered with church—and 
washed her hair so that it could dry all day long in the sun. Her parents and sister were 
going to a barbecue at an aunt's house and Connie said no, she wasn't interested, 
rolling her eyes to let her mother know just what she thought of it. "Stay home alone 
then," her mother said sharply. Connie sat out back in a lawn chair and watched them 
drive away, her father quiet and bald, hunched around so that he could back the car out, 
her mother with a look that was still angry and not at all softened through the 
windshield, and in the back seat poor old June, all dressed up as if she didn't know what 
a barbecue was, with all the running yelling kids and the flies. Connie sat with her eyes 
closed in the sun, dreaming and dazed with the warmth about her as if this were a kind 
of love, the caresses of love, and her mind slipped over onto thoughts of the boy she 
had been with the night before and how nice he had been, how sweet it always was, not 
the way someone like June would suppose but sweet, gentle, the way it was in movies 
and promised in songs; and when she opened her eyes she hardly knew where she 
was, the back yard ran off into weeds and a fence-like line of trees and behind it the sky 
was perfectly blue and still. The asbestos ranch house that was now three years old 
startled her—it looked small. She shook her head as if to get awake. 
 



It was too hot. She went inside the house and turned on the radio to drown out the 
quiet. She sat on the edge of her bed, barefoot, and listened for an hour and a half to a 
program called XYZ Sunday Jamboree, record after record of hard, fast, shrieking 
songs she sang along with, interspersed by exclamations from "Bobby King": "An' look 
here, you girls at Napoleon's—Son and Charley want you to pay real close attention to 
this song coming up!" 
 
And Connie paid close attention herself, bathed in a glow of slow-pulsed joy that 
seemed to rise mysteriously out of the music itself and lay languidly about the airless 
little room, breathed in and breathed out with each gentle rise and fall of her chest. 
 
After a while she heard a car coming up the drive. She sat up at once, startled, because 
it couldn't be her father so soon. The gravel kept crunching all the way in from the 
road—the driveway was long—and Connie ran to the window. It was a car she didn't 
know. It was an open jalopy, painted a bright gold that caught the sunlight opaquely. 
Her heart began to pound and her fingers snatched at her hair, checking it, and she 
whispered, "Christ. Christ," wondering how bad she looked. The car came to a stop at 
the side door and the horn sounded four short taps, as if this were a signal Connie 
knew. 
 
She went into the kitchen and approached the door slowly, then hung out the screen 
door, her bare toes curling down off the step. There were two boys in the car and now 
she recognized the driver: he had shaggy, shabby black hair that looked crazy as a wig 
and he was grinning at her. 
 
"I ain't late, am I?" he said. 
 
"Who the hell do you think you are?" Connie said. 
 
"Toldja I'd be out, didn't I?" 
 
"I don't even know who you are." 
 
She spoke sullenly, careful to show no interest or pleasure, and he spoke in a fast, 
bright monotone. Connie looked past him to the other boy, taking her time. He had fair 
brown hair, with a lock that fell onto his forehead. His sideburns gave him a fierce, 
embarrassed look, but so far he hadn't even bothered to glance at her. Both boys wore 
sunglasses. The driver's glasses were metallic and mirrored everything in miniature. 
 
"You wanta come for a ride?" he said. 
 
Connie smirked and let her hair fall loose over one shoulder. 
 
"Don'tcha like my car? New paint job," he said. "Hey." 
 
"What?" 



 
"You're cute." 
 
She pretended to fidget, chasing flies away from the door. 
 
"Don'tcha believe me, or what?" he said. 
 
"Look, I don't even know who you are," Connie said in disgust. 
 
"Hey, Ellie's got a radio, see. Mine broke down." He lifted his friend's arm and showed 
her the little transistor radio the boy was holding, and now Connie began to hear the 
music. It was the same program that was playing inside the house. 
 
"Bobby King?" she said. 
 
"I listen to him all the time. I think he's great." 
 
"He's kind of great," Connie said reluctantly. 
 
"Listen, that guy's great. He knows where the action is." 
 
Connie blushed a little, because the glasses made it impossible for her to see just what 
this boy was looking at. She couldn't decide if she liked him or if he was just a jerk, and 
so she dawdled in the doorway and wouldn't come down or go back inside. She said, 
"What's all that stuff painted on your car?" 
 
"Can'tcha read it?" He opened the door very carefully, as if he were afraid it might fall 
off. He slid out just as carefully, planting his feet firmly on the ground, the tiny metallic 
world in his glasses slowing down like gelatine hardening, and in the midst of it Connie's 
bright green blouse. "This here is my name, to begin with, he said. ARNOLD FRIEND 
was written in tarlike black letters on the side, with a drawing of a round, grinning face 
that reminded Connie of a pumpkin, except it wore sunglasses. "I wanta introduce 
myself, I'm Arnold Friend and that's my real name and I'm gonna be your friend, honey, 
and inside the car's Ellie Oscar, he's kinda shy." Ellie brought his transistor radio up to 
his shoulder and balanced it there. "Now, these numbers are a secret code, honey," 
Arnold Friend explained. He read off the numbers 33, 19, 17 and raised his eyebrows at 
her to see what she thought of that, but she didn't think much of it. The left rear fender 
had been smashed and around it was written, on the gleaming gold background: DONE 
BY CRAZY WOMAN DRIVER. Connie had to laugh at that. Arnold Friend was pleased 
at her laughter and looked up at her. "Around the other side's a lot more —you wanta 
come and see them?" 
 
"No." 
 
"Why not?" 
 



"Why should I?" 
 
"Don'tcha wanta see what's on the car? Don'tcha wanta go for a ride?" 
 
"I don't know." 
 
"Why not?" 
 
"I got things to do." 
 
"Like what?" 
 
"Things." 
 
He laughed as if she had said something funny. He slapped his thighs. He was standing 
in a strange way, leaning back against the car as if he were balancing himself. He 
wasn't tall, only an inch or so taller than she would be if she came down to him. Connie 
liked the way he was dressed, which was the way all of them dressed: tight faded jeans 
stuffed into black, scuffed boots, a belt that pulled his waist in and showed how lean he 
was, and a white pull-over shirt that was a little soiled and showed the hard small 
muscles of his arms and shoulders. He looked as if he probably did hard work, lifting 
and carrying things. Even his neck looked muscular. And his face was a familiar face, 
somehow: the jaw and chin and cheeks slightly darkened because he hadn't shaved for 
a day or two, and the nose long and hawklike, sniffing as if she were a treat he was 
going to gobble up and it was all a joke. 
 
"Connie, you ain't telling the truth. This is your day set aside for a ride with me and you 
know it," he said, still laughing. The way he straightened and recovered from his fit of 
laughing showed that it had been all fake. 
 
"How do you know what my name is?" she said suspiciously. 
 
"It's Connie." 
 
"Maybe and maybe not." 
 
"I know my Connie," he said, wagging his finger. Now she remembered him even better, 
back at the restaurant, and her cheeks warmed at the thought of how she had sucked in 
her breath just at the moment she passed him—how she must have looked to him. And 
he had remembered her. "Ellie and I come out here especially for you," he said. "Ellie 
can sit in back. How about it?" 
 
"Where?" 
 
"Where what?" 
 



"Where're we going?" 
 
He looked at her. He took off the sunglasses and she saw how pale the skin around his 
eyes was, like holes that were not in shadow but instead in light. His eyes were like 
chips of broken glass that catch the light in an amiable way. He smiled. It was as if the 
idea of going for a ride somewhere, to someplace, was a new idea to him. 
 
"Just for a ride, Connie sweetheart." 
 
"I never said my name was Connie," she said. 
 
"But I know what it is. I know your name and all about you, lots of things," Arnold Friend 
said. He had not moved yet but stood still leaning back against the side of his jalopy. "I 
took a special interest in you, such a pretty girl, and found out all about you—like I know 
your parents and sister are gone somewheres and I know where and how long they're 
going to be gone, and I know who you were with last night, and your best girl friend's 
name is Betty. Right?" 
 
He spoke in a simple lilting voice, exactly as if he were reciting the words to a song. His 
smile assured her that everything was fine. In the car Ellie turned up the volume on his 
radio and did not bother to look around at them. 
 
"Ellie can sit in the back seat," Arnold Friend said. He indicated his friend with a casual 
jerk of his chin, as if Ellie did not count and she should not bother with him. 
 
"How'd you find out all that stuff?" Connie said. 
 
"Listen: Betty Schultz and Tony Fitch and Jimmy Pettinger and Nancy Pettinger," he 
said in a chant. "Raymond Stanley and Bob Hutter—" 
 
"Do you know all those kids?" 
 
"I know everybody." 
 
"Look, you're kidding. You're not from around here." 
 
"Sure." 
 
"But—how come we never saw you before?" 
 
"Sure you saw me before," he said. He looked down at his boots, as if he were a little 
offended. "You just don't remember." 
 
"I guess I'd remember you," Connie said. 
 



"Yeah?" He looked up at this, beaming. He was pleased. He began to mark time with 
the music from Ellie's radio, tapping his fists lightly together. Connie looked away from 
his smile to the car, which was painted so bright it almost hurt her eyes to look at it. She 
looked at that name, ARNOLD FRIEND. And up at the front fender was an expression 
that was familiar—MAN THE FLYING SAUCERS. It was an expression kids had used 
the year before but didn't use this year. She looked at it for a while as if the words 
meant something to her that she did not yet know. 
 
"What're you thinking about? Huh?" Arnold Friend demanded. "Not worried about your 
hair blowing around in the car, are you?" 
 
"No." 
 
"Think I maybe can't drive good?" 
 
"How do I know?" 
 
"You're a hard girl to handle. How come?" he said. "Don't you know I'm your friend? 
Didn't you see me put my sign in the air when you walked by?" 
 
"What sign?" 
 
"My sign." And he drew an X in the air, leaning out toward her. They were maybe ten 
feet apart. After his hand fell back to his side the X was still in the air, almost visible. 
Connie let the screen door close and stood perfectly still inside it, listening to the music 
from her radio and the boy's blend together. She stared at Arnold Friend. He stood there 
so stiffly relaxed, pretending to be relaxed, with one hand idly on the door handle as if 
he were keeping himself up that way and had no intention of ever moving again. She 
recognized most things about him, the tight jeans that showed his thighs and buttocks 
and the greasy leather boots and the tight shirt, and even that slippery friendly smile of 
his, that sleepy dreamy smile that all the boys used to get across ideas they didn't want 
to put into words. She recognized all this and also the singsong way he talked, slightly 
mocking, kidding, but serious and a little melancholy, and she recognized the way he 
tapped one fist against the other in homage to the perpetual music behind him. But all 
these things did not come together. 
 
She said suddenly, "Hey, how old are you?" 
 
His smiled faded. She could see then that he wasn't a kid, he was much older—thirty, 
maybe more. At this knowledge her heart began to pound faster. 
 
"That's a crazy thing to ask. Can'tcha see I'm your own age?" 
 
"Like hell you are." 
 
"Or maybe a couple years older. I'm eighteen." 



 
"Eighteen?" she said doubtfully. 
 
He grinned to reassure her and lines appeared at the corners of his mouth. His teeth 
were big and white. He grinned so broadly his eyes became slits and she saw how thick 
the lashes were, thick and black as if painted with a black tarlike material. Then, 
abruptly, he seemed to become embarrassed and looked over his shoulder at Ellie. 
"Him, he's crazy," he said. "Ain't he a riot? He's a nut, a real character." Ellie was still 
listening to the music. His sunglasses told nothing about what he was thinking. He wore 
a bright orange shirt unbuttoned halfway to show his chest, which was a pale, bluish 
chest and not muscular like Arnold Friend's. His shirt collar was turned up all around 
and the very tips of the collar pointed out past his chin as if they were protecting him. He 
was pressing the transistor radio up against his ear and sat there in a kind of daze, right 
in the sun. 
 
"He's kinda strange," Connie said. 
 
"Hey, she says you're kinda strange! Kinda strange!" Arnold Friend cried. He pounded 
on the car to get Ellie's attention. Ellie turned for the first time and Connie saw with 
shock that he wasn't a kid either—he had a fair, hairless face, cheeks reddened slightly 
as if the veins grew too close to the surface of his skin, the face of a forty-year-old baby. 
Connie felt a wave of dizziness rise in her at this sight and she stared at him as if 
waiting for something to change the shock of the moment, make it all right again. Ellie's 
lips kept shaping words, mumbling along with the words blasting in his ear. 
 
"Maybe you two better go away," Connie said faintly. 
 
"What? How come?" Arnold Friend cried. "We come out here to take you for a ride. It's 
Sunday." He had the voice of the man on the radio now. It was the same voice, Connie 
thought. "Don'tcha know it's Sunday all day? And honey, no matter who you were with 
last night, today you're with Arnold Friend and don't you forget it! Maybe you better step 
out here," he said, and this last was in a different voice. It was a little flatter, as if the 
heat was finally getting to him. 
 
"No. I got things to do." 
 
"Hey." 
 
"You two better leave." 
 
"We ain't leaving until you come with us." 
 
"Like hell I am—" 
 
"Connie, don't fool around with me. I mean—I mean, don't fool around," he said, 
shaking his head. He laughed incredulously. He placed his sunglasses on top of his 



head, carefully, as if he were indeed wearing a wig, and brought the stems down behind 
his ears. Connie stared at him, another wave of dizziness and fear rising in her so that 
for a moment he wasn't even in focus but was just a blur standing there against his gold 
car, and she had the idea that he had driven up the driveway all right but had come from 
nowhere before that and belonged nowhere and that everything about him and even 
about the music that was so familiar to her was only half real. 
 
"If my father comes and sees you—" 
 
"He ain't coming. He's at a barbecue." 
 
"How do you know that?" 
 
"Aunt Tillie's. Right now they're uh—they're drinking. Sitting around," he said vaguely, 
squinting as if he were staring all the way to town and over to Aunt Tillie's back yard. 
Then the vision seemed to get clear and he nodded energetically. "Yeah. Sitting around. 
There's your sister in a blue dress, huh? And high heels, the poor sad bitch—nothing 
like you, sweetheart! And your mother's helping some fat woman with the corn, they're 
cleaning the corn—husking the corn—" 
 
"What fat woman?" Connie cried. 
 
"How do I know what fat woman, I don't know every goddamn fat woman in the world!" 
Arnold Friend laughed. 
 
"Oh, that's Mrs. Hornsby . . . . Who invited her?" Connie said. She felt a little 
lightheaded. Her breath was coming quickly. 
 
"She's too fat. I don't like them fat. I like them the way you are, honey," he said, smiling 
sleepily at her. They stared at each other for a while through the screen door. He said 
softly, "Now, what you're going to do is this: you're going to come out that door. You re 
going to sit up front with me and Ellie's going to sit in the back, the hell with Ellie, right? 
This isn't Ellie's date. You're my date. I'm your lover, honey." 
 
"What? You're crazy—" 
 
"Yes, I'm your lover. You don't know what that is but you will," he said. "I know that too. I 
know all about you. But look: it's real nice and you couldn't ask for nobody better than 
me, or more polite. I always keep my word. I'll tell you how it is, I'm always nice at first, 
the first time. I'll hold you so tight you won't think you have to try to get away or pretend 
anything because you'll know you can't. And I'll come inside you where it's all secret and 
you'll give in to me and you'll love me " 
 
"Shut up! You're crazy!" Connie said. She backed away from the door. She put her 
hands up against her ears as if she'd heard something terrible, something not meant for 
her. "People don't talk like that, you're crazy," she muttered. Her heart was almost too 



big now for her chest and its pumping made sweat break out all over her. She looked 
out to see Arnold Friend pause and then take a step toward the porch, lurching. He 
almost fell. But, like a clever drunken man, he managed to catch his balance. He 
wobbled in his high boots and grabbed hold of one of the porch posts. 
 
"Honey?" he said. "You still listening?" 
 
"Get the hell out of here!" 
 
"Be nice, honey. Listen." 
 
"I'm going to call the police—" 
 
He wobbled again and out of the side of his mouth came a fast spat curse, an aside not 
meant for her to hear. But even this "Christ!" sounded forced. Then he began to smile 
again. She watched this smile come, awkward as if he were smiling from inside a mask. 
His whole face was a mask, she thought wildly, tanned down to his throat but then 
running out as if he had plastered make-up on his face but had forgotten about his 
throat. 
 
"Honey—? Listen, here's how it is. I always tell the truth and I promise you this: I ain't 
coming in that house after you." 
 
"You better not! I'm going to call the police if you—if you don't—" 
 
"Honey," he said, talking right through her voice, "honey, I m not coming in there but you 
are coming out here. You know why?" 
 
She was panting. The kitchen looked like a place she had never seen before, some 
room she had run inside but that wasn't good enough, wasn't going to help her. The 
kitchen window had never had a curtain, after three years, and there were dishes in the 
sink for her to do—probably—and if you ran your hand across the table you'd probably 
feel something sticky there. 
 
"You listening, honey? Hey?" "—going to call the police—" 
 
"Soon as you touch the phone I don't need to keep my promise and can come inside. 
You won't want that." 
 
She rushed forward and tried to lock the door. Her fingers were shaking. "But why lock 
it," Arnold Friend said gently, talking right into her face. "It's just a screen door. It's just 
nothing." One of his boots was at a strange angle, as if his foot wasn't in it. It pointed out 
to the left, bent at the ankle. "I mean, anybody can break through a screen door and 
glass and wood and iron or anything else if he needs to, anybody at all, and specially 
Arnold Friend. If the place got lit up with a fire, honey, you'd come runnin' out into my 
arms, right into my arms an' safe at home—like you knew I was your lover and'd 



stopped fooling around. I don't mind a nice shy girl but I don't like no fooling around." 
Part of those words were spoken with a slight rhythmic lilt, and Connie somehow 
recognized them—the echo of a song from last year, about a girl rushing into her boy 
friend's arms and coming home again— 
 
Connie stood barefoot on the linoleum floor, staring at him. "What do you want?" she 
whispered. 
 
"I want you," he said. 
 
"What?" 
 
"Seen you that night and thought, that's the one, yes sir. I never needed to look 
anymore." 
 
"But my father's coming back. He's coming to get me. I had to wash my hair first—'' She 
spoke in a dry, rapid voice, hardly raising it for him to hear. 
 
"No, your daddy is not coming and yes, you had to wash your hair and you washed it for 
me. It's nice and shining and all for me. I thank you sweetheart," he said with a mock 
bow, but again he almost lost his balance. He had to bend and adjust his boots. 
Evidently his feet did not go all the way down; the boots must have been stuffed with 
something so that he would seem taller. Connie stared out at him and behind him at 
Ellie in the car, who seemed to be looking off toward Connie's right, into nothing. This 
Ellie said, pulling the words out of the air one after another as if he were just discovering 
them, "You want me to pull out the phone?" 
 
"Shut your mouth and keep it shut," Arnold Friend said, his face red from bending over 
or maybe from embarrassment because Connie had seen his boots. "This ain't none of 
your business." 
 
"What—what are you doing? What do you want?" Connie said. "If I call the police they'll 
get you, they'll arrest you—" 
 
"Promise was not to come in unless you touch that phone, and I'll keep that promise," 
he said. He resumed his erect position and tried to force his shoulders back. He 
sounded like a hero in a movie, declaring something important. But he spoke too loudly 
and it was as if he were speaking to someone behind Connie. "I ain't made plans for 
coming in that house where I don't belong but just for you to come out to me, the way 
you should. Don't you know who I am?" 
 
"You're crazy," she whispered. She backed away from the door but did not want to go 
into another part of the house, as if this would give him permission to come through the 
door. "What do you . . . you're crazy, you. . . ." 
 
"Huh? What're you saying, honey?" 



 
Her eyes darted everywhere in the kitchen. She could not remember what it was, this 
room. 
 
"This is how it is, honey: you come out and we'll drive away, have a nice ride. But if you 
don't come out we're gonna wait till your people come home and then they're all going 
to get it." 
 
"You want that telephone pulled out?" Ellie said. He held the radio away from his ear 
and grimaced, as if without the radio the air was too much for him. 
 
"I toldja shut up, Ellie," Arnold Friend said, "you're deaf, get a hearing aid, right? Fix 
yourself up. This little girl's no trouble and's gonna be nice to me, so Ellie keep to 
yourself, this ain't your date right? Don't hem in on me, don't hog, don't crush, don't bird 
dog, don't trail me," he said in a rapid, meaningless voice, as if he were running through 
all the expressions he'd learned but was no longer sure which of them was in style, then 
rushing on to new ones, making them up with his eyes closed. "Don't crawl under my 
fence, don't squeeze in my chipmonk hole, don't sniff my glue, suck my popsicle, keep 
your own greasy fingers on yourself!" He shaded his eyes and peered in at Connie, who 
was backed against the kitchen table. "Don't mind him, honey, he's just a creep. He's a 
dope. Right? I'm the boy for you, and like I said, you come out here nice like a lady and 
give me your hand, and nobody else gets hurt, I mean, your nice old bald-headed daddy 
and your mummy and your sister in her high heels. Because listen: why bring them in 
this?" 
 
"Leave me alone," Connie whispered. 
 
"Hey, you know that old woman down the road, the one with the chickens and stuff—
you know her?" 
 
"She's dead!" 
 
"Dead? What? You know her?" Arnold Friend said. 
 
"She's dead—" 
 
"Don't you like her?" 
 
"She's dead—she's—she isn't here any more—" 
 
But don't you like her, I mean, you got something against her? Some grudge or 
something?" Then his voice dipped as if he were conscious of a rudeness. He touched 
the sunglasses perched up on top of his head as if to make sure they were still there. 
"Now, you be a good girl." 
 
'What are you going to do?" 



 
"Just two things, or maybe three," Arnold Friend said. "But I promise it won't last long 
and you'll like me the way you get to like people you're close to. You will. It's all over for 
you here, so come on out. You don't want your people in any trouble, do you?" 
 
She turned and bumped against a chair or something, hurting her leg, but she ran into 
the back room and picked up the telephone. Something roared in her ear, a tiny roaring, 
and she was so sick with fear that she could do nothing but listen to it—the telephone 
was clammy and very heavy and her fingers groped down to the dial but were too weak 
to touch it. She began to scream into the phone, into the roaring. She cried out, she 
cried for her mother, she felt her breath start jerking back and forth in her lungs as if it 
were something Arnold Friend was stabbing her with again and again with no 
tenderness. A noisy sorrowful wailing rose all about her and she was locked inside it the 
way she was locked inside this house. 
 
After a while she could hear again. She was sitting on the floor with her wet back 
against the wall. 
 
Arnold Friend was saying from the door, "That's a good girl. Put the phone back." 
 
She kicked the phone away from her. 
 
"No, honey. Pick it up. Put it back right." 
 
She picked it up and put it back. The dial tone stopped. 
 
"That's a good girl. Now, you come outside." 
 
She was hollow with what had been fear but what was now just an emptiness. All that 
screaming had blasted it out of her. She sat, one leg cramped under her, and deep 
inside her brain was something like a pinpoint of light that kept going and would not let 
her relax. She thought, I'm not going to see my mother again. She thought, I'm not 
going to sleep in my bed again. Her bright green blouse was all wet. 
 
Arnold Friend said, in a gentle-loud voice that was like a stage voice, "The place where 
you came from ain't there any more, and where you had in mind to go is cancelled out. 
This place you are now—inside your daddy's house—is nothing but a cardboard box I 
can knock down any time. You know that and always did know it. You hear me?" 
 
She thought, I have got to think. I have got to know what to do. 
 
"We'll go out to a nice field, out in the country here where it smells so nice and it's 
sunny," Arnold Friend said. "I'll have my arms tight around you so you won't need to try 
to get away and I'll show you what love is like, what it does. The hell with this house! It 
looks solid all right," he said. He ran a fingernail down the screen and the noise did not 
make Connie shiver, as it would have the day before. "Now, put your hand on your 



heart, honey. Feel that? That feels solid too but we know better. Be nice to me, be 
sweet like you can because what else is there for a girl like you but to be sweet and 
pretty and give in?—and get away before her people come back?" 
 
She felt her pounding heart. Her hand seemed to enclose it. She thought for the first 
time in her life that it was nothing that was hers, that belonged to her, but just a 
pounding, living thing inside this body that wasn't really hers either. 
 
"You don't want them to get hurt," Arnold Friend went on. "Now, get up, honey. Get up 
all by yourself." 
 
She stood. 
 
"Now, turn this way. That's right. Come over here to me.— Ellie, put that away, didn't I 
tell you? You dope. You miserable creepy dope," Arnold Friend said. His words were 
not angry but only part of an incantation. The incantation was kindly. "Now come out 
through the kitchen to me, honey, and let's see a smile, try it, you re a brave, sweet little 
girl and now they're eating corn and hot dogs cooked to bursting over an outdoor fire, 
and they don't know one thing about you and never did and honey, you're better than 
them because not a one of them would have done this for you." 
 
Connie felt the linoleum under her feet; it was cool. She brushed her hair back out of her 
eyes. Arnold Friend let go of the post tentatively and opened his arms for her, his 
elbows pointing in toward each other and his wrists limp, to show that this was an 
embarrassed embrace and a little mocking, he didn't want to make her self-conscious. 
 
She put out her hand against the screen. She watched herself push the door slowly 
open as if she were back safe somewhere in the other doorway, watching this body and 
this head of long hair moving out into the sunlight where Arnold Friend waited. 
 
"My sweet little blue-eyed girl," he said in a half-sung sigh that had nothing to do with 
her brown eyes but was taken up just the same by the vast sunlit reaches of the land 
behind him and on all sides of him—so much land that Connie had never seen before 
and did not recognize except to know that she was going to it. 
 



Flannery O’Connor 
“A Good Man Is Hard To Find” (1954) 
 
The grandmother didn't want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit some of her 
connections in east Tennes- see and she was seizing at every chance to change 
Bailey's mind. Bailey was the son she lived with, her only boy. He was sitting on the 
edge of his chair at the table, bent over the orange sports section of the Journal. "Now 
look here, Bailey," she said, "see here, read this," and she stood with one hand on her 
thin hip and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head. "Here this fellow that calls 
himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and headed toward Florida and you 
read here what it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn't take my 
children in any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn't answer to my 
conscience if I did." 
 
Bailey didn't look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced the 
children's mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as broad and innocent as 
a cabbage and was tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two points on the 
top like rabbit's ears. She was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a 
jar. "The children have been to Florida before," the old lady said. "You all ought to take 
them somewhere else for a change so they would see different parts of the world and 
be broad. They never have been to east Tennessee." 
 
The children's mother didn't seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John Wesley, 
a stocky child with glasses, said, "If you don't want to go to Florida, why dontcha stay at 
home?" He and the little girl, June Star, were reading the funny papers on the floor. 
 
"She wouldn't stay at home to be queen for a day," June Star said without raising her 
yellow head. 
 
"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 re- member that the next time you want me 
to curl your hair." 
 
June Star said her hair was naturally curly. 
 
The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She had her 
big black valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus in one corner, and 
underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn't intend for 
the cat to be left alone in the house for three days because he would miss her too much 



and she was afraid he might brush against one of her gas burners and accidentally 
asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn't like to arrive at a motel with a cat. 
 
She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either side of 
her. Bailey and the children's mother and the baby sat in front and they left Atlanta at 
eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at 55890. The grandmother wrote this down 
because she thought it would be interesting to say how many miles they had been when 
they got back. It took them twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the city. 
 
The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and putting 
them up with her purse on the shelf in front of the back window. The children's mother 
still had on slacks and still had her head tied up in a green kerchief, but the 
grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of white violets on the 
brim and a navy blue dress with a small white dot in the print. Her 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 billboards 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 and gone back to sleep. 
 
"Let's go through Georgia fast so we won't have to look at it much," John Wesley said. 
 
"If I were a little boy," said the grandmother, "I wouldn't talk about my native state that 
way. Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has the hills." 
 
"Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground," John Wesley said, "and Georgia is a 
lousy state too." 
 
"You said it," June Star said. 
 
"In my time," said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, "children were more 
respectful of their native states and their parents and everything else. People did right 
then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!" she said and pointed to a Negro child 
standing in the door of a shack. "Wouldn't that make a picture, now?" she asked and 
they all turned and looked at the little Negro out of the back window. He waved 
 
"He didn't have any britches on," June Star said. 
 



"He probably didn't have any," the grandmother explained. "Little riggers in the country 
don't have things like we do. If I could paint, I'd paint that picture," she said. 
 
The children exchanged comic books. 
 
The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children's mother passed him over 
the front seat to her. She set him on her knee and bounced him and told him about the 
things they were passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth and stuck her 
leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a faraway smile. 
They passed a large cotton field with five or fix 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 good-looking man and a 
gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon every Saturday afternoon with his 
initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr. Teagarden brought the 
watermelon and there was nobody at home and he left it on the front porch and returned 
in his buggy to Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she said, because a nigger 
boy ate it when he saw the initials, E. A. T. ! This story tickled John Wesley's funny bone 
and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn't think it was any good. She said she 
wouldn't 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 gentle man 
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 sand- wiches. 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 Waltz," and the grandmother said that tune 
always made her want to dance. She asked Bailey if he would like to dance but he only 
glared at her. He didn't have a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made 
him nervous. The grandmother's brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her head 
from side to side and pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star said play 
something she could tap to so the children's mother put in another dime and played a 
fast number and June Star stepped out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine. 
 
"Ain't she cute?" Red Sam's wife said, leaning over the counter. "Would you like to 
come be my little girl?" 
 
"No I certainly wouldn't," June Star said. "I wouldn't live in a broken-down place like this 
for a million bucks!" and she ran back to the table. 
 
"Ain't she cute?" the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely. 
 
"Arn't you ashamed?" hissed the grandmother. 
 
Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up with 
these people's order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip bones and his stomach 
hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came over and sat down 
at a table nearby and let out a combination sigh and yodel. "You can't win," he said. 
"You can't win," and he wiped his sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief. 
"These days you don't know who to trust," he said. "Ain't that the truth?" 
 
"People are certainly not nice like they used to be," said the grandmother. 
 
"Two fellers come in here last week," Red Sammy said, "driving a Chrysler. It was a old 
beat-up car but it was a good one and these boys looked all right to me. Said they 
worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the gas they bought? Now why 
did I do that?" 
 
"Because you're a good man!" the grandmother said at once. 
 
"Yes'm, I suppose so," Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer. 
 



His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, two in 
each hand and one balanced on her arm. "It isn't a soul in this green world of God's that 
you can trust," she said. "And I don't count nobody out of that, not nobody," she 
repeated, looking at Red Sammy. 
 
"Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that's escaped?" asked the grandmother. 
 
"I wouldn't be a bit surprised if he didn't attack this place right here," said the woman. "If 
he hears about it being here, I wouldn't be none surprised to see him. If he hears it's two 
cent in the cash register, I wouldn't be a tall surprised if he . . ." 
 
"That'll do," Red Sam said. "Go bring these people their Co'-Colas," and the woman 
went off to get the rest of the order. 
 
"A good man is hard to find," Red Sammy said. "Everything is getting terrible. I 
remember the day you could go off and leave your screen door unlatched. Not no 
more." 
 
He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her opinion 
Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were now. She said the way Europe 
acted you would think we were made of money and Red Sam said it was no use talking 
about it, she was exactly right. The children ran outside into the white sunlight and 
looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on himself 
and biting each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a delicacy. 
 
They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and woke 
up every few minutes with her own snoring. Outside of Toombsboro she woke up and 
recalled an old plantation that she had visited in this neighborhood once when she was 
a young lady. She said the house had six white columns across the front and that there 
was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden trellis arbors on either side 
in front where you sat down with your suitor after a stroll in the garden. She recalled 
exactly which road to turn off to get to it. She knew that Bailey would not be willing to 
lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she talked about it, the more she 
wanted to see it once again and find out if the little twin arbors were still standing. 
"There was a secret:-panel in this house," she said craftily, not telling the truth but 
wishing that she were, "and the story went that all the family silver was hidden in it when 
Sherman came through but it was never found . . ." 
 
"Hey!" John Wesley said. "Let's go see it! We'll find it! We'll poke all the woodwork and 
find it! Who lives there? Where do you turn off at? Hey Pop, can't we turn off there?" 
 
"We never have seen a house with a secret panel!" June Star shrieked. "Let's go to the 
house with the secret panel! Hey Pop, can't we go see the house with the secret panel!" 
 
"It's not far from here, I know," the grandmother said. "It wouldn't take over twenty 
minutes." 



 
Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a 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-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel was probably in the 
fireplace. 
 
"You can't go inside this house," Bailey said. "You don't know who lives there." 
 
"While you all talk to the people in front, I'll run around behind and get in a window," 
John Wesley suggested. 
 
"We'll all stay in the car," his mother said. 
 
They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a swirl of pink dust. 
The grandmother recalled the times when there were no paved roads and thirty miles 
was a day's journey. The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and 
sharp curves on dangerous embankments. All at once they would be on a hill, looking 
down over the blue tops of trees for miles around, then the next minute, they would be 
in a red depression with the dust-coated trees looking down on them. 
 
"This place had better turn up in a minute," Bailey said, "or I'm going to turn around." 
 
The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months. 



 
"It's not much farther," the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible thought 
came to her. The thought was so embarrassing that she turned red in the face and her 
eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the corner. The instant the 
valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket under it rose with a snarl and 
Pitty Sing, the cat, sprang onto Bailey's shoulder. 
 
The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was thrown 
out the door onto the ground; the old lady was thrown into the front seat. The car turned 
over once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the road. Bailey remained 
in the driver's seat with the cat gray-striped with a broad white face and an orange nose 
clinging to his neck like a caterpillar. 
 
As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled out of 
the car, shouting, "We've had an ACCIDENT!" The grandmother was curled up under 
the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that Bailey's wrath would not come down on 
her all at once. The horrible thought she had had before the accident was that the 
house she had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee. 
 
Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the window 
against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car and started looking for the 
children's mother. She was sitting against the side of the red gutted ditch, holding the 
screaming baby, but she only had a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. "We've 
had an ACCIDENT!" the children screamed in a frenzy of delight. 
 
"But nobody's killed," June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother limped out 
of the car, her hat still pinned to her head but the broken front brim standing up at a 
jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat down in the ditch, 
except the children, to recover from the shock. They were all shaking. 
 
"Maybe a car will come along," said the children's mother hoarsely. 
 
"I believe I have injured an organ," said the grandmother, pressing her side, but no one 
answered her. Bailey's teeth were clattering. He had on a yellow sport shirt with bright 
blue parrots designed in it and his face was as yellow as the shirt. The grandmother 
decided that she would not mention that the house was in Tennessee. 
 
The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees on the 
other side of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more woods, tall and 
dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance away on top of a hill, 
coming slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The grandmother stood up and 
waved both arms dramatically to attract their attention. The car continued to come on 
slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared again, moving even slower, on top of 
the hill they had gone over. It was a big black battered hearselike automobile. There 
were three men in it. 
 



It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down with a 
steady expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, and didn't speak. Then he 
turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they got out. One was a 
fat boy in black trousers and a red sweat shirt with a silver stallion embossed on the 
front of it. He moved around on the right side of them and stood staring, his mouth partly 
open in a kind of loose grin. The other had on khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a 
gray hat pulled down very low, hiding most of his face. He came around slowly on the 
left side. Neither spoke. 
 
The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. He was 
an older man than the other two. His hair was just beginning to gray and he wore silver-
rimmed spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face and 
didn't have on any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight for him 
and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also had guns. 
 
"We've had an ACCIDENT!" the children screamed. 
 
The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was someone she 
knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she had known him all her life but she could 
not recall who he was. He moved away from the car and began to come down the 
embankment, placing his feet carefully so that he wouldn't slip. He had on tan and white 
shoes and no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. "Good afternoon," he said. "I see 
you all had you a little spill." 
 
"We turned over twice!" said the grandmother. 
 
"Once", 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 you're at." 
 
"What are you telling US what to do for?" June Star asked. 
 
Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. "Come here," said their 
mother. 
 
"Look here now," Bailey began suddenly, "we're in a predicament! We're in . . ." 
 
The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. "You're The 
Misfit!" she said. "I recognized you at once!" 
 



"Yes'm," the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself to be 
known, "but it would have been better for all of you, lady, if you hadn't of reckernized 
me." 
 
Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked even the 
children. The old lady began to cry and The Misfit reddened. 
 
"Lady," he said, "don't you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don't mean. I 
don't reckon he meant to talk to you thataway." 
 
"You wouldn't shoot a lady, would you?" the grandmother said and removed a clean 
handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her eyes with it. 
 
The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and then 
covered it up again. "I would hate to have to," he said. 
 
"Listen," the grandmother almost screamed, "I know you're a good man. You don't look 
a bit like you have common blood. I know you must come from nice people!" 
 
"Yes mam," he said, "finest people in the world." When he smiled he showed a row of 
strong white teeth. "God never made a finer woman than my mother and my daddy's 
heart was pure gold," he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come around behind 
them and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted down on the ground. 
"Watch them children, Bobby Lee," he said. "You know they make me nervous." He 
looked at the six of them huddled together in front of him and he seemed to be 
embarrassed as if he couldn't think of anything to say. "Ain't a cloud in the sky," he 
remarked, looking up at it. "Don't see no sun but don't see no cloud neither." 
 
"Yes, it's a beautiful day," said the grandmother. "Listen," she said, "you shouldn't call 
yourself The Misfit because I know you're a good man at heart. I can just look at you 
and tell." 
 
"Hush!" Bailey yelled. "Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!" He was 
squatting in the position of a runner about to sprint forward but he didn't move. 
 
"I pre-chate that, lady," The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with the butt 
of his gun. 
 
"It'll take a half a hour to fix 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 you," 
The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. "The boys want to ast you 
something," he said to Bailey. "Would you mind stepping back in them woods there with 
them?" 
 



"Listen," Bailey began, "we're in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what this is," 
and his voice cracked. His eyes were as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt and 
he remained perfectly still. 
 
The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to the woods 
with him but it came off in her hand. She stood staring at it and after a second she let it 
fall on the ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting an old man. 
John Wesley caught hold of his father's hand and Bobby I,ee followed. They went off 
toward the woods and just as they reached the dark edge, Bailey turned and supporting 
himself against a gray naked pine trunk, he shouted, "I'll be back in a minute, Mamma, 
wait on me!" 
 
"Come back this instant!" his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the woods. 
 
"Bailey Boy!" the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was looking at 
The Misfit squatting on the ground in front of her. "I just know you're a good man," she 
said desperately. "You're not a bit common!" 
 
"Nome, I ain't a good man," The Misfit said after a second ah if he had considered 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 
embarrassed again. "I'm sorry I don't have on a shirt before you ladies," he said, 
hunching his shoulders slightly. "We buried our clothes that we had on when we 
escaped and we're just making do until we can get better. We borrowed these from 
some folks we met," he explained. 
 
"That's perfectly all right," the grandmother said. "Maybe Bailey has an extra shirt in his 
suitcase." 
 
"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. "Yestm, somebody is always after you," he murmured. 
 



The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind his hat because 
she was standing up looking down on him. "Do you every pray?" she asked. 
 
He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder blades. 
"Nome," he said. 
 
There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then silence. The 
old lady's head jerked around. She could hear the wind move through the tree tops like 
a long satisfied insuck of breath. "Bailey Boy!" she called. 
 
"I was a gospel singer for a while," The Misfit said. "I been most everything. Been in the 
arm service both land and sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been an 
undertaker, been with the 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 to 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 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 I done and I 
ain't recalled it to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was coming to me, but it 
never come." 
 
"Maybe they put you in by mistake," the old lady said vaguely. 
 
"Nome," he said. "It wasn't no mistake. They had the papers on me." 
 
"You must have stolen something," she said. 
 
The Misfit sneered slightly. "Nobody had nothing I wanted," he said. "It was a head-
doctor at the penitentiary said what I had done was kill my daddy but I known that for a 
lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu and I never had a 
thing to do with it. He was buried in the Mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can 
go there and see for yourself." 
 
"If you would pray," the old lady said, "Jesus would help you." 



 
"That's right," The Misfit said. 
 
"Well then, why don't you pray?" she asked trembling with delight suddenly. 
 
"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 a man or take a tire 
off his car, because sooner or later you're going to forget what it was you done and just 
be punished for it." 
 
The children's mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn't get her 
breath. "Lady," he asked, "would you and that little girl like to step off yonder with Bobby 
Lee and Hiram and join your husband?" 
 
"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 shown everything off balance. It was the 
same case with Him as with me except He hadn't committed any crime and they could 
prove I had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of course," he said, 
"they never shown me my papers. That's why I sign myself now. I said long ago, you get 
you a signature and sign everything you do and keep a copy of it. Then you'll know what 
you done and you can hold up the crime to the punishment and see do they match and 
in the end you'll have something to prove you ain't been treated right. I call myself The 
Misfit," he said, "because I can't make what all I done wrong fit what all I gone through 
in punishment." 



 
There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol report. "Does 
it seem right to you, lady, that one is punished a heap and another ain't punished at 
all?" 
 
"Jesus!" the old lady cried. "You've got good blood! I know you wouldn't shoot a lady! I 
know you come from nice people! Pray! Jesus, you ought not to shoot a lady. I'll give 
you all the money I've got!" 
 
"Lady," The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, "there never was a body 
that give the undertaker a tip." 
 
There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a parched 
old turkey hen crying for water and called, "Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!" as if her heart 
would break. 
 
"Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead," The Misfit continued, "and He 
shouldn't have done it. He shown everything off balance. If He did what He said, then 
it's nothing for you to do but thow away everything and follow Him, and if He didn't, then 
it's nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best 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. 
 
"I wasn't there so I can't say He didn't," The Misfit said. "I wisht I had of been there," he 
said, hitting the ground with his fist. "It ain't right I wasn't there because if I had of been 
there I would of known. Listen lady," he said in a high voice, "if I had of been there I 
would of known and I wouldn't be like I am now." His voice seemed about to crack and 
the grandmother's head cleared for an instant. She saw the man's face twisted close to 
her own as if he were going to cry and she murmured, "Why you're one of my babies. 
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 defenseless-
looking. "Take her off and thow her where you thown the others," he said, picking up the 
cat that was rubbing itself against his leg. 
 



"She was a talker, wasn't she?" Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a yodel. 
 
"She would of been a good woman," The Misfit said, "if it had been somebody there to 
shoot her every minute of her life." 
 
"Some fun!" Bobby Lee said. 
 
"Shut up, Bobby Lee," The Misfit said. "It's no real pleasure in life." 


