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thing were struggling feebly. Block’s gaze seemed to reach
down like a steel pin and hold whatever it was until the life
was out of it. “Undulant fever ain’t so bad, Azzberry,” he
murmured. “It’s the same as Bang’s in a cow.”

The boy gave a low moan and then 'was quiet.

“He must have drunk some unpasteurized milk up there,”
his mother said softly and then the two of them tiptoed out
as if they thought he were about to go to sleep.

When the sound of their footsteps had faded on the stairs,
Asbury sat up again. He turned his head, almost surrepti-
tiously, to the 'side where the key he had given his mother
was lying on the bedside table. His hand shot out and closed
over it and returned it to his pocket. He glanced across the
room into the small oval-framed dresser mirror. The eyes that
stared back at him were the same that had returned his gaze
every day from that mirror but it scemed to him that they
were paler. They looked shocked clean as if they had been
prepared for some awful vision about to come down on him.
He shuddered and turned his head quickly the other way and

stared out the window. A blinding red-gold sun moved se-
renely from under a purple cloud. Below it the trecline was
black against the crimson sky. It formed a brittle wall, stand-
ing as if it were the frail defense he had set up in his mind to
protect him from what was coming. The boy fell back on his
pillow and stared at the ceiling. His limbs that had been
racked for so many weeks by fever and chill were numb now.
The old lifc in him was exhausted. He awaited the coming of
new. It was then that he felt the beginning of a chill, a chill
so peculiar, so light, that it was like a warm ripple across a
deeper sea of cold. His breath came short. The fierce bird
which through the years of his childhood and the days of his
illness had been poised over his head, waiting mysteriously,
appeared all at once to be in motion. ,Asbury blanched and
the last film of illusion was torn as if by a whirlwind from his
eyes. He saw that for the rest of his days, frail, racked, but

enduring, he would live in the face of a purifying terror. A

feeble cry, a last impossible protest escaped him. But the Holy

Ghost, emblazoned in ice instead of fire, continued, implac-

able, to descend.
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The Comforts of Home

HOMAS WITHDREW to the side of the win ith
his head between the wall and the nEﬁMmérM: WXMMMM
down on the driveway where the car had stopped. His
mother and the little slut were getting out of it. His mother
emerged slowly, stolid and awkward, and then the little shut’s
long slightly bowed legs slid out, the dress pulled above the
_w:oom. With a shriek of laughter she ran to meet the dog, who
Wogannr overjoyed, shaking with pleasure, to én_noBm her
age gathered throughout Thomas’s large frame with a silent
ostoﬁ intensity, like a mob assembling.
was now up to him to pack a suitca
NEMH mﬂmxaﬂrnan _MMD\E the rocm% should be MMM:MM o the horel
¢ did not know where a suitcase was, he &m._.
he needed his books, his typewriter was not WOH.MWMM_@ HM% mem
used to an electric blanket, he could not bear to eat =w restau-
rants. His mother, with her daredevil charity, was about t
,S,MAMA ﬁWn WnMno of the house. ’ °
¢ back door slammed and the girl’s laugh sh
m.ﬁ kitchen, through the back hali, m_u the mﬁm&gmﬂn H%&@MMM
1s room, making for him like a bolt of electricity. He jumped
to the side and stood glaring about him. His words of Wrn
morning had been unequivocal: “If you bring that girl bacl
into this house, I leave. You can choose—her or Bnm )
She had made her choice. An intense pain gripped his
throat. It was the first time in his thirty-five years H
felt a sudden burning moisture behind his eyes Then rn
steadied himself, overcome by rage. On the no:nnm&\. she w»m
not made any choice. She was counting on his attachment ¢
EMH Nomﬂ..ﬁ U__m:wﬂ. She would have to be shown °
The girl’s laughter rang upward a second time ,
winced. He saw again her look of the night Uamwma M%% MHMM
invaded his room. He had waked to find his door open and
her in it. There was enough light from the hall to :M.,_no he
M&En umm.mrn turned toward him. The face was like a nos.aw
rnnmmm mn a musical comedy—a pointed chin, wide apple
cheeks and feline empty eyes. He had sprung out of his bed
and snatched a straight chair and then he had backed her out
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the door, holding the chair in front of him like an animal
trainer driving out a dangerous cat. He had driven her silently
down the hall, pausing when he reached it to beat on his
mother’s door. The girl, with a gasp, turned and fled into the
guest room.

In a moment his mother had opened her door and peered
out apprehensively. Her face, greasy with whatever she put
on it at night, was framed in pink rubber curlers. She looked
down the hall where the girl had disappeared. Thomas stood
before her, the chair still lifted in front of EB.mm if he were
about to quell another beast. “She tried to get i my room,
he hissed, pushing in. “I woke up and she was trymg to get
in my room.” He closed the door behind him and w:m voice
rose in outrage. “I won’t put up with this! I won’t put up
with it another day!”

His mother, backed by him to her bed, sat QOS.B on the
edge of it. She had a heavy body on which sat a thin, myste-
riously gaunt and incongruous r.nwa. . u

“Pm telling you for the last time,” Thomas said, “T won’t
put up with this another day.” There was an observable ten-
dency in all of her actions. This was, with the best intentions
in the world, to make a mockery of virtue, to pursue 1t with
such a mindless intensity that everyone involved was made a
fool of and virtue itself became ridiculous. “Not another day,”
he repeated. . .

His mother shook her head emphatically, her eyes still on
the door. .

Thomas put the chair on the floor in front of her and sat
down on it. He leaned forward as if he were about to explain
something to a defective child. -

“That’s just another way she’s unfortunate, his .Boﬁrnn
said. “So awful, so awful. She told me the name of it Uﬁ.ﬁ I
forget what it is but it’s something she can’t help. Something
she was born with. Thomas,” she said and put her hand to
her jaw, “suppose it were you:” N

Exasperation blocked his windpipe. “Can’t I make you sec,”
he croaked, “that if she can’t help herself you can’t help her?

His mother’s eyes, intimatc but ﬁ:ﬁo.cnrm_u_ﬁ ,w,\nnm the
blue of great distances after sunset. “Nimpermaniac, she
murmured.
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“Nymphomaniac,” he said fiercely. “She doesn’t need to
supply you with any fancy names. She’s a moral moron.
That’s all you need to know. Born without the moral fac-
ulty—like somebody else would be born without a kidney or
a leg. Do you understand?”

“T keep thinking it might be you,” she said, her hand still
on her jaw. “If it were you, how do you think I'd feel if no-
body took you in? What if you were a nimpermaniac and not
a brilliant smart person and you did what you couldn’t help
and. . >

Thomas felt a deep unbearable loathing for himself as if he
were turning slowly into the girl.

“What did she have on?” she asked abruptly, her eyes
narrowing.

“Nothing!” he roared. “Now will you get her out of here!”

“How can_I turn her out in the cold?” she said. “This
morning she was threatening to kill herself again.”

“Send her back to jail,” Thomas said.

“I would not send yo# back to jail, Thomas,” she said.

He got up and snatched the chair and fled the room while
he was still able to control himself.

Thomas loved his mother. He loved her because it was his
nature to do so, but there were times when he could not
endure her love for him. There were times when it became
nothing but pure idiot mystery and he sensed about him
forces, invisible currents entirely out of his control. She pro-
ceeded always from the tritest of considerations—it was the
mice thing to do—into the most foolhardy engagements with
the devil, whom, of course, she never recognized.

The devil for Thomas was only a manner of speaking, but
it was a manner appropriate to the situations his mother got
into. Had she been in any degree intellectual, he could have
proved to her from early Christian history that no excess of
virtue is justified, that a moderation of good produces like-
wise a moderation in evil, that if Antony of Egypt had stayed
at home and attended to his sister, no devils would have
plagued him.

Thomas was not cynical and so far from being opposed to
virtue, he saw it as the principle of order and the only thing
that makes life bearable. His own life was made bearable by
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its of his mother’s saner virtues— by the well-regulated
m”vncmmﬁwwn kept and the excellent meals she served. wCM M,\rw%

virtue got out of hand with her, as now, a sense or. evi _mm

grew upon him, and these were not mental quirks in himse .

or the old lady, they were denizens with personalitics, @anwnﬂ

though not visible, who might any moment be expected to

iek or rattle a pot. .

mwmmﬂ_an om:._ had _%baa& in the county jail a Bos.ﬁw ago owr a

bad check charge and his mother had seen her picture 5_ e

paper. At the breakfast table she had gazed at it for a %:m

time and then had passed it over the coffee pot to E_ﬂﬂr
aHBmm:mﬁz she said, “only :Eaﬁnmn%\nwn_m %E and in that filthy
jai ¢ doesn’t look like a bad girl.

_waww:hmwwm_mbnna at the picture. It showed the face OM a

shrewd ragamuffin. He observed that the average age for

iminality was steadily lowering. .

Qﬂmﬁn _Nuwm like a éwo_nmoan girl,” his Boﬁwnn said. "
“Wholesome people don’t pass bad checks, u‘HroB»m said.
“You don’t know what you’d a% m: a ?:n.ﬁ.

N ’t pass a bad check,” Thomas saia.

a% ,MMM_MMW ﬁ:wm mother said, “Ill take her a- little box of
O&% Mmun: and there he had put his foot down, nothing MM.M
would have happened. His father, .rmawra .anb _Z_Dmvméo y
have put his foot down at that point. Taking a box .Nr .Q:w y
was her favorite nice thing to do. When anyone wi _w: Qm
social station moved to town, mrn. called and ﬁo.o_a a box o
candy; when any of her friend’s children had babies or éoz_m
scholarship, she called and took a U@x of nm.ba%w &\rn: M: o ;i
person broke his hip, she was at his bedside with a oxvo
candy. He had been amused at the idea of her taking a box

the jail. :
Ommmnswwomw :o,w,\ in his room with the girl’s laugh rocketing
in his head and cursed his amusement. -
NQ%KM»UM%BOEQ returned from ﬁro. visit to the jail, mrm
had burst into his study without knocking and had collapse
full-length on his couch, lifting her small swollen feet up ow
the arm of it. After a moment, she recovered herself a:o%mw
to sit up and put a newspaper under them. Hrnsu uww@ mnFan
again. “We don’t know how the other half lives,” she said.

¥
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Thomas knew that though her conversation moved from
cliché to cliché there were real experiences behind them. He
was less sorry for the girl’s being in jail than for his mother
having to see her there. He would have spared her all unpleas-
ant sights. “Well,” he said and put away his journal, “you had
better forget it now. The girl has ample reason to be in jail.”

“You can’t imagine what all she’s been through,” she said,
sitting up again, “listen.” The poor girl, Star, had been
brought up by a stepmother with three children of her own,
one an almost grown boy who had taken advantage of her
in such dreadful ways that she had been forced to run away
and find her real mother. Once found, her real mother had
sent her to various boarding schools to get rid of her. Ar
cach of these she had been forced to run away by the pres-
ence of perverts and sadists so monstrous that their acts de-
fied description. Thomas could tell that his mother had not
been spared the details that she was sparing him. Now and
again when she spoke vaguely, her voice shook and he could
tell that she was remembering some horror that had been
put to her graphically. He had hoped that in a few days the
memory of all this would wear off, but it did not. The next
day she returned to the jail with Kleenex and cold-cream and
a few days later, she announced that she had consulted a
lawyer.

It was at these times that Thomas truly mourned the death
of his father though he had not been able to endure him in
life. The old man would have had none of this foolishness.
Untouched by uscless compassion, he would (behind her
back) have pulled the necessary strings with his crony, the
sheriff, and the girl would have been packed off to the state
penitentiary to serve her time. He had always been engaged
in some enraged action until one morning when (with an an-
gry glance at his wife as if she alone were responsible) he had
dropped dead at the breakfast table. Thomas had inherited his
father’s reason without his ruthlessness and his mother’s love
of good without her tendency to pursue it. His plan for all
practical action was to wait and see what developed.

The lawyer found that the story of the repeated atrocities
was for the most part untrue, but when he explained to her
that the girl was a psychopathic personality, not insane
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enough for the asylum, not criminal enough for the jail, not
stable enough for society, Thomas’s mother was more deeply
affected than ever. The girl readily admitted that her story
was untrue on account of her being a congenital liar; she lied,
she said, because she was insectire. She had passed through
the hands of several psychiatrists who had put the finishing
touches to her education. She knew there was no hope for
her. In the presence of such an affliction as this, his mother
seemed bowed down by some painful mystery that nothing
would make endurable but a redoubling of effort. To his an-
noyance, she appeared to look on 4im with compassion, as if
her hazy charity no longer made distinctions.

A few days later she burst in and said that the lawyer had
got the girl paroled—to her.

Thomas rose from his Morris chair, dropping the review he
had been reading. His large bland face contracted in anticipated
pain. “You are not,” he said, “going to bring that gir] here!”

“No, no,” she said, “calm yourself, Thomas.” She had man-
aged with difficulty to get the girl a job in a pet shop in town
and a place to, board with a crotchety old lady of her ac-
quaintance. People were not kind. They did not put them-
selves in the place of someone like Star who had everything
against her.

Thomas sat down again and retrieved his review. He
seemed just to have escaped some danger which he did not
care to make clear to himself. “Nobody can tell you any-
thing,” he said, “but in a few days that girl will have left
town, having got what she could out of you. You’ll never hear
from her again.”

Two nights later he came home and opened the parlor door
and was speared by a shrill depthless laugh. His mother and
the girl sat close to the fireplace where the gas logs were lit.
The girl gave the immediate impression.of being physically
crooked. Her hair was cut like a dog’s or an elf’s and she was
dressed in the latest fashion. She was training on him a long
familiar sparkling stare that turned after a second into an in-
timate grin.

“Thomas!” his mother said, her voice firm with the injunc-
tion not to bolt, “this is Star you’ve heard so much about.
Star is going to have supper with us.”

w

THE COMFORTS OF HOME 579

The girl called herself Star Drake. Th
9%:72 real name was Sarah Ham. = e e o
omas neither moved nor spoke but hung in th I
! e d
what seemed a savage perplexity. Finally rnmmmmav am%,\wan_:oﬂ
ﬁ: do, Sarah,” in a tone of such loathing that he was
w hocked at the sound of it. He reddened, feeling it beneath
Im to show contempt for any creature so pathetic. He ad-
vanced into the room, determined at least on a decent polite-
:OMMH N:Q. sat down heavily in a straight chair.
omas writes history,” his mother said with a th
g Loras writes history,” th a threaten-
! % ﬁrm %Mma_.wa. He’s president of the local Historical Soci-
The girl leaned forward and
] cay gave Thomas an
@mﬁwﬁwﬂ attention. “Fabulous!” she said in a SmOm%aﬁMnmgoR
“Right now Thomas is writing ab ;i
mr_m B i ot i ng about the first settlers in
Hﬂm_us_o:m_u the girl repeated.
omas b i i
My ww ! WOM:memwn of will managed to look as if he were
“Say, you know who he looks like?” S ;
y ? t
o:ao:n side, taking him in at an angle. o asked, her head
a%ﬁ some one very &ma:mEmrn&a his mother said archly.
wid s cop I saw in the movie I went to last night,” Star
“Star,” his mother said, “I think
,” hi aid, you ought to b
MWMEMU 50@ kind of movies you go to. T ﬁriwm%oc ocmmﬁonmwn%m
. o ; .
onl M\ the cst ones. I don’t think crime stories would be good
“Oh this was a crime-does-not ” i
. -pay,” Star said, “and T
this cop looked exactly like him. They were &Swwwm GMMMMM
something over on the guy. He would look like he couldn’t
MMM& It mUEMD_sno longer or he would blow up. He was a riot
: H . £ . . . i
e mm ! ad looking,” she added with an appreciative leer at

amﬁmﬁgraaoﬂrwnmﬂmaHﬁr.En. i

%Wﬂowma a taste for B:mmn.a ke would be grand if you
omas sighed. His mother rattled on and the girl i

Mo attention to her, let her eyes play over him. HTWHMPMWWMMW

cr look was such that it might have been her hands resting

now on his knees, now on his neck. Her eyes had a ?Omﬁbm
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glitter and he knew that she was well aware he could not
stand the sight of her. He needed nothing to tell him he was
in the presence of the very stuff of corruption, but blameless
corruption because there was no responsible facuity behind it.
He was looking at the most unendurable form of innocence.
Absently he asked himself what the attitude of God was to
this, meaning if possible to adopt it.

His mother’s behavior throughout the meal was so idiotic
that he could barely stand to look at her and since he could less
stand to look at Sarah Ham, he fixed on the sideboard across the
room a continuous gaze of disapproval and disgust. Every
remark of the girl’s his mother met as if it deserved serious
attention. She advancéd several plans for the wholesome use
of Star’s spare time. ‘Sarah Ham paid no more attention to
this advice than if it came from a parrot. Once when Thomas
inadvertently looked in her direction, she winked. As soon
as he had swallowed the last spoonful of dessert, he rose and
muttered, “I have to go, I have a meeting.”

“Thomas,” his mother said, “I want you to take Star home
on your way. I don’t want her riding in taxis by herself at
night.”

For a moment Thomas remained furiously silent. Then he
turned and left the room. Presently he came back with a look
of obscure determination on his face. The girl was ready,
meekly waiting at the parlor door. She cast up at him a great
look of admiration and confidence. Thomas did not offer his
arm but she took it anyway and moved out of the house and
down the steps, attached to what might have been a miracu-
lously moving monument. ,

“Be good!” his mother called.

Sarah Ham snickered and poked him in the ribs.

While getting his coat he had decided that this would be
his opportunity to tell the girl that unless she ceased to be a
parasite on his mother, he would see to it, personally, that
she was returned to jail. He would let her know that he un-
derstood what she was up to, that he was not an innocent
and that there were certain things he would not put up with.
At his desk, pen in hand, none was more articulate than
Thomas. As soon as he found himself shut into the car with
Sarah Ham, terror seized his tongue.
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She curled her feet up under her and said, “Alone at last,”
and giggled.

Thomas swerved the car away from the house and drove
fast toward the gate. Once on the highway, he shot forward
as if he were being pursued.

“Jesus!” Sarah Ham said, swinging her feet off the seat,
“where’s the fire?”

Thomas did not answer. In a few seconds he could feel her
edging closer. She stretched, cased nearer, and finally hung
her hand limply over his shoulder. “Tomsee doesn’t like me,”
she said, “but I think he’s fabulously cute.”

Thomas covered the three and a half miles into town in a
little over four minutes. The light at the first intersection
was red but he ignored it. The old woman lived three blocks
beyond. When the car screeched to a halt at the place, he
jumped out and ran around to the girl’s door and opened it.
She did not move from the car and Thomas was obliged to
wait. After 2 moment one leg emerged, then her small white
crooked face appeared and stared up at him. There was
something about the look of it that suggested blindness but
it was the blindness of those who don’t know that they can-
not see. Thomas was curiously sickened. The empty eyes
moved over him. “Nobody likes me,” she said in a sullen
tone. “What if you were me and I couldn’t stand to ride you
three miles?”

“My mother likes you,” he muttered.

“Her!” the girl said. “She’s just about seventy-five years be-
hind the times!”

Breathlessly Thomas said, “If I find you bothering her
again, I’ll have you put back in jail.” There was a dull force
behind his voice though it came out barely above a whisper.

“You and who else?” she said and drew back in the car as if
now she did not intend to get out at all. Thomas reached into it,
blindly grasped the front of her coat, pulled her out by it and
released her. Then he lunged back to the car and sped off.
The other door was still hanging open and her laugh, bodiless
but real, bounded up the street as if it were about to jump in
the open side of the car and ride away with him. He reached
over and slammed the door and then drove toward home,
too angry to attend his meeting. He intended to make his
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is di intended to leave
ther well-aware of his displeasure. He intended t
Mmu&oﬂ,vmb her mind. The voice of his father rasped in his head.
Numbskull, the old man said, put your foot down now.
how her who’s boss before she shows you. .
° MMM when Thomas reached home, his mother, wisely, had
to bed. :
momwwoosnmﬁ morning he appeared at the _un.nmwmmmﬁ table, his
brow lowered and the thrust of his jaw indicating that he was in
a dangerous humor. When he intended to be Qnﬁn&:bnﬁw
Thomas began like a buil that, before charging, backs ,Sawﬂm
head lowered and paws the ground. “All right now listen,” he
began, yanking out his chair and sitting down, “I have some-
thing to say to you about that girl and I don’t intend to say it
but once.” He drew breath. “She’s nothing but a little slut.
She makes fun of you behind your back. She means to get
everything she can out of you and you are nothing to rn.hw
His mother looked as if she too had spent a restless nig M
She did not dress in the morning but wore her bathrobe an
a grey turban around her head, which gave her face a discon-
certing omniscient look. He might have been breakfasting
ith a sibyl. . . .
éﬂaﬂwsmw W\Eﬁw to use canned cream this morning,” she said,
pouring his coffee. “I forgot the other.
“All right, did you hear me?” Thomas growled. X
“P'm not deaf,” his mother said and put the pot back on
the trivet. “I know Pm nothing but an old bag of wind to
her.” . N
« hy do you persist in this foolhardy . .
A"MWMWMMUN she M&Qw and put her hand to the side of her
“it might be . .-.” . \
mmmnnHVﬁ wm MMW me!” Thomas said, grasping the table leg at his
wbmﬂ.o continued to hold her face, shaking her head mzmg&ﬁm
“Think of all you have,” she began. “All the comforts o
home. And morals, Thomas. No bad inclinations, nothing
. ¢ born with.”
_um%NMMgMM nvnnmab to breathe like some one who feels the onset
of asthma. “You are not logical,” he said in a limp voice. “He
uld have put his foot down.” . .
émhrn old Eﬂ% stiffened. “You,” she said, “are not like him.

. 4
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Thomas opened his mouth silently.

“However,” his mother said, in a tone of such subtle accusa-
tion that she might have been taking back the compliment, “T
wor’t invite her back again since you’re so dead set against her.”

“I am not set against her,” Thomas said. “T am set against
your making a fool of yourself.”

As soon as he left the table and closed the door of his study
on himself, his father took up a squatting position in his
mind. The old man had had the countryman’s ability to con-
verse squatting, though he was no countryman but had been
born and brought up in the city and only moved to a smaller
place later to exploit his talents. With steady skill he had made
them think him one of them. In the midst of a conversation
on the courthouse lawn, he would squat and his two or three
companions would squat with him with no break in the sur-
face of the talk. By gesture he had lived his lie; he had never
deigned to tell one.

Let her run over you, he said. You ain’t like me. Not
enough to be a man.

Thomas began vigorously to read and presently the image
faded. The girl had caused a disturbance in the depths of his
being, somewhere out of the reach of his power of analysis.
He felt as if he had seen a tornado pass a hundred yards away
and had an intimation that it would turn again and head
directly for him. He did not get his mind firmly on his work
until mid-morning.

Two nights later, his mother and he were sitting in the den
after their supper, each reading a section of the evening
paper, when the telephone began to ring with the brassy in-
tensity of a fire alarm. Thomas reached for it. As soon as the
receiver was in his hand, a shrill female voice screamed into
the room, “Come get this gitl! Come get her! Drunk! Drunk
in my parlor and I won’t have it! Lost her job and come back
here drunk! I won’t have it!”

His mother leapt up and snatched the receiver.

The ghost of Thomas’s father rose before him. Call the
sheriff, the old man prompted. “Call the sheriff,” Thomas said
in a loud voice. “Call the sheriff to go there and pick her up.”

“We’ll be right there,” his mother was saying. “We’ll come
and get her right away. Tell her to get her things together.”
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. . L . ther.” the
“She ain’t in no condition to get nothing together,
voice screamed. “You shouldn’t rm<m put something like her
ff on me! My house is respectable!”
° “Tell her ﬁownmz the sheriff,” Thomas shouted. .
His mother put the receiver down mbm _oo.Mna at him.
ldn’t turn a dog over to that man,” she said.
énw%roamm sat in ﬁm@ chair with his arms folded and looked
dly at the wall. . .
mkmﬁmrww of the poor girl, Thomas,” r_.m mother said, “with
thing. Nothing. And we have everything.
DOSWMW they mwn?o&u Sarah Ham was slumped spraddle-
legged against the banister on the boarding house front-steps.
Her tam was down on her forehead érn.na the old woman
had slammed it and her clothes were bulging out of her suit-
case where the old woman had thrown them in. .mrn Mﬁm
carrying on a drunken conversation with herself in a low
personal tone. A streak of lipstick ran up one side of her mmnw
She allowed herself to be guided U%. his mother to the nnrmH an
put in the back seat without sceming to know who the H.nm.
cuer was. “Nothing to talk to all day but a pack of god-
damned parakeets,” she said in a furious whisper. .
Thomas, who had not got out of the car ﬁwm mF,on. looke
at her after the first revolted m_p:nnu.mmmmu . H_mw telling you
d for all, the place to take her is the jail.” .
ODMWMD BoMMnﬁ &QEM on the back seat, holding the girl’s
hand, did not answer. e horel” he said
N ight, take her to the hotel,” he said. ) .
Aﬁmpﬂmoa take a drunk girl to a hotel, Thomas,” she said.
“You know that.” T
“Then take her to a hospital. o
amwnn Mo&sem need a jail or a hotel or a hospital,” his mother
said, “she needs a home.” = ”
“She does not need mine,” Thomas said. .
“Qnly for tonight, Thomas,” the old lady sighed. “Only for
ight.” .
HOMMWnn then eight days had passed. Hrn little slut was nmmmﬂ
lished in the guest room. Every day E.m mother set out to fin
her a job and a place to board, and failed, for the old éoamws
had broadcast a warning. Thomas kept to his room or the
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den. His home was to him home, workshop, church, as per-
sonal as the shell of a turtle and as necessary. He could not
believe that it could be violated in this way. His flushed face
had a constant look of stunned outrage.

As soon as the girl was up in the morning, her voice
throbbed out in a blues song that would rise and waver, then
plunge low with insinuations of passion about to be satisfied
and Thomas, at his desk, would Iunge up and begin franti-
cally stuffing his ears with Kleenex. Each time he started from
one room to another, one floor to another, she would be cer-
tain to appear. Each time he was half way up or down the
stairs, she would either meet him and pass, cringing coyly, or
go up or down behind him, breathing small tragic spearmint-
flavored sighs. She appeared to adore Thomas’s repugnance
to her and to draw it out of him every chance she got as if it
added delectably to her martyrdom.

The old man—small, wasp-like, inhis yellowed panama
hat, his seersucker suit, his pink carefully-soiled shirt, his
small string tie—appeared to have taken up his station in
Thomas’s mind and from there, usually squatting, he shot out
the same rasping suggestion every time the boy paused from
his forced studies. Put your foot down. Go to see the sheriff.

The sheriff was another edition of Thomas’s father except
that he wore a checkered shirt and a Texas type hat and was
ten years younger. He was as easily dishonest, and he had
genuinely admired the old man. Thomas, like his mother,
would have gone far out of his way to avoid his glassy pale
blue gaze. He kept hoping for another solution, for a miracle.

With Sarah Ham in the house, meals were unbearable:

“Tomsee doesn’t like me,” she said the third or fourth night
at the supper table and cast her pouting gaze across at the
large rigid figure of Thomas, whose face was set with the look
of a man trapped by insufferable odors. “He doesn’t want me
here. Nobody wants me anywhere.”

“Thomas’s name is Thomas,” his mother interrupted. “Not
Tomsee.”

“I made Tomsee up,” she said. “T think it’s cute. He hates
me.”

“Thomas does not hate you,” his mother said. “We are not
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» if this were an
i le who hate,” she added, as . !
Eo —cn_m n—ﬁmn_@mmm Mma been bred out of them mn:nnmcoww MMM-
::%nnuwom know when I'm not 2»:8.&“.3 Sarah H_u_HmeB S
ued :whrnw didn’t even want me in jail. If T killed my!
éoa.aﬁ. would God Hmwmbﬁ me? | cered
B i > Thomas mi . 4
HM_.M p M.ﬂammﬁwmmana with laughter. Hrasr »MM@: MWO%WM%
bruptl mrnn face puckered and she began to s o e
Mr.ﬁ% nwu do.” she said, her teeth Qmﬂmzbmu _mwmm i
Hﬁm Tl be out of everybody’s way. T =u go to he T
f God’s way And even the devil won m émb.m M .
. . i » she wailed.
Il not evenin hell . . .78 : .
BWHWMMWM rnmmvﬁb picked up his plate and knife anwnwmmwﬁmﬂ !
carried them to the den to mb_mrmw:m mwwmnmrﬁ fret rma, pe
al at the table
had not eaten msoﬁrnn. me e able b e old man
him at his desk. At these r s e Ol e
BO&MMnMMMM present to him. He »wmnmﬁ.aa. to _MM ﬁm@_ﬂ\mr mM 4
émmnw 0 his chair, his thumbs beneath his galluses, e
émwm mhwr things as. She never ran me away from my
w b
Sﬂn.w nights later, Sarah Ham slashed her émaﬁm MM:W mw
1 Q_Mamnm and had hysterics. From 90.%: QM,\ nwnmnlnm >
m_mbbam d after suppet, Thomas rn»ﬁ.a a shriek, nMH g
- then his mother’s scurrying footsteps thro ﬁmﬁ the
mnnnmamwmn did not move. His first E.mSE of ?%M Pt
rmz_uwmﬁ nc.ﬁ her throat faded as he realized she nom ) ﬁm:m. LS
w: e it and continue to scream the way she wa o
ctu ned to his journal and presently the screams ma S
R\Ewanbﬁ his mother burst in with Em. nowﬁ m&i& .8 s
ﬂﬁw to take her to the romm&gru.u she said. “She el e
m<m ; with herself. T have a tourniquet on her mmH%.&o : m&bm,
wmﬂ%amm » she said, “imagine being so low you
7 _uu . nné
Enwhwwwwm rose woodenly and put on M:m hat mbmcn%nm%.& rnw
/S: take her to the hospital,” he said, “and we w.

' . . n—
QMMM.DQ drive her to despair again?” the old lady crie
<« _vu .

HW_ OBMW in the center of his room now, ﬁnm.ENU_ﬂm %MM WM
Um&ﬁ“mnrm& the point where action was inevitable,
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must pack, that he must leave, that he must go, Thomas re-
mained immovable.

His fury was directed not at the little slut but at his mother.
Even though the doctor had found that she had barely dam-
aged herself and had raised the girP’s wrath by laughing at the
tourniquet and putting only a streak of iodine on the cut, his
mother could not get over the incident. Some new weight of
sorrow seemed to have been thrown across her shoulders, and
not only Thomas, but Sarah Ham was infuriated by this, for
it appeared to be a general sorrow that would have found
another object no matter what good fortune came to either
of them. The experience of Sarah Ham had plunged the old
lady into mourning for the world.

The morning after the attempted suicide, she had gone
through the house and collected all the knives and scissors and
locked them in a drawer. She emptied a bottle of rat poison
down the toilet and took up the roach tablets from the kitchen
floor. Then she came to Thomas’s study and said in a whisper,
“Where is that gun of his? T want you to lock it up.”

“The gun is in my drawer,” Thomas roared, “and T will not
lock it up. If she shoots herself, so much the better!”

“Thomas,” his mother said, “she’ll hear you!”

“Let her hear me!” Thomas yelled. “Don’t you know she
has no intention of killing herself? Don’t you know her kind
never kill themselves? Don’t you . . .”

His mother slipped out the door and closed it to silence
him and Sarah Ham’s laugh, quite close in the hall, came
rattling into his room. “Tomsee’ll find out. T’ll kill myself and
then he’ll be sorry he wasn’t nice to me. Pl use his own Ll
gun, his own lil oF’ pearl-handled revol-lervuh!” she shouted
and let out a loud tormented-sounding laugh in imitation of
a movie monster.

Thomas ground his tecth. He pulled out his desk drawer
and felt for the pistol. It was an inheritance from the old man,
whose opinion it had been that every house should contain a
loaded gun. He had discharged two bullets one night into the
side of a prowler, but Thomas had never shot anything. He
had no fear that the girl would use the gun on herself and he
closed the drawer. Her kind clung tenaciously to life and were
able to wrest some histrionic advantage from every moment.




THING THA® o

588 EVERYTHING THAT RISES MUST CONVERGE

Several ideas for getting rid of her had entered his head but
cach of these had been suggestions whose moral tone indicated
that they had come from a mind akin to his father’s, and
Thomas had rejected them. He could not get the girl locked up
again until she did something illegal. The old man would have
been able with no qualms at all to get her drunk and send
her out on the highway in his car, meanwhile notifying the
highway patrol of her presence on the road, but Thomas con-
sidered this below his moral stature. Suggestions continued
to come to him, each more outrageous than the last.

He had not the vaguest hope that the girl would get the
gun and shoot herself, but that afternoon when he looked in
the drawer, the gun was gone. His study locked from the
inside, not the out. He cared nothing about the gun, but the
thought of Sarah Ham’s hands sliding among his papers in-
furiated him. Now even his study was contaminated. The
only place left untouched by her was his bedroom.

That night she entered it.

In the morning at breakfast, he did not eat and did not sit
down. He stood beside his chair and delivered his ultimatum
while his mother sipped her coffee as if she were both alone
in the room and in great pain. “I have stood this,” he said,
“for as long as I am able. Since I sce plainly that you car

nothing about me, about my peace Of comfort or working
conditions, I am about tO take the only step open to me. 1
will give you one more day. If you bring the girl back into
this house this afternoon, I leave. You can choose—her ot
me.” He had more to say but at that point his voice cracked
and he left.

At ten oclock his mother and Sarah Ham left the house.

At four he heard the car wheels on the gravel and rushed
to the window. As the car stopped, the dog stood up, alert,
shaking.

He seemed unable to take the first step that would set him
walking to the closet in the hall to look for the suitcase. He
was like a man handed a knife and told to operatc on himself
if he wished to live. His huge hands clenched helplessty. His
expression was a turmoil of indecision and outrage. His pale

blue eyes seemed to sweat in his broiling face. He closed them
for a moment and on the back of his lids, his father’s image
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leered at him. Idiot! the old man hi idi
m_:Hnﬁ MMM_M your gun! See the sheriff! _mwmamgwawwmnwwa eriminel
ety s ﬁMDSMMMHQM before Thomas opened his eyes. He seemed
pewly sruned. e stood s&nno. he was for at least three
m &nnmn. the mba.n ME.:na slowly like a large vessel reversin
oo hon o aced the door. He stood there a Eansm
e M&.a | MD eft, his face set to see the ordeal through
Wi rgul n_vé where he would find the sheriff. The man
e ru rnm and kept his own hours. Thomas stopped
el ﬁ_._ng il csm\ﬁ%nn his office was, but he was not in #m.vmmn
viiedegtas %sma and was told by a clerk that the sheriff
i _manm-.mTom across the street. “Yonder’s the
oy mmwﬁn ¢ % erk said and pointed out the window to the
e .Q,,Vm man in a checkered shirt, who was leanin
et HM_ M of a police car, looking into space. ¢
Sl >.M MMMU sheriff,” Thomas said and left for the
ot B W.Q&Nna_ mﬂ m.wm %HM wanted anything to do with the
:omh MWSW_% a mound of ménmnﬁwmmnmwwm. w fease neeligent and
e Mo ﬁm_mumn ww“m the sheriff had just left. Thomas started
P MMM rMMmMémMa_mm he stepped on to the sidewalk
anﬁ_mmbm angaily ax the dep %MMr slightly stooped figure ges-
ma?oﬂmﬁwm wﬁwmwomﬁﬁn_ with an aggressiveness brought on b
o msmo ﬂ ¢ stopped abruptly three feet awa msw
o &M@T ﬁmsa voice, “Can I have a word with VNocvg
mﬁovnoﬁrﬂmgn m%ﬂ.&q ’s name, which was mmﬁngoﬁm\ﬂ .
L yrother & MM& ﬂw sharp creased face just nbosmr.ﬁo
ke, T B ¢ deputy did likewise, but neither
e i anet removed a very small piece of cigaret from
mie opped it at his feet. “I told you what to do,” he
indicated HWMWMMW .nwmnmumwmﬁww% MMMHOW% i nod o
e if he wanted to see hi
ey puty slunk around the front of the police car and Mwm
Far i
i sﬁﬁwmwwrwﬁmé_ﬂr Hroawm following, headed across the
e s ﬂ%n mmM MMWWM@WM& bencath a tree that shaded a
ward, and lit another Qmmn.nﬁ © waited, leaning slightly for

Thomas began to blurt out his business. As he had not had
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i herent. By repeating
i are his words, he was barely co
Mpﬂwmwmgwmmwzm over several times, rm zwﬁNMnm mﬁﬁr _MMWMM%M ,WMM
hat he wanted to say. When he finished, .
Mmm MMNMEW slightly forward, at Mb M:m_o to w%sw_wmmwmbws
ing in particular. He remained that way withc ..
:o%ﬁﬁmmm mems again, slower and n a lamer <9mﬁ mbm mwﬁwn
brother let him continue for some time before he mﬁm nm— N
had her oncet.” He then allowed himself a slow, creased,

i rter smile. L
_Swwﬁ_ww, M%MEMW to do with that,” Thomas said. “That was
my mother.” .

uatted. L e
WMWMUMMWMM%MMM to help the girl,” Thomas said. “She didn’t

he couldn’t be helped.” ) .
_SMWMM Onmmnwsoﬁ than she could chew, I reckon,” the voice

. mna. 1o P 3 «
da%mﬂnrﬂwmawo%w:m to do with this,” Thomas mnm_w&. mrm
does’t know P’m here. The girl is dangerous with mHa WWMH: i

“He,” the sheriff said, “never let m_:%mrwcm grow un

articular) nothing a woman planted.” . .

mnmwmmvwﬁ hmmrn w\c: somebody with that gun, HroBmmn ,WMW
weakly, looking down at the round top of the Texas typ: .

There was a long time of m_w_n:MM. ked

« ’s she got it?” Farebrother . .

awﬁ%ﬂ mw:oim. She sleeps in the guest room. It must be in
there, in her suitcase probably,” Thomas said.

brother lapsed into silence again. o o
wmwnc HMEE nom:n search the guest room, HUOBNW mmmwa Q_M
a strained voice. “I can go home and leave the latch o by
front door and you can come in quictly and go upstairs
B.uw .
mmmmMWnWMMMMM turned his head so that his n%nm._oo_ﬂm UMVE_WM
at Thomas’s knees. “You seem to wwoé how it ought
” he said. “Want to swap jobs? - -
QO%MVBM%MME nothing because he nocm& :Wﬁ MWMMWH %bm Mﬂw\a
i ited doggedly. Farebro
thing to say, but he waited : ity
i lips and dropped it on g
the cigaret butt from his lip opped It on the gra
him on the courthouse porch a group
Wmmwﬂma been leaning at the left of the door moved o<MM %.
the right where a patch of sunlight had settled. From o
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the upper windows a crumpled piece of paper blew out and
drifted down.

“Tll come along about six,” Farebrother said. “Leave the
latch off the door and keep out of my way—yourself and
them two women too.”

Thomas let out a rasping sound of relief meant to be
“Thanks,” and struck off across the grass like some one re-
leased. The phrase, “them two women,” stuck like a burr in
his brain—the subtlety of the insult to his mother hurting
him more than any of Farebrother’s references to his own
incompetence. As he got into his car, his face suddenly
flushed. Had he delivered his mother over to the sheriff—to
be a butt for the man’s tongue? Was he betraying her to get
rid of the little slut? He saw at once that this was not the
case. He was doing what he was doing for her own good, to
rid her of a parasite that would ruin their peace. He started
his car and drove quickly home but once he had turned in the
driveway, he decided it would be better to park some distance
from the house and go quictly in by the back door. He
parked on the grass and on the grass walked in a circle toward
the rear of the house. The sky was lined with mustard-colored
streaks. The dog was asleep on the back doormat. At the ap-
proach of his master’s step, he opened one yellow eye, took
him in, and closed it again.

Thomas let himself into the kitchen. It was empty and the
house was quiet enough for him to be aware of the loud tick-
ing of the kitchen clock. It was a quarter to six. He tiptoed
hurriedly through the hall to the front door and took the
latch off it. Then he stood for 2 moment listening. From be-
hind the closed parlor door, he heard his mother snoring
softly and presumed that she had gone to sleep while reading.
On the other side of the hall, not three feet from his study,
the little slut’s black coat and red pocketbook were slung on
a chair. He heard water running upstairs and decided she was
taking a bath.

He went into his study and sat down at his desk to wait,
noting with distaste that every few moments a tremor ran
through him. He sat for a minute or two doing nothing.
Then he picked up a pen and began to draw squares on the
back of an envelope that lay before him. He looked at his
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i i t he idly
. It was eleven minutes to six. After a momen
M&W@T%n enMEQ drawer of the desk out over .r.a lap. monrm
moment he stared at the gun without Huon_ﬁuumﬁ_ﬁo:. Then he
elp and leaped up. She had put it back! .
mmmbww“ %m m»ﬁrnn@rmmmnav idiot! Go plant it In her @On_mnm-
book. Don’t just stand there. Go plant it 1n her pocke
e d i t the drawer
staring a - -
M\WMMHMW MMMOOE Bw:m?ana. Quick while there’s time! Go
plant it in her pocketbook.
Thomas did not move.
Imbecile! his father cried.
Thomas ?&aoa,cmaﬁwn mdb.a .
Make haste, the old man ordered. .
Thomas started forward, w_oﬂ_n%:m MM@ m%ﬂm%ww »MMMW WMMW
Heo n:naﬁron_oonm:a_o.o ed at the chair. Th
mbM mwa pocketbook were lying on _M almost within reach.
ou fool, his father said. . .
WMMW\ W%wwn_ the parlor door the m:Moﬁ ENM&_U_n MMH.MM
i ther rose and fell. They seemed to mark an or
MMW_ mnrbwao had nothing to do with the instants left to Thomas.

s no other sound.
,Hrmnﬂﬂ.mﬂm you imbecile, before she wakes up, the old man
mm%.ro snores stopped and Thomas Unmaw HMH mmh.mm WWQWMM

the red mOnw@ﬁUoo_ﬁ Ithad as n-like
groan. He grabbed the N had N
his touch and as it opened, he caug unmi
Mﬂon_mOm the girl. Wincing, he thrust :w the gun and then drew
k. His face burned an ugly dull red. )

Ummém_ﬁm is Tomsee putting in my purse?” she called mbnw. MQ.
leased. laugh bounced down the mﬁm:.nwmn. ‘Hro_..:mm whirled.
d She was at the top of the stair, noaﬁ_ﬂm QM?&: M” ﬁTMg ﬂc»%%%m

fashion model, one bare leg and en the other .
Mww ﬁww Wo:ﬁ of her kimona in a definite .nrﬁmrra. ,HOMMM@HM
i > id in a throaty voice. She reac
being naughty,” she said in a e
id cast a possessive leer at Thomas who
WMMONONH grey ﬁer red. She reached out, pulled the bag
open with her finger and peered at the gun.
His mother opened the parlor door and _.OO_SQ. OSM
“Tomsee put his pistol in my bag!” the girl shrieked.
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“Ridiculous,” his mother said, yawning. “What would
Thomas want to put his pistol in your bag for?”

Thomas stood slightly hunched, his hands hanging help-
lessly at the wrists as if he had just pulled them up out of a
pool of blood.

“I don’t know what for,” the girl said, “but he sure did it,”
and she proceeded to walk around Thomas, her hands on her
hips, her neck thrust forward and her intimate grin fixed on
him fiercely. All at once her expression seemed to open as the
purse had opened when Thomas touched it. She stood with
her head cocked on one side in an attitude of disbelief. “Oh
boy,” she said slowly, “is he a case.”

At that instant| Thomas damned not only the girl but the
entire order of the universe that made her possible.

“Thomas wouldn’t put a gun in your bag,” his mother said.
“Thomas is a gentleman.”

The girl made a chortling noise. “You can see it in there,”
she said and pointed to the open purse.

You found it in her bag, you dimwit! the old man hissed.

“I found it in her bag!” Thomas shouted. “The dirty crim-
mnal shat stole my gun!”

His mother gasped at the sound of the other presence in
his voice. The old lady’s sybil-like face turned pale.

“Found it my eye!” Sarah Ham shrieked and started for the
pocketbook, but Thomas, as if his arm were guided by his
father, caught it first and snatched the gun. The girl in a
frenzy lunged at Thomas’s throat and would actually have

caught him around the neck had not his mother thrown her-
self forward to protect her.

Fire! the old man yelled.

Thomas fired. The blast was like a sound meant to bring
an end to evil in the world. Thomas heard it as a sound that
would shatter the laughter of sluts until all shrieks were stilled
and nothing was left to disturb the peace of perfect order.

The ccho died away in waves. Before the last one had
faded, Farebrother opened the door and put his head inside
the hall. His nose wrinkled. His expression for some few sec-
onds was that of a man unwilling to admit surprise. His eyes
were clear as glass, reflecting the scene. The old lady lay on
the floor between the girl and Thomas.
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The sheriff>s brain worked instantly EMU a %m_.niwwmmﬁ.ﬁmm
i i ready in :
chine. He saw the facts as if they were pont: £
i kill his mother and pin 1
fellow had intended all along to ther and pin o
i d been too quick for him. 1hey
the girl. But Farebrother had b e
head in the door. As he sc
were not yet aware of his o A e S et ot
rther insights were flashed to - (

MMH& mnwﬂmuﬁﬂnn MM& ﬁrnm slut were about to collapse 1nto ownmw
oﬁer >s arms. The sheriff knew a nasty bit when he saw Mwa.mm
accustomed to enter upon scenes that were not as ba
MM mrma hoped to find them, but this one met his expectations.

The Lame Shall Enter First

Mmmwwﬁcu SAT on a stool at the bar that divided the
kitchen in half, cating his cereal out of the individual
pasteboard box it came in. He ate mechanically, his eyes on
the child, who was wandering from cabinet to cabinet in the
panelled kitchen, collecting the ingredients for his breakfast.
He was a stocky blond boy of ten. Sheppard kept his intense
blue eyes fixed on him. The boy’s future was written in his
face. He would be a banker. No, worse. He would operate a
small loan company. All he wanted for the child was that he
be good and unselfish and neither seemed likely. Sheppard
Wwas a young man whose hair was already white. It stood up
like a narrow brush halo over his pink sensitive face.

The boy approached the bar with the jar of peanut butter
under his arm, a plate with a quarter of a small chocolate cake
on it in one hand and the ketchup bottle in the other. He did
not appear to notice his father. He climbed up on the stool
and began to spread peanut butter on the cake. He had very
large round ecars that leaned away from his head and seemed
to pull his eyes slightly too far apart. His shirt was green but
so faded that the cowboy charging across the front of it was
only a shadow.

“Norton,” Sheppard said, “I saw Rufus Johnson yesterday.
Do you know what he was doing?”

The child looked at him with a kind of half attention, his
eyes forward but not yet engaged. They were a paler blue
than his father’s as if they might have faded like the shirt; one
of them listed, almost imperceptibly, toward the outer rim.

“He was in an alley,” Sheppard said, “and he had his hand
in a garbage can. He was trying to get something to eat out
of it.” He paused to let this soak in. “He was hungry,” he
finished, and tried to pierce the child’s conscience with his
gaze.

The boy picked up the piece of chocolate cake and began
to gnaw it from one corner.

“Norton,” Sheppard said, “do you have any idea what it
means to share?”

A flicker of attention. “Some of it’s yours,” Norton said.
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