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Truman Capote was a native of New Orleans, where he was born on September 30, 1924. His first novel, Other Voices, Other Rooms, was an international literary success when first published in 1948, and accorded the author a prominent place among the writers of America’s postwar generation. He sustained this position subsequently with short-story collections (A Tree of Night, among others), novels and novellas (The Grass Harp and Breakfast at Tiffany’s), some of the best travel writing of our time (Local Color), profiles and reportage that appeared originally in The New Yorker (The Duke in His Domain and The Muses Are Heard), a true crime masterpiece (In Cold Blood), several short memoirs about his childhood in the South (A Christmas Memory, The Thanksgiving Visitor, and One Christmas), two plays (The Grass Harp and House of Flowers), and two films (Beat the Devil and The Innocents).

Mr. Capote twice won the O. Henry Memorial Short Story Prize and was a member of the National Institute of Arts and Letters. He died in August 1984, shortly before his sixtieth birthday.
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The heart is deceitful
above all things, and
desperately wicked.
Who can know it?

JEREMIAH 17:9
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I

NOW A TRAVELER MUST MAKE his way to Noon City by the best means he can, for there are no buses or trains heading in that direction, though six days a week a truck from the Chuberry Turpentine Company collects mail and supplies in the next-door town of Paradise Chapel: occasionally a person bound for Noon City can catch a ride with the driver of the truck, Sam Radclif. It’s a rough trip no matter how you come, for these washboard roads will loosen up even brandnew cars pretty fast; and hitchhikers always find the going bad. Also, this is lonesome country; and here in the swamplike hollows where tiger lilies bloom the size of a man’s head, there are luminous green logs that shine under the dark marsh water like drowned corpses; often the only movement on the landscape is winter smoke winding out the chimney of some sorry-looking farmhouse, or a wing-stiffened bird, silent and arrow-eyed, circling over the black deserted pinewoods.

Two roads pass over the hinterlands into Noon City; one from the north, another from the south; the latter, known as the Paradise Chapel Highway, is the better of the pair, though both are much the same: desolate miles of swamp and field and forest stretch along either route, unbroken except for scattered signs advertising Red Dot 5¢ Cigars, Dr. Pepper, NEHI, Grove’s Chill Tonic, and 666. Wooden bridges spanning brackish creeks named for long-gone Indian tribes rumble like far-off thunder under a passing wheel; herds of hogs and cows roam the roads at will; now and then a farm-family pauses from work to wave as an auto whizzes by, and watch sadly till it disappears in red dust.

One sizzling day in early June the Turpentine Company’s driver, Sam Radclif, a big balding six-footer with a rough, manly face, was gulping a beer at the Morning Star Café in Paradise Chapel when the proprietor came over with his arm around this stranger-boy.

“Hiya, Sam,” said the proprietor, a fellow called Sydney Katz. “Got a kid here that’d be obliged if you could give him a ride to Noon City. Been trying to get there since yesterday. Think you can help?”

Radclif eyed the boy over the rim of his beer glass, not caring much for the looks of him. He had his notions of what a “real” boy should look like, and this kid somehow offended them. He was too pretty, too delicate and fair-skinned; each of his features was shaped with a sensitive accuracy, and a girlish tenderness softened his eyes, which were brown and very large. His brown hair, cut short, was streaked with pure yellow strands. A kind of tired, imploring expression masked his thin face, and there was an unyouthful sag about his shoulders. He wore long, wrinkled white linen breeches, a limp blue shirt, the collar of which was open at the throat, and rather scuffed tan shoes.

Wiping a mustache of foam off his upper lips, Radclif said: “What’s you name, son?”

“Joel. Jo-el Har-ri-son Knox.” He separated the syllables explicitly, as though he thought the driver deaf, but his voice was uncommonly soft.

“That so?” drawled Radclif, placing his dry beer glass on the counter. “A mighty fancy name, Mister Knox.”

The boy blushed and turned to the proprietor, who promptly intervened: “This is a fine boy, Sam. Smart as a whip. Knows words you and me never heard of.”

Radclif was annoyed. “Here, Katz,” he ordered, “fillerup.” After the proprietor trundled away to fetch a second beer, Sam said kindly, “Didn’t mean to tease you, son. Where bouts you from?”

“New Orleans,” he said. “I left there Thursday and got here Friday … and that was as far as I could go; no one come to meet me.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Radclif. “Visiting folks in Noon City?”

The boy nodded. “My father. I’m going to live with him.”

Radclif raised his eyes ceilingward, mumbled “Knox” several times, then shook his head in a baffled manner. “Nope, don’t think I know anybody by that name. Sure you’re in the right place?”

“Oh, yes,” said the boy without alarm. “Ask Mister Katz, he’s heard about my father, and I showed him the letters and … wait.” He hurried back among the tables of the gloomy café, and returned toting a huge tin suitcase that, judging by his grimace, was extremely heavy. The suitcase was colorful with faded souvenir stickers from remote parts of the globe: Paris, Cairo, Venice, Vienna, Naples, Hamburg, Bombay, and so forth. It was an odd thing to see on a hot day in a town the size of Paradise Chapel.

“You been all them places?” asked Radclif.

“No-o-o,” said the boy, struggling to undo a worn-out leather strap which held the suitcase together. “It belonged to my grandfather; that was Major Knox: you’ve read about him in history books, I guess. He was a prominent figure in the Civil War. Anyway, this is the valise he used on his wedding trip around the world.”

“Round the world, eh?” said Radclif, impressed. “Musta been a mighty rich man.”

“Well, that was a long time ago.” He rummaged through his neatly packed possessions till he found a slim package of letters. “Here it is,” he said, selecting one in a watergreen envelope.

Radclif fingered the letter a moment before opening it; but presently, with clumsy care, he extracted a green sheet of tissue-like paper and, moving his lips, read:


Edw. R. Sansom, Esq.

Skully’s Landing

May 18, 19—

My dear Ellen Kendall,

I am in your debt for answering my letter so quickly; indeed, by return post. Yes, hearing from me after twelve years must have seemed strange, but I can assure you sufficient reason prompted this long silence. However, reading in the Times-Picayune, to the Sunday issue of which we subscribe, of my late wife’s passing, may God the Almighty rest her gentle soul, I at once reasoned the honorable thing could only be to again assume my paternal duties, forsaken, lo, these many years. Both the present Mrs Sansom and myself are happy (nay, overjoyed!) to learn you are willing to concede our desire, though, as you remark, your heart will break in doing so. Ah, how well I sympathize with the sorrow such a sacrifice may bring, having experienced similar emotions when, after that final dreadful affair, I was forced to take leave of my only child, whom I treasured, while he was still no more than an infant. But that is all of the lost past. Rest assured, good lady, we here at the Landing have a beautiful home, healthful food, and a cultured atmosphere with which to provide my son.

As to the journey: we are anxious Joel reach here no later than June First. Now when he leaves New Orleans he should travel via train to Biloxi, at which point he must disembark and purchase a bus ticket for Paradise Chapel, a town some twenty miles south of Noon City. We have at present no mechanical vehicle; therefore, I suggest he remain overnight in P.C. where rooms are let above the Morning Star Café, until appropriate arrangements can be made. Enclosed please find a cheque covering such expenses as all this may incur.

Yrs. Respct.

Edw. R. Sansom



The proprietor arrived with the beer just as Radclif, frowning puzzledly, sighed and tucked the paper back in its envelope. There were two things about this letter that bothered him; first of all, the handwriting: penned in ink the rusty color of dried blood, it was a maze of curlicues and dainty i’s dotted with daintier o’s. What the hell kind of a man would write like that? And secondly: “If your Pa’s named Sansom, how come you call yourself Knox?”

The boy stared at the floor embarrassedly. “Well,” he said, and shot Radclif a swift, accusing look, as if the driver was robbing him of something, “they were divorced, and mother always called me Joel Knox.”

“Aw, say, son,” said Radclif, “you oughtn’t to have let her done that! Remember, your Pa’s your Pa no matter what.”

The proprietor avoided a yearning glance for help which the boy now cast in his direction by having wandered off to attend another customer. “But I’ve never seen him,” said Joel, dropping the letters into his suitcase and buckling up the strap. “Do you know where this place is? Skully’s Landing?”

“The Landing?” Radclif said. “Sure, sure I know all about it.” He took a deep swallow of beer, let forth a mighty belch, and grinned. “Yessir, if I was your Pa I’d take down your britches and muss you up a bit.” Then, draining the glass, he slapped a half-dollar on the counter, and stood meditatively scratching his hairy chin till a wall clock sounded the hour four: “O.K., son, let’s shove,” he said, starting briskly towards the door.

After a moment’s hesitation the boy lifted his suitcase and followed.

“Come see us again,” called the proprietor automatically.

THE TRUCK WAS A FORD of the pick-up type. Its interior smelled strongly of sun-warmed leather and gasoline fumes. The broken speedometer registered a petrified twenty. Rain-streaks and crushed insects blurred the windshield, of which one section was shattered in a bursting-star pattern. A toy skull ornamented the gear shift. The wheels bump-bumped over the rising, dipping, curving Paradise Chapel Highway.

Joel sat scrunched in a corner of the seat, elbow propped on windowframe, chin cupped in hand, trying hard to keep awake. He hadn’t had a proper hour’s rest since leaving New Orleans, for when he closed his eyes, as now, certain sickening memories slid through his mind. Of these, one in particular stood out: he was at a grocery counter, his mother waiting next him, and outside in the street January rain was making icicles on the naked tree limbs. Together they left the store and walked silently along the wet pavement, he holding a calico umbrella above his mother, who carried a sack of tangerines. They passed a house where a piano was playing, and the music sounded sad in the grey afternoon, but his mother remarked what a pretty song. And when they reached home she was humming it, but she felt cold and went to bed, and the doctor came, and for over a month he came everyday, but she was always cold, and Aunt Ellen was there, always smiling, and the doctor, always smiling, and the uneaten tangerines shriveled up in the icebox; and when it was over he went with Ellen to live in a dingy two-family house near Pontchartrain.

Ellen was a kind, rather gentle woman, and she did the best she knew how. She had five school-aged children, and her husband clerked in a shoe store, so there was not a great deal of money; but Joel wasn’t dependent, his mother having left a small legacy. Ellen and her family were good to him, still he resented them, and often felt compelled to do hateful things, such as tease the older cousin, a dumb-looking girl named Louise, because she was a little deaf: he’d cup his ear and cry “Aye? Aye?” and couldn’t stop till she broke into tears. He would not joke or join in the rousing after-supper games his uncle inaugurated nightly, and he took odd pleasure in bringing to attention a slip of grammar on anyone’s part, but why this was true puzzled him as much as the Kendalls. It was as if he lived those months wearing a pair of spectacles with green, cracked lenses, and had wax-plugging in his ears, for everything seemed to be something it wasn’t, and the days melted in a constant dream. Now Ellen liked to read Sir Walter Scott and Dickens and Hans Andersen to the children before sending them upstairs, and one chilly March evening she read “The Snow Queen.” Listening to it, it came to Joel that he had a lot in common with Little Kay, whose outlook was twisted when a splinter from the Sprite’s evil mirror infected his eye, changing his heart into a lump of bitter ice: suppose, he thought, hearing Ellen’s gentle voice and watching the firelight warm his cousins’ faces, suppose, like Little Kay, he also were spirited off to the Snow Queen’s frozen palace? What living soul would then brave robber barons for his rescue? And there was no one, really no one.

During the last weeks before the letter came he skipped school three days out of five to loaf around the Canal Street docks. He got into a habit of sharing the box-lunch Ellen fixed for him with a giant Negro stevedore who, as they talked together, spun exotic sea-life legends that Joel knew to be lies even as he listened; but this man was a grown-up, and grownups were suddenly the only friends he wanted. And he spent solitary hours watching the loading and unloading of banana boats that shipped to Central America, plotting of course a stowaway voyage, for he was certain in some foreign city he could land a good-paying job. However, on his thirteenth birthday, as it happened, the first letter from Skully’s Landing arrived.

Ellen had not shown him this letter for several days. It was peculiar, the way she’d behaved, and whenever her eyes had met his there was a look in them he’d never seen before: a frightened, guilty expression. In answering the letter she’d asked assurance that, should Joel find himself discontented, he would be at once allowed to return; a guarantee his education would be cared for; a promise he could spend Christmas holidays with her. But Joel could sense how relieved she was when, following a long correspondence, Major Knox’s old honeymoon suitcase was dragged down from the attic.

He was glad to go. He could not think why, nor did he bother wondering, but his father’s more or less incredible appearance on a scene strangely deserted twelve years before didn’t strike him as in the least extraordinary, inasmuch as he’d counted on some such happening all along. The miracle he’d planned, however, was in the nature of a kind old rich lady who, having glimpsed him on a street-corner, immediately dispatched an envelope stuffed with thousand-dollar bills; or a similar Godlike action on the part of some goodhearted stranger. And this stranger, as it turned out, was his father, which to his mind was simply a wonderful piece of luck.

But afterwards, as he lay in a scaling iron bed above the Morning Star Café, dizzy with heat and loss and despair, a different picture of his father and of his situation asserted itself: he did not know what to expect, and he was afraid, for already there were so many disappointments. A panama hat, newly bought in New Orleans and worn with dashing pride, had been stolen in the train depot in Biloxi; then the Paradise Chapel bus had run three hot, sweaty hours behind schedule; and finally, topping everything, there had been no word from Skully’s Landing waiting at the café. All Thursday night he’d left the electric light burning in the strange room, and read a movie magazine till he knew the latest doings of the Hollywood stars by heart, for if he let his attention turn inward even a second he would begin to tremble, and the mean tears would not stay back. Toward dawn he’d taken the magazine and torn it to shreds and burned the pieces in an ashtray one by one till it was time to go downstairs.

“REACH BEHIND AND HAND ME a match, will you, boy?” said Radclif. “Back there on the shelf, see?”

Joel opened his eyes and looked about him dazedly. A perfect tear of sweat was balanced on the tip of his nose. “You certainly have a lot of junk,” he said, probing around the shelf, which was littered with a collection of yellowed newspapers, a slashed inner tube, greasy tools, an air pump, a flashlight and … a pistol. Alongside the pistol was an open carton of ammunition; bullets the bright copper of fresh pennies. He was tempted to take a whole handful, but ended by artfully dropping just one into his breast pocket. “Here they are.”

Radclif popped a cigarette between his lips, and Joel, without being asked, struck a match for him.

“Thanks,” said Radclif, a huge drag of smoke creeping out his nostrils. “Say, ever been in this part of the country before?”

“Not exactly, but my mother took me to Gulfport once, and that was nice because of the sea. We passed through there yesterday on the train.”

“Like it round here?”

Joel imagined a queerness in the driver’s tone. He studied Radclif’s blunt profile, wondering if perhaps the theft had been noticed. If so, Radclif gave no sign. “Well, it’s … you know, different.”

“Course I don’t see any difference. Lived hereabouts all my life, and it looks like everywhere else to me, ha ha!”

The truck hit suddenly a stretch of wide, hard road, unbordered by tree-shade, though a black skirt of distant pines darkened the rim of a great field that lay to the left. A far-off figure, whether man or woman you could not tell, rested from hoeing to wave, and Joel waved back. Farther on, two little white-haired boys astride a scrawny mule shouted their delight when the truck passed, burying them in a screen of dust. Radclif honked and honked the horn at a tribe of hogs that took their time in getting off the road. He could swear like nobody Joel had ever heard, except maybe the Negro dockhand.

A while later, scowling thoughtfully, Joel said: “I’d like to ask you something, o.k.?” He waited till Radclif nodded consent. “Well, what I wanted to ask was, do you know my … Mister Sansom?”

“Yeah, I know who he is, sure,” said Radclif, and swabbed his forehead with a filthy handkerchief. “You threw me off the track with those two names, Sansom and Knox. Oh sure, he’s the guy that married Amy Skully.” There was an instant’s pause before he added: “But the real fact is, I never laid eyes on him.”

Joel chewed his lip, and was silent a moment. He was crazy with questions he wanted answered, but the idea of asking them embarrassed him, for to be so ignorant of one’s own blood-kin seemed shameful. Therefore he said what he had to in a very bold voice: “What about this Skully’s Landing? I mean, who all lives there?”

Radclif squinted his eyes while he considered. “Well,” he said at last, “they’ve got a coupla niggers out there, and I know them. Then your daddy’s wife, know her: my old lady does dressmaking for her now and again; used to, anyway.” He sucked in cigarette smoke, and flipped the butt out the window. “And the cousin … yes, by God, the cousin!”

“Oh?” said Joel casually, though never once in all the letters had such a person been mentioned, and his eyes begged the driver to amplify. But Radclif merely smiled a curious smile, as if amused by a private joke too secret for sharing.

And that was as far as the matter went.

“Look sharp now,” said Radclif presently, “we’re coming into town.”

A house. A grey clump of Negro cabins. An unpainted clapboard church with a rain-rod steeple, and three Holy panes of ruby glass. A sign: The Lord Jesus Is Coming! Are You Ready? A little black child wearing a big straw hat and clutching tight a pail of blackberries. Over all the sun’s stinging glaze. Soon there was a short, unpaved and nameless street, lined with similar one-floored houses, some nicer-looking than others; each had a front porch and a yard, and in some yards grew scraggly rose bushes and crepe myrtle and China trees, from a branch of which very likely dangled a child’s play swing made of rope and an old rubber tire. There were Japonica trees with waxy blackgreen polished leaves. And he saw a fat pink girl skipping rope, and an elderly lady ensconced on a sagging porch cooling herself with a palmetto fan. Then a red-barn livery stable: horses, wagons, buggies, mules, men. An abrupt bend in the road: Noon City.

Radclif braked the truck to a halt. He reached across and opened the door next to Joel. “Too bad I can’t ride you out to the Landing, son,” he said hurriedly. “The company’d raise hell. But you’ll make it fine; it’s Saturday, lotsa folks living out thataway come into town on Saturday.”

Joel was standing alone now, and his blue shirt, damp with sweat, was pasted to his back. Toting the sticker-covered suitcase, he cautiously commenced his first walk in the town.

NOON CITY IS NOT MUCH to look at. There is only one street, and on it are located a General Merchandise store, a repair shop, a small building which contains two offices, one lodging a lawyer, the other a doctor; a combination barbershop-beautyparlor that is run by a one-armed man and his wife; and a curious, indefinable establishment known as R. V. Lacey’s Princely Place where a Texaco gasoline pump stands under the portico. These buildings are grouped so closely together they seem to form a ramshackle palace haphazardly thrown together overnight by a half-wit carpenter. Now across the road in isolation stand two other structures: a jail, and a tall queer tottering ginger-colored house. The jail has not housed a white criminal in over four years, and there is seldom a prisoner of any kind, the Sheriff being a lazy no-good, prone to take his ease with a bottle of liquor, and let trouble-makers and thieves, even the most dangerous type of cutthroats, run free and wild. As to the freakish old house, no one has lived there for God knows how long, and it is said that once three exquisite sisters were raped and murdered here in a gruesome manner by a fiendish Yankee bandit who rode a silver-grey horse and wore a velvet cloak stained scarlet with the blood of Southern womanhood; when told by antiquated ladies claiming one-time acquaintance with the beautiful victims, it is a tale of Gothic splendor. The windows of the house are cracked and shattered, hollow as eyeless sockets; a rotted balcony leans perilously forward, and yellow sunflower birds hide their nests in its secret places; the scaling outer walls are ragged with torn, weather-faded posters that flutter when there is a wind. Among the town kids it is a sign of great valor to enter these black rooms after dark and signal with a matchflame from a window on the topmost floor. However, the porch of this house is in pretty fair condition, and on Saturdays the visiting farm-families make it their headquarters.

New people rarely settle in Noon City or its outlying parts; after all, jobs are scarce here. On the other hand, seldom do you hear of a person leaving, unless it’s to wend his lonesome way up onto the dark ledge above the Baptist church where forsaken tombstones gleam like stone flowers among the weeds.

Saturday is of course the big day. Shortly after daylight a procession of mule-drawn wagons, broken-down flivvers, and buggies begins wheeling in from the countryside, and towards midmorning a considerable congregation is gathered. The men sport their finest shirts and store-bought breeches; the women scent themselves with vanilla flavoring or dime-store perfume, of which the most popular brand is called Love Divine; the girls wear dodads in their cropped hair, inflame their cheeks with a lot of rouge, and carry five-cent paper fans that have pretty pictures painted on them. Though barefoot and probably half-naked, each little child is washed clean and given a few pennies to spend on something like a prize-inside box of molasses popcorn. Finished poking around in the various stores, the womenfolk assemble on the porch of the old house, while their men mosey on over to the livery stable. Swift and eager, saying the same things over and over, their voices hum and weave through the long day. Sickness and weddings and courting and funerals and God are the favorite topics on the porch. Over at the stable the men joke and drink whiskey, talk crops and play jackknife: once in a while there are terrible fights, for many of these men are hot-tempered, and if they hold a grudge against somebody they like to wrestle it out.

When twilight shadows the sky it is as if a soft bell were tolling dismissal, for a gloomy hush stills all, and the busy voices fall silent like birds at sunset. The families in their vehicles roll out of town like a sad, funeral caravan, and the only trace they leave is the fierce quiet that follows. The proprietors of the different Noon City establishments remain open an hour longer before bolting their doors and going home to bed; but after eight o’clock not a decent soul is to be seen wandering in this town except, maybe, a pitiful drunk or a young swain promenading with his ladylove.

“Hey, there! You with the suitcase!”

Joel whirled round to find a bandy-legged, little one-armed man glowering at him from the doorway of a barbershop; he seemed too sickly to be the owner of such a hard, deep voice. “Come here, kid,” he commanded, jerking a thumb at his aproned chest.

When Joel reached him, the man held out his hand and in the open palm shone a nickel. “See this?” he said. Joel nodded dumbly. “O.K.,” said the man, “now look up the road yonder. See that little gal with the red hair?”

Joel saw whom he meant all right. It was a girl with fiery dutchboy hair. She was about his height, and wore a pair of brown shorts and a yellow polo shirt. She was prancing back and forth in front of the tall, curious old house, thumbing her nose at the barber and twisting her face into evil shapes. “Listen,” said the barber, “you go collar that nasty youngun for me and this nickel’s yours for keeps. Oh-oh! Watch out, here she comes again.…”

Whooping like a wildwest Indian, the redhead whipped down the road, a yelling throng of young admirers racing in her wake. She chunked a great fistful of rocks when she came opposite the spot where Joel was standing. The rocks landed with a maddening clatter on the barbershop’s tin roof, and the one-armed man, his face an apoplectic color, hollered: “I’ll getcha, Idabel! I’ll getcha sure as shooting; you just wait!” A flourish of female laughter floated through the screen door behind him, and a waspish-voiced woman shrilled: “Sugar, you quit actin the fool, and hie yourself in here outa that heat.” Then, apparently addressing a third party: “I declare but what he ain’t no better’n that Idabel; ain’t neither one got the sense God gave ’em. Oh shoot, I says to Miz Potter (she was in for a shampoo a week ago today and I’d give a pretty penny to know how she gets that mop so filthy dirty), well, I says: ‘Miz Potter, you teach that Idabel at the school,’ I says, ‘now how come she’s so confounded mean?’ I says: ‘It do seem to me a mystery, and her with that sweet ol sister—speakin of Florabel—and them two twins, and noways alike.’ Wellsir, Miz Potter answers me: ‘Oh, Miz Caulfield, that Idabel sure do give me a peck of trouble and it’s my opinion she oughta be in the penitentiary.’ Uh huh, that’s just what she said. Well, it wasn’t no revelation to me cause I always knew she was a freak, no ma’am, never saw that Idabel Thompkins in a dress yet. Sugar, you come on in here outa that heat.…”

The man made a yoke with his fingers and spit fatly through it. He gave Joel a nasty look, and snapped, “Are you standing there wanting my money for doing nothing whatsoever, is that it, eh?”

“Sugar, you hear me?”

“Hush your mouth, woman,” and the screen door whined shut.

Joel shook his head and went on his way. The redheaded girl and her loud gang were gone from sight, and the white afternoon was ripening towards the quiet time of day when the summer sky spills soft color over the drawn land. He smiled with chilly insolence at the interested stares of passers-by, and when he reached the establishment known as R. V. Lacey’s Princely Place, he stopped to read a list that was chalked on a tiny, battered blackboard which stood outside the entrance: Miss Roberta V. Lacey Invites You to Come in and Try Our Tasty Fried Catfish and Chicken—Yummy Dixie Ice Cream—Good Delicious Barbecue—Sweet Drinks & Cold Beer.

“Sweet drinks,” he said half-aloud, and it seemed as if frosty Coca-Cola was washing down his dry throat. “Cold beer.” Yes, a cold beer. He felt the lumpy outline of the change purse in his pocket, then pushed the swinging screen door open and stepped inside.

In the box-shaped room that was R. V. Lacey’s Princely Place there were about a dozen people standing around, mostly overalled boys with rawboned, sun-browned faces, and a few young girls. A hubbub of talk faded to nothing when Joel entered and self-consciously sat himself down at a wooden counter which ran the length of the room.

“Why, hello, little one,” boomed a muscular woman who immediately strode forward and propped her elbows on the counter before him. She had long ape-like arms that were covered with dark fuzz, and there was a wart on her chin, and decorating this wart was a single antenna-like hair. A peach silk blouse sagged under the weight of her enormous breasts; a zany light sparkled in the red-rimmed eyes she focused on him. “Welcome to Miss Roberta’s.” Two of her dirty-nailed fingers reached out to give his cheek a painful pinch. “Say now, what can Miss Roberta do for this cute-lookin fella?”

Joel was overwhelmed. “A cold beer,” he blurted, deafly ignoring the titter of giggles and guffaws that sounded in the background.

“Can’t serve no beer to minors, babylove, even if you are a mighty cute-lookin fella. Now what you want is a nice NEHI grapepop,” said the woman, lumbering away.

The giggles swelled to honest laughter, and Joel’s ears turned a humiliated pink. He wondered if the woman was a lunatic. And his eyes scanned the sour-smelling room as if it were a madhouse. There were calendar portraits of toothy bathing beauties on the walls, and a framed certificate which said: This is to certify that Roberta Velma Lacey won Grand Prize in Lying at the annual Double Branches Dog Days Frolic. Hanging from the low ceiling were several poisonous streamers of strategically arranged flypaper, and a couple of naked lightbulbs that were ornamented with shredded ribbons of green-and-red crepe paper. A water pitcher filled with branches of towering pink dogwood sat on the counter.

“Here y’are,” said the woman, plunking down a dripping wet bottle of purple sodapop. “I declare, little one, you sure are hot and dusty-lookin.” She gave his head a merry pat. “Know somethin, you must be the boy Sam Radclif brung to town, say?”

Joel admitted this with a nod. He took a swallow of the drink, and it was lukewarm. “I want … that is, do you know how far it is from here to Skully’s Landing?” he said, realizing every ear in the place was tuned to him.

“Ummn,” the woman tinkered with her wart, and walled her eyes up into her head till they all but disappeared. “Hey, Romeo, how far you spec it is out to The Skulls,” she said, and grinned crazily. “I call it The Skulls on accounta …” but she did not finish, for at that moment the Negro boy of whom she’d asked the information, answered: “Two miles, more like three, maybe, ma’am.”

“Three miles,” she parroted. “But if I was you, babylove, I wouldn’t go traipsin over there.”

“Me neither,” whined a yellow-haired girl.

“Is there anyway I could get a ride out?”

Somebody said, “Ain’t Jesus Fever in town?”

Yeah, I saw Jesus—Jesus, he parked round by the Livery—What? Y’all mean old Jesus Fever? Christamighty, I thought he was way gone and buried!—Nah, man. He’s past a hundred but alive as you are.—Sure, I seen Jesus—Yeah, Jesus is here …

The woman grabbed a flyswatter and slammed it down with savage force. “Shut up that gab. I can’t hear a thing this boy says.”

Joel felt a little surge of pride, tinged with fright, at being the center of such a commotion. The woman fixed her zany eyes on a point somewhere above his head, and said: “What business you got with The Skulls, babylove?”

Now this again! He sketched the story briefly, omitting all except the simplest events, even to excluding a mention of the letters. He was trying to locate his father, that was the long and short of it. Could she help him?

Well, she didn’t know. She stood silent for some time, toying with her wart and staring off into space. “Hey, Romeo,” she said finally, “you say Jesus Fever’s in town?”

“Yes’m.” The boy she called Romeo was colored, and wore a puffy, stained chef’s cap. He was stacking dishes in a sink behind the counter.

“Come here, Romeo,” she said, beckoning, “I got something to discuss.” Romeo joined her promptly in a rear corner. She began whispering excitedly, glancing over her shoulder now and then at Joel, who could not hear what they were saying. It was quiet in the room, and everyone was looking at him. He took out the bullet thefted from Sam Radclif and rolled it nervously in his hands.

Suddenly the door swung open. The skinny girl with fiery, chopped-off red hair swaggered inside, and stopped dead still, her hands cocked on her hips. Her face was flat, and rather impertinent; a network of big ugly freckles spanned her nose. Her eyes, squinty and bright green, moved swiftly from face to face, but showed none a sign of recognition; they paused a cool instant on Joel, then traveled elsewhere.

Hi, Idabel—Whatchasay, Idabel?

“I’m hunting sister,” she said. “Anybody seen her?” Her voice was boy-husky, sounding as though strained through some rough material: it made Joel clear his throat.

“Seen her sitting on the porch a while back,” said a chinless young man.

The redhead leaned against the wall, and crossed her pencil-thin, bony-kneed legs. A ragged bandage stained with mercurochrome covered her left knee. She pulled out a blue yo-yo and let it unwind slowly to the floor and spin back. “Who’s that?” she asked, jerking her head towards Joel. When nobody answered, she loopty-looped the yo-yo, shrugged and said: “Who cares, pray tell?” But she continued to watch him cagily from the corners of her eyes. “Hey, hows about a dope on credit, Roberta?” she called.

“Miss Roberta,” said the woman, momentarily interrupting her confab with Romeo. “I don’t need to tell you you have a right smart tongue, Idabel Thompkins, and always did have. And till such time as you learn a few ladylike manners, I’d be obliged if you’d keep outa my place, hear? Besides, since when have you got all this big credit? Ha! March now … and don’t come back till you put on some decent female clothes.”

“You know what you can do,” sassed the girl, stomping out the door. “This old dive’ll have a mighty long wait before I bring my trade here again, you betcha.” Once outside, her silhouette darkened the screen as she paused to peer in at Joel.

AND NOW DUSK WAS COMING on. A sea of deepening green spread the sky like some queer wine, and across this vast green, shadowed clouds were pushed sluggishly by a mild breeze. Presently the trek homeward would commence, and afterwards the stillness of Noon City would be almost a sound itself: the sound a footfall might make among the mossy tombs on the dark ledge. Miss Roberta had lent Romeo as Joel’s guide. The two kept duplicate pace; the Negro boy carried Joel’s bag; wordlessly they turned the corner by the jail, and there was the stable, a barnlike structure of faded red which Joel had noticed earlier that day. A number of men who looked like a gang of desperadoes in a Western picture-show were congregated near the hitching post, passing a whiskey bottle from hand to hand; a second group, less boisterous, played a game with a jackknife under the dark area of an oak tree. Swarms of dragonflies quivered above a slime-coated watertrough; and a scabby hound dog padded back and forth, sniffing the bellies of tied-up mules. One of the whiskey drinkers, an old man with long white hair and a long white beard, was feeling pretty good evidently, for he was clapping his hands and doing a little shuffle-dance to a tune that was probably singing in his head.

The colored boy escorted Joel round the side of the stable to a backlot where wagons and saddled horses were packed so close a swinging tail was certain to strike something. “That’s him,” said Romeo, pointing his finger, “there’s Jesus Fever.”

But Joel had seen at once the pygmy figure huddled atop the seatplank of a grey wagon parked on the lot’s further rim: a kind of gnomish little Negro whose primitive face was sharp against the drowning green sky. “Don’t less us be fraid,” said Romeo, leading Joel through the maze of wagons and animals with timid caution. “You best hold tight to my hand, white boy: Jesus Fever, he the oldest ol buzzard you ever put eyes on.”

Joel said, “But I’m not afraid,” and this was true.

“Shhh!”

As the boys approached, the little pygmy cocked his head at a wary angle; then slowly, with the staccato movements of a mechanical doll, he turned sideways till his eyes, yellow feeble eyes dotted with milky specks, looked down on them with dreamy detachment. He had a funny derby hat perched rakishly on his head, and in the candy-striped ribbon-band was jabbed a speckled turkey feather.

Romeo stood hesitantly waiting, as if expecting Joel to take the lead; but when the white child kept still, he said: “You lucky you come to town, Mister Fever. This here little gentman’s Skully kin, and he going out to the Landing for to live.”

“I’m Mister Sansom’s son,” said Joel, though suddenly, gazing up at the dark and fragile face, this didn’t seem to mean much. Mr Sansom. And who was he? A nothing, a nobody. A name that did not appear even to have particular significance for the old man whose sunken, blind-looking eyes studied him without expression.

Then Jesus Fever raised the derby a respectful inch. “Say I should find him here: Miss Amy say,” he whispered hoarsely. His face was like a black withered apple, and almost destroyed; his polished forehead shone as though a purple light gleamed under the skin; his sickle-curved posture made him look as though his back were broken: a sad little brokeback dwarf crippled with age. Yet, and this impressed Joel’s imagination, there was a touch of the wizard in his yellow, spotted eyes: it was a tricky quality that suggested, well, magic and things read in books. “I here yestiday, day fore, cause Miss Amy, she say wait,” and he trembled under the impact of a deep breath. “Now I can’t talk no whole lot: ain’t got the strenth. So up, child. Gettin towards night, and night’s misery on my bones.”

“Right with you, Mister Jesus,” said Joel without enthusiasm. Romeo gave him a boost into the wagon, and handed up the suitcase. It was an old wagon, wobbly and rather like an oversized peddler’s cart; the floor was strewn with dry cornhusks and croquer sacks which smelled sweetly sour.

“Git, John Brown,” urged Jesus Fever, gently slapping the reins against a tan mule’s back. “Lift them feet, John Brown, lift them feet.…”

Slowly the wagon pulled from the lot and groaned up a path onto the road. Romeo ran ahead, gave the mule’s rump a mighty whack and darted off; Joel felt a quick impulse to call him back, for it came to him all at once that he did not want to reach Skully’s Landing alone. But there was nothing to be done about it now. Out in front of the stable the bearded drunk had quit dancing, and the hound dog was squatting under the water trough scratching fleas. The wagon’s rickety wheels made dust clouds that hung in the green air like powdered bronze. A bend in the road: Noon City was gone.

IT WAS NIGHT, AND THE wagon crept over an abandoned country road where the wheels ground softly through deep fine sand, muting John Brown’s forlorn hoofclops. Jesus Fever had so far spoken only twice, each time to threaten the mule with some outlandish torture: he was going to skin him raw or split his head with an axe, possibly both. Finally he’d given up and, still hunched upright on the seatplank, fallen asleep. “Much further?” Joel asked once, and there was no answer. The reins lay limply entwined round the old man’s wrists, but the mule skillfully guided the wagon unaided.

Relaxed as a rag doll, Joel was stretched on a croquer-sack mattress, his legs dangling over the wagon’s end. A vine-like latticework of stars frosted the southern sky, and with his eyes he interlinked these spangled vines till he could trace many ice-white resemblances: a steeple, fantastic flowers, a springing cat, the outline of a human head, and other curious designs like those made by snowflakes. There was a vivid, slightly red three-quarter moon; the evening wind eerily stirred shawls of Spanish moss which draped the branches of passing trees. Here and there in the mellow dark fireflies signaled one another as though messaging in code. He listened contented and untroubled to the remote, singing-saw noise of night insects.

Then presently the music of a childish duet came carrying over the sounds of the lonesome countryside: “What does the robin do then, poor thing …” Like specters he saw them hurrying in the moonshine along the road’s weedy edge. Two girls. One walked with easy grace, but the other moved as jerky and quick as a boy, and it was she that Joel recognized.

“Hello, there,” he said boldly when the wagon overtook them.

Both girls had watched the wagon’s approach, and slowed their step perceptibly; but the one who was unfamiliar, as if startled, cried, “Gee Jemima!” She had long, long hair that fell past her hips, and her face, the little he could see of it, smudged as it was in shadow, seemed very friendly, very pretty. “Why, isn’t it just grand of you to come along this way and want to give us a ride?”

“Help yourself,” he said, and slid over to make a seat.

“I’m Miss Florabel Thompkins,” she announced, after she’d hopped agilely up beside him, and pulled her dress-hem below her knees. “This is the Skullys’ wagon? Sure, that’s Jesus Fever … is he asleep? Well, don’t that beat everything.” She talked rapidly in a flighty, too birdlike manner, as if mimicking a certain type of old lady. “Come on, sister, there’s oodles of room.”

The sister trudged on behind the wagon. “I’ve got two feet and I reckon I’m not such a flirt I can’t find the willpower to put one in front of the other, thanks all the same,” she said, and gave her shorts an emphatic hitch.

“You’re welcome to ride,” said Joel weakly, not knowing what else to do; for she was a funny kid, no doubt about it.

“Oh, folderol,” said Florabel Thompkins, “don’t you pay her no mind. That’s just what Mama calls Idabel Foolishness. Let her walk herself knock-kneed for what it means to the great wide world. No use trying to reason with her: she’s got willful ways, Idabel has. Ask anybody.”

“Huh,” was all Idabel said in her defense.

Joel looked from one to the other, and concluded he liked Florabel the best; she was so pretty, at least he imagined her to be, though he could not see her face well enough to judge fairly. Anyway, her sister was a tomboy, and he’d had a special hatred of tomboys ever since the days of Eileen Otis. This Eileen Otis was a beefy little roughneck who had lived on the same block in New Orleans, and she used to have a habit of waylaying him, stripping off his pants, and tossing them high into a tree. That was years gone by, but the memory of her could infuriate him still. He pictured Florabel’s redheaded sister as a regular Eileen Otis.

“We’ve got us a lovely car, you know,” said Florabel. “It’s a green Chevrolet that six persons can ride in without anybody sitting on anybody’s lap, and there are real windowshades you can pull up or down with darling toy babies. Papa won this lovely Chevrolet from a man at a cock-fight, which I think was real smart of him, only Mama says different. Mama’s as honest as the day is long, and she don’t hold with the cock-fights. But what I’m trying to say is: we don’t usually have to hitch rides, and with strangers, too … course we do know Jesus Fever … kinda. But what’s your name? Joel? Joel what? Knox … well, Joel Knox, what I’m trying to say is my Papa usually drives us to town in our lovely car.…” She jabbered on and on, and he was content to listen till, turning his head, he saw her sister, and thought she was looking at him peculiarly. As this exchange of stares continued, a smileless but amused look that passed between them was lighted by the moon; it was as if each were saying: I don’t think so much of you, either. “… but one time I just happened to slam the door on Idabel’s hand,” Florabel was still talking of the car, “and now her thumbnail won’t grow the least bit: it’s all lumpy and black. But she didn’t cry or take on, which was very brave on her part; now me, I couldn’t stand to have such a nasty old … show him your hand, sister.”

“You let me alone or I’ll show it to you o.k.: in a place you’re not expecting.”

Florabel sniffed, and glanced peevishly at Joel because he laughed. “It don’t pay to treat Idabel like she was a human being,” she said ominously. “Ask anybody. The tough way she acts you’d never suppose she came from a well-to-do family like mine, would you?”

Joel held his peace, knowing no matter what he said it would be the wrong thing.

“That’s just what I mean,” said Florabel, turning the silence to her own advantage, “you’d never suppose. Naturally she is as we’re twins: born the same day, me ten minutes first, so I’m elder; both of us twelve, going on thirteen. Florabel and Idabel. Isn’t it tacky the way those names kinda rhyme? Only Mama thinks it’s real cute, but …”

Joel didn’t hear the rest, for he suddenly noticed Idabel had stopped trailing the wagon. She was far back and running, running like a pale animal through the lake of weeds lining the wayside towards a flowering island of dogwood that bloomed lividly some distance off like seashore foam on a black beach. But before he could point this out to Florabel, her twin was gone and lost between the shining trees. “Isn’t she afraid to be out there all alone in the dark?” he interrupted, and with a gesture indicated where Idabel had disappeared.

“That child is afraid of nothing,” stated Florabel flatly. “Don’t you fret none over her; she’ll catch up when she gets to feeling like it.”

“But out in those woods …”

“Oh, sister takes her notions and there’s no sense in asking why. We were born twins, like I told you, but Mama says the Lord always sends something bad with the good.” Florabel yawned and leaned back, the long hair sprawling about her shoulders. “Idabel will take any kind of a dare; even when we were real little she’d go up and poke around the Skullys’ and peek in all the windows. One time she even got a good look at Cousin Randolph.” Lazily she reached up and seized a firefly that was pulsing goldenly in the air above her head, then: “Do you like living at that place?”

“What place?”

“The Landing, silly.”

Joel said: “I may, but I haven’t seen it yet.” Her face was close to his, and he could tell she was disappointed with the answer. “And you, where’s your house?”

She waved an airy hand. “Just a little ways up yonder. It’s not far from the Landing, so maybe you could come visit sometime.” She tossed the firefly into the air where it hung suspended like a small moon. “Naturally I didn’t know whether to think you lived at the Landing or not. Nobody ever sees any of them Skullys. Why, the Lord himself could be living there with none the wiser. Are you kin to …” but this was cut short by a terrible, paralyzing wail, and wild crashing in the all-around darkness.

Idabel bounded into the road from the underbrush. She was flailing her arms and howling loud and fierce.

“You darn fool!” her sister screamed, but Joel did nothing, for his heart was lodged somewhere in his throat. Then he turned to check Jesus Fever’s reaction, but the old man still snoozed; and strangely the mule had not bolted with fright.

“That was pretty good, eh?” said Idabel. “I’ll bet you thought the devil was hot on your trail.”

Florabel said: “Not the devil, sister … he’s inside you.” And to Joel: “She’ll catch it when I tell Papa, cause she couldn’t have got up here without us seeing unless she cut through the hollow, and Papa’s told her and told her about that. She’s all the time snooping around in there hunting sweetgum: some day a big old moccasin is going to chew off her leg right at the hip, mark my word.”

Idabel had returned carrying a spray of dogwood, and now she smelled the blooms exultantly. “I’ve already been snakebit,” she said.

“Yes, that’s the truth,” her sister admitted. “You should’ve seen her leg, Joel Knox. It swelled up like a watermelon; all her hair fell out; oh, she was dogsick for two months, and Mama and me had to wait on her hand and foot.”

“It’s lucky she didn’t die,” said Joel.

“I would’ve if I was you and didn’t know how to take care of myself,” said Idabel.

“She was smart, all right,” conceded Florabel. “She just went smack in the chicken yard and snatched up this rooster and ripped him wide open; never heard such squawking. Hot chicken blood draws the poison.”

“You ever been snakebit, boy?” Idabel wanted to know.

“No,” he said, feeling somehow in the wrong, “but I was nearly run over by a car once.”

Idabel seemed to consider this. “Run over by a car,” she said, her woolly voice tinged with envy.

“Now you oughtn’t to have told her that,” snapped Florabel. “She’s liable to run straight off and throw herself in the middle of the highway.”

Below the road and in the shallow woods a close-by creek’s sliding, pebble-tinkling rush underlined the bellowed comments of hidden frogs. The slow-rolling wagon cleared a slope and started down again. Idabel picked the petals from the dogwood spray, dripping them in her path, and tossed the rind aside; she tilted her head and faced the sky and began to hum; then she sang: “When the northwind doth blow, and we shall have snow, what does the robin do then, poor thing?” Florabel took up the tune: “He got to the barn, to keep he-self warm, and hide he-self under he wing, poor thing!” It was a lively song and they sang it over and over till Joel joined to make a trio; their voices pealed clear and sweet, for all three were sopranos, and Florabel vivaciously strummed a mythical banjo. Then a cloud crossed the moon and in the black the singing ended.

Florabel jumped off the wagon. “Our house is over in there,” she said, pointing toward what looked to Joel like an empty wilderness. “Don’t forget … come to visit.”

“I will,” he called, but already the tide of darkness had washed the twins from sight.

SOMETIME LATER A THOUGHT OF them echoed, receded, left him suspecting they were perhaps what he’d first imagined: apparitions. He touched his cheek, the cornhusks, glanced at the sleeping Jesus—the old man was trance-like but for his body’s rubbery response to the wagon’s jolting—and was reassured. The guide reins jangled, the hoofbeats of the mule made a sound as drowsy as a fly’s bzzz on a summer afternoon. A jungle of stars rained down to cover him in blaze, to blind and close his eyes. Arms akimbo, legs crumpled, lips vaguely parted—he looked as if sleep had struck him with a blow.

Fence posts suddenly loomed; the mule came alive, began to trot, almost to gallop down a graveled lane over which the wheels spit stone; and Jesus Fever, jarred conscious, tugged at the reins: “Whoa, John Brown, whoa!” And the wagon presently came to a spiritless standstill.

A woman slipped down the steps leading from a great porch; delirious white wings sucked round the yellow globe of a kerosene lantern that she carried high. But Joel, scowling at a dream demon, was unaware when the woman bent so intently towards him and peered into his face by the lamp’s smoky light.
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