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Parker~s Back 

PAR
KER's w

ife w
as sitting on the front porch floor 

sn 
. 

. . 
' 

app1n 
beans. Parker w

as sm
m

g on the step, som
e distance 

g 
. 

. 
. 

away, 
w

atching her sullenly. She w
as plain, plam

. T
he skm

 on her face 
was thin and draw

n as tight as the skin on an onion and her e 
l .k 

h 
. 

f 
. 

· k 
yes 

were gray and sharp 
I e t e pom

ts o 
tw

o 1cep1c s. Parker under. 
stood why he had m

arried her-he couldn't have got her any other 
w

ay-but he couldn't understand w
hy he stayed w

ith her now
. She 

was pregnant and pregnant w
om

en w
ere not his favorite kind. 

N
evertheless, he stayed as if she had him

 conjured. H
e w

as puzzled 
and asham

ed of him
self. 

The house they rented sat alone save for a single tall pecan tree 
on a high em

bankm
ent overlooking a highw

ay. A
t intervals a car 

w
ould shoot past below

 and his w
ife's eyes w

ould sw
erve suspi• 

ciously after the sound of it and then com
e back to rest on the news-

paper full of beans in her lap. O
ne of the things she did not approve 

of was autom
obiles. In addition to her other bad qualities, she was 

forever sniffing up sin. She did not sm
oke or dip, drink whiskey, 

use bad language or paint her face, 
and G

od knew
 som

e paint 
would have im

proved it, Parker thought. H
er being against color, 

it was the m
ore rem

arkable she had m
arried him

. Som
etim

es he 
supposed that she had m

arried him
 because she m

eant to save him
. 

A
t other tim

es he had a suspicion that she actually liked everything 
she said she didn't. H

e could account for her one w
ay or another; 

it was him
self he could not understand. 

She turned her head in his direction and said "It's no reason you 
' 

' 
cant w

ork for a m
an. It don't have to be a w

om
an." 

"A
w

 shut your m
outh for a change," Parker m

uttered. 
If he had been certain she w

as jealous of the w
om

an he w
orked 
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h 
w

ould have been pleased but m
ore likely she w

as concerned 
fo~th ethe sin that w

ould result if he and the w
om

an took a liking 
W

l 
h other. H

e had told her that the w
om

an w
as a hefty young 

to eac de· in fact she w
as nearly seventy years old and too dried up 

blon 
, 

. 
th' 

. 
h 

have an interest rn any 
m

g except getung as m
uc 

w
ork out of 

t~ 
s she could. N

ot that an old w
om

an didn't som
etim

es get an 
~

m
a 

. 
. 

. 
t in a young m

an, parucularly 1f he w
as as attractive as 

m
teres 

Parker felt he w
as, but this old w

om
an looked at him

 the sam
e w

ay 
she looked at her old tractor-as if she had to put up w

ith it because 
it w

as all she had. T
he tractor had _broken dow

n the ~
n

d
 day 

Parker w
as on it and she had set him

 at once to cutU
ng bushes, 

sa ing out of the side of her m
outh to the nigger, "Everything he 

ro~ches, he breaks." She also asked him
 to w

ear his shirt w
hen he 

w
orked; Parker had rem

oved it even though the day w
as not sultry; 

he put it back on reluctantly. 
This ugly w

om
an Parker m

arried w
as his first w

ife. H
e had had 

other w
om

en but he had planned never to get him
self tied up 

legally. H
e had first seen her one m

orning w
hen his truck broke 

dow
n on the highw

ay. H
e had m

anaged to pull it off the road into 
a neatly sw

ept yard on w
hich sat a peeling tw

o-room
 house. H

e got 
out and opened the hood of the truck and began to study the m

otor. 
Parker had an extra sense that told him

 w
hen there w

as a w
om

an 
nearby w

atching him
. A

fter he had leaned over the m
otor a few

 
m

inutes, his neck began to prickle. H
e cast his eye over the em

pty 
yard and porch of the house. A

 w
om

an he could not see w
as either 

nearby beyond a clum
p of honeysuckle or in the house, w

atching 
him

 out the w
indow

. 
Suddenly Parker began to jum

p up and dow
n and fling his hand 

about as if he had m
ashed it in the m

achinery. H
e doubled over 

and held his hand close to his chest. "G
od dam

m
it!" he hollered, 

"Jesus C
hrist in hell! Jesus G

od A
lm

ighty dam
m

! G
od dam

m
it to 

hell!" he w
ent on, flinging out the sam

e few
 oaths over and over 

as loud as he could. 
W

ithout w
arning a terrible bristly claw

 slam
m

ed the side of his 
face and he fell backw

ards on the hood of the truck. "Y
ou don't 

talk no filth here!" a voice close to him
 shrilled. 

Parker's vision w
as so blurred that for an instant he thought he 
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k d by som
e creature from

 above, a giant h 
d L~n attac e 

h' 
, h 

awk 
ha 

I.IC
" 

• 
h ary w

eapon, As 
1s s1g t cleared he 

·eyed 
1 'elding a 

o 
, 

saw be( 
ar.ge wi 

bo ed girl w
ith a broom

. 
Ore 

hi 
tall raw-

n 
m

a 
h 

d" he said. "I H
U

R
T

 m
y hand." I-I 

"I hurt my 
an ' 

, h 
• 

e W
a 

. 
d th 

he forgot that he hadn t 
urt his hand. "M

y h 
s so 

incense 
at 

h h' 
. 

. 
and Ill 

k ,, h grow
led althoug 

1s voice was still unstcad 
ay 

be bro e, 
e 

. 
d d 

y. 
l 't" the girl dem

an c . 
"Lem

m
e see 

, 
k 

tuc k out his hand and she cam
e closer and look d 

Parers 
c
a
t· 

Th 
S n o m

ark on the palm
 and she took the hand and 

It, 
m

m
 

h 
. 

H
er own hand was dry and 

ot and rough and Pa k 
1t over. 

r er felt 
hi 

If i'olted back to life by her touch. H
e looked m

ore do 1 
mse 

d 
. h 

h' 
se y at 

her. I don't want nothing to 
o w

it 
t 1s one, he thought. 

The girl's sharp eyes peered at the back of the stubby reddish 
hand she held. There em

blazoned in red and blue was a tatt00cd 
eagle perched on a cannon. Parker's sleeve was rolled to the elbow 
Above the eagle a serpent was coiled about a shield and in th~ 
spaces between the eagle and the serpent there w

ere hearts, some 
with arrows through them

. Above the serpent there was a spread 
hand of cards. Every space on the skin of Parker's arm

, from
 wrist 

to elbow, was covered in som
e loud design. The girl gazed at this 

with an alm
ost stupefied sm

ile of shock, as if she had accidentally 
grasped a poisonous snake; she dropped the hand. 

"I got m
ost of m

y other ones in foreign parts," Parker said. 
"These here I m

ostly got in the U
nited States. I got m

y first one 
when I was only fifteen year old." 

"D
on't tell m

e," the girl said, "I don't like it. I ain't got any 
use for it." 

"You ought to see the ones you can't see," Parker said and winked. 
Two circles of red appeared like apples on the girl's cheeks and 

softened her appearance. Parker was intrigued. H
e did not for a 

m
inute think that she didn't like the tattoos. H

e had never yet met 
a wom

an who was not attracted to them
. 

Parker was fourteen when he saw a m
an in a fair, tattooed from 

head to foot. Except for his loins w
hich w

ere girded w
ith a panther 

hide, the m
an's skin was patterned in w

hat seem
ed from

 Parker's 
distance-he was near the back of the tent, standing on a bench-a 
single intricate design of brilliant color. The m

an, who was small ' 
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dy 
m

oved about on the platform
, flexing his m

uscles so 
d stur 

, 
an 

h 
arabesque of m

en and beasts and flowers on his skin 
that 

t e 
· 

of · 
P 

k 
d to have a subtle m

otion 
its ow

n. 
ar er was filled w

ith 
neare 

apr · . 
lifted up as som

e people are w
hen the flag passes. H

e was 
m

ouon, 
. 

e 
w

hose m
outh habitually hung open. H

e was heavy and 
a boY 

as ordinary as a loaf of bread. W
hen the show

 was over, he 
earnest, 

be 
h, 

. 
d 

m
ained standing on the 

nc 
stanng w

here the tattooed 
ha 

re had been, until the tent was alm
ost em

pty. 
m

an ker had never before felt the least m
otion of w

onder in him
-

ntil he saw
 the m

an at the fair, it did not enter his head that 
: 

· was anything out of the ordinary about the fact that he existed. 
E ere then it did not enter his head, but a peculiar unease settled in 
h

;~
 It was as if a blind boy had ~

en t~rne~ so gently in a different 
direction that he did not know

 his destm
auon had been changed. 

H
e had his first tattoo som

e tim
e after-the eagle perched on the 

cannon. It was done by a local artist. It hurt very little, just enough 
to m

ake it appear to Parker to be w
orth doing. This was peculiar 

too for before he had thought that only w
hat did not hurt was 

w
orth doing. The next year he quit school because he was sixteen 

and could. H
e w

ent to the trade school for a w
hile, then he quit the 

trade school and w
orked for six m

onths in a garage. The only 
reason he w

orked at all w
as to pay for m

ore tattoos. H
is m

other 
w

orked in a laundry and could support him
, but she w

ould not pay 
for any tattoo except her nam

e on a heart, w
hich he had put on, 

grum
bling. H

ow
ever, her nam

e was Betty Jean and nobody had to 
know

 it was his m
other. H

e found out that the tattoos were attrac-
tive to the kind of girls he liked but who had never liked him

 
before. H

e began to drink beer and get in fights. H
is m

other w
ept 

over w
hat was becom

ing of him
. O

ne night she dragged him
 off 

to a revival w
ith her, not telling him

 w
here they were going. W

hen 
he saw the big lighted church, he jerked out of her grasp and ran. 
The next day he lied about his age and joined the navy. 

Parker was large for the tight sailor's pants but the silly w
hite 

cap, sitting low on his forehead, m
ade his face by contrast look 

thoughtful and alm
ost intense. A

fter a m
onth or two in the navy, 

his m
outh ceased to hang open. H

is features hardened into the 
features of a m

an. H
e stayed in the navy five years and seem

ed a 
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f the gray m

echam
cal ship, except for h· 

I 
rt o 

is e 
. 

. 
. 

. 
" 

natura pa 
pale slate-<:olor as the ocean and r fl 

Yes, Wh· h 
JI that there" the w

om
an said, pom

tm
g to his arm

, 
is no 

the same 
e ected 

ic 
"A-

' 
· 

Id d 
I ' 

h 
· 

" 
were 

und him
 as if they w

ere a m
icro 

the , 
th n w

hat a fool Indian wou 
o. 

ts a 
cap of vanity. 

She 
sc spaces aro 

cosm
 of th 

'lit. 
L•tter 

a 
d 

h 
d "V

 
. 

£ 
. . 

., 
m

~ 
I 

rt Parker w
andered about com

pari 
e Ill 

II" 
d to have found the wor 

s e w
ante . 

am
ty o vam

ucs,· 
ter10us sea, n po 

. 
. 

h 
Al b 

ng the ru 
Ys. 

secrne 
h 

as in to B1rm
m

g am
, 

a am
a. Every h 

n-dow 
aid 

places 
e w

 
tt 

s 
w

 ere he ... n 
she s JI · hat the hell do I care w

hat she thinks of it? Parker asked 
h 

. ked up m
ore ta oo • 

"'ent 
W

e 
w

 
. 

d " 
k 

. 
e pie 

d h 
· 

lifeless ones l'k 
h 

If but he was plainly bew1ldere . 
I rec on you like one of 

H
 

had stoppc 
avm

g 
I e anc ors 

h'm
se ' 

" 
. 

d 
. 

. 
e 

. 
d 

th 
h h 

and er 
I 

be 
than another anyway, 

he said, 
allying unul he thought 

ill 
He had a uger an 

a pan 
er on eac 

s oulder 
ossed 

hese 
tter 

r cs. 
h' 

h 
h 

k 
h' 

th' h 
' a cobra eo·i 

t 
th' g that w

ould im
press her. H

e thrust the arm
 back at 

about a torch on 
is c est, 

aw s on 
is 

ig s, Elizab th 
I ed 

of som
e 

in 
'k 

b 
? " 

h 
hi 

h 
d 1 . 

e 
II 

"W
hich you h e 

est. 
Phili ·p over w

 ere 
s stom

ac 
an 

1ver w
ere respecti' 

1 
and 

her. 
'd "b 

th 
hi k 

· 
b d 

th 
. 

Ve y I-I 
f th 

" she sai 
ut 

e c c en 1s not as 
a 

as 
e 

not care m
uch what the subiect was so long as it W

as 
1 • 

e did 
"N

one o 
em

, 
' 

d 
f 

b 
. . 

b 
co orfuJ. 

,, 
h ·s abdomen he ha 

a ew o scem
ues 

ut only because th 
, on 

rest. 
k 

I 
II d 

1 
at 

h
'k

n
?"P

areram
o

sty
ee. 

the proper place for them
. Parker w

ould be satisfied with 
seemed 

"W
hat. c IC e ·th 

1 
th 

th' 
bo 

. 
each tatt 

She painted to 
e eag e. 

about a m
onth, 

en som
e 

m
g a 

~t 
It t~at had attracted h/1° 

"That's an eagle," Parker said. "W
hat fool would waste their 

would wear off. W
henever a decent-sized rm

rror was a 
.1 b 

Ill 
. 

h' k 
th m

selP" 
. 

. 
. 

vai a le, h 
. e having a c 1c en put on 

e 
. 

would get in front of it and study his overall look. The ea 
e 

um
 

f 
I 

Id have any of it?" the girl said and turned away 
. 

. 
uect Was 

"W
hat oo wou 

· 
· 

not of one intncate arabesque of colors but of som
ething h 

h 
I 

I 
b 

k to the house and left him
 there to get going. 

d . 
· f 

· 
ap azard 

She went s ow y 
ac 

and botched. A
 huge 

1ssaus action w
ould com

e over him 
d h 

k 
· 

d for alm
ost five m

inutes looking agape at the dark 
. 

an 
e 

Par er rem
am

e 
, 

would go off and find another tattooist and have anoth 
h 

h d 
t 

ed 
er space 

door s e 
a 

en er 
. 

filled up. The front of Pa~ker was alm
ost com

pletely covered but 
The next day he returned w

ith a bushel of apples. H
e was not 

there were no tattoos o~ his b~ck._ H
e had no desire for one any-

one to be outdone by anything that looked like her. H
e liked wom~n 

where he could not readily see 1t him
self. As the space on the front 

with m
eat on them

, so you didn't feel their m
uscles, m

uch less thcir 
of him for tattoos decreased, his dissatisfaction grew

 and became 
old bones. W

hen he arrived, she was sitting on the top step and the 
general. 

. 
. 

, 
yard was full of children, all as thin and poor. as herself; Parker 

After one of his furloughs, he d1dn t go back to the navy but 
rem

em
bered it was Saturday. H

e hated to be m
akrng up to a wom

an 
remained away without official leave, drunk, in a room

ing house 
when there were children around, but it was fortunate he had 

in a city he did not know. H
is dissatisfaction, from

 being chronic 
brought the bushel of apples off the truck. As the children ap-

and latent, had suddenly becom
e acute and raged in him

. It was as 
proached him

 to see w
hat he carried, he gave each child an apple 

if the panther and the lion and the serpents and the eagles and 
and told it to get lost; in that way he cleared _out the whole crow~. 

the hawks had penetrated his skin and Jived inside him
 in a raging 

The girl did nothing to acknowledge his pre_sence. H
e rrught 

V.:arfare. The navy caught up w
ith him

, put him
 in the brig for 

have been a stray pig or goat that had wan~ered m
to the yard and 

mne months and then gave him
 a dishonorable discharge. 

she too tired to take up the broom
 and send 1t off. He set the bushel 

After that Parker decided that country air was the only kind fit 
of apples down next to her on the step. H

e sat down on a lower step. 
to breathe. He rented the shack en the em

bankm
ent and bought the 

"H
ep yourself," he said, nodding at the basket; then he lapsed 

o~d truck and took various jobs which he kept as long as it suited 
into silence. 

. 
. 

. 
him. At the time he m

et his future wife, he was buying apples by 
She took an apple quickly as if the basket m

ight disappear if 
~e bushel and selling them

 for the sam
e 

rice b 
the pound to 

she didn't m
ake haste. H

ungry people m
ade Parker nervous. H

e 
isolated homesteaders on b 

k 
d P 

y 
had always had plenty to eat him

self. H
e grew very uncom

fortable. 
ac 

country roa s. 
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H
e reasoned he had nothing to say so w

hy should he sa 
. 

I 
. . . 

could not think now
 w

hy he had com
e or w

hy he didn't \It? lie 
· 

"rlaW
, haw

," the girl said ~hte_ly .
.
 

he w
asted another bushel of apples on the crow

d of 
h' g 

before 
k 

thought he w
as losm

g his m
ind. H

e could not believe for 
h 

d 
. 

c 1ldr 
par er 

. 
suppased they w

ere her brot ers an 
sisters. 

en, lie 
. 

that he w
as attracted to a w

om
an like this. She show

ed 
b 

. 
. 

rrunute 
. 

. 
She chew

ed the apple slow
ly 

ut w
ith a kind of rel' h 

a 
h 

least interest m
 

anything but w
hat he brought until he 

· h I 
b 

I 
k' 

ah 
IS 

of co 
not t e 

· 
· 

· h 
1 

"W
h 

' 
tration 

bent shg t y 
ut 

oo m
g out 

ead. T
he 

• 
nccn. 

d the third um
e w

it 
tw

o canta oups. 
at s your nam

e?" 
, 

. 
. 

view
 fr 

appeare 

Po rch stretched off across a long m
chne studded 

· h . 
orn the 

k d 
. 

. 
w

it 
Iron 

she as e . 
. 

and across the highw
ay to a vast vista of hills and on 

W
eed 

"O
 E 

Parker " he said. 
. 

d p 
k 

e sm
all 

. 
. 

' 
f 

?" 
tain. Long view

s depresse 
ar er. Y

ou look out i 
rnoun. 

"W
hat does the 0

. E
. stand 

or. 
that and you begin to feel as if som

eone w
ere after nto space like 

"Y
ou can just call m

e 0
. E.," Parker said. "O

r Parker. D
on't no-

1 . · 
you, the 

" 
or the governm

ent or re 1g1on. 
navy 

bod 
call m

e by m
y nam

e. 
"W

ho them
 children belong to, you?" he said at !en th 

.. ih
at's it stand for?" she persisted. 

"I ain't m
arried yet," she said. "T

hey belong to 
g 

· 
"N

ever m
ind," Parker said. "W

hat's yours?" 
. 

. 
. 

. 
m

om
m

a" S 
said 1t as 1f 1t w

ere only a m
atter of tim

e before sh 
· 

he 
"I'll tell you w

hen you tell m
e w

hat them
 letters are the short 

m
arried. 

e w
ould be 

of," she said. T
here w

as just a hint of flirtatiousness in her tone 
W

ho in G
od's nam

e w
ould m

arry her? Parker thought 
and it w

ent rapidly to Parker's head. H
e had never revealed the 

A
 large barefooted w

om
an w

ith a w
ide gap-toothed f 

· 
nam

e to any m
an or w

om
an, only to the files of the navy and the 

in the door behind Parker. She had apparently been th ac~ appeared 
governm

ent, and it w
as on his baptism

al record w
hich he got at 

m
inutes. 

ere 
or several 

the age of a m
onth; his m

other w
as a M

ethodist. W
hen the nam

e 
"G

ood evening," Parker said. 
leaked out of the navy files, 

Parker narrow
ly m

issed killing the 
The w

om
an crossed the porch and picked up w

h 
m

an w
ho used it. 

the bushel of apples. "W
e thank you " she said 

d at w
as left. of 

"Y
ou'll go blab it around," he said. 

It m
to 

e house. 
"l ll sw

ear I 11 never tell nobody, 
she said. "O

n G
od's holy w

ord 
· 

· 
th 

' 
an 

returned with 
, 

, 
,, 

. 
I sw

ear it." 
"That your old w

om
an?" Parker m

uttered. 
!h

: gir,~ nodded. Parker knew
 a lot of sharp things he could have 

~aid hke 
Y

ou got_ m
y sym

pathy," but he w
as gloom

ily silent. H
e 

JdUS t sat ~ere, lookm
g at the view

. H
e thought he m

ust be com
ing 

ow
n w

ith som
ething. 

"If I 
. k 

'd 
pie 

up som
e peaches tom

orrow
 I'll bring you som

e " he 
sa1 . 

, 

''I'll be m
uch obliged to you " th 

. I 
'd 

p 
k 

h d 
. 

, 
e gu 

sa1 
. 

ar er 
a 

no m
te t' 

f 
k' 

there but 
h 

n w
n ° 

ta m
g any basket of peaches back 

t e next day he fou 
d h' 

If d . 
. 

. 
had 

I 
. 

n 
1m

se 
om

g 1t. H
e and the girl 

a m
ost nothm

g to 
h 

th 
"Iain' 

say to eac 
o 

er. O
ne thing he did say was, 

" 
t got any tattoo on m

y back." 
.. :h

a
t '.o~, got on it?" the girl said. 

y shirt, 
Parker said 

"H
 

" 
• 

aw
. 

Parker sat for a few
 m

inutes in silence. T
hen he reached for the 

girl's neck, drew
 her ear close to his m

outh and revealed the nam
e 

in low
 voice. 

"O
badiah," she w

hispered. H
er face slow

ly brightened as if the 
nam

e cam
e as a sign to her. "O

badiah," she said. 
T

he nam
e still stank in Parker's estim

ation. 
"O

badiah E
lihue," she said in a reverent voice. 

"If you call m
e that aloud, I'll bust your head open," Parker 

said. "W
hat's yours?" 

"Sarah R
uth C

ates," she said. 
"G

lad to m
eet you, Sarah R

uth," Parker said. 
Sarah R

uth's father w
as a Straight G

ospel preacher but he w
as 

aw
ay, spreading it in Florida. H

er m
other did not seem

 to m
ind 

his attention to the girl so long as he brought a basket of som
ething 
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---.,.,. 

' 1 
'th hi 

when he cam
e. As for Sarah R

uth hers If . 
W

I 
m

 
. . 

, 
C

 ,It W
 

P 
k 

a fter he had v1s1ted three tim
es that she W

as 
as plai-

ar er 
. 

. 
crazy bo 

·• to 
She liked him

 even though she insisted that pictures 
O

 a 
Ut hill! 

Van ity of vanities and even after hearing him
 

n the sk· · 
were 

curse 
in 

af 
she had asked him

 if he w
as saved and he h d 

' and eve 
ter 

. 
. 

. 
a 

re I' 
n 

h didn't see it was anythm
g 10 particular to save hi 

P 1ed that 
e 

· 
h d 

'd "I'd b 
rn frorn 

h t insp1Ced, Parker 
a 

sa1 , 
e saved enough 'f 

· After 
t a, 

1 you 
kiss m

e." 
Was to 

She scowled. "That ain't being saved," she said. 
N

ot Jong after that she agreed to take a ride in his truck p 

P arked it on a deserted road and suggested to her that th 
: arker 

k 
f

. 
eyhcdo 

together in the bac 
o 1t. 

Wn 
"N

ot until after w
e're m

arried," she said-just like that. 
"O

h that ain't necessary," Parker said and as he reached f 
she thrust him

 aw
ay w

ith such force that the door of th or her, 
cam

e off and he found him
self flat on his back on the gr 

e dtruck 
. 

. 
oun,H

c 
m

ade up his m
m

d then and there to have nothing furthe 
with her. 

r to do 

They were m
arried in the _County O

rdinary's office because Sarah 
Ruth thought churches w

ere 1dolatr~us. ~arker had no opinion about 
that one way or the other. The O

rdinary s office was lined with card-
board file boxes and record books_ w

ith dusty yellow slips of paper 
hanging on out of them

. The O
rdinary was an old wom

an with red 
hair who had held office for forty years and looked as dusty as her 
books. She m

arried them
 from

 behind the iron-grill of a stand-up 
desk and when she finished, she said w

ith a flourish, "Three dollars 
and fifty cents and till d~ath do you part!" and yanked some forms 
out of a m

achine. 
M

arriage did not change Sarah R
uth a jot and it m

ade Parker 
gloom

ier than ever. Every m
orning he decided he had had enough 

and would not return that night; every night he returned. W
hen-

ever Parker couldn't stand the way he felt, he w
ould have another 

tattoo, but the only surface left on him
 now

 was his back. To see a 
tattoo on his own back he w

ould have to get tw
o m

irrors and stand 
between them

 in just the correct position and this seem
ed to Parker 

a good way to m
ake an idiot of him

self. Sarah Ruth who, if she 
had had better sense, could have enjoyed a tattoo on his back, would 
not even look at the ones he had elsew

here. W
hen he attem

pted to 

---· ----· 
---

_,--
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cial details of them
, she w

ould shut her eyes tight 
paint out ;;;back as w

ell. Except in total darkness, she preferred 
and turn 

d and w
ith his sleeves rolled dow

n. 
k er dresse 

f 
cl J 

. 
. 

'W
h 

PM
 

. cl em
ent seat o G

o , esus 1s going to say to you, 
at 

••At the ldu . gg all your life besides have pictures draw
n all over 

been 
oin 

Y ou 
.cl 

1'" she sai · 
you, 

d 
, fool m

e none," Parker said, "you're just afraid that 
"You 

on t 
h h 'II 

'Co 
. I I w

ork for'II like m
e so m

uc 
s e 

say, 
m

e on, M
r. 

hefty gir 
d 

"' 
I t's you an 

m
e ... 

Parker,, e 
-pting sin " she said, "and at the judgem

ent seat of 
"You re te,.. 

' 
'11 have 

to answ
er for that too. Y

ou ought to go back to 
God you 

h
" 

. 
the fruits of the cart • 

selhni r did nothing m
uch w

hen he w
as at hom

e but listen to w
hat 

p~r de ernent seat of G
od w

ould be like for him
 if he didn't change 

t~e JU gs 
W

hen he could, he broke in w
ith tales of the hefty girl 

his wayk.d for 
"'M

r Parker,'" he said she said, 'I hired you for 
hew

ore 
· 

· 
bra ins'" (She had added, "So w

hy don't you use them
?") 

your 
· 

. 
"A

nd you should have seen her face the first um
e she saw

 m
e 

w
ithout m

y shirt," he said. "'M
r. Parker,' she said, 'you're a w

alk-
ing panner-ram

m
erl'" This h~d, in fact, been her rem

ark but it 
had been delivered out of one side of her m

outh. 
D

issatisfaction began to grow
 so great in Parker that there w

as 
no containing it outside of a tattoo. It had to be his back. There 
was no help for it. A

 dim
 half-form

ed inspiration began to w
ork 

in his m
ind. H

e visualized having a tattoo put there that Sarah R
uth 

would not be able to resist-a religious subject. H
e thought of an 

open book w
ith 

H
O

LY
 

B
IB

LE tattooed under it and an actual verse 
printed on the page. This seem

ed just the thing for a w
hile; then 

he began to hear her say, "A
in't I already got a real Bible? W

hat 
you think I w

ant to read the sam
e verse over and over for w

hen 
I can read it all?" H

e needed som
ething better even than the 

Bible! H
e thought about it so m

uch that he began to lose sleep. H
e 

was already losing flesh-Sarah R
uth just threw

 food in the pot and 
let it boil. N

ot know
ing for certain w

hy he continued to stay w
ith 

a w
om

an w
ho w

as both ugly and pregnant and no cook m
ade him

 
~enerally nervous and irritable, and he developed a little tic in the 
side of his face. 

O
nce or tw

ice he found him
self turning around abruptly as if 
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som
eone w

ere trailing him
. H

e had had 
• 

a grandd d 
ended 

m
 

the 
state m

ental 
hospital 

alth 
h 

a dy wh 
h 

' 
oug 

not 
o ad 

seventy-five, but as urgent as it m
ight be f 

h· 
unti[ he 

· 
· 

h 
0ru

n
1

0 
W

ai 
1t w

as JUSt as urgent t at he get exactly the ri h 
get a ta1 

R
 

h 
h 

I 
A

 
h 

. 
g t one to b . 

loo, 
ut 

to 
cc . 

s 
c com

m
 ued to w

orry ov 
. 

h' 
ring S,.,t 

. 
er It, 

ts c 
"'411 

hollow
 preoccupied expression. T

he old w
om

a 
h 

Yes 1 ook 00 
him

 that if he couldn't keep his m
ind on w

h n 
he worked for to!~ 

k 
h 

h 
I 

atcw
asd

· 
new

 w
 ere s c cou d 

find 
a fourteen-yea 

Id 
0•ng, sh 

r-o 
colored bo 

' 
could. Parker w

as too preoccupied even to 
L 

ff 
d 

Ywho 
. 

prev10us, he w
ould have left her then and the c 

. 
· 

1 any tirn, 
h 

r , saying dn[ 
"W

 
you go a cad on and get him

 then." 
Y, 

el( 
T

w
o or three m

ornings later he w
as baling h 

. 
' 

b I 
ay W

Jth the 
Id 

w
om

an s sorry 
a er and her broken dow

n tracto 
· 

1 
° 

r in a argefiJd 
cleared save for one enorm

ous old tree standing in th 
'd 

' • 
T

h 
Id 

. 
c nu dleofit 

c o 
w

om
an w

as the km
d w

ho w
ould not cut d own a Jar 

old tree because it w
as a large old tree. She had pointed • 

ge 
P 

k 
'f h 

d'd ' 
h 

It OUI to 
ar er as 

I 
e 

I 
n t 

ave eyes and told him
 to be careful 

h. 
. 

th 
h' 

. k d 
h 

not to 
11 n as 

c m
ac m

e pie e 
up 

ay near it. Parker began at the 
outside of the field and m

ade circles inw
ard tow

ard it. He had to 
get off the tractor every now

 and then and untangle the baling cord 
or kick a rock out of the w

ay. T
he old w

om
an had told him 10 

carry the rocks to the edge of the field, w
hich he did when she was 

there w
atching. W

hen he thought he could m
ake it, he ran over 

them
. A

s he circled the field his m
ind w

as on a suitable design for 
his back. T

he sun, the size of a golf ball, began to sw
itch regularly 

from
 in front to behind him

, but he appeared to see it both places 
as if he had eyes in the back of his head. A

ll at once he saw the 
tree reaching out to grasp him

. A
 ferocious thud propelled him 

into the air, and he heard him
self yelling in an unbelievably loud 

voice, "G
O

D
 A

B
O

V
E

!" 
H

e landed on his back w
hile the tractor crashed upside down 

into the tree and burst into flam
e. T

he first thing Parker saw were 
his shoes, quickly being eaten by the fire; one w

as caught under the 
tractor 

the other w
as som

e distance aw
ay, burning by ttself. He 

w
as n~t in them

. H
e could feel the hot breath of the burning tree 

on his face. H
e scram

bled backw
ards, still sitting, his eyes cavern~us, 

and if he had know
n how

 to cross him
self he w

ould have done 11· 

,,I,,-
--
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on a dirt road at the edge of the field. H
e m

oved 
..,. 

truck w
as 

f 
d 

fas 
half 

,.,s 
'JI 

'tti'ng 
still backw

ards, but 
aster an 

ter; 
• 

d 
't 

5(1 
SI 

' 
1ow

ar 
'. ' h 

ot up and began a kind of forw
ard-bent run from

 
waY to it 

ellg 
ed on his knees tw

ice. H
is legs felt like tw

o old 
. h he co aps 

w
hic 

. 
ttcrs 

H
e reached the truck finally and took off in it, 

drain gu 
· 

. 
n,Sce 

. 
the road. H

e drove past his house on the em
bank-

. zagging up 
. 

. 
zig 

d straight for the city, fifty m
iles d1stanL

 
nient kan 

did not allow
 him

self 
to

 think on the w
ay to the city. 

par er 
d 

be 
h 

· 
L

:. lif 
1 

knew
 that there ha 

en a great c 
ange 1n 

n
u

 
e, a 

J-ie on Y 
th 

· 
f 

w
ard into a w

orse unknow
n, and that 

ere w
as nothing 

leap 
or 

. 
. 

he could do about it. It w
as for all m

tents accom
plished. 

"fhe artist 
had 

tw
o 

large 
cluttered 

room
s 

over 
a 

chiropodist's 
office on a back street. P

arker, still barefooted, burst silently in on 
him

 at a little after three in the afternoon. T
h

e artist, w
ho w

as 
about 

Parker's 
ow

n 
ag

e-tw
en

ty
-eig

h
t-b

u
t 

thin 
and 

bald, 
w

as 
behind a sm

all draw
ing table, tracing a design in green ink. H

e 
looked up w

ith an annoyed glance and did not seem
 to recognize 

Parker in the hollow
-eyed creature before him

. 
"L

et m
e see the book you got w

ith all the pictures of G
od in it," 

Parker said breathlessly. "T
he religious one." 

T
he artist continued to

 look at him
 w

ith his intellectual 
· 

., 
, 

, superior 
stare. 

I don t put tattoos on drunks," he said. 
"Y

ou know
 m

e!" P
arker cried indignantly. "I'm

 O
. E

. P
arker! 

Y
o~ done. w

ork for m
e before and I alw

ays paid!" 
. 

'I he artist looked 
at him

 
another 

m
om

ent 
as 

. f 
h 

altogether 
"Y

 
, 

f 
I 

e 
w

ere 
not 

sure. 
ou ve 

alien off som
e " h 

.d 
"Y

 
been in jail." 

' 
e sat · 

ou m
ust have 

"M
arried," Parker said. 

"O
h," said 

the 
artist. 

W
ith 

th 
. d 

. 
tattooed on the t 

f h' 
h 

e 
a, 

of 
m

irrors 
the 

artist 
had 

op o 
1s 

cad a 
· 

· 
detail. It w

as about th 
. 

f 
m

1m
ature ow

l, perfect in every 
show

 piece 
T

h
 

e size o 
a half-dollar and served him

 as a 
. 

ere 
w

ere che 
. 

. 
never 

w
anted an 

h' 
b 

aper 
arttsts m

 
tow

n but P
arker 

had 
b' 

yt m
g 

ut the be 
T

h
 

. 
ca m

et at the back 
f 

h 
st. 

e 
arttst 

w
ent over 

to 
a 

book 
" 

o 
t 

e room
 and be 

1 
k 

s. 
W

ho are 
. 

gan to 
oo 

over som
e ar 

or w
hat?" 

you interested in?" he said, "saints, angels 
C

h . 
t 

"G
od,, 

, 
nsts 

, 
Parker said. 
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e 
S .. ?" 

"Father, Son or 
pm

t.. 
. 

. 
" 

"Just G
od," Parker said 1m

pat1ently. 
C

hrist. I don't 
d

,, 
care ) 

so it's Go • 
. 

· Ust 
The artist returned w

ith a book. H
e m

oved som
e 

a 
ther table and put the book dow

n on it and told P Pkpers off 
ano 

. 
d "T

h 
d 

ar eq
 

d 
and see w

hat he hke . 
e up-t-

ate ones are · 
h 

O
 sit 

ow~ 
in t e back" 

he said. 
' 

Parker sat dow
n w

ith the book and w
et his thum

b. H
e b 

go through it, beginning at the back w
here the up-to-date egan to 

were. Som
e of them

 he recognized-The G
ood Shepherd p~ctur:s 

Them
 N

ot, The Sm
iling Jesus, Jesus the Physician's Fri~nt~ 1d 

he kept turning rapidly backw
ards and the pictures be 

' 
Ut 

. 
h 

d 
came less 

and less reassurm
g. O

ne s ow
e 

a gaunt green dead face 
t 

k 
. 

. 
. 

s rea ed 
with blood. O

ne was yellow
 w

ith saggm
g purple eyes. Parke , h 

. . 
rs 

ean 
began to beat faster and faster until It appeared to be roaring • .d 

. 
1ns1 e 

him
 like a great generator. H

e flipped the pages quickly, feeling 
that when he reached the one ordained, a sign w

ould come. He 
continued to flip through until he had alm

ost reached the front of 
the book. O

n one of the pages a pair of eyes glanced at him
 swiftly. 

Parker sped on, then stopped. H
is heart too appeared to cut off; 

there was absolute silence. It said as plainly as if silence were a 
language itself, co BA

CK
. 

Parker returned to the picture-the haloed head of a flat stern 
Byzantine Christ w

ith all-dem
anding eyes. H

e sat there trembling; 
his heart began slowly to beat again as if it w

ere being brought to 
life by a subtle pow

er. 
"You found w

hat you w
ant?" the artist asked. 

Parker's throat was too dry to speak. H
e got up and thrust the 

book at the artist, opened at the picture. 
"That'll cost you plenty," the artist said. "Y

ou don't want all 
those little blocks though, just the outline and som

e better features." 
"Just like it is," Parker said, "just like it is or nothing." 
"It's your funeral," the artist said 

"but I don't do that kind of 
work for nothing." 

' 
"H

ow
 m

uch?" Parker asked. 
::it'll take m

aybe two days w
ork." 

H
ow

 m
uch?" Parker said. 

-lo. 
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"O
n tim

e or cash?" the artist asked. Parker's other jobs had been 
. 

but he had paid. 
on um

e, 
. 

" 
. 

"Ten dow
n and ten for every day 1t takes, 

the arust said. 
parker drew

 ten d~llar bills out _of ~'.s w
allet;_ he h~d three left in. 

"You com
e back m

 the ,;°~rm
n,g, 

the arust said, putting the 
in his ow

n pccket. 
First I II have to trace that out of the 

m
oney 

book." 
. 

" 
. 

. 
"N

o no!" Parker said. 
Trace 1t now

 or gim
m

e my m
oney back," 

d his eyes blared as if he w
ere ready for a fight. 

an The artist agreed. A
ny one stupid enough to w

ant a Christ on 
his back, he reasoned, w

ould be just as likely as not to change his 
m

ind the next m
inute, but once the w

ork was begun he could 

hardly do so. 
W

hile he w
orked on the tracing, he told Parker to go wash his 

back at the sink w
ith the special soap he used there. Parker did it 

and returned to pace back and forth across the room
, nervously 

flexing his shoulders. H
e w

anted to go look at the picture again 
but at the sam

e tim
e he did not w

ant to. The artist got up finally 
and had Parker lie dow

n on the table. H
e sw

abbed his back w
ith 

ethyl chloride and then began to outline the head on it w
ith his 

iodine pencil. A
nother hour passed before he took up his electric 

instrum
ent. Parker felt no particular pain. In Japan he had had a 

tattoo of the B
uddha done on his upper arm

 w
ith ivory aeedles; in 

Burm
a, a little brow

n root of a m
an had m

ade a peacock on each 
of his knees using thin pointed sticks, two feet long; am

ateurs had 
w

orked on him
 w

ith pins and soot. Parker was usually so relaxed 
and easy under the han<l of the artist that he often w

ent to sleep, but 
this tim

e he rem
ained aw

ake, every m
uscle taut. 

A
t m

idnight the artist said he was ready to quit. H
e propped one 

m
irror, four feet square, on a table by the w

all and took a sm
aller 

m
irror off the lavatory w

all and put it in Parker's hands. Parker 
stood w

ith his back to the one on the table and m
oved the other 

until he saw
 a flashing burst of color reflected from

 his back. It was 
alm

ost com
pletely covered w

ith little red and blue and ivory and 
saffron squares; from

 them
 he m

ade out the lineam
ents of the face-

a m
outh, the beginning of heavy brow

s, a straight nose, but the 
face was em

pty; the eyes had not yet been put in. The im
pression 
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for the m
om

ent. w~s al~ost as if the artist had tricked h' 
done the Physicians Fnend. 

an and 
"It don't have eyes," Parker cried out. 
"That'll com

e," the artist said, "in due tim
e. W

e h 
. 

" 
ave anothe d 

to go on 1t yet. 
r ay 

Parker spent the night on a cot at the H
aven of L' h 

ig t Chr· · 
M

ission H
e found these the best places to stay in th 

. 
istian 

· 
. 

e city be 
they were free and m

cluded a m
eal of sorts. H

e got th 
1 

~ause 
·11 b 

f 
e aS t avail bl 

cot and because he was su 
are ooted, he accepted a 

. 
f 

a e 
. h

. 
h' 

f 
. 

h 
pa1ro second 

hand shoes wh1c , m
 

1s con us10n, 
e put on to go to bed· he 

· 
still shocked from

 all that had happened to him
. All 

. h' 
was 

· 
f 

. 
mg t he lay 

awake in the long dorm
itory o cots w

ith lum
py figur 

h 
esontcm

 
The only light was from

 a phosphorescent cross glowing 
h 

· 
at t e end 

of the room
. The tree reached out to grasp him

 again th 
b 

. 
. 

, 
en 

urst 
into flam

e; th~ ~hoe burned qm
etly by itself; the eyes in the book 

said to him
 d1stm

ctly 
GO 

BA
CK

 and at the sam
e tim

e did • t 
no 

utter 
a sound. H

e wished that he were not in this city, not in this Haven 
of Light M

ission, not in a bed by him
self. H

e longed miserably for 
Sarah Ruth. H

er sharp tongue and icepick eyes were the only com-
fort he could bring to m

ind. H
e decided he was losing it. Her eyes 

appeared soft and dilatory com
pared w

ith the eyes in the book, for 
even though he could not sum

m
on up the exact look of those eyes, 

he could still feel their penetration. H
e felt as though, under their 

gaze, he was as transparent as the w
ing of a fly. 

The tattooist had told him
 not to com

e until ten in the m
orning, 

but when he arrived at that hour, Parker was sitting in the dark 
hallway on the floor, w

aiting for him
. H

e had decided upon getting 
up that, once the tattoo was on him

, he would not look at it, that 
all his sensations of the day and night before were those of a crazy 
m

an and that he would return to doing things according to his own 
sound judgem

ent. 
The artist began w

here he left off. "O
ne thing I want to know," 

he said presently as he w
orked over Parker's back, "why do you want 

this on you? H
ave you gone and got religion? Are you saved?" 

he asked in a m
ocking voice. 

Parker's throat felt salty and dry. "N
aw

," he said, "I ain't got no 
use for none of that. A

 m
an can't save his self from

 whatever it is 
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d 
't deserve none of m

y sym
pathy." These words seemed to 

he 
on 

. h 
d 

h . m
outh like w

ralt s an 
to evaporate at once as if he had 

leave 
is 
uttered them

. 
never 

,, 
"fhen w

h
y

··· 
"I m

arried this w
om

an that's saved," Parker said. "I never should 
done it. I ought to leave her. She's done gone and got pregnant." 

have 
" h 

· 
'd "Th 

· ' h 
ak' 

"!hat's too bad, 
t e artist sai . 

en 1t s 
er m

 
m

g you have 
this tattoo.'' 

"N
aw

," Parker said, "she don't know
 nothing about it. It's a 

h 
" 

surprise for 
er. 

"You think she'll like it and lay off you a w
hile?" 

"She can't hep herself," Parker said. "She can't say she don't like 
the looks of God." H

e decided he had told the artist enough of his 
business. A

rtists were all right in their place but he didn't like 
them

 poking their noses into the affairs of regular people. "I didn't 
get no sleep last night," he said. "I think I'll get som

e now." 
!hat closed the m

outh of the artist but it did not bring him
 any 

sleep. H
e lay there, im

agining how
 Sarah Ruth would be struck 

speechless by the face on his back and every now and then this 
would be interrupted by a vision of the tree of fire and his em

pty 
shoe burning beneath it. 

The artist w
orked steadily until nearly four o'clock, not stopping 

to have lunch, hardly pausing w
ith the electric instrum

ent except to 
wipe the dripping dye off Parker's back as he w

ent along. Finally 
he finished. "Y

ou can get up and look at it now," he said. 
Parker sat up but he rem

ained on the edge of the table. 
The artist was pleased w

ith his w
ork and w

anted Parker to look 
at it at once. Instead Parker continued to sit on the edge of the 
table, bent forw

ard slightly but w
ith a vacant look. "W

hat ails you?" 
the artist said. "G

o look at it.'' 
"A

in't nothing ail m
e," Parker said in a sudden belligerent voice. 

"That tattoo ain't going now
here. It'll be there when I get there." 

H
e reached for his shirt and began gingerly to put it on. 
The artist took him

 roughly by the arm
 and propelled him

 between 
the two m

irrors. "N
ow

 look," he· said, angry at having his work 
ignored. 

Parker looked, turned w
hite and m

oved away. The eyes in the 



r 
... • • 

52 6 / The Complete Stories of Flannery O'Connor 

reflected face continued to look at him
-still, straigh 

. 
. 

t, all.de 

'-

enclosed m
 silence. 

illandin 
"It was your idea, rem

em
ber," the artist said. "I W

o I 
g, 

thi 
I " 

u d have d 
som

e 
ng c sc. 

a Vistd 
Parker said nothing. H

e put on his shirt and w
 

while the artist shouted, ''I'll expect all of m
y m

on:;~. out the daor 
Parker headed tow

ard a package shop on the cor 
a pint of w

hiskey and took it into a nearby alley t:· Be bought 
in five m

inutes. Then he m
oved on to a pool hall 

n bdrank it all 
. 

near y 
h' 

frequented w
hen he cam

e to the city. It was a well-Ii 
w

 1ch he 
like place w

ith a bar up one side and gam
bling 

h~hted barn. 
b 

. 
th 

b 
mac ines 

other and pool ta !es m
 

e 
ack. As soon as Parke 

0n the 
r entered, 

1 
m

an in a red and black checkered shirt hailed him
 b 

1 
. a arge 

on the back and yelling, "Y eyyyyyy boy I O
. E. p}k;r ~~ping him 

Parker was not yet ready to be struck on the back. "La 
,, 

said, "I got a fresh tattoo there." 
Y off, he 

"W
hat you got this tim

e?" the m
an asked and then 

Ii 
f 

th 
hin 

"O
 E ' 

h' 
ye ed to a 

ew at 
c m

ac 
es. 

. . s got 
1m another tattoo." 

"N
othing special this tim

e," Parker said and slunk 
. 

over to 
m

achine that was not bcm
g used. 

a 
"Com

e on," the big m
an said, "let's have a look at o E's t 

· • 
attoo" 

and w
hile Parker squirm

ed in their _hands, they pulled up his shi;t. 
Parker felt all the hands drop aw

ay instantly and his shirt fell again 
like a veil over the face. There was a silence in the pool room which 
seem

ed to Parker to grow
 from

 the circle around him
 until it 

extended to the foundations under the building and upward through 
the beam

s in the roof. 
Finally som

e one said, "C
hrist!" Then they all broke into noise 

at once. Parker turned around, an uncertain grin on his face. 
"Leave it to O

.E.I" the m
an in the checkered shirt said. "That boy's 

a real card!" 
"M

aybe he's gone and got religion," som
e one yelled. 

"N
ot on your life," Parker said. 

"O
.E.'s got religion and is w

itnessing for Jesus, ain't you, O.E.?" 
a little m

an w
ith a piece of cigar in his m

outh said wryly. "An 
o-riginal way to do it if I ever saw

 one." 
. 

"Leave it to Parker to think of a new
 one!" the fat m

an said. 

l 
_._ .. 
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bo I" som
eone yelled and they all began to 

"YycceceeyYYYY'f! 
Y

 1 . 
til Parker said, "A

aa shut up." 
d curse 10 com

p 1m
cnt un 

whistle a?d 
do it for?" som

ebody asked. 
"W

hat 
you 

. 
"W

h 
, . 

~,, 
h " Parker said. 

at s it to you. 
"for la~g.t ou laughing then?" som

ebody yelled. Parker lunged 
"W

hy ai~d y f them
 and like a w

hirlw
ind on a sum

m
er's day 

the llll st O
 

bl 
d 

. 
. 

into 
fi ht that raged am

id overturned ta cs an 
sw

m
gm

g 
there began a 

gf th m
 grabbed him

 and ran to the door w
ith him

 
ti! two o 

c 
fists un 

h' 
t Then a calm

 descended on the pool hall as nerve 
d threw

 
im

 ou . 
. 

hi h 
an 

. 
'f th 

Jong barnlikc room
 w

ere the ship from
 w

 
c 

shattering as I 
e 

. 
h d been cast m

to the sea. 
Jonah 

a 
f r a long tim

e on the ground in the alley behind the 
Parker sat 

o 
. 

b 
f facts 

1 hall, exam
ining his soul. H

e saw
 it_ as a sp1d~ we 

o 
lies that was not at ~11 im

_~rtant to him
 but w

hich appeared to 
· n spite of his op1m

on. The eyes that were now
 forever 

be necessary 1 
. 

. 
h . b 

k were eyes to be obeyed. H
e was as certain of 1t as he 

on 
1s 

ac 
. 

. 
. 

d 
had ever been of anything. Throug~out his life, grum

bling an 
som

etim
es cursing, often afraid, once m

 rapture, Parker had obeyed 
hatevcr instinct of this kind had com

e to him
-in rapture w

hen 
:s

 spirit had lifted at the sight of the ~ttoocd m
an at the f~r, 

afraid w
hen he had joined the navy, grum

bling w
hen he had m

arned 
Sarah Ruth. 

The thought of her brought him
 slowly to his feet. She w

ould 
know w

hat he had to do. She w
ould clear up the rest of it, and 

she would at least be pleased. It seem
ed to him

 that, all along, that 
was w

hat he w
anted, to please her. H

is truck was still parked in 
front of the building w

here the artist had his place, but it was not 
far away. H

e got in it and drove out of the city and into the country 
night. H

is head was alm
ost clear of liquor and he observed that his 

dissatisfaction was gone, but he felt not quite like him
self. It was 

as if he were him
self but a stranger to him

self, driving into a new
 

country though everything he saw was fam
iliar to him

, even at 
night. 

H
e arrived finally at the house on the em

bankm
ent, pulled the 

truck under the pecan tree and got out. H
e m

ade as m
uch noise as 

possible to assert that he was still in charge here, that his leaving her 
for a night w

ithout w
ord m

eant nothing except it was the w
ay l 
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H
 

slam
m

ed the car door, stam
ped up the t 

h did things. 
e 

W
o Ste 

e 
the parch and rattled the door knob. It did not res 

ps 
and across 

th!" h 
II d "I t 

. 
" 

pond 
. 

ch "Sarah R
u 

e ye e , 
e 

m
e m

. 
to

h
isto

u
. 

d 
h 

h 
There was no lock on the door an 

s e 
ad evidently placed the 

back 
f 

ch air against the knob. H
e began to beat on the d 

o a 
. 

OOr and 
rattle the knob at the sam

e um
e. 

H
 

h eard the bed springs screak and bent dow
n and 

h· 
e 

d 
. 

put 
is 

h 
d 10 the keyhole, but it w

as stoppe 
up w

ith paper. "Let m
 

. 1 ., 
ca 

h d 
. 

"W
h 

e in 
he hollered, ham

m
ing on t e 

oor again. 
at you got m

e lock~d 
out for?" 

A sharp voice close to the door said, "W
ho's there?" 

"M
c," Parker said, "O

.E." 
H

e w
aited a m

om
ent. 

"M
c," he said im

patiently, "O
.E." 

Still no sound from
 inside. 

H
e tried once m

ore. "O
.E.," he said, ham

m
ing the door two or 

three m
ore tim

es. "O
. E. Parker. Y

ou know
 m

e." 
There was a silence. T

hen the voice said slow
ly, "I don't know

 no 
O.E." 

"Q
uit fooling," Parker pleaded. "Y

ou ain't got any business doing 
m

e this way. It's m
e, old O

.E., I'm
 back. Y

ou ain't afraid of m
e." 

"W
ho's there?" the sam

e unfeeling voice said. 
Parker turned his head as if he expected som

eone behind him
 to 

give him
 the answ

er. T
he sky had lightened slightly and there were 

two or three streaks of yellow
 floating above the horizon. Then as 

he stood there, a tree of light burst over the skyline. 
Parker fell back against the door as if he had been pinned there 

by a lance. 
"W

ho's there?" the voice from
 inside said and there w

as a quality 
about it now

 that seem
ed final. T

he knob rattled and the voice said 
perem

ptorily, "W
ho's there, I ast you?" 

Parker bent dow
n and put his m

outh near the stuffed keyhole. 
"O

badiah," he w
hispered and all at once he felt the light p<>uring 

through him
, turning his spider w

eb soul into a perfect arabesque of 
colors, a garden of trees and birds and beasts. 

"O
badiah Elihucl" he w

hispered. 
The door opened and he stum

bled in. Sarah R
uth loom

ed there, 
ha nds on her hips. She began at once, "T

hat w
as no hefty blo nde -"",~ 
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an you w
as w

orking for and you'll have to pay her every penny 
w

o~er tractor you busted up. She don't keep insurance on it. She 
on 

e here and her and m
e had us a long talk and I ... " 

c~rem
bling, Parker set about lighting the kerosene lam

p. 
"W

hat's the m
atter w

ith you, w
asting that kerosene this near day-

light?" she dem
anded. "I ain't got to look at you." 

A
 yellow

 glow
 enveloped them

. Parker put the m
atch dow

n and 
began to unbutton his shirt. 

"A
nd you ain't going to have none of m

e this near m
orning," 

she said. 
"Shut your m

outh," he said quietly. "Look at this and then I 
don't w

ant to hear no m
ore out of you." H

e rem
oved the shirt and 

turned his back to her. 
"A

nother picture," Sarah R
uth grow

led. "I m
ight have know

n 
you w

as off after putting som
e m

ore trash on yourself." 
Parker's knees w

ent hollow
 under him

. H
e w

heeled around and 
cried, "Look at it! D

on't just say that! Look at it!" 
"I done looked," she said. 
"D

on't you know
 w

ho it is?" he cried in anguish. 
"N

o, w
ho is it?" Sarah R

uth said. "It ain't anybody I know
." 

"It's him
," Parker said. 

"H
im

 w
ho?" 

"G
od!" Parker cried. 

"G
od? G

od don't look like that!" 
"W

hat do you know
 how

 he looks?" Parker m
oaned. "Y

ou ain't 
seen him

." 
"H

e don't look," Sarah R
uth said. "H

e's a spirit. N
o m

an shall 
see his face." 

"A
w

 listen," Parker groaned, "this is just a picture of him
." 

"Idolatry!" Sarah R
uth scream

ed. "Idolatry! Enflam
ing yourself. 

w
ith idols under every green tree! I can put up w

ith lies and vanity 
but I don't w

ant no idolator in this house!" and she grabbed up the 
broom

 and began to thrash him
 across the shoulders w

ith it. 
Parker w

as too stunned to resist. H
e sat there and let her beat 

him
 until she had nearly knocked him

 senseless and large w
elts 

had form
ed on the face of the tattooed C

hrist. T
hen he staggered up 

and m
ade for the door. 

She stam
ped the broom

 tw
o or three tim

es on the floor and w
ent 
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to the w
indow

 and shook it out to get the taint of hi 
. 

g ripping it, she looked tow
ard the pecan tree and h 

m
 off It, Still 

er eyes h 
d 

still m
ore. T

here he w
as-w

ho called him
self O

bad· h 
a~ ened 

leaning against the tree, crying like a baby. 
ia 

Ehhue-.. 

Judgem
ent D

ay 

l'""f'1 
w

as conserving all his strength for the trip hom
e. H

e 
rm

e
a
n

t to w
alk as far as he could get and trust to the A

lm
ighty 

to get him
 the rest of the w

ay. T
hat m

orning and the m
orning 

before, he had allow
ed his daughter to dress him

 and had conserved 
that m

uch m
ore energy. N

ow
 he sat in the chair by the w

indow
-

his blue shirt buttoned at the collar, his coat on the back of the 
chair, and his hat on his head-w

aiting for her to leave. H
e couldn't 

escape until she got out of the w
ay. T

he w
indow

 looked out on a 
brick w

all and dow
n into an alley full of N

ew
 Y

ork air, the kind 
fit for cats and garbage. A

 few
 snow

 flakes drifted past the w
indow

 
but they w

ere too thin and scattered for his failing vision. 
T

he daughter w
as in the kitchen w

ashing dishes. She daw
dled 

over everything, talking to herself. W
hen he had first com

e, he had 
answ

ered her, but that had not been w
anted. She glow

ered at him
 

as if, old fool that he w
as, he should still have had sense enough 

not to answ
er a w

om
an talking to herself. She questioned herself in 

one voice and answ
ered herself in another. W

ith the energy he had 
conserved yesterday letting her dress him

, he had w
ritten a note 

and pinned it in his pocket. IF FOUND DEAD SHIP EXPRESS 
C

O
LLEC

T To 
COLEM

AN PARRUM
, CORINTH, GEORGIA. U

nder this he had continued: 
C

O
L

E
M

A
N

 
SE

L
L

 
M

Y
 

B
E

L
O

N
G

IN
G

S 
A

N
D

 
PA

Y
 

T
H

E
 

FR
E

IG
H

T
 

O
N

 
M

E
 

&
 

T
H

E
 

UNDERTAKER, ANYTHING LEFT OVER YOU CAN 
K

E
E

P
, YOURS TRULY T, C, 

T
A

N
N

E
R

. 
P.S

. 
ST

A
Y

 
W

H
E

R
E

 
Y

O
U

 
A

R
E

. 
O

O
N

'T
 L

E
T

 
T

H
E

M
 

T
A

L
K

 
Y

O
U

 
IN

T
O

 

COM
ING UP HERE. ITS NO KIND OF PLACE. It had taken him

 the better 
part of thirty m

inutes to w
rite the paper; the script w

as w
avery 

but decipherable w
ith patience. H

e controlled one hand by holding 
the other on top of it. By the tim

e he had got it w
ritten, she w

as 
back in the apartm

ent from
 getting her groceries. 

T
oday he w

as ready. A
ll he had to do w

as push one foot in front 
531 
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