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T
H

E old w
om

an and her daughter w
ere sitting on their porch 

w
hen M

r. Shiftlet cam
e up their road for the first tim

e. The 
old w

om
an slid to the edge of her chair and leaned forw

ard, 
shading her eyes from

 the piercing sunset w
ith her hand. The 

daughter could not see far in front of her and continued to play 
w

ith her fingers. A
lthough the old w

om
an lived in this desolate 

spot w
ith only her daughter and she had never seen M

r. Shiftlet be-
fore, she could tell, even from

 a distance, that he was a tram
p and 

no one to be afraid of. H
is left coat sleeve was folded up to show 

there was only half an arm
 in it and his gaunt figure listed slightly 

to the side as if the breeze w
ere pushing him

. H
e had on a black 

town suit and a brow
n felt hat that was turned up in the front and 

down in the back and he carried a tin tool box by a handle. H
e 

cam
e on, at an am

ble, up her road, his face turned tow
ard the 

sun w
hich appeared to be balancing itself on the peak of a sm

all 
m

ountain. 
The old w

om
an didn't change her position until he was alm

ost 
into her yard; then she rose w

ith one hand fisted on her hip. The 
daughter, a large girl in a short blue organdy dress, saw him

 all at 
once and jum

ped up and began to stam
p and point and m

ake excited 
speechless sounds. 

M
r. Shiftlet stopped just inside the yard and set his box on the 

ground and tipped his hat at her as if she were not in the least 
afflicted; then he turned tow

ard the old w
om

an and sw
ung the 

hat all the way off. H
e had long black slick hair that hung flat from
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 I king at her and didn't answ
er. H

e turned 
The rrarnp st 

d hoo unset 
H

e sw
ung both his w

hole and h" 
nd face 

t e s 
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1s 
his back au 

slowly so that they indicated an expanse of sky and 
short arm 

P 
d 

crooked cross. The old w
om

an w
atched him

 
his figure for me 
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f Id d across her chest as 
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ere the ow
ner of 

'th her arms o e 
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ard and 

the sun, an 
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He held the pose for alm
ost fifty seconds and then he picked 

his box and came on to the porch and dropped dow
n on the 

:ttom
 step. "Lady," he said in a firm

 nasal voice, "I'd give a fortune 
to live where I could see me a sun do that every evening." 

"Does it every evening," the old w
om

an said and sat back dow
n. 

The daughter sat down too and w
atched him

 w
ith a cautious sly 

look as if he were a bird that had com
e up very close. H

e leaned to 
one side, rooting in his pants pocket, and in a second he brought out 
a package of chewing gum and offered her a piece. She took it and 
unpeeled it and began to chew w

ithout taking her eyes off him
. 

He offered the old woman a piece but she only raised her upper 
lip to indicate she had no teeth. 

~r. _Shiftlet's pale sharp glance had already passed over every-
th10g 10 the yard-the pum

p near the corner of the house and the 
big fig tree that three or four chickens w

ere preparing to roost in 
-and had moved t 

h d 
h 

h 
b 

k 
f 

O
 a s e 

w
 ere 

e saw
 the square rusted 

ac 
o an automobile. "You ladies drive?" h 

k d 
"Th 

. 
e as e . 

at car ain't run in fift 
" h 

. 
" 

d 
my husband d' d . 
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een_ year, 

t e old w
om

an said. 
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. ie_ , it quit runm

ng." 
Noth10g is hke it u d 
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most rotten." 

se 
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e, lady," he said. "The w
orld is al-

"That's right" th 
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Y
ou from

 around 
ere. 
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"N
am

e Tom
 T. Shiftlet," he m

urm
ured looking at th 

• 
' 

e tires. 
"I'm

 pleased to m
eet you," the old w

om
an said. "N

am
e Lucynell 

Crater and daughter Lucynell Crater. W
hat you doing around h ere, 

M
r. Shiftlet?" 
H

e judged the car to be a~out a 1928 or '29 Ford. "Lady," he said, 
and turned and gave her his full attention, "lem

m
e tell you some-

thing. There's one of these doctors in A
tlanta that's taken a knife 

and cut the hum
an heart-the hum

an heart," he repeated, leaning 
forw

ard, "out of a m
an's chest and held it in his hand," and he held 

his hand out, palm
 up, as if it w

ere slightly w
eighted with the hu-

m
an heart, "and studied it like it was a day-old chicken, and lady," 

he said, allow
ing a long significant pause in w

hich his head slid for-
w

ard and his clay-colored eyes brightened, "he don't know
 no m

ore 
about it than you or m

e." 
"That's right," the old w

om
an said. 

"W
hy, if he was to take that knife and cut into every corner of it, 

he still w
ouldn't know

 no m
ore than you or m

e. W
hat you want 

to bet?" 
"N

othing," the old w
om

an said w
isely. "W

here you com
e from

, 
M

r. Shiftlet?" 
H

e didn't answ
er. H

e reached into his pocket and brought out a 
sack of tobacco and a package of cigarette papers and rolled him

self 
a cigarette, expertly w

ith one hand, and attached it in a hanging posi-
tion to his upper lip. Then he took a box of wooden m

atches from
 

his pocket and struck one on his shoe. H
e held the burning m

atch 
as if he 

w
ere 

studying the 
m

ystery 
of flam

e 
while it 

traveled 
dangerously tow

ard his skin. The daughter began to m
ake loud 

noises and to point to his hand and shake her finger at him
, but 

when the flam
e was just before touching him

, he leaned down with 
his hand cupped over it as if he w

ere going to set fire to his nose 
and lit the cigarette. 

H
e flipped aw

ay the dead m
atch and blew a stream

 of gray into 
the evening. A

 sly look cam
e over his face. "Lady," he said, "nowa-

days, people'll do anything anyw
ays. I can tell you m

y nam
e is Tom

 
T

. Shiftlet and I com
e from

 Tarw
ater, Tennessee, but you never 

have seen m
e before: how

 you know
 I ain't lying? H

ow
 you know

 
m

y nam
e ain't A

aron Sparks, lady, and I com
e from

 Singleberry, 
G

eorgia, or how
 you know

 it's not G
eorge Speeds and I com

e from
 

, I I I' 
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ou is, m ·11 " h . aused J can te . ore ominous su , w at 1s a man?" 

d de his cone m d "Wh an ma began to gum a see . at you carry in that . 
The old woman tin 

M Shiftlet?" she asked. 
box r. "I ' t " , ,, .d ut back. m a carpen er. 

"Tools, he sa1 , P 'I b "f me out here to work, I I e able to feed you a d 
"Well 1 you co n . ' I to sleep but I can't pay. I'll tell you that befo 

give you a p ace . re 
ou begin," she said. . Y answer at once and no parucular expression on 
There was no . f He leaned back against the two-by-four that helped support 

his ace. I " h , the parch roof. "Lady," he said slow y, t ere s some men that some 

h
. n more to them than money." The old woman rocked 

t ings mea 
without comment and the daughter watched the trigger that moved 
up and down in his neck. He told the old woman then that all most 
people were interested in was money, but he asked what a man was 
made for. He asked her if a man was made for money, or what. He 
asked her what she thought she was made for but she didn't answer, 
she only sat rocking and wondered if a one-armed man could put a 
new roof on her garden house. He asked a lot of questions that 
she didn't answer. He told her that he was twenty-eight years old 
and had lived a varied life. He had been a gospel singer, a foreman 
on the railroad, an assistant in an undertaking parlor, and he come 
over the radio for three months with Uncle Roy and his Red Creek 
Wranglers. He said he had fought and bled in the Arm Service of his 
country and visited every foreign land and that everywhere he had 
seen ~ople that didn't care if they did a thing one way or another. 
He said he hadn't been raised thataway. 

A fat yellow m d · "f . oon appeare m the branches of the fig tree as 1 
It were going to r h . h d 00st t ere with the chickens. He said that a man 
a to escape to th h · h d h . e country to see the world whole and that e 

w1s e e hved in d I . h sun g d a eso ate place hke this where he could see t e 
0 own ever · • Y evening hke God made it to do. 
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"Are you married or are you single?" the old woman asked. 
There was a long silence. "Lady," he asked finally, "where would 

ou find you an innocent woman today? I wouldn't have any of 
y Id. . k " this trash I cou JUSt pie up. 

The daughter was leaning very far down, hanging her head al-
most between her knees watching him through a triangular door 
she had made in her overturned hair; and she suddenly fell in a 
heap on the floor and began to whimper. Mr. Shiftlet straightened 
her out and helped her get back in the chair. 

"Is she your baby girl?" he asked. 
"My only," the old woman said "and she's the sweetest girl in the 

world. I would give her up for nothing on earth. She's smart too. 
She can sweep the floor, cook, wash, feed the chickens, and hoe. I 
wouldn't give her up for a casket of jewels." 

"No," he said kindly, "don't ever let any man take her away from 

you." 
"Any man come after her," the old woman said, " 'II have to 

stay around the place." 
Mr. Shiftlet's eye in the darkness was focused on a part of the 

automobile bumper that glittered in the distance. "Lady," he said, 
jerking his short arm up as if he could point with it to her house and 
yard and pump, "there ain't a broken thing on this plantation that I 
couldn't fix for you, one-arm jackleg or not. I'm a man," he said with 
a sullen dignity, "even if I ain't a whole one. I got," he said, tapping 
his knuckles on the floor to emphasize the immensity of what he 
was going to say, "a moral intelligence!" and his face pierced out 
of the darkness into a shaft of doorlight and he stared at her as if 
he were astonished himself at this impassible truth. 

The old woman was not impressed with the phrase. "I told you 
you could hang around and work for food," she said, "if you don't 
mind sleeping in that car yonder." 

"Why listen, lady," he said with a grin of delight, "the monks 
of old slept in their coffins!" . 

"They wasn't as advanced as we are," the old woman said. 

The next morning he began on the roof of the garden house 
while Lucynell, the daughter, sat on a rock and watched him work. 
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for a son-in-law. h hard narrow back scat of the car with his 

Shiftlet slept on t e d f Mr. . d He had his razor an a can o water on a 
th ·de win ow. 

feet out c 51 d h. s a bedside table and he put up a piece of 
th t serve im a crate a . th b k glass and kept his coat neatly on a hanger 

mirror aga1nst e ac . 
b ver one of the windows. 

that he ung he sat on the steps and talked while the old 
In the evenings . h . h . ' th 

d L ]I rocked violently in t e1r c am on e1 er side woman an ucyne . . 
Th Id Oman's three mountains were black agamst the 

ofhim. cow . 
bl k d Were visited off and on by vanous planets and dark uesy an . . 

by the moon after it had left the c~ickens. ~fr. Sh1ftlet pomted out 
that the reason he had improved this plantation was because he had 
taken a personal interest in it. He said he was even going to make the 
automobile run. 

He had raised the hood and studied the mechanism and he said 
he could tell that the car had been built in the days when cars were 
really built. You take now, he said, one man puts in one bolt and 
another man puts in another bolt and another man puts in another 
bolt so that it's a man for a bolt. That's why you have to pay so 
much for a car: you're paying all those men. Now if you didn't have 
to pay but one man, you could get you a cheaper car and one that 
had had a personal interest taken in it, and it would be a better car. 
The old woman agreed with him that this was so. 

Mr. Shiftlec said that the trouble with the world was chat nobody 
cared, or stopped and took any trouble. He said he never would 
have been able to teach Lucynell to say a word if he hadn't cared 
an~ st0pped long enough. 

.. ~~ch her to say something else," the old woman said. 
Th at you want her to say next?" Mr. Shiftlet asked. 

e old woman's ·1 b . "T h h smi e was road and toothless and suggesuve. 
cac er to say 'sugarpie "' h .d , s c sa1 . 
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}Jr. Shiftlet already knew w~at was ~n her mind. 
The next day he began to tmkcr with the automobile and that 

• g he told her that if she would buy a fan belt, he would be 
evenm 
bl to make the car run. 

a ;he old woman said she would give him the money. "You sec 

h 
irl yonder?" she asked, pointing to Lucynell who was sitting 

t at g h' h' h bl . th on the floor a foot away, watc mg 1m, er eyes ue even m e 
dark. "If it was ever a man wanted to take her a~ay, I w_ould say, 
'No man on earth is going to ta~e that sweet, girl of mme away 
f me!' but if he was to say, Lady, I don t want to take her 
rom I want her right here,' I would say, 'Mister, I don't blame 

awa~ h 1· . I 
ne I wouldn't pass up a c ance to Ive m a permanent p ace you no • 

and get the sweetest girl in the world myself. You ain't no fooV 

I would say." 
"How old is she?" Mr. Shiftlet asked casually. 
"Fifteen, sixteen," the old woman said. The girl was nearly thirty 

but because of her innocence it was impossible to guess. 
"It would be a good idea to paint it too," Mr. Shiftlet remarked. 

"You don't want it to rust out." 
"We'll see about that later," the old woman said. 
The next day he walked into town and returned with the parts 

he needed and a can of gasoline. Late in the afternoon, terrible 
noises issued from the shed and the old woman rushed out of the 
house, thinking Lucynell was somewhere having a fit. Lucynell was 
sitting on a chicken crate, stamping her feet and screaming, 
"Burrddtttl bddurrddtttt!" but her fuss was drowned out by the car. 
With a volley of blasts it emerged from the shed, moving in a fierce 
and stately way. Mr. Shiftlet was in the driver's seat, sitting very 
erect. He had an expression of serious modesty on his face as if he 
had just raised the dead. 

That night, rocking on the porch, the old woman began her 
business, at once. "You want you an innocent woman, don't you?" 
she asked sympathetically. "You don't want none of this trash." 

"No'm, I don't," Mr. Shiftlet said . 
"One that can't talk" she continued, "can't sass you back or use 

foul language. That's ~he kind for you to have. Right ~ere," ~nd 

she pointed to Lucynell sitting cross-legged in her chatr, holding 
both feet in her hands. 
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"It takes money, , 

b th way I think, I wouldn t marry no woman that these days, ut e 
, ak a tr'ip like she was somebody. I mean take her to a I couldn t t e on 

hotd and treat her. I wouldn't marry the Duchesser_ Windsor," he 
said lirmly, "unless I could take her to a hotel and giver something 

good to eat . , . 
"I was raised thataway and there am t a thing I can do about it. 

My old mother taught me how to do." 
"Lucynell don't even know what a hotel is," the old woman 

muttered. "Listen here, Mr. Shiftlet," she said, sliding forward in 
her chair, "you'd be getting a permanent house and a deep well 
and the most innocent girl in the world. You don't need no money. 
Lemme tell you something: there ain't any place in the world for 
a poor disabled friendless drifting man." 

The ugly words settled in Mr. Shiftlet's head like a group of 
buzzards in the top of a tree. He didn't answer at once. He rolled 
himself a cigarette and lit it and then he said in an even voice, 
"Lady, a man is divided into two parts, body and spirit." 

;he old woman clamped her gums together. 
A ~y a,nd a spirit," he repeated. "The body, lady, is like a 

house: it don t go anywhere; but tht· spirit, lady, is like a automobile: 
al:a~s on the move, always ... " 

ho Lis~en, Mr. Shiftlet," she said, "my well never goes dry and my 
use 1s always wa · th . 

thin abo rm 10 e wmter and there's no mortgage on a 
g utthispl y f you If A ace. ou can go to the courthouse and see or 
rsc . nd yonder uncle th h d . b'l " Sh laid th b • r at s e 1s a fine automo 1 e. e 

e a11 carefull "Y 'II pay for the paint,, y. ou can have it painted by Saturday. I 
I . 
n the darkness Mr Sh. f ' . 

waking up b fir' • 
1 tlet s smile stretched like a weary snake 

ya e After d h d "d • 3 secon e recalled himself an sai • 

-
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"I'm only saying a man's spirit m~s more to him than anything 
else. I would have to take my wife off for the weekend without 
no regards at all for cost. I got to follow where my spirit says to go." 

"I'll give you fifteen dollars for a weekend trip," the old woman 
said in a crabbed voice. "That's the best I can do." 

"That wouldn't hardly pay for more than the gas and the hote~" 
he said. "It wouldn't feed her." 

"Seventeen-fifty," the old woman said. "That's all I got so it isn't 
any use you trying to milk me. You can take a lunch." 

Mr. Shiftlet was deeply hurt by the word "milk." He didn't 
doubt that she had more money sewed up in her mattress but he 
had already told her he was not interested in her money. 'TH make 
that do," he said and rose and walked off without treating with her 
further. 

On Saturday the three of them drove into town in the car that the 
paint had barely dried on and Mr. Shiftlet and Lucynell were married 
in the Ordinary's office while the old woman witnessed. As they 
came out of the courthouse, Mr. Shiftlet began twisting his neck in 
his collar. He looked morose and bitter as if he had been insulted 
while someone held him. "That didn't satisfy me none," he said. 
"That was just something a woman in an office did, nothing but 
paper work and blood tests. What do they know about my blood? 
If they was to take my heart and cut it out," he said, "they wouldn't 
know a thing about me. It didn't satisfy me at all." 

"It satisfied the law," the old woman said sharply. 
"The law," Mr. Shiftlet said and spit. "It's the law that don't satisfy 

me." 
He had painted the car dark green with a yellow band around it 

just under the windows. The three of them climbed in the front 
seat and the old woman said, "Don't Lucynell look pretty? Looks 
like a baby doll." Lucynell was dressed up in a white dress that her 
mother had uprooted from a trunk and there was a Panama hat 
on her head with a bunch of red wooden cherries on the brim. Every 
~ow and then her placid expression was changed by a sly iso~ate?, 
little thought like a shoot of green in the desert. "You got a pnzc! 
the old woman said. 

Mr. Shiftlet didn't even look at her. 
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" d I wouidn t et no ,, h . d . you An . ht Good-by, Sugarbaby, s e sa1 , clutching at the 

would do ng h·. d ess Lucynell looked straight at her and did , 
f the w 1te r · d n t sleeve O h at all. Mr. Shift!et ease the car forward · 

to see her t ere so 
seem h h d to rnove her hands. 
chats e al af noon was clear and open and surrounded by pale 

The ear Y ter h' . 
Alth g

h the car would go only t 1rty miles an hour Mr 
blue sky. ou d' d ' · . 

1 
. · ed a terrific climb and 1p an swerve that went 

Shift et 1magm . . . . 
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h' head so that he forgot his morning bitterness. He had 
enure y to 1s 
al t 

d an automobile but he had never been able to afford 
ways wane one before. He drove very fast because he wanted to make Mobile 

by nightfall. 
Occasionally he stopped his thoughts long enough to look at 

Lucynell in the seat beside him. She had eaten the lunch as soon 
as they were out of the yard and now she was pulling the cherries 
off the hat one by one and throwing them out the window. He 
became depressed in spite of the car. He had driven about a hundred 
miles when he decided that she must be hungry again and at 
the next small town they came to, he stopped in front of an 
aluminum-painted eating place called The Hot Spot and took her in 
and ordered her a plate of ham and grits. The ride had made her 
sleepy and as soon as she got up on the stool, she rested her head 
on the counter and shut her eyes. There was no one in The Hot 
S~t but Mr. Shiftlet and the boy behind the counter, a pale youth 
with a greasy rag hung over his shoulder. Before he could dish up 
th~ f~d,_ she was snoring gently. 
. Give it to her when she wakes up" Mr Shiftlet said "I'll pay for 
1t now." ' · · 

The boy bent h · d th h If h ov_er er and stared at the long pink-gold hair an 
e a -s ut sleepmg Th d M Shiftlet. "She lo . eyes. en he looked up and stare at r. 

oks hke an angel of Gawd," he murmured. 
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"Hitchhiker," Mr. Shiftlet explained. "I can't · I 
1 

" wait. got to make 
Tusca oosa. 

The boy bent over again and very carefully touch d h' fi . e ts nger to 
a strand of the golden hair and Mr. Shiftlet left. 

He was more depressed than ever as he drove on by himself. The 
late afternoon had grown hot and sultry and the count h d fl . ry a at-
tened out. Deep m the sky a storm was preparing very slow! d 

d 
' f . d . y an 

without thun er as 1 1t meant to ram every drop of air from the 
earth before it broke. There were times when Mr. Shiftlet preferred 
not to be alone. He felt t~o that a man wit~ a c~r had a responsibility 
to others and he kept his eye out for a h1tchh1ker. Occasionally he 
saw a sign that warned: "Drive carefully. The life you save may be 
your own." · 

The narrow road dropped off on either side into dry fields and 
here and there a shack or a filling station stood in a clearing. The 
sun began to set directly in front of the automobile. It was a redden-
ing ball that through his windshield was slightly flat on the bottom 
and top. He saw a boy in overalls and a gray hat standing on the 
edge of the road and he slowed the car down and stopped in front 
of him. The boy didn't have his hand raised to thumb the ride, he 
was only standing there, but he had a small cardboard suitcase and 
his hat was set on his head in a way to indicate that he had left 
somewhere for good. "Son," Mr. Shiftlet said, "I see you want a ride." 

The boy didn't say he did or he didn't but he opened the door 
of the car and got in, and Mr. Shiftier started driving again. The 
child held the suitcase on his lap and folded his arms on top of it. He 
turned his head and looked out the window away from Mr. Shiftier. 
Mr. Shiftlet felt oppressed. "Son," he said after a minute, "I got the 
best old mother in the world so I reckon you only got the second 

best." 
The boy gave him a quick dark glance and then turned his face 

back out the window. 
"It's nothing so sweet," Mr. Shiftlet continued, "as a boy's mother. 

She taught him his first prayers at her knee, she give him love when 
no other would she told him what was right and what wasn't, a

nd 
' " h · d "I ever rued a 

she seen that he done the right thing. Son, e sai ' n f 
day in my !if e like the one I rued when I left that old mo

th
er 

0 

mine." 

M 
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os ~ . huP l,e1\-c:ll and ~''tt to and I 
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ir:fI iii:J." His •;- s:nanng. 
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'lb: blf - is a th b,g and yours •~ a stinking pok 
a:i:d. "}ly d-sl b: fumg the do« open arul Jumped out with 
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Mr- slady .ith ooor mil open- A cloud, the exact color 
&o« L. -' like a rumip, bad descended over 
&tkoc,' SUA ZJ'~ . · --'--~ crouched behind the car. Mr. Shiftlct 0,----·--- . id:·• ;x me was _about to engulf him~ He 
rs:d b am .!O b ir bll :agam to his brcm. "Oh Lord! he 

&.th ad wash me slime frcm this earth!" 
Toe mm:p ao;imxd ~y ID ~d. a few minutes 

._ 
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gmiw~ pal cl dumda from behind and fantastic 
fu rin-alJ wp.s. aashcd a.er the rear of Mr. Shiftkt's 

cir.. Var~~ qipcd oo me gas 211d with his stump sticking 
Cll1 m-. be rm:d me galloping shower into Mobile. 

The River 

Tm child stood glum and limp in the middle of the dark living 
room while his father pulled him into a plaid coat. His right 

arm was hung in the sleeve but the father buttoned the coat any-
way and pushed him forward toward a pale spotted hand that stuck 
through the half-open door. 

"He ain't fixed right," a loud voice said from the hall. 
"Well then for Christ's sake fix him," the father muttered. "It's 

six o'clock in the morning." He was in his bathrobe and barefooted. 
When he got the child to the door and tried to shut it, he found 
her looming in it, a speckled skeleton in a long pea-green coat 
and felt helmet. 

"And his and my carfare," she said. "It'll be twict we have to ride 
the car." 

He went in the bedroom again to get the money and when he 
came back, she and the boy were both standing in the middle of 
the room. She was taking stock. "I couldn't smell those dead cigarette 
butts long if I was ever to come sit with you," she said, shaking 
him down in his coat. 

"Here's the change," the father said. He went to the door and 
opened it wide and waited. 

After she had counted the money she slipped it somewhere 
inside her coat and walked over to a watercolor hanging near the 
phonograph. "I know what time it is," she said, peering closely 
at the black lines crossing into broken planes of violent color. 
"I ought to. My shift goes on at 10 P .M. and don't get off till 5 
and it takes me one hour to ride the Vine Street car." 

"Oh, I s«.," he said. "Well, we'll expect him back tonight, about 
eight or nine?" 

"Maybe later," she said. "We're going to the river to a healing. 
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