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This short novel, Noon Wine exists so fully and wholly in its own right in my mind, that when | attempt
to trace its growth from the beginning, to follow all the clues to their sources in my memory, I am
dismayed; because | am confronted with my own life, the whole society in which I was born and brought
up, and the facts of it. My aim is to find the truth in it, and to this end my imagination works and re-works
its recollections in a constant search for meanings.

Yet in this endless remembering which surely must be the main occupation of the writer, events are
changed, reshaped, interpreted again and again in different ways, and this is right and natural because it is
the intention of the writer to write fiction, after all—real fiction, not a roman a clef, or a thinly disguised
personal confession which better belongs to the psychoanalyst’s séance. By the time | wrote Noon Wine it
had become ‘real’ to me almost in the sense that | felt not as if | had made that story out of my own
memory of real events and imagined consequences, but as if | were quite simply reporting events | had
heard or witnessed.

This is not in the least true: the story is fiction; but it is made up of thousands of things that did happen
to living human beings in a certain part of the country, at a certain time of my life, things that are still
remembered by others as single incidents; not as | remembered them, floating and moving with their
separate life and reality, meeting and parting and mingling in my thoughts, until they established their
relationship. | could see and feel very clearly that all these events, episodes—hardly that, sometimes, but
just mere glimpses and flashes here and there of lives strange or moving or astonishing to me—were
forming a story, almost of themselves, it seemed; out of their apparent incoherence, unrelatedness, they
grouped and clung in my mind in a form that gave a meaning to the whole that the individual parts had
lacked. So | feel that this story is ‘true’ in the way that a work of fiction should be true, created out of all
the scattered particles of life | was able to absorb and combine and to shape into a living new being.

But why did this particular set of memories and early impressions combine in just this way to make this
particular story? | do not in the least know. And though it is quite true that I intended to write fiction this
story wove itself in my mind for years before | ever intended to write it, there were many other stories
going on in my head at once, some of them evolved and were written, more were not. Why? This to me is
the most interesting question, because | am sure there is an answer, but nobody knows it yet.

When the moment came to write this story, | knew it; and | had to make quite a number of practical
arrangements to get the time free for it without fear of interruptions. | wrote it as it stands except for a few
pen corrections in just seven days of trance-like absorption in a small room in an inn in rural Pennsylvania,
from the early evening of November 7 to November 14, 1936. Yet | had written the central part, the scene
between Mr. Hatch and Mr. Thompson, which leads up to the murder, in Basel, Switzerland, in the summer
of 1932.

I had returned from Europe only fifteen days before | went to the inn in Pennsylvania: this was the end,
as it turned out, of my living abroad, except for short visits back to Paris, Brittany, Rome, Belgium; but
meantime | had, at the time of great awareness and active energy, spent nearly fourteen years of my life out
of this country: in Mexico, Bermuda, various parts of Europe, but mostly by choice, Paris. Of my life in
these places | felt then, and feel now, that it was all entirely right, timely, appropriate, exactly where |
should have been and what doing at that very time. | did not feel exactly at home; I knew where home was;
but the time had come for me to see the world for myself, and so I did, almost as naturally as a bird taking
off on his new wingfeathers. In Europe, things were not so strange; sometimes | had a pleasant sense of
having here and there touched home-base; if | was not at home, | was sometimes with friends. And all the



time, | was making notes on stories—stories of my own place , my South—for my part of Texas was
peopled almost entirely by Southerners from Virginia, Tennessee, the Carolinas, Kentucky—and | was
almost instinctively living in a sustained state of mind and feeling, quietly and secretly, comparing one
thing with another, always remembering and remembering; and all sorts of things were falling into their
proper places, taking on their natural shapes and sizes, and going back and back clearly into right
perspective—right for me as artist, | simply mean to say; and it was like breathing—I did not have
consciously to urge myself to think about it. So my time in Europe served me in a way | had not dreamed
of, even, besides its own charm and goodness; it gave me back my past and my own house and my own
people—the native land of my heart.

This summer country of my childhood, this space and memory is filled with landscapes shimmering in
light and color, moving with sounds and shapes | hardly ever describe or put in my stories in so many
words; they form only the living background of what | am trying to tell, so familiar to my characters they
would hardly notice them; the sound of mourning doves in the life-oaks, the childish voices of parrots
chattering on every back porch in the little town, the hoverings of buzzards in the high blue air—all the life
of that soft blackland farming country, full of fruits and flowers and birds, with good hunting and good
fishing; with plenty of water, many little and big rivers. | shall name just a few of the rivers | remember—
the San Antonio, the San Marcos, the Trinity, the Neuces, the Rio Grande, the Colorado, and the small
clear branch of the Colorado—full of colored pebbles—Indian Creek, the place where | was born.

The colors and tastes all had their smells, as the sounds have now their echoes: the bitter whiff of air
over a sprawl of animal skeleton after the buzzards were gone; the smells and flavors of roses and melons,
and peach bloom and ripe peaches, of cape jessamine in hedges blooming like popcorn, and the sickly
sweetness of chinaberry florets; of honeysuckle in great swags on a trellised gallery; heavy tomatoes dead
ripe and warm with the midday sun, eaten there, at the vine; the delicious milky green corn, and the savory
hot corn bread eaten with still-warm sweet milk; and the clinging brackish smell of the muddy little ponds
where we caught, and boiled crawfish—in a discarded lard can—and ate them, then and there, we children,
in the company of an old Negro who had once been my grandparents’ slave, as | have told in another story.
He was by our time only a servant, and a cantankerous old cuss very sure of his place in the household.

Uncle Jimbilly, for that was his name, was not the only one who knew exactly where he stood, and just
about how far he could go in maintaining the right, privileges, exemptions of his status so long as he
performed its duties. At this point, | want to give a rather generalized view of the society of that time and
place as | remember it, and as talks with my elders since confirm it. (Not long ago | planned to visit a very
wonderful old lady who was a girlhood friend of my mother. | wrote to my sister that | could not think of
being a burden to Miss Cora, and would therefore stop at the little hotel in town and call on her. And my
sister wrote back air mail on the very day saying: “For God’s sake, don’t mention the word hotel to Miss
Cora—she’ll think you’ve lost your raising!”) The elders all talked and behaved as if the final word had
gone out long ago on manners, morality, religion, even politics: nothing was ever to change, they said, and
even as they spoke, everything was changing, shifting, disappearing. This had been happening in face ever
since they were born; the greatest change, the fatal dividing change in this country, the War between the
States, was taking place even as most of my father’s generation were coming into the world.

But it was the grandparents who still ruled in daily life; and they showed plainly in acts, words, and
even looks (an enormously handsome generation they seemed to have been | remember—all those
wonderful high noses with diamond-shaped bony structure in the bridge!) the presence of good society,
very well based on traditional Christian beliefs. These beliefs were mainly Protestant but not yet petty
middle-class puritanism: there remained still an element fairly high stepping and wide gestured in its
personal conduct. The petty middle class of fundamentalists who saw no difference between wine-drinking,
dancing, card playing, and adultery, had not yet got altogether the upper hand in that part of the country—
in fact, never did except in certain limited areas; but it was making a brave try. It was not really a
democratic society; if everybody had his place, sometimes very narrowly defined, at least he knew where it
was, and so did everybody else. So too, the higher laws of morality and religion were defined; if a man
offended against the one, or sinned against the other, he knew about it, and so did his neighbors, and they
called everything by its right name.



This firm view applied also to social standing. A man who had humble ancestors had a hard time getting
away from them and rising in the world. If he prospered and took to leisurely ways of living, he was merely
“getting above his raising.” If he managed to marry into one of the good old families, he had simply
“outmarried himself.” If he went away and made a success somewhere else, when he returned for a visit he
was still only “that Jimmerson boy who went No’th.” There is—was, perhaps | should say—a whole level
of society of the South where it was common knowledge that the mother’s family outranked the father’s by
half, at least. This might be based on nothing more tangible than that the mother’s family came from
Richmond or Charleston, while the father’s may have started out somewhere from Pennsylvania, or have
got bogged down one time or another in Arkansas. If they turned out well, the children of these matches
were allowed their mother’s status, for good family must never be denied, but rather remained a member of
the Plain People to the end. Yet there was nothing against anyone hinting at better lineage and a family past
more dignified than the present, no matter how humble his present circumstances, nor how little proof he
could offer for his claim. Aspiration to higher and better things was natural to all men, and a sign of proper
respect for true blood and birth. Pride and hope may be denied to no one.

In this society of my childhood there were all sorts of tender ways of feeling and thinking, subtle
understanding between people in matters of ritual and ceremony; | think in the main a civilized society, and
yet, with the underlying, perpetual ominous presence of violence; violence potential that broke through the
smooth surface almost without warning, or maybe just without warning to children, who learned later to
know the signs. There were old cruel customs, the feud, for one, gradually dying out among the good
families, never in fact prevalent among them—the men of that class fought duels, and abided, in theory at
least, on the outcome; and country life, ranch life, was rough in Texas, at least. | remember tall bearded
booted men striding about with clanking spurs, and carrying loaded pistols inside their shirts next to their
ribs, even to church. It was quite matter of course that you opened a closet door in a bedroom and stared
down into the cold eyes of shotguns and rifles, stacked there because there was no more room in the gun
closet. In the summer, in that sweet-smelling flowery country, we children with our father or some grown-
up in charge, spent long afternoons on a range, shooting at fixed targets or clay pigeons with the ordinary
domestic fire arms, pistols, rifles of several calibers, shotguns to be fired single and double. I never fired a
shotgun, but | knew the sounds and could name any round of fire | heard, even at great distances.

Someone asked me once where | had ever heard that conversation in Noon Wine between two men about
chewing tobacco—that apparently aimless talk between Mr. Hatch and Mr. Thompson which barely masks
hatred and is leading toward a murder. It seems that | must have heard something of the sort somewhere,
sometime or another; | do not in the least remember it. But that whole countryside was full of tobacco-
chewing men, whittling men, hard-working farming men perched on fences with their high heels caught on
a rail, or squatting on their toes, gossiping idly and comfortably for hours at a time. | often wondered what
they found to say to each other, day in day out year after year; but | should never have dared go near
enough to listen profitably; yet | surely picked up something that came back whole and free as air that
summer in Basel, Switzerland, when | thought | was studying only the life of Erasmus and the
Reformation.

And I have seen them many a time take out their razor-sharp long-bladed knives and slice a “chew” as
delicately and precisely as if they were cutting a cake. These knives were so keen, often | have watched my
father, shelling pecans for me, cut off the ends of the hard shells in a slow circular single gesture; then split
them down the sides in four strips and bring out the nut mean whole. This fascinated me, but it did not
occur to me to come near the knife, or offer to touch it. In our country life, in summers, we were
surrounded by sharpened blades—hatchets, axes, plowshares, carving knives, Bowie knives, straight razors.
We were taught so early to avoid all these, | do not remember ever being tempted to take one in my hand.
Living as we did all out summers among loaded guns and dangerous cutting edges, four wild, adventurous
children, always getting hurt in odd ways, we none of us were ever injured seriously.

The worst thing that happened was, my elder sister got a broken collar bone from a fall, not as you
might expect from a horse, for we almost lived on horseback, but from a three-foot fall off a fence where
she had climbed to get a better view of a battle between two bulls. But these sharp blades slicing tobacco—
did I remember it because it was an unusual sight? I think not. I must have seen it, as | remember it, dozens



of times—but one day | really saw it: and it became a part of Mr. Thompson’s hallucinated vision when he
killed Mr. Hatch, and afterward could not live without justifying himself.

There is an early memory, not the first, but certainly before my third year, always connected with this
story, Noon Wine; it is the source, if there could be only one. | was a very small child. | know this by the
remembered vastness of the world around me, the giant heights of grown-up people; a chair something to
be scaled like a mountain; a table top to be peered over on tiptoe. It was late summer and near sunset, for
the sky was a clear green-blue with long streaks of burning rose in it, and the air was full of the mournful
sound of swooping bats. | was all alone in a wide grassy plain—it was the lawn on the east side of the
house—and | was in that state of instinctive bliss which children only know, when there came like a blow
of thunder echoing and rolling in that green sky, the explosion of a shotgun, not very far away, for it shook
the air. There followed at once a high, thin, long-drawn scream, a sound | had never heard, but | knew what
it was—it was the sound of death in the voice of a man. How did | know it was a shotgun? How should |
not have known? How did | know it was death? We are born knowing death.

Let me examine this memory a little, which, though it is of an actual event, is like a remembered dream;
but then all my childhood is that; and if in parts of this story | am trying to tell you, | use poetic terms, it is
because in such terms do | remember many things and the feeling is valid, it cannot be left out, or denied.
In the first place, could | have been alone when this happened? It is most unlikely. 1 was one of four
children, brought up in a houseful of adults of ripening age; a grandmother, a father, several Negro
servants, among them two aged, former slaves; visiting relatives, uncles, aunts, cousins; grandmother’s
other grandchildren older than we, with always an ill-identified old soul or two, male or female, who
seemed to be guests but helped out with stray chores. The house, which seemed so huge to me, was
probably barely adequate to the population it accommodated; but of one thing | am certain—nobody was
ever alone except for the most necessary privacies, and certainly no child at any time. Children had no
necessary privacies. We were watched and herded and monitored and followed and spied upon and
corrected and lectured and scolded (and kissed, let’s be just, loved tenderly, and prayed over!) all day,
every day, through the endless years of childhood—endless, but where did they go?

So the evidence all points to the fact that | was not, could not have been, bodily speaking, alone in that
few seconds when for the first time | heard the sound of murder. Who was with me? What did she say—for
it was certainly one of the caretaking women around the house. Could I have known by instinct, of which |
am so certain now, or did someone speak words | cannot remember which nonetheless told me what had
happened? There is nothing more to tell, all speculations are useless; this memory is a spot of clear light
and color and sound, of immense, mysterious illumination of feeling against a horizon of total darkness.
Yet, was it the next day? next summer? In that same place, that grassy shady yard, in broad daylight |
watched a poor little funeral procession creeping over the stony ridge of the near horizon, the dusty road
out of town which led also to the cemetery.

The hearse was just a spring wagon decently roofed and curtained with black oil cloth, poverty indeed,
and some members of our household gathered on the front gallery to watch it pass, said, “Poor Pink
Hodges—old man A—got him just like he said he would.” Had it been Pink Hodges then, | had heard
screaming death in the blissful sunset? And who was old man A--, whose name | do not remember, and
what became of him, | wonder? I’ll never know. | remember only that the air of our house was full of pity
for Pink Hodges, for his harmlessness, his helplessness, “so pitiful, poor thing,” they said; and, “It’s just not
right,” they said. But what did they do to bring old man A—to justice, or at least to a sense of his evil?
Nothing, | am afraid. | began to ask all sorts of questions and was silenced invariably by some elder who
told me | was too young to understand such things. Yet here | am coming to something quite clear, of
which | am entirely certain. It happened in my ninth year, and again in that summer house in the little town
near the farm, with the yard full of roses and irises and honeysuckle and hackberry trees, and the vegetable
garden and the cow barn in back. It was already beginning to seem not so spacious to me; it went on
dwindling year by year to the measure of my growing up.

One hot moist day after a great thunderstorm and heavy long rain, | saw a strange horse and buggy
standing at the front gate. Neighbors and kin in the whole countryside knew each other’s equipages as well
as they did their own, and this outfit was not only strange, but not right; don’t ask me why. It was not a



good horse, and the buggy was not good, either. There was something wrong in the whole thing, and | went
full of curiosity to see why such strangers as would drive such a horse and buggy would be calling on my
grandmother. (At this point say anything you please about the snobbism of children and dogs. It is real. As
real as the snobbism of their parents and owners, and much more keen and direct.) | stood just outside the
living-room door, unnoticed for a moment by my grandmother, who was sitting rather stiffly, with an odd
expression on her face; a doubtful smiling mouth, brows knitted in painful inquiry. She was a woman called
upon for decisions, many decisions every day, wielding justice among her unruly family. Once she struck,
justly or unjustly, she dared not retract—the whole pack would have torn her to pieces. They did not want
justice in any case, but revenge, each in his own favor. But this situation had nothing to do with her family,
and there she sat, worried, undecided. | had never seen her so, and it dismayed me.

Then | saw first a poor sad pale beaten-looking woman in a faded cotton print dress and a wretched little
straw hat with a wreath of wilted forgetmenots. She looked as if she had never eaten a good dinner, or slept
in a comfortable bed, or felt a gentle touch; the mark of life-starvation was all over her. Her hands were
twisted tight in her lap and she was looking down at them in shame. Her eyes were covered with dark
glasses. While | stared at her, | heard the man sitting near her almost shouting in a coarse, roughened voice:
“I swear, it was in self-defense! His life or mine! If you don’t believe me, ask my wife here. She saw it. My
wife won’t lie!” Every time he repeated these words, without lifting her head or moving, she would say in a
low voice, “Yes, that’s right. | saw it.”

In that moment, or in another moment later as this memory sank in and worked my feelings and
understanding, it was quite clear to me, and seems now to have been clear from the first, that he expected
her to lie, was indeed forcing her to tell a lie; that she did it unwillingly and unlovingly in bitter resignation
to the double disgrace of her husband’s crime and her own sin; and that he, stupid, dishonest, soiled as he
was, was imploring her as his only hope, somehow to make his lie a truth.

I used this scene in Noon Wine, but the man in real life was not lean and gaunt and blindly, foolishly
proud like Mr. Thompson; no, he was just a great loose-faced, blabbing man full of guilt and fear, and he
was bawling at my grandmother, his eyes bloodshot with drink and tears, “Lady, if you don’t believe me,
ask my wife! She won’t lie!” At this point my grandmother noticed my presence and sent me away with a
look we children knew well and never dreamed of disobeying. But | heard part of the story later, when my
grandmother said to my father, with an unfamiliar coldness in her voice, for she had made her decision
about this affair, too: “l was never asked to condone a murder before. Something new.” My father said,
“Yes, and a coldblooded murder too if there ever was one.”

So, there was the dreary tale of violence again, this time with the killer out on bail, going the rounds of
the countryside with his wretched wife, telling his side of it—whatever it was; | never knew the end. In the
meantime, in one summer or another, certainly before my eleventh year, for that year we left that country
for good, | had two memorable glimpses. My father and | were driving from the farm to town, when we
met with a tall black-whiskered man on horseback, sitting so straight his chin was level with his Adam’s
apple, dressed in clean mended blue denims, shirt open at the throat, a big devil-may-care black felt hat on
the side of his head. He gave us a lordly gesture of greeting, caused his fine black horse to curvet and
prance a little, and rode on, grandly. | asked my father who that could be, and he said, “That’s Ralph
Thomas, the proudest man in seven counties.” | said, “What’s he proud of?” And my father said, “I suppose
the horse. It’s a very fine horse,” in a good-humored, joking tone, which made the poor man quite
ridiculous, and yet not funny, but sad in some way | could not quite understand.

On another of these journeys | saw a bony, awkward, tired-looking man, tilted in a Kitchen chair against
the wall of his comfortless shack, set back from the road under the thin shade of hackberry trees, a thatch of
bleached-looking hair between his eyebrows, blowing away at a doleful tune on his harmonica, in the hot
dull cricket-whirring summer day; the very living image of loneliness. | was struck with pity for this
stranger, his eyes closed against the alien scene, consoling himself with such poor music. | was told he was
someone’s Swedish hired man.

In time—when? how?—Pink Hodges, whom | never knew except in the sound of his death-cry, merged
with my glimpse of the Swedish hired man to become the eternal Victim; the fat bullying whining man in



my grandmother’s living room became the Killer. But nothing can remain so simple as that, this was only a
beginning. Helton too, the Victim in my story, is also a murderer, with the dubious innocence of the
madman; but no less a shedder of blood. Everyone in this story contributes, one way or another directly or
indirectly, to murder, or death by violence; even the two young sons of Mr. Thompson who turn on him in
their fright and ignorance and side with their mother, who does not need them; they are guiltless, for they
meant no harm, and they do not know what they have contributed to; indeed in their innocence they believe
they are doing, not only right, but the only thing they could possibly do in the situation as they understand
it: they must defend their mother....

Let me give you a glimpse of Mr. and Mrs. Thompson, not as they were in their real lives, for | never
knew them, but as they have become in my story. Mr. Thompson is a member of the plain people who has,
by a hair’s breadth, outmarried himself. Mrs. Thompson’s superiority is shown in her better speech, her
care for the proprieties, her social sense; even her physical fragility has some quality of the “genteel’ in it;
but in the long run, her strength is in the unyielding chastity of her morals, at once her yoke and her crown,
and the prime condition of her right to the respect of her society. Her great power is that, while both she
and her husband believe that the moral law, once broken, is irreparable, she will still stand by her principles
no matter what; and in the end he stands by too. They are both doomed by this belief in their own way: Mr.
Thompson from the moment he swung the ax on Mr. Hatch; Mrs. Thompson from the moment she acted
the lie which meant criminal collusion. That both law and society expect this collusion of women with their
husbands, so that safeguards for and against it are provided both by custom and statute, means nothing to
Mrs. Thompson. When Mr. Burleigh planned for her to sit in court, he was not being cynical, but only
showing himself a lawyer who knew his business.

This Mrs. Thompson of Noon Wine | understand much better, of course, than | do that woman | saw
once for five minutes when | was nine years old. She is a benign, tender, ignorant woman, in whom the
desire for truthfulness is a habit of her whole being; she is the dupe of her misunderstanding of what virtue
really is; a woman not meant for large emergencies. Confronted with pure disaster she responds with pure
suffering, and yet will not consent to be merely the passive Victim, or as she thinks, the criminal instrument
of her husband’s self-justification. Mr. Thompson, of course, has not been able to explain anything to
himself, nor to justify himself in the least. By his own standards of morality, he is a murderer, a fact he
cannot face: he needs someone to tell him this is not so, not so by some law of higher truth he is incapable
of grasping. Alas, his wife, whose judgment he respects out of his mystical faith in the potency of her
virtue, agrees with him—he is indeed a murderer. He has been acquitted, in a way he is saved; but in
making a liar of her he has in effect committed a double murder—one of the flesh, one of the spirit.

Mr. Thompson, having invented his account of the event out of his own hallucinations, would now like
to believe in it: he cannot. The next best thing would be for his wife to believe it: she does not believe, and
he knows it. As they drive about the countryside in that series of agonizing visits, she tells her lie again and
again, steadfastly. But privately she withholds the last lie that would redeem him, or so he feels. He wants
her to turn to him when they are alone sometime, maybe just driving along together, and say, “Of course,
Mr. Thompson, it’s as clear as day. | remember it now. It was all just as you said!”

This she will never say, and so he must accept his final self-condemnation. There is of course a good
deal more to it than this, but this must do for the present—it is only meant to show how that unknown
woman, sitting in my grandmother’s parlor twisting her hands in shame all those years ago, got up one day
from her chair and started her long journey through my remembering and transmuting mind, and brought
her world with her.

And here | am brought to a pause, for almost without knowing it, | have begun to write about these
characters in a story of mine as though they were real persons exactly as | have shown them. And these
fragments of memory on which the story is based now seem to have a random look; they nowhere contain
in themselves, together or separately, the story | finally wrote out of them; a story of the most painful moral
and emotional confusions, in which everyone concerned, yes, in his crooked way, even Mr. Hatch, is trying
to do right.



It is only in the varying levels of quality in the individual nature that we are able finally more or less to
measure the degree of virtue in each man. Mr. Thompson’s motives are most certainly mixed, yet not
ignoble; not the highest but the highest he is capable of; he helps someone who helps him in turn; while
acting in defense of what he sees as the good in his own life, the thing worth trying to save at almost any
cost, he is trying at the same time to defend an other life—the life of Mr. Helton, who has proved himself
the bringer of good, the present help, the true friend. Mr. Helton would have done as much for me, Mr.
Thompson says, and he is right. Yet he hated Mr. Hatch on sight, wished to injure him before he had a
reason: could it not be a sign of virtue in Mr. Thompson that he surmised and resisted at first glance the evil
in Mr. Hatch? The whole countryside, let us remember (for this is most important, the relations of a man to
his society), agrees with Mr. Burleigh the lawyer, and the jury and the judge, that Mr. Thompson’s deed
was justifiable homicide: but this did not, as his neighbors confirmed, make it any less a murder. Mr.
Thompson was not an evil man, he was only a poor sinner doing his best according to his lights, lights
somewhat dimmed by his natural aptitude for Pride and Sloth. He still had his virtues, even if he did not
quite know what they were, and so gave himself credit for some few that he had not.

But Hatch was the doomed man, evil by nature, a lover and doer of evil, who did no good thing for
anyone, not even, in the long run, for himself. He was evil in the most dangerous irremediable way: one
who works safely within the law, and has reasoned himself into believing his motives, if not good, are at
least no worse than anyone else’s: for he believes quite simply and naturally that the motives of others are
no better than his own; and putting aside all nonsense about good, he will always be found on the side of
custom and common sense and the letter of the law. When challenged he has his defense pat and ready, and
there is nothing much wrong with it—it only lacks human decency, of which he has no conception beyond
a faint hearsay. Mr. Helton is, by his madness, beyond good and evil, his own victim as well as the victim
of others.

Mrs. Thompson is a woman of the sort produced in numbers in that time, that class, that place, that
code: so trained to the practice of her prescribed womanly vocation of virtue as such—manifest,
unrelenting, sacrificial, stupefying—she has almost lost her human qualities, and her spiritual courage and
insight, to boot. She commits the, to her, dreadful unforgivable sin of lying; moreover, lying to shield a
criminal, even if that criminal is her own husband. Having done this, to the infinite damage, as she sees it,
of her own soul (as well as her self-respect which is founded on her feeling of irreproachability), she lacks
the courage and the love to see her sin through to its final good purpose; to commit it with her whole heart
and with perfect acceptance of her guilt; to say to her husband the words that might have saved them both,
soul and body—might have, | say only. I do not know and shall never know. Mrs. Thompson was not that
robust a character, and his story, given all, must end as it does end.... There is nothing in any of these
beings tough enough to work the miracle of redemption in them.

Suppose | imagine now that | really saw all of these persons in the flesh at one time or another? | saw
what | have told you, a few mere flashes of a glimpse here and there, one time or another; but | do not
know why | remembered them, and why in my memory they slowly took on their separate lives in a story.
It is because there radiated from each one of those glimpses of strangers some element, some quality that
arrested my attention at a vital moment of my own growth, and caused me, a child, to stop short and look
outward, away from myself; to look at another human being with that attention and wonder and speculation
which ordinarily, and very naturally, | think, a child lavishes only on himself. Is it not almost the sole end
of civilized education of all sorts to teach us to be more and more highly, sensitively conscious of the
reality of the existence, the essential being, of others, those around us so very like us and yet so bafflingly,
so mysteriously different? I do not know whether my impressions were on the instant, as | now believe, or
did they draw to their magnet gradually with time and confirming experience? That man on the fine horse,
with his straight back, straight neck, shabby and unshaven, riding like a cavalry officer, “the proudest man
in seven counties”—I saw him no doubt as my father saw him, absurd, fatuous, but with some final
undeniable human claim on respect and not to be laughed at, except in passing, for all his simple vanity.

The woman | have called Mrs. Thompson—I never knew her name—showed me for the first time, | am
certain, the face of pure shame; humiliation so nearly absolute it could not have been more frightening if
she had groveled on the floor; and | knew that whatever the cause, it was mortal and beyond help. In that
bawling sweating man with the loose mouth and staring eyes, | saw the fear that is moral cowardice and |



knew he was lying. In that yellow-haired, long-legged man playing his harmonica | felt almost the first
glimmer of understanding and sympathy for any suffering not physical. Most certainly | had already done
my share of weeping over lost or dying pets, or beside someone | loved who was very sick, or my own
pains and accidents; but this was a spiritual enlightenment, some tenderness, some first awakening of
charity in my self-centered heart. | am using here some very old-fashioned noble words in their prime
sense. They have perfect freshness and reality to me, they are the irreplaceable names of Realities. | know
well what they mean, and | need them here to describe as well as | am able what happens to a child when
the bodily senses and the moral sense and the sense of charity are unfolding, and are touched once for all in
that first time when the soul is prepared for them; and | know that the all-important things in that way have

all taken place long and long before we know the words for them.
Katherine Anne Porter (1956)
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