It would seem almost as though there were a covdon drawn round the
upper part of these great peaks beyond which no man may go. The
truth of course lies in the fact that, af altitudes of 25,000 feet and be-
yond, the effects of low atmospheric pressure upon the buman body
are so severe that really difficult mountaineering is impossible and the
consequences even of a mild storm may be deadly, that nothing but the
most pesfect conditions of weather and swow offers the slightest
chance of success, and that on the last lap of the climb no party is in a
position to choose its day. . ..

Nao, it is not remarkable that Everest did not yield to the first fern
attempts; indeed, it would bave been very surprising and not a little
sad if it had, for that is not the way of great mountains. Perbaps we
bad become a little arrogant with our fine new technique of ice-claw
and rubber slippes, our age of easy mechanical conquest. We had for-
gotten that the mountain silf bolds the master card, that it will grans
sticcess only in its own good time. Why else does mountaineering re-
tain its deep fascination?

Eric Shipton, in 1938 |
Upon That Mountain

traddling the top of the world, one foot in China and the other in
Nepal, I cleared the ice from my oxygen mask, hunched a shoulder
against the wind, and stared absently down at the vastness of Tibet, T
understood on some dim, detached level that the sweep of earth be-
neath my feet was a spectacular sight. I'd been fantasizing about this
moment, and the release of emotion that would accompany it, for

many months. But now that T was finally here, actnally standing on the
summit of Mount Everest, I just couldn’t sammen the energy to care.
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It was early in the afternoon of May 10, 1996. T hadn’t slept in
fifty-seven hours. The only food I'd been able to force down over the
preceding three days was a howl of ramen soup and a handful of
peanut M&Ms. Weeks of violent coughing had left me with two sepa-
rated ribs that made ordinary breathing an excruciating trial. At
29,028 feet up in the troposphere, so little oxygen was reaching my
brain that my mental capacity was that of a slow child. Under the cir-
cumstances, I was incapable of feeling much of anything except cold
and tired.

T'd arrived on the summit a few minutes after Anatoli Boukreey,
a Russian climbing guide working for an American commercial ex-
pedition, and just ahead of Andy Harris, a guide on the New
Zealand-based team to which I belonged. Although I was only slightly
acquainted with Boukreev, 'd come to know and like Harris well dur-
ing the preceding six weeks. I snapped four quick photos of Hartis and
Boukreev striking summit poses, then tutned and headed down. My
watch read 1:17 pm. All told, I’d spent less than five minutes on the
roof of the world.

A moment later, T paused to take another photo, this one looking
down the Southeast Ridge, the route we had ascended. Training my
lens on a pair of climbers approaching the summit, I noticed some-
thing that until that moment had escaped my attention. To the south,
where the sky had been perfectly clear just an hour earlier, a blanket
of clouds now hid Pumori, Ama Dablam, and the other lesser peaks
surrounding Everest.

Later—after six bodies had been located, after a search for two
others had been abandoned, after surgeons had amputated the gan-
grenous right hand of my teammate Beck Weathers—people would
ask why, if the weather had begun to deteriorate, had climbers on the
upper mountain not heeded the signs? Why did veteran Himalayan
guides keep moving upward, ushering a gaggle of relatively inexperi-
enced amateurs—each of whom had paid as much as $65,000 to be
taken safely up Everest—into an apparent death trap?

Nobody can speak for the leaders of the two guided groups in-
volved, because both men are dead. But I can attest that nothing I saw
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early on the afternoon of May 10 suggested that a murderous storm
was bearing down, To my oxygen-depleted mind, the clouds drifting
up the grand valley of ice known as the Western Cwm* looked in-
nocuous, wispy, insubstantial. Gleaming in the brilliant midday sun,
they appeared no different from the harmless puffs of convection con-
densation that rose from the valley altmost every afternoon.

As T began my descent T was extremely anxious, but my concern
had little to do with the weather: a check of the gauge on my oxygen
tank had revealed that it was almost empty. I needed to get down, fast.

The uppermost shank of Everest’s Southeast Ridge is a slender,
heavily corniced fin of rock and wind-scoured snow that snakes for a
quarter mile between the summit and a subordinate pinnacle known
as the South Summit. Negotiating the serrated ridge presents no great
technical hurdles, but the route is dreadfully exposed. After leaving
the summit, fifteen minutes of cautious shuffling over a 7,000-foot
abyss brought me to the notorious Hillary Step, a pronounced notch
in the ridge that demands some technical maneuvering. As I clipped
into a fixed rope and prepared to rappel over the lip, I was greeted
with an alarming sight.

Thirty feet below, more than a dozen people were queued up at
the base of the Step. Three climbers were already in the process of
hauling themselves up the rope that T was preparing to descend. Fx-
ercising my only option, I unclipped from the communal safety line
and stepped aside,

The tratfic jam was comprised of climbers from three expeditions:
the team [ belonged to, a group of paying clients under the leadership
of the celebrated New Zealand guide Rob Hall; another guided party
headed by the American Scott Fischer; and a noncommercial Tai-
wanese team. Moving at the snail’s pace that is the norm above 26,000
feet, the throng labored up the Hillary Step one by one, while I ner-
vously bided my time.

"'* T]?e Western Cwin, pronounced £ooz, was named by George Leigh Mallory, who first saw
it during the initial Everest expedition of 1921 from the Lho La, a high pass on the border be-
tween Nepal and Tibet. Cusr is a Welsh term for valley or cirque.,

/



Introduction

In Martch 1996, Qutside magazine sent me to Nepal to participate in,
and write about, a guided ascent of Mount Everest. I went as one of
eight clients on an expedition led by a well-known guide from New
Zealand named Rob Hall. On May 10 T arrived on top of the moun-
tain, but the summit came at a terrible cost.

Among my five teammates who reached the top, four, including
Hall, perished in a rogue storm that blew in without warning while we
were still high on the peak. By the time I'd descended to Base Camp
nine climbers from four expeditions were dead, and three more lives
would be lost before the month was out.

The expedition left me badly shaken, and the article was difficult
to write. Nevertheless, five weeks after I returned from Nepal 1 deliv-
ered a manuscript to Qutside, and it was published in the September
issue of the magazine, Upon its completion I atternpted to put Everest
out of my mind and get on with my life, but that turned out to be im-
possible, Through a fog of messy emotions, I continued trying to
make sense of what had happened up there, and I obsessively mulled
the circumstances of my companions’ deaths.

The Qutside piece was as accurate as I could make it under the cir-
cumstances, but my deadline had been unforgiving, the sequence of
events had been frustratingly complex, and the memoties of the sur-
vivors had been badly distorted by exhaustion, oxygen depletion, and
shock. At one point during my research I asked three other people to
recount an incident all four of us had witnessed high on the mountain,
and none of us could agree on such crucial facts as the time, what had

I
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been said, or even who had been present. Within days after the Ous-
side article went to press, I discovered that a few of the details I'd re-
ported were in error. Most were minor inaccuracies of the sort that
inevitably creep into wotks of deadline journalism, but one of my
blundets was in no sense minor, and it had a devastating impact on the
friends and family of one of the victims.

Only slightly less disconcerting than the article’s factual errots was
the material that necessarily had to be omitted for lack of space. Mark
Bryant, the editor of Outside, and Latry Burke, the publisher, had
given me an extraordinary amount of room to tell the story: they ran
the piece at 17,000 words—four ot five times as long as a typical mag-
azine feature, Even so, I felt that it was much too abbreviated to do
justice to the tragedy. The Everest climb had rocked my life to its core,
and it became desperately important for me to record the events in
complete detail, unconstrained by a limited number of column inches.
This book is the fruit of that compulsion.

The staggering unreliability of the human mind at high altitude
made the research problematic. To avoid relying excessively on my
own perceptions, T interviewed most of the protagonists at great
Jength and on multiple occasions. When possible I also corroborated
details with radio logs maintained by people at Base Camp, where
clear thought wasn’t in such short supply. Readers familiar with the
Outside article may notice discrepancies between certain details {pri-
marily matters of time) reported in the magazine and those reported
in the bool; the revisions reflect new information that has come to
light since publication of the magazine piece.

Several authors and editors I respect counseled me not to write
the book as quickly as T did; they urged me to wait two or three years
and put some distance between me and the expedition in order to
gain some crucial perspective, Their advice was sound, but in the end
T ignored it-—mostly because what happened on the mountain was
gnawing my guts out. I thought that writing the book might purge
Everest from my life.

It hasn’t, of course. Moreover, 1 agree that readers are often
poortly served when an author writes as an act of catharsis, as 1 have
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done here, But I hoped something would be gained by spilling my
soul in the calamity’s immediate aftermath, in the roil and torment of
the moment. I wanted my account to have a raw, ruthless sort of hon-
esty that seemed in danger of leaching away with the passage of time
and the dissipation of anguish.

Some of the same people who warned me against writing hastily
had also cautioned me against going to Everest in the first place.
There were many, many fine reasons not to go, but attempting to
climb Everest is an inttinsically irrational act—a triumph of desire
over sensibility. Any person who would seriously consider it is almost
by definition beyond the sway of reasoned argument.

The plain truth is that T knew better but went to Everest anyway.
And in doing so I was a party to the death of good people, which is
something that is apt to remain on my conscience for a very long time.

Jon Krakauer
Seattle
November 1996



A Good Man Is Hard To Find
By Flannery O’Connor

The grandmother didn't want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit some of her
connections in east Tennessee and she was seizing at every chance to change Bailey's
mind. Bailey was the son she lived with, her only boy. He was sifting on the edge of his
chair at the table, bent over the orange sports section of the Journal. "Now look here,
Bailey," she said, "see here, read this," and she stood with one hand on her thin hip and
the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head. "Here this fellow that calls himself The
Misfit 1s aloose from the Federal Pen and headed toward Florida and you read here what
it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn't take my children in any
direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn't answer to my conscience if I
did."

Bailey didn't look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced the
children's mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as broad and innocent as a
cabbage and was tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two points on the top
like rabbit's ears. She was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a jar.
"The children have been to Florida before," the old lady said. "You all ought to take them
somewhere else for a change so they would see different parts of the world and be broad.
They never have been to east Tennessee."

The children's mother didn't seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John
Wesley, a stocky child with glasses, said, "If you don't want to go to Florida, why
dontcha stay at home?" He and the little girl, June Star, were reading the funny papers on
the floor.

"She wouldn't stay at home to be queen for a day," June Star said without raising
her yellow head.

"Yes and what would you do Hm this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?" the
grandmother asked.

"T'd smack his face," John Wesley said.

"She wouldn't stay at home for a million @sowm " .Ebo Star said. "Afraid she'd
miss something. She has to go everywhere we go."

"All right, Miss," the grandmother said. "Just remember that the next time you
want me to curl your hair."

June Star said her hair was naturally curly.

The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She
had her big black valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus in one corner, and
underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn't intend for
the cat to be left alone in the house for three days because he would miss her too much
and she was afraid he might brush against one of her gas bumers and accidentally
asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn't like to arrive at a motel with a cat.

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either
side of her. Bailey and the children's mother and the baby sat in front and they left
Atlanta at eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at 55,890. The grandmother wrote
this down because she thought it would be interesting to say how many miles they had



been when they got back. It took them twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the city.

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and
puiting them up with her purse on the shelf in front of the back window. The children's
mother still had on slacks and still had her head tied up in a green kerchief, but the
grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of white violets on the
brim and a navy blue dress with a small white dot in the print. Her collars and cuffs were
white organdy trimmed with lace and at her neckline she had pinned a purple spray of
cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an accident, anyone seeing her dead on the
highway would know at once that she was a lady.

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too hot nor
too cold, and she cautioned Bailey that the speed limit was fifty-five miles an hour and
that the patrolmen hid themselves behind billboards and small chunps of trees and sped
out after you before you had a chance to slow down. She pointed out interesting details of
the scenery: Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some places came up to both sides
of the highway; the brilliant red clay banks slightly streaked with purple; and the various
crops that made rows of green lace-work on the ground. The trees were full of silver-
white sunlight and the meanest of them sparkled. The children were reading comic
magazines and their mother and gone back to sleep.

"Let's go through Georgia fast so we won't have to look at it much," John Wesley
said.

"If I were a little boy," said the grandmother, "I wouldn't talk about my native
state that way. Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has the hills."

"Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said, "and Georgia is
a lousy state too."

"You said it," June Star said.

"In my time," said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, "children
were more respectful of their native states and their parents and everything else. People
did right then. Oh look at the cute little boy!" she said and pointed to a child standing in
the door of a shack. "Wouldn't that make a picture, now?" she asked and they all turned
and Jooked at the little boy out of the back window. He waved

"He didn't have any britches on," June Star said.

"He probably didn't have any," the grandmother explained. "Little kids in the
country don't have things like we do. If I could paint, I'd paint that picture,” she said.

The children exchanged comic books.

The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children's mother passed him
over the front seat to her. She set him on her knee and bounced him and told him about
the things they were passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth and stuck her
leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a faraway smile.
They passed a large cotton field with five or fix graves fenced in the middle of it, like a
small island. "Look at the graveyard!" the grandmother said, pointing it out. "That was
the old family burying ground. That belonged to the plantation."

"Where's the plantation?" John Wesley asked.

"Gone With the Wind" said the grandmother. "Ha. Ha."

When the children finished all the comic books they had brought, they opened the
lunch and ate it. The grandmother ate a peanut butter sandwich and an olive and would
not let the children throw the box and the paper napkins out the window. When there was



nothing else to do they played a game by choosing a cloud and making the other two
guess what shape it suggested. John Wesley took one the shape of a cow and June Star
guessed a cow and John Wesley said, no, an antomobile, and June Star said he didn't play
fair, and they began to slap each other over the grandmother.

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would keep quiet. When
she told a story, she rolled her eyes and waved her head and was very dramatic. She said
once when she was a maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr. Edgar Atkins Teagarden
from Jasper, Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking man and a gentleman and that
he brought her a watermelon every Saturday afternoon with his initials cutinit, E. A. T.
Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr. Teagarden brought the watermelon and there was
nobody at home and he left it on the front porch and returned in his buggy to Jasper, but
she never got the watermelon, she said, because a country boy ate it when he saw the
initials, E. A. T. ! This story tickled John Wesley's funny bone and he giggled and
giggled but June Star didn't think it was any good. She said she wouldn't marry a man
that just brought her a watermelon on Saturday. The grandmother said she would have
done well to marry Mr. Teagarden because he was a gentleman and had bought Coca-
Cola stock when it first came out and that he had died only a few years ago, a very
wealthy man.

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sandwiches. The Tower was part
stucco and part wood filling station and dance hall set in a clearing outside of Timothy. A
fat man named Red Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck here and there on the
building and for miles up and down the highway saying, TRY RED SAMMY'S
FAMOUS BARBECUE. NONE LIKE FAMOUS RED SAMMY'S! RED SAM! THE
FAT BOY WITH THE HAPPY LAUGH. A VETERAN! RED SAMMY'S YOUR
MAN! -

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head under
a truck while a gray monkey about a foot high, chained to a small chinaberry tree,
chattered nearby. The monkey sprang back into the tree and got on the highest limb as
soon as he saw the children jump out of the car and run toward him.

Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one end and tables at
the other and dancing space in the middle. They all sat down at a board table next to the
nickelodeon and Red Sam's wife, a tall bumt-brown woman with hair and eyes lighter
than her skin, came and took their order. The children's mother put a dime in the machine
and played "The Tennessee Waltz," and the grandmother said that tune always made her
want to dance. She asked Bailey if he would like to dance but he only glared at her. He
didn't have a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made him nervous. The
grandmother's brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her head from side to side and
pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star said play something she could tap to so
the children's mother put in another dime and played a fast number and June Star stepped
out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine.

"Ain't she cute?" Red Sam's wife said, leaning over the counter. "Would you like
to come be my little girl?"

"No I certainly wouldn't," June Star said. "I wouldn't live in a broken-down place
like this for a million bucks!" and she ran back to the table.

"Ain't she cute?" the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely.

"Aren't you ashamed?" hissed the grandmother.



Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up
with these people's order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip bones and his
stomach hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came over and
sat down at a table nearby and let out a combination sigh and yodel. "You can't win," he
said. "You can't win," and he wiped his sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief.
"These days you don't know who to trust,”" he said. "Ain't that the truth?"

"People are certainly not nice like they used to be," said the grandmother.

"Two fellers come in here last week,” Red Sammy said, "driving a Chrysler. It
was a old beat-up car but it was a good one and these boys looked all right to me. Said
they worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the gas they bought? Now
why did I do that?"

"Because you're a good man!" the grandmother said at once.

"Yes'm, I suppose so," Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer.

His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, two
1n each hand and one balanced on her arm. "It isn't a soul in this green world of God's that
you can trust,” she said. "And I don't count nobody out of that, not nobody," she repeated,
looking at Red Sammy.

"Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that's escaped?" asked the
grandmother.

"T wouldn't be a bit surprised if he didn't attack this place right here," said the
woman. "If he hears about it being here, I wouldn't be none surprised to see him. If he
hears it's two cent in the cash register, 1 wouldn't be a tall surprised ifhe . . ."

"That'll do," Red Sam said. "Go bring these people their Co'-Colas," and the
woman went off to get the rest of the order.

"A good man is hard to find," Red Sammy said. "Everything is getting terrible. 1
remember the day you could go off and leave your screen door unlatched. Not no more."

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her
opinion Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were now. She said the way
Europe acted you would think we were made of money and Red Sam said it was no use
talking about 1t, she was exactly right. The children ran outside into the white sunlight
and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on
himself and biting each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a delicacy.

" They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and
woke up every few minutes with her own snoring. Outside of Toombsboro she woke up
and recalled an old plantation that she had visited in this neighborhood once when she
was a young lady. She said the house had s1x white columns across the front and that
there was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden trellis arbors on either
side in front where you sat down with your suitor after a stroll in the garden. She recalled
exactly which road to tum off to get to it. She knew that Bailey would not be willing to
lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she talked about it, the more she
wanted to see it once again and find out if the little twin arbors were still standing. "There
was a secret panel in this house," she said craftily, not telling the truth but wishing that
she were, "and the story went that all the family silver was hidden in it when Sherman
came through but it was never found . . ."

"Hey!” John Wesley said. "Let's go see it! We'll find 1t! We'll poke all the
woodwork and find 1t! Who lives there? Where do you tum off at? Hey Pop, can't we turn



off there?"

"We never have seen a house with a secret panel!" June Star shrieked. "Let's go to
the house with the secret panel! Hey Pop, can't we go see the house with the secret
panel!"

"It's not far from here, I know," the grandmother said. "It wouldn't take over
- twenty minutes."

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe. "No," he
said.

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see the house with the
secret panel. John Wesley kicked the back of the front seat and June Star hung over her
mother's shoulder and whined desperately into her ear that they never had any fun even
on their vacation, that they could never do what THEY wanted to do. The baby began to
scream and John Wesley kicked the back of the seat so hard that his father could feel the
blows in his kidney.

"All ight!" he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of the road. "Will you
all shut up? Will you all just shut up for one second? If you don't shut up, we won't go
anywhere.”

"It would be very educational for them,"” the grandmother murmured.

"All right," Bailey said, "but get this: this is the only time we're going to stop for
anything like this. This 1s the one and only time."

"The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back,” the grandmother
directed. "I marked it when we passed."

"A dirt road," Bailey groaned.

After they had tumed around and were headed toward the dirt road, the
grandmother recalled other points about the house, the beautiful glass over the front
doorway and the candle-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel was
probably in the fireplace.

"You can't go inside this house," Bailey said. "You don't know who lives there."

"While you all talk to the people in front, I'll run around behind and getin a
window," John Wesley suggested.

"We'll all stay in the car,” his mother said.

They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a swirl of pink
dust. The grandmother recalled the times when there were no paved roads and thirty
miles was a day's journey. The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and
sharp curves on dangerous embankments. All at once they would be on a hill, looking
down over the blue tops of trees for miles around, then the next minute, they would be in
a red depression with the dust-coated trees looking down on them.

"This place had better turn up in a minute," Bailey said, "or I'm going to turn
around.”

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months.

"It's not much farther," the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible
thought came to her. The thought was so embarrassing that she turned red in the face and
her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the corner. The instant the
valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket under it rose with a snarl and
Pitty Sing, the cat, sprang onto Bailey's shoulder.

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was



thrown out the door onto the ground; the old lady was thrown into the front seat. The car
turned over once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the road. Bailey
remained i the driver's seat with the cat gray-striped with a broad white face and an
orange nose clinging to his neck like a caterpillar.

As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled
out of the car, shouting, "We've had an ACCIDENT!" The grandmother was curled up
under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that Bailey's wrath would not come down
on her all at once. The horrible thought she had had before the accident was that the
house she had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee.

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the window
against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car and started looking for the
children's mother. She was sitting against the side of the red gutted ditch, holding the
screaming baby, but she only had a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. "We've had
an ACCIDENT!" the children screamed in a frenzy of delight.

"But nobody's killed,"” June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother
Iimped out of the car, her hat still pinned to her head but the broken front brim standing
up at a jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat down in the
ditch, except the children, to recover from the shock. They were all shaking.

"Maybe a car will come along," said the children's mother hoarsely.

"I believe I have injured an organ," said the grandmother, pressing her side, but
no one answered her. Bailey's teeth were clattering. He had on a yellow sport shirt with
bright blue parrots designed in it and his face was as yellow as the shirt. The grandmother
decided that she would not mention that the house was in Tennessee.

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees on
the other side of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more woods, tall and
dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance away on top of a hill,
coming slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The grandmother stood up and
waved both arms dramatically to attract their attention. The car continued to come on
slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared again, moving even slower, on top of
the hill they had gone over. It was a big black battered hearse-like automobile. There
were three men in it.

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down
with a steady expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, and didn't speak. Then he
turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they got out. One was a fat
boy in black trousers and a red sweatshirt with a silver stallion embossed on the front of
it. He moved around on the right side of them and stood staring, his mouth partly open in
a kind of loose grin. The other had on khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a gray hat
pulled down very low, hiding most of his face. He came around slowly on the left side.
Neither spoke.

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. He
was an older man than the other two. His hair was just beginning to gray and he wore
silver-rimmed spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face and
didn't have on any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight for him
and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also had guns.

"We've had an ACCIDENT!" the children screamed.

The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was someone



she knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she had known him all her life but she
could not recall who he was. He moved away from the car and began to come down the
embankment, placing his feet carefully so that he wouldn't slip. He had on tan and white
shoes and no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. "Good afternoon,” he said. "I see
you all had you a little spill."

"We turned over twice!" said the grandmother.

"Once", he corrected. "We seen it happen. Try their car and see will it run,
Hiram," he said quietly to the boy with the gray hat.

"What you got that gun for?" John Wesley asked. "Whatcha gonna do with that
gun?"

"Lady," the man said to the children's mother, "would you mind calling them
children to sit down by you? Children make me nervous. I want all you all to sit down
right together there where you're at."

"What are you telling US what to do for?" June Star asked.

Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. "Come here," said
their mother.

"Look here now," Bailey began suddenly, "we're in a predicament! We're in . . ."

The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. "You're
The Misfit!" she said. "I recognized you at once!”

"Yes'm," the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself to
be known, "but it would have been better for all of you, lady, if you hadn't of reckernized
HH..-.@.:

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked
even the children. The old lady began to cry and The Misfit reddened.

"Lady,” he said, "don't you get upset. Sometimes a man says-things he don't mean.
I don't reckon he meant to talk to you thataway."

"You wouldn't shoot a lady, would you?" the grandmother said and removed a
clean handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her eyes with it.

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and
then covered it up again. "I would hate to have to,” he said.

"Listen," the grandmother almost screamed, "I know you're a good man. You
don't look a bit like you have common blood. I know you must come from nice people!"

"Yes ma’am," he said, "finest people in the world." When he smiled he showed a
row of strong white teeth. "God never made a finer woman than my mother and my
daddy's heart was pure gold," he said. The boy with the red sweatshirt had come around
behind them and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted down on the
ground. "Watch them children, Bobby Lee," he said. "You know they make me nervous."
He looked at the six of them huddled together in front of him and he seemed to be
embarrassed as if he couldn't think of anything to say. "Ain't a cloud in the sky," he
remarked, looking up at it. "Don't see no sun but don't see no cloud neither."

"Yes, it's a beautiful day," said the grandmother. "Listen," she said, "you shouldn't
call yourself The Misfit because I know you're a good man at heart. I can just look at you
and tell."

"Hush!" Bailey yelled. "Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!" He was
squatting in the position of a runner about to sprint forward but he didn't move.

"[ pre-chate that, lady,"” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with



the butt of his gun.

"Tt'l} take a half a hour to fix this here car,” Hiram called, looking over the raised
hood of it.

"Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder
with you," The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. "The boys want to ask
you something,” he said to Bailey. "Would you mind stepping back in them woods there
with them?"

"Listen," Bailey began, "we're in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what
this is," and his voice cracked. His eyes were as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt
and he remained perfectly still.

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to the
woods with him but it came off in her hand. She stood staring at it and after a second she
let it fall on the ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting an old
man. John Wesley caught hold of his father's hand and Bobby Lee followed. They went
off toward the woods and just as they reached the dark edge, Bailey turned and
supporting himself against a gray naked pine trunk, he shouted, "I'll be back in a minute,
Mamma, wait on me!"

"Come back this instant!" his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the
woods.

"Bailey Boy!" the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was
looking at The Misfit squatting on the ground in front of her. "I just know you're a good
man," she said desperately. "You're not a bit common!"

"Nome, I ain't 2 good man," The Misfit said after a second as if he had considered
her statement carefully, "but I ain't the worst in the world neither. My daddy said I was a
different breed of dog from my brothers and sisters. "You know,' Daddy said, 'it's some
that can live their whole life out without asking about it and it's others has to know why it
1s, and this boy is one of the latters. He's going to be into everything!™ He put on his
black hat and looked up suddenly and then away deep into the woods as if he were
embarrassed again. "I'm sorry I don't have on a shirt before you ladies," he said, hunching
his shoulders slightly. "We buried our clothes that we had on when we escaped and we're
just making do until we can get better. We borrowed these from some folks we met,"” he
explained. )

"That's perfectly all right," the grandmother said. "Maybe Bailey has an extra shrt
in his suitcase."

"T'Hl look and see," The Misfit said.

"Where are they taking him?" the children's mother screamed.

"Daddy was a card himself,” The Misfit said. "You couldn't put anything over on
him. He never got in trouble with the Authorities though. Just had the knack of handling
them."

"You could be honest too if you'd only try," said the grandmother. "Think how
wonderful it would be to settle down and live a comfortable life and not have to think
about somebody chasing you all the time."

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun as if he were
thinking about it. "Yestm, somebody is always after you," he murmured.

The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind his hat
because she was standing up looking down on him. "Do you every pray?" she asked.



He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder
blades. "Nome," he said.

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then
silence. The old lady's head jerked around. She could hear the wind move through the
tree tops like a long satisfied insuck of breath. "Bailey Boy!" she called.

"I was a gospel singer for a while," The Misfit said. "I been most everything.
Been in the arm service both land and sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been
an undertaker, been with the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a tornado, seen a
man burnt alive oncet,” and he looked up at the children's mother and the little girl who
were sitting close together, their faces white and their eyes glassy; "I even seen a woman
flogged,” he said.

"Pray, pray,"” the grandmother began, "pray, pray . . ."

“I never was a bad boy that I remember of," The Misfit said in an almost dreamy
voice, "but somewheres along the line I done something wrong and got sent to the
penitentiary. | was buried alive," and he looked up and held her attention to him by a
steady stare.

"That's when you should have started to pray,” she said. "What did you do to get
sent to the penitentiary that first time?"

"Turn to the right, it was a wall," The Misfit said, looking up again at the
cloudless sky. "Turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it was a ceiling, look down it was
a floor. I forget what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember what it
was [ done and I ain't recalled it to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was
coming to me, but it never come."

"Maybe they put you in by mistake," the old lady said vaguely.

"Nome," he said. "It wasn't no mistake. They had the papers-on me."

"You must have stolen something," she said.

The Misfit sneered slightly. "Nobody had nothing I wanted," he said. "It was a
head-doctor at the penitentiary said what I had done was kill my daddy but I known that
for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu and I never had a
thing to do with it. He was buried in the Mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can
go there and see for yourself."

"If you would pray,” the old lady said, "Jesus would help you."

"That's right," The Misfit said.

"Well then, why don't you pray?" she asked trembling with delight suddenly.

"I don't want no hep," he said. "I'm doing all right by myself."

Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby Lee was
dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue parrots in it.

"Throw me that shirt, Bobby Lee,"” The Misfit said. The shirt came flying at him
and landed on his shoulder and he put it on. The grandmother couldn't name what the
shirt reminded her of. "No, lady," The Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, "I found
out the crime don't matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a man or take
a tire off his car, because sooner or later you're going to forget what it was you done and
just be punished for it.”

The children's mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn't get her
breath. "Lady," he asked, "would you and that little girl like to step off yonder with
Bobby Lee and Hiram and join your husband?"



"Yes, thank you," the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she
was holding the baby, who had gone to sleep, in the other.

"Help that lady up, Hiram," The Misfit said as she struggled to climb out of the
ditch, "and Bobby Lee, you hold onto that little girl's hand."

"I don't want to hold hands with him," June Star said. "He reminds me of a pig."

The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off into
the woods after Hiram and her mother.

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There
was not a cloud in the sky nor any sun. There was nothing around her but woods. She
wanted to tell him that he must pray. She opened and closed her mouth several times
before anything came out. Finally she found herself saying, "Jesus. Jesus," meaning,
Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she might be cursing.

"Yes'm, The Misfit said as if he agreed. "Jesus shown everything off balance. It
was the same case with Him as with me except He hadn't committed any crime and they
could prove I had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of course," he said,
"they never shown me my papers. That's why I sign myself now. I said long ago, you get
you a signature and sign everything you do and keep a copy of it. Then you'll know what
you done and you can hold up the crime to the punishment and see do they match and in
the end you'll have something to prove you ain't been treated right. I call myself The
Misfit," he said, "because I can't make what all I done wrong fit what ail I gone through
in punishment."

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol report.
"Does it seem right to you, lady, that one is punished a heap and another ain't punished at
all?"

"Jesus!" the old lady cried. "You've got good blood! I know you wouldn't shoot a
lady! I know you come from nice people! Pray! Jesus, you ought not to shoot a lady. I'll
give you all the money I've got!"

"Lady,” The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, "there never was
a body that give the undertaker a tip."

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a
parched old turkey hen crying for water and called, "Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!" as if her
heart would break.

"Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead," The Misfit continued, "and He
shouldn't have done it. He’s thrown everything off balance. If He did what He said, then
it's nothing for you to do but throw away everything and follow Him, and if He didn't,
then it's nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can
by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other meanness to him.
No pleasure but meanness," he said and his voice had become almost a snarl.

"Maybe He didn't raise the dead,” the old lady mumbled, not knowing what she
was saying and feeling so dizzy that she sank down in the ditch with her legs twisted
under her.

"I wasn't there so I can't say He didn't," The Misfit said. "I wisht I had of been
there," he said, hitting the ground with his fist. "It ain't right I wasn't there because if I
had of been there I would of known. Listen lady," he said in a high voice, "1f I had of
been there | would of known and I wouldn't be like [ am now." His voice seemed about to
crack and the grandmother's head cleared for an instant. She saw the man's face twisted
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close to her own as if he were going to cry and she murmured, "Why you're one of my
babies. You're one of my own children!" She reached out and touched him on the
shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had biften him and shot her three times
through the chest. Then he put his gun down on the ground and took off his glasses and
began to clean them.

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch, looking
down at the grandmother who half sat and half lay in a puddle of blood with her legs
crossed under her like a child's and her face smiling up at the cloudless sky.

Without his glasses, The Misfit's eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defenseless-
looking. "Take her off and throw her where vou thrown the others," he said, picking up
the cat that was rubbing itself against his leg.

"She was a talker, wasn't she?" Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a
yodel.

"She would of been a good woman," The Misfit said, "if it had been somebody
there to shoot her every minute of her life."

"Some fun!” Bobby Lee said.

"Shut up, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. "It's no real pleasure in hife."
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