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Suffer Little Children: McCarthy's Lazarillos and the Ordeal of Mobility in the Southern Canon

The road has long been associated with the genre of the novel as it started in Spain.

Arguably the oldest short novel of the Spanish tradition, the anonymous La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes is often described as the first realization of the picaresque novel, a genre that was one of the oldest modes of the western novel, later made famous by the adventures of Don Quixote. Lazarillo is a poor child, who has to put himself at the service of more powerful and slightly less miserable people to get by, and he is as astute as Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn or Brer Rabbit at foiling the adults who want to take advantage of his assumed innocence.

When we find "the child" on the road with his father throughout Cormac McCarthy's latest novel The Road, he continues a pattern that has occurred before in earlier McCarthy novels, although through most of these novels young people "ride on," preferably South, as do the two protagonists of All the Pretty Horses, who, like later day Quixote and Sancho Panza, "took the road South such road as it was" (53).

Let us consider these young people in the broader perspective of the canon of American literature, preferably in its southern tradition. It may be argued that Huck Finn cannot be considered a southern character, but he certainly becomes a type of the child as a critique of the mores of southern society, which he famously seeks to run away from by choosing to go West to the territories before the good ladies "sivilize" him. "In the evening he saddled his horse and rode out west from the house." This is not Huck Finn, but John Grady Cole, on page 5 of All the Pretty Horses, in another picaresque novel, leading the American hero in a land of Hispanic culture that it stemmed from. The picaresque novel needs the road, and the road happens to be strongly related to the American migratory imaginary of the march West to the frontier, to new lands. Even in colonial times, early

Americans enthusiastically embraced the metaphor of John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress to deal with spiritual adventures that did not necessarily involve a change of locale. There is nothing as quintessentially American as to hit the road (or, in the Melvillian variant, taking to the sea-"The intense Pequod sailed on," as chapter 131 of Moby-Dick mysteriously starts) when one feels uneasy with the constraints of civilization.

Yet, come to think of it that may be where the South would take exception. There seems to be something about the South that is alien to the road. "Durn that road," Faulkner's Anse Bundren famously said: in his fumbling epistemology, he sensed it, when he surmised in a half-articulate way that was not uninfluenced by personal laziness:

"When [the Lord] aims for something to be always a-moving, He makes it long ways, like a road or a horse or a wagon, but when He aims for something to stay put, He makes it up-and-down ways, like a tree or a man. And so He never aimed for folks to live on a road, because which gets there first, I says, the road or the house? [...] Because if He'd a aimed for man to be always a-moving and going somewheres else, wouldn't He a put him longways on his belly, like a snake? It stands to reason He would." (Faulkner 24) Let us take a second example of discomfort with mobility: the tall convict in The Wild Palms expresses agony, pushed to its tall-tale absurdity: he is desperate to recover the confined comfort of the penitentiary from which he has been wrenched by the violence of the elements-but we recall that what sent him to jail was a symbolic dis/location-an attempted robbery in the manner of the dime-novel gangsters that he identified with. Like Lazarillo, he is forced to survive by wandering around, but the irony turns him again into the Quixote he once was when he believed too much in fictions as guidebooks for life: against his will, he becomes the knight-errant who rescues a pregnant dame.

Third, the dichotomy between the house (not necessarily the plantation house) and the road (mostly West) can be found in Light in August between the Dark House where Joe Christmas will find the end of his tragic journey, the "street which was to run for fifteen years" (Faulkner 563), while Hightower lounges in his own dark house, reminiscing about his ancestor, and Lena Grove walks on, all the way from Alabama. West-not as an escape, but in the direction of dreams.

If one considers the stories by Flannery O'Connor, in the collection titled A Good

Man is Hard to Find, one sees how much of the tension in these plots lies in the hesitation between moving and not moving, the road and the house. Most of the stories pit an outsider, an intruder, a traveler, against the people who live on an estate, in a house. Even the stories that do not seem to be about this form of displacement can be considered according to this theme. "A Stroke of Good Fortune" is almost too emblematic: the focal character, Ruby, would love to "move" along to another location-a subdivision in suburbia would be nicebut in the whole story the reader sees her painstakingly moving upward in the apartment block she is stuck in-continuing the upward migration she had to be content with, up from the "pits"-Pitman where she was "raised." The ironic diversion from a horizontal dimension to the vertical dimension suggesting spiritual progress is never as obvious as in this storymaybe just a little bit too obvious.

But to return to the children. Take the eponymous story, "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," a title which invites to seeking, to hitting the road to find-with the suggestion that this quest might have spiritual dimensions, as it will. In the first paragraph, the home of this middle-class southern family is set on edge: the home is under threat of blowing apart in the centrifugal tension of all its members divided between different directions, wanting to take diverging roads on the way to a week's vacation. As all the family seems to be bent on going to Florida-which is South but admittedly not part of the "Dixie" South-, the grandmother would prefer to choose a different destination. On the highway, the children pay absolutely no attention to the scenery that the grandmother tries to interest them in, emphasizing the landmarks of the eternal South: Stone Mountain, a plantation graveyard here, a negro shack there, while the grandmother also pays acute attention to the dangers along the road: the Misfit of course, but also patrolmen in ambush for speeding drivers; or Red Sammy, the proprietor of a road-side diner, that she is anxious to paint as a reassuring "good man."

Through her own hubris, the whole journey takes a different course, when she convinces her son to veer off the main road onto a snake-like dirt road (the road as ensnaring snake again) which is supposed to lead to a vaguely remembered old plantation that never materializes.

Instead the road takes on the vicious quality that Anse Bundren has exposed. In a strange but suggestive sentence, the son, who is the driver, vents his impatience and seems to invite the house itself to get moving, pitting the agency of the house against the seeming agency of the snake-like road-Anse Bundren would say, "I told you so": "This place had better turn up in a minute," Bailey said, "or I'm going to turn around" (O'Connor 144). When the grandmother nervously realizes that she put the whole family on the wrong track, she lets her cat slip off the bag where she had concealed her, and causes an accident. The kids scramble out of the car and are, at last, thrilled, and scream "in a frenzy of delight." But of course the downside is that they do come across the most feared Misfit, who methodically organizes the deadly end to this journey. This is only the first story in which the kids hit the road to escape the confinement of social constructs, but in no way the last: in "The River" young Harry Ashfield escapes the See the child. He is pale and thin, he wears a thin and ragged linen shirt. He stokes the skullery fire. Outside lie dark turned fields with rags of snow and darker woods beyond that harbor yet a few last wolves. His folk are known for hewers of wood and drawers of water but in truth his father has been a schoolmaster. He lies in drink, he quotes from poets whose names are now lost. The boy crouches by the fire and watches him. (Blood Meridian 3) See the child: he is quite a sight indeed. If he escapes from the decay his father embodies, as an orphan from Dickens, as Huck does from old Finn, as O'Connor's children so often try to do, it is to adjust as well as he can, but certainly better than many who think children are just fragile creatures, to a world of lies and violence-a world very close to that of the Lazarillo of the Spanish tradition: he suffers, but he learns to make others suffer to fend for himself. On the same page, a few lines further down: "He watches, pale and unwashed. He can neither read nor write and in him broods already a taste for mindless violence." And then: "At fourteen he runs away." This is the age when American children (boys, at any rate) hit the road, if they follow the example of Huck Finn. Summing up the story of an American boy's life toward the end of the novel, the kid says "that he was an American and that he was a long way from the country of his birth and that he had no family and that he had traveled much and seen many things and had been at war and endured hardships" (Blood Meridian 315).

Young boys-fourteen to sixteen-are also central characters in the Border Trilogy, all the way to McCarthy's recent best-seller The Road, where the kid really becomes a young "boy" (except for No Country for Old Men, a novel that leaves the stage for older people 1 ). In both All the Pretty Horses and The Crossing, young teenagers escape the dull reality of a twentieth century American Southwest that has now no place for cow-boys, to cross into Mexico where the world of the vaqueros would seem to have preserved the values of a dream-like West: the Hispanic South is made the museum of what is left of the West. It is a South whose alien, exotic quality is underlined by the use of the Spanish language in retranscribed dialogue. As Kenneth Lincoln has noted, even the title of All the Pretty Horses posits the legendary South as the lost paradise of the young protagonists: the phrase conjures up the old slave lullaby of a black mammy singing a white child to sleep-an African American slave who could not take care of her baby because she was too busy taking care of her master's child: Hush-a-bye, don't you cry, go to sleep my little baby. When you wake you shall have all the pretty horses. Dapples and grays, pintos and bays, coach and six little horses. (Lincoln 102)

Suffering little children again. The Border Trilogy starts in nostalgia, and The Road finds another boy in a from which all human values or coordinates have been washed away-a sense that one could already have from the Border Trilogy-see p. 6 of the first novel: "He [the "boy" here is John Grady Cole] turned south along the old war trail and he rode out to the crest of a low rise and dismounted and dropped the reins and stood like a man come to the end of something." And a few pages further, the last words from his father:

The last thing his father said was that the country would never be the same.

People don't feel safe no more, he said. We're like the Comanches was two hundred years ago. We dont know what's goin to show up here come daylight. We dont even know what color they'll be. (Border Trilogy 26) Like Quixote, John Grady Cole takes to the road with a Sancho Panza figure, Rawlins. But in his travels in northern Mexico, the young boy learns something about life.

The father of his girl-friend, Alejandra, teases him about his idealism, and reveals to the reader that the Spanish tradition is not lost on the author: "Beware gentle knight. There is no greater monster than reason." He looked at John Grady and smiled […] That of course is the Spanish idea. You see. The idea of Quixote. But even Cervantes could not envision such a country as Mexico. (Border Trilogy 149)

Like the kid in Blood Meridian, John Grady visits a heart of darkness, a descent to the Hell of a Mexican jail. But early in the novel John Grady and Rawlings have exchanged thoughts about Judgment Day-whether they believe in it or not. This sense of the ultimate end as uncertain but terrible intensifies from his experience. Personal misery takes on a global dimension, and is revealed as bottomless: … as he lay there the agony in his heart was like a stake. He imagined the pain of the world to be like some formless parasitic being seeking out the warmth of human souls wherein to incubate and he thought he knew what made one liable to its visitations. What he had not known was that it was mindless and so had no way to know the limits of those souls and what he feared was that there might be no limits. (Border Trilogy 259) The philosophy he reaches resembles the lesson of the "judge" in Blood Meridian: "I will tell you. Only that man who has offered up himself entire to the blood of war, who has been to the floor of the pit and seen horror [in the sound] and learned at last that it speaks to his inmost heart, only that man can dance" (Blood Meridian 331). In All the Pretty Horses beauty is also extracted at a very high price, described in arithmetic terms: "He thought that in the beauty of the world were hid a secret. He thought that the world's heart beat at some terrible cost and that the world's pain and its beauty moved in a relationship of diverging equity and that in this headlong deficit the blood of multitudes might ultimately be exacted for the vision of a single flower" (Border Trilogy 286).

Toward the end of the novel John Grady, the dueña Alfonsina, the grandmother of the lover John Grady he had to break up with, tells him about the story of their family and derives from it a philosophy on the history of violence and the way blood cements the real human bonds-a metaphor that had also been the judge's in Blood Meridian (329):

That night in the garden here at my father's house Gustavo said to me that those who have suffered great pain of injury or loss are joined to one another with bonds of a special authority and so it has proved to be. The closest bonds we will ever know are bonds of grief. The deepest community one of sorrow. [...] Those whom life does not cure death will. [...] What is constant in history is greed and foolishness and a love of blood and this is a thing that even God-who knows all that can be knownseems powerless to change. (Border Trilogy 240-1) A message of sadness about the world the child is exposed to-certainly confirmed in The Road, with the pattern of the picaresque reduced to its bare essentials-an innocent boy, his older fellow traveler, an empty world with a few straggling individuals dotting an almost empty road, leading to the vague dream of a lost southern sea-shore, harking back to the exiled army of Xenophon's famous "Thalassa." The world of The Road is heavy with the devastating entropy that could be felt in earlier novels and now threatens human sensations and language-both the words and the syntactic structures, worn down to fragments: "the world shrinking down about a raw core of parsible entities. The names of things slowly following those things into oblivion. Colors. The names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the names of things one believed to be true" (The Road 75). The end of a journey is a blank, both a wasteland after the devastation of humanity repeating earlier apocalypses, and a fresh but tiny beginning that stems from the dark legacy of the human condition.
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Incidentally there is a hint of O'Connor's Misfit in the character of Chigurh, the maniac killer, that may be more perceptible in the treatment of the Coen brothers' film adaptation.