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L.

It was a cold autumn dawn. In his sleep he reached for the covers before he realized it was
morning, and then he awoke with that amazing awareness that sometimes takes the mind
from sleep in an instant. The objects in the room were dim, the light less than colorful, still
shadowy; the table, the Morris chair, the door, the closet and windows numb in their
outlines, an aching impreciseness in every contrast. He reached for the covers again and
moved his legs to where they had created the greatest warmth. For a moment he thought
he was in bed at home and he was a child again; the moment passed. The next moment he
found that he felt well, then he remembered that earlier he had risen and given himself a
shot of morphine and gone back to sleep.

He found his glasses on the table radio, then his watch, and saw that he had awakened
an hour earlier than usual. Why, on this morning? There was no difference today that he
could recall, there was nothing to happen, the barber wasn’t coming, the doctor wasn’t
coming, there were no sudden new visitors, there was no place to go. No one stirred yet in
the house. It was the hour of the morning when only cooks open screen doors and quietly
begin the day. Not even the sound of wood burning, or an odor of bacon. When had he last
heard wood burning in a cook stove, a roaring in the flues, iron plates shifted on the stove
top with a cast iron key, every shift changing the sound of the fire? Fire. A word he
pronounced as “fayah.” Had the fire been lit on the gas range; was the cook in the kitchen?
He heard nothing.

It was cold. He rubbed his feet together, the dead skin of sixty-odd years of shoe-
wearing, scratchy and sounding like paper and permitting little warmth. He wiggled his
toes into a crevice of the covers and curled them; still no warmth. He thought of getting up
for another blanket but he was afraid to spill the well-being he felt, and in that moment
genuine light struck the windowsill and he watched it crawl into the room, across the floor
and up a wall. He heard birds, faintly at first, then in greater numbers. Had they been
singing all the time? He listened then for a rooster crow and thought he heard one far in
the distance. Somewhere there was a bell: a switch engine stopped in the rail yards. The
night before he remembered the sound of a train passing through; when was that? He
listened for the creak of a board and heard none.

In the corner of the room the light had struck an aspidistra. He remembered
MacFarland’s rubber plant standing in the corner of the classroom, the Scot with his
drunken brogue of Highland tuning talking of anatomy and life, endlessly talking a music
no one could ignore of how it was his task to make doctors out of men and that meant
there wasn’t much to work with. He remembered the music, and the morality and the
anatomy had become stored in his nervous system. No one had influenced him more. And
the Scot had lain in a seeping grave for forty years.

The plant was a shape of voiceless life, aloof intelligence, in this instant growing,
somehow decisions being made. An amazing thing, an amazing shape, an amazing idea of
form and system and intent. What intent? To be.

Grave, like departures of boats, or slow beginning rain in empty streets, the true sun
struck the plant and cast a shadow against the wall. The plant seemed happy, which he



knew was wrong, but he had accepted the loneliness of humans and the habit of attributing
emotions to dumb objects in the absence of communication with any intelligence but his
own. Grave and inexorable, the sun.

The war was over, but so recently it could not yet be realized. Yet his son had not
come home. He had landed in San Francisco in August and gone directly to school in
California. He hadn’t written, though he had called once in late August and the doctor had
heard only once since. The doctor had wanted him to come: he wanted to hear about the
war, where he had been, what he had seen. Rationalizations. He wanted to see the boy.
They were unlike. Each thought the other strange, Dr. Schilling supposed. Nevertheless....

His last child, the other three dead, was an agony to him. Ineluctable, opaque, distant,
though he knew the boy to be exceptional in intelligence with a cast of mind he had
sympathized with in his own thought. How many hours has a man thought? How many
sympathies have gone unexpressed? How many lives has he looked into, saying nothing.
The boy was like the others, the actual and the possible of his inner life, thought of for
hours, yet scarcely saluted, sometimes never met, often only suspected, usually only
conjectured. A woman with a peach pit caught in her throat, dying; a minister with his left
shoulder drooping, obviously once broken. The issue of thought is nothing; it is used to
justify the little action a man takes in his life, and the rest of it melts away like dreams as
though it had never been. The sobs and the terror, unrecorded and transient and forgotten,
yet coming again. Life is an unwritten record lived in the mind as though dreamed, alone,
knowing it is alone, goes nowhere, begins nowhere, is as instantaneous as thought and as
lost as afterthought, justified if at all by the exhortation, To be.

The sun was quite vivid, its reflection on a piece of metal bright and harsh. The
numbness had left the room and it was warmer. He wiggled his toes and heard the creak of
a board. He heard the ring of a skillet struck against the sink in the kitchen; someone
moving in the shuffle of slippers.

He put his arms akimbo under his head and looked at the ceiling, a two-inch planking
painted gray with crevices, a string of cobweb moving slightly directly above him. By
what wind? Perhaps by the rising heat of his body. Could that be? Gone. The thought was
gone. Gone. He was back again thinking which should bend to which, thought to action,
action to thought? Which is better, thought unrecorded, uncast in action, or action
unbending to thought as though thought had never existed? There was an issue, an egress
into a solid controversy as old as intelligence. He knew better, and did nothing; or not
enough. And he acted and regretted. Insoluble, the problem of acting intelligence.
Nothing. No; torn. Failed. The cobweb moved from currents in the room, hot and warm
transfers from object to object of differing native temperatures. Perhaps. Yet it moved.
Failed.

Mary would come to the room at any moment. His sister-in-law would stand in the
doorway and lean against the facing and yawn quietly and speak to him about how he had
passed the night. He hated to move his bowed arms from beneath his head. The morning
had begun with peace, seldom and true peace. There was no pain, except the reluctance to
move about, a sense of limitation. On the table near the wall which the sun had not struck
was the hotplate and guinea-colored boiler, the needles, cotton, syringes and morphine.



Some of his thought had sung of his life, and how many hours had he given to that?
Most of it was as elusive as recollection of one’s first rain on a roof while going to sleep.
Moments came back to him as unruly as kaleidoscopic images. But his life could be
summed up with three fifths of his hand. The rest was conversation, random and
repetitive, seldom obviously relevant. Moments, smelled in the present, inchoate sensing
and the following pursuit, the baying after origins, initiations, practice, returns. The blind
capture of some beginning or some turning, insignificant and abortive: the first time he
had seen coal led him nowhere but to amusement and nostalgia, a sense that he was alive.
But moments with no scent to begin with, insignificant to the senses, led to instances,
actions and flaws he could count with three fifths of his hand, and on this tripod his life
crawled into its concluding seconds.



I1.
1.

The oysters. Vermilion Bay, green; the sand, fleshly tan, went curving unduned, broken by
thatches of plants and empty fires unlit since summer. Burnished by the wind they all went
there when they were alive, the brothers; Anna; Quero. The water of the gulf, then
unpopulated by great steamers, might be imagined through Southwest Pass, beyond Tigre
Point; with no odor of true sea wind, no rise of boat smoke, heraldic and exciting, they
might have been inland on a green lake, sultry and tidal. If it had not been for the oysters.

Charcoal and green, shards of dead fires haunting, half buried in the sand, lonely
tokens of humanity and life. Clumps of grass like faggots bundled, bent from the coast
wind, dead and senseless, the sand, the water, clouds in the sky. Trees. Inland, a copse
turning, one dead gum tree alone festooning moss, the air autumnal, desolate, presage of
November cutting the salted air. They went there from the rice-prairie country of a Sunday
to feast from hampers heavy as bricks, to remain until twilight drove them to Abbeville
and John’s home arriving in the dark, kerosene lights in the windows, the milking long
done, some cattle disturbed when the buggy drew up. The five brothers went there to walk
barefoot in the sand, Abe to fish, Tom to study the horizon, the other three to talk about
crops and business and the affairs of the world; or to join the women to sing “Green Grow
the Laurels” and “Sweet Betsy from Pike” and notice the birds on their southern flight
alight briefly on Marsh Island; alight and whirr upward again in precise, startled, squadron
flight to fly farther, perhaps over the naked open gulf; or the tide come in, embayed and
indolent. To toe shards of glass and burnt wood from the sand, as though the day would
never end, the women unburdening the hampers while talking of last week, calling far
down the beach to come on to dinner, time to eat, Anna, Quero, John’s wife and Mary,
when they were all young. A crane had been in his vision for a time before his mind
focused upon it. He sat alone, apart from his garrulous brothers, Abe fishing far down the
beach, his cigar smoke blown like a banner, the women spreading the food away from the
tide, where the marsh grass began. He was thinking of the oysters bedded against a sand
spit, a wallow for mollusks made by the sea. He thought of them submerged from the
wind, palpitant with the tide, encased in their adamant vesicles. Even now they were
dying, not merely the old but the fresh spat that the waves had never tempered, rocked as
time rocks clocks and men. Dying. And they were dying a hundred years before they were
born, and they were dying in all the centuries before they existed, before this bay settled
here during its last recession from the prairie; and they were dying before they took form
as oysters, before they were heirs of another death, a vanished form of pulsation perhaps
from deeper seas; dying. Hidden and breathing, without conscience, they held almost
vaginally some gift, some secret, some object or state sought and forever unattainable.
They brooked no intrusion but the occasional sand and bits of water life, perfume of the
sea. He thought of them as warm, febrile beneath the tide and sun, rocked in darkness
under the sea-moon; febrile and glistening from unseen glands, rudimentary and pristine,
sexual, yet unlike his realization of sexuality the perspiring aggression upon a prone flesh,
breathless and violent; they were tempered and patient, unlike the mobile flesh men
encountered in their experience, special and unkind, tainted by its very privacy; they were
certain, unlike the uncertainty he tolerated, a burden, a trouble in his mind. Apart. Silent.



Already dying.

He would never have noticed the crane had it not hung over the water at one edge of
the bay, refusing to alight. White, suspended bird, trees, waters, clouds and sky, held still
for a moment; for the time it takes a mind to turn loose its interior images and admit
others, become aware that life is a motion, that voices have not truly stopped. The crane,
certainly in motion though scarcely, taunted him by its seeming sharp hanging in air, legs
furled. He remembered that a crane had hung in the blue air in the same way the week
before through the courtroom window while the legal voices droned on in French, he, the
doctor, perspiring from the last hot day of October, trying to be attentive.

2.

It was a night that would have shaken the Middle Ages, hounded the peasant out of his
dreams along the Norman coast: woody lightning in the Rhine Valley shuddering in the
minds of sleepless souls on the edge of forests, fixing murderers in shimmering electricity,
Teuton blood veined in error, horses by trees neighing by thunder in the woods in the
sepulcher of night. A lost knight asleep on his horse in the woods of Lorraine, bark shining
in the horrible light, his hauberk like the fur of some monster, blue in the light and rain,
alone, asleep, his horse bent, white eyes open in the thunder; terror alone in the woods,
coming from somewhere, going somewhere not knowing where in this course from hot
seas and lost beaches through wooded continents as man. The old horsemen muscled in
glory, jostled by panic, lathered in dead souls, anointed with serum, gall and bowels,
convicted in slaughter, trembling in trees by a blue horse’s haunch, night in the woods lit
by a tic in the eye of God, horses unferruled in the molecular trace.

3.

The French Kings are dead, their faces gracing cornices in dead halls of Europe; their
wives are dead, faces staring beside them; their servants are dead; the cocks that crew are
dead. Their minds are dead, its continents are dead, its tribes of barbaric mixtures are
dead, what once was etched in the acid of terror on their brains is gone, the old pains and
motives are gone: all dead. Then why?

He rode through a lateral rain, his horse shying from the lightning, his glasses half off
so he could see in the darkness, his poncho dinning noisily from the tattoo of the rain.
Leather too wet for creaking, the slop of hooves in the mud, the wind inside his hood
burning his ears, it took him an hour to get there and he didn’t know why he had been
called, what waited for him; to a tavern late at night.

Ardoin was dead when he arrived, still sitting at his wine. The cakes, sprinkled with
white powder, half eaten from an oil-cloth pouch, were still sitting at his elbow where they
had replaced him after drawing him up from the floor where he had lain in his green
vomit; not yet rigid though it had been more than an hour. The bartender was sitting on a
stool, a man named Percell; late-drinking farmers sat at one table while the drunkards of
the village sat at another, watching the doctor make no inquiry, only examining the mouth
and tongue, feeling the stomach, looking at the nails.

The bartender silently handed Schilling a glass of wine, but after taking it, the doctor
shook his head and handed it back. There, the bartender said, motioning toward the cakes.
The doctor picked them up, smelled them, then tasted one with his tongue, spitting lightly,



asking for the wine. He spit the first mouthful of wine on the sawdust floor; the drunkards
laughed loudly, the farmers silently. The doctor smiled and said in French (it is all in
French), It’s not good for you.

He took another sip of the wine and asked the bartender if Ardoin had had
convulsions, how long he had taken to die; why wasn’t he called sooner?

Could you have saved him? the bartender asked.

No, he shook his head.

He asked for two men. Three men moved; the third he sent for the deputy. Two round
tables were drawn together. Ardoin was placed on them, his knees relaxed, dangling from
the second, his wrists relaxed, a cameo ring studded in pitted gold against the checkered
cloth. A deer with bulbous eyes and six points hung half-necked over a mirror, a stain of
blood the color of syrup still across his windpipe. The sawdust on the floor had lost its
odor; the windows were barred against the rain; outside wooden doors folded to protect
the glass. Black lanterns hung from the rafters, their chimneys sooty; on every third table a
lamp sat, their chimneys cleaner but the light flickering from untrimmed wicks. The
bartender chewed tobacco and leaned over to drop a string of brown into a spittoon, saying
nothing. The doctor undid the coat and shirt, ran his fingers over the hollow of the
sternum, hair spreading from the chest toward the arms and the stomach, black and
violent. He saw passion marks from teeth and suctions two days old, on the shoulders and
throat.

The deputy came and after a glass of wine and questions, borrowed a wagon to take
Ardoin to the doctor’s office where he would lie until morning. On the way home the rain
had quieted so that, in spite of the horse’s breathing and the suck of the mud, he could hear
the “creee...” of a coon in a pecan tree, a sound that had terrified him in his youth riding
home from a faydedo before those woods became plains of rice and cotton. At his back
step the thunder rolled up from the south, the Gulf, vibrating in the great dinner bell that
hung at the right of the porch, a hood of bronze taken from a locomotive in a sawmill
town.

4.

The court droned on. A hovering of gnats stood by the mimosa outside the courtroom
window. He thought of the prosecutor’s liver; he thought of the judge’s prostate, the heavy
man sitting now with a string tie and a straw fan behind a mahogany desk draped with a
flag held by a book, bible, rock and inkwell. Eustacia Ardoin sat, blonde and plain, yet
sexual and youthful, where the Napoleonic Code had her sit, arraigned and single: the
village already too large to be totally interested in her trial and death, the courtroom not
quite full, the fall day cracked by the shrillness of children on the school ground three
blocks away, breaking not a cold of October, but a stillness. The silence further broken by
wagons and horses squeaking and snorting in rutted streets, or the unkind call of a grocer
to his helper, poor prisoner of produce and sex and rural roads. Or a Negro would drive
slowly through the street, never hitting the caked mud along the rut, an un-repaired wheel
striking wood with the sound of hing, hing, hing, slowly, tediously, until it had passed
through the village. The gnats made no noise unless a mosquito joined them. The court
droned on and the shadow of a mimosa struck the back of a merchant on the jury, the



shadow rising and falling as the man breathed.

Eustacia Ardoin, twenty-six, blonde, odd, the daughter of rice growers and pecan
harvesters from west of Mamou; a good family, Eustacia neither the youngest nor the
oldest, but somewhere in the middle, married at twenty to a man who was both a farmer
and drunkard and a traveler and wanderer, not back toward the French of New Orleans but
west through Texas into Mexico and California. Forever ruined. A fisherman at times, a
hand treated with the fishhook still in it after two days of finishing his work and traveling
from the Gulf, the odor of fish, sea and pus about him; smiling while the doctor took the
hook out, Eustacia perhaps pregnant six months ago, spreading herself on his table, her
vagina straw, red and vulnerable before him, her state innatal. A passionate woman, her
body not merely frightened, but also wise, instinctively sniffing through the clinicism,
waiting with the repose and will of a patient woman, enduring and supine.

Crushed sugar cane piled bonily in a field, burning and smoking next to a sawmill
spur, wind carrying sparks away from railroad ties stacked for another spur never built, the
odor of creosote, smoke and autumn. He had been called out of the courtroom, the court
adjourning at his leaving, riding the bay because the chestnut was ill-shod, following the
manured path along the railroad beds not long from suppertime. A dinner bell sounded
from the village through the woods two miles straight across the fields where the Negroes
were quitting, some already walking lanes toward big houses carrying empty pails for
backdoor food, or milk paid for milking that had been stored during the heat of the day in
a field-well. Marci M’sieur, one of three Negro boys said when he held up his horse to let
them step up out of a marsh and take the trail with a string of bass and a broken pole,
talking Louisiana French, a remnant of Europe dissonant in their mouths. Boo-coo poison,
one said, then all laughed and passed on, the doctor riding on, the shadow of his horse
falling down the high railroad trail into the willows and the darkening marsh already
singing with night.

An Irish Paddie had wandered out of the east, freighting it, until he had taken a series
of wrong turns and wound up near Mamou with dysentery from eating fly-blown fruit.
The doctor had sent him down the spur to the sawmill where now he worked and stood
eel-faced and silent beside the man with a crushed hand, clipboards of invoices hanging on
the wall, all that remained of management except for the watchman this near suppertime.
A silent man, there had been an immediate bond between them, a spring that in neither of
them had ever come to the surface. The Irishman, Michelo the Negroes called him,
thinking him Spanish, spoke only English with a brogue that was more foreign than
Spanish, an accent that could be understood only by the doctor and one other man in
Mabou, a Welsh merchant also out of the northeast; a wanderer from Virginia, or some
port gained with a blind fare paid for passage to America in 1886 from Liverpool,
afterward wandering. Michelo had tics of speech when he bothered to speak. Room, he
would say, and nothing more, its meaning plain. In late hours when even the fireflies slept
and the porch was deserted, the boarders having gone in because of the mosquitoes, he
would sit with the doctor saying nothing.

There was little to be done for the hand; it had been crushed between two logs. He
gave the man a clumsy opiate and cleaned the blood away and told him to spend the night
on the manager’s cot. The Paddie was the watchman, but tonight he was off. He rode back



to town with the doctor on back of the bay.
On this night he was talkative.
I worked far a man who owned a bay horse.
Where was that?
Tullamoor. I was a blacksmith’s boy wantin’ a bay harse.
When was that?
Twanty yaers ago. The things ye want and niver have.
What else did you want?

I wanted me a pretty red-headed woman. I used to say if iver I had me a pretty red-
headed woman and a bay harse, I’d build me a corral for the harse and ride the woman.
Now I’d build me a corral for the woman and ride the harse.

And that was all he said except for humming, roo roo roo. A plate of chicken awaited
them after dark, the Paddie boarding in the same house from the time the doctor had
befriended him, his room below those of the doctor and his wife, an awareness of vagrant
intelligence coming through the floor, the doctor, before sleeping, sometimes looking
down in the dark through the floor wondering what he was thinking: submission to
fatality.

He knew the moment the Paddie changed his position in the porch chair after the last
boarder had gone in, his wife already asleep since supper, a clear but slowly weathering
night; he knew before the Paddie said anything. What amazed him was not the thought,
the realization; but rather the Paddie’s generosity to speak, to go to that trouble. Yet he did
not know at that moment who it was: it had never occurred to him. He had been afraid of
it, as every man is; and like all intelligent men he had prepared himself to accept it as he
had prepared himself to accept death and disaster, like the flood on the day of his wedding.
He was even grateful that adultery was not true disaster; but even then he was blaming
himself. He could not bring himself to ask questions not only because it was beneath him,
or because he had accepted it as a possibility but because he had already thought of
himself as being to blame, exactly as one feels to blame for the continual cruelty
transpiring daily on another continent, as in the name of the human race one accepts guilt,
he accepted guilt in the name of men confronted with great beauty fool enough to expect it
to be benignant, true and good: an error, a blending of parts forever separate.

The Paddie said, Yere’re right, what yere’re thinking. Ye saw that this afternoon, didn’t
ye,

Who is it?

I wouldn’t have mentioned it if it hadn’t been who it is. The fireflies have settled in
quiet bushes; there is no moon. In a year he will own this house, the mimosa tree will still
stand outside the porch through which the moon will rise, but the vegetables will be

transplanted and in their place azaleas will grow. In six months his first child will die on
the day of its birth.

Who is it?



That fellow Ardoin.
What?!

He was here everyday for three months after the spring fishing on the Gulf. I was here,
sleepin’.

It had never occurred to him. Eustacia had killed her husband because he was a brute.
But of course: she had killed him because he was a brute.

His wife knew. I hae seen her walk past in the mid-morning when the house was quiet,
the servants gone, after that fellow would come in the back door, and go upstairs with
somebody.

Are you sure?

I hae repaid yer favors, Doctor. I’'ll be wanderin’ soon. Again he was silent until he
began humming just before he went in for the night, roo roo roo.

The doctor sat alone for an hour, until the fireflies were blown out of a bush by a
freshet of wind, the odor of rain sudden and cool. The oil wells were not yet pumping over
the prairies of Mamou, Mamou not all prairies and rice and sugarcane, only beginning,
seeming to begin. He sat alone for an hour after the rain began, gustily at first, then
settling into a sleepy falling, the fireflies gone beyond the yard, the business houses square
and dark, the court, its aspiration truncated and unfinished. He knew...before he went in
and climbed the stairs.

The court began as it had begun the day before, as though there had been no
interruption. The prosecution ended its indictment, its case. The defense called its first
witness.

Insane, he said, and answered questions, short and of no consequence. They sent her to
the asylum in Alexandria, Eustacia turning to look at him when they led her from the
courtroom. In his mind the image of her blond vagina, pink and hungry, gnawer of flesh.
The court adjourned.

S.

Abbeville again, and full autumn, dead vines, the August plants no more than stalks bent
or fallen to the rain, hieroglyphs of summer. October is gone and the time has fallen into
that pulsant quiet between the first and second cold spells not Indian Summer, but the
inhalation after the first hiss of winter. The hogs were slaughtered on the first frosty
morning, the steam of their butchered flesh rising, their blood running into the rimey grass
sparkling with pretty crystals. Now the meat hangs on hooks in the smokehouse, crocks of
salted bacon stacked like Egyptian urns in the corner of a tomb. Someone was always
coming; the ham dwindled first; but there would be another killing in December, and by
spring there would still be a half dozen hams glazed with salt and mold. A wind had blown
the lattice of the porch from its pegs; it would not be replaced until after the April winds;
it leaned against the side of the house. Lawn seats had been taken in; certain plants had
been taken up to be stored in the house; bulbs in the barn; potatoes in a storm cellar
underneath the house; the canning stood in the pantry from floor to ceiling.

Someone was always coming. He had walked out under an oak tree and was toeing a



child’s toy half buried in the sand when he heard the horse and buggy. They were
neighbors. As John came out to greet them, the doctor had already turned the corner of the
house toward the barn. He loved this place; he had been born here behind these oaks,
playing under them in the sand, and coming here was a token of peace regardless of who
was dead, the long dyings already begun, that chain drawn through a man’s life with links
hammered out of mortality no matter how occasional and far apart, so that sometime he
must follow it back link by link, death by death to whoever was first. Life is a chain of
dead faces remembered binding humans to eternal pain. Too painful to remember except
in silence, not in that unhoned ax of talk country people wield on Sunday afternoons. He
saddled the black mare he had given John, the horse he had driven the day he met his wife.
He led the horse quietly to the edge of the fields, mounted and cut across grass toward the
Gulf.

Eustacia Ardoin, blonde, eccentric, lost, but surely not insane. He thought of the nights
he had lain beside his inert wife, their marriage not consummated for a year, his desire
rising, thinking of Eustacia alone, Ardoin at the Gulf. Lying in a country town, his thought
opening tomb on tomb before sleep, he would think of her in her strangeness, no one
coming. Called feeble-minded by loose felons of the spirit, people of peasant anger, they
tightened the knot on her life. He lay homeless before sleep watching her pace, her house
the only light in town except for the tavern. When he would go on a call and pass her
house at midnight, he had the sense that they were the only two minds awake in the prairie
night. Nothing but the stars and minds separated forever.

For a time his horse walked brisket high in grass bent north from onshore winds. On
the horse that day he never believed she had killed Ardoin because of any fineness of her
thought, but because of a final degree of insult.

6.

Raging in the woods of herself, hearing the syrinx and the winds blowing her nothing, she
would dance ballet in her living room all afternoon. She would play some passage on her
piano, remember it, hum and dance; play another passage, remember that and dance until
she was exhausted and happy.

Carelessly, she left the curtains open so she could be seen from the street, and one
afternoon while she was roosting breathlessly on the arm of the sofa after a half hour of
her woods and hills, a knock came at the door. Wiping her perspiration on her sleeve,
wrapping her long loosed hair in a quick knot with a pin to hold it, she went to the door
and looked through the single pane of glass. No one was there. She raised herself on tiptoe
and looked down and around; no one was there. Finally she opened the door and on the
step there was a large potted azalea in full bloom.

She picked it up and admired it, turning it in the late sunlight. A stick was stuck in the
dirt, a note wrapped around it. Smiling, delighted, puzzled, she set the pot on the porch
banister and unwrapped the note. The street was empty, the ebb tide of a village at supper.
The note read, We’re praying for you. Unsigned.

The story went around until the time of the trial the following year, of how Crazy
Eustacia walked up to the preacher’s house while the reverend’s wife was serving his
supper, knocked on the door, and when the reverend’s wife came, Eustacia dropped the pot



and plant at the holy feet, ball of dirt and pot exploding over the clean front porch, then
walked away without a word, humming an uncouth passage from pagan music, dancing a
step or two when she reached the gate, to fly down the sidewalk like one demented,
skipping, arms flaring in the indignity of a step to the music of Debussy.

There were other stories, all leading to the image of feeble-mindedness, harmless
dementia. Except to the preacher’s wife and the other church ladies, she was an object of
humor and ridicule behind her back. The good church sisters found no humor in her before
or after the incident of the potted azalea. How people who go to bed at eight can keep such
sentry is a mystery, but it was generally known to the ladies that Eustacia was abroad after
dark many nights of the year, even in the rain, walking the streets of Mamou with a shawl
over her head, sometimes her face bared to the rain in sheer promiscuous sensuality. No
one ever mentioned witch until Ardoin’s murder, but whore was common.

Others who saw her when she took her walks, perhaps once a week in warm weather,
perhaps once or twice when the rain was gentle in the spring and summer, men who drank
until late, neither mocked nor accosted her. They knew her father, her family; and they had
worked and drunk with Ardoin. Some of them might joke about her in the daylight; but in
the evening they would tip their hats when they saw her abroad, and they would move off
the sidewalk in deference to her passing, and walk along thinking she was kin to them in
some way, nightwanderers, nightwaiters, nightlost.

She had beauty, but not in the structure of her face. It was the tone of her face, a
liveliness both gentle and alert; an expression of vital thoughts beneath which structure lay
comely.

She made no pronouncement of her sexuality; the clothes she wore were poorly chosen
and of eccentric colors. She had no poise in daylight but walked flat-footed with a jog to
her flesh like a field girl, but at night she was like a daughter of the month of June,
walking barefoot in the sandy sidewalk, sometimes her shawl trailing behind her like a
train. She was always alone, dying inside while her heart beat out unspeakable passions.

Ardoin loved her but considered her better than he. He was never at home, and when
he came to Mamou from shrimping on the gulf or cutting trees around Kinder or
Opelousas, he tried to show her that he loved her by listening to her dreams until he fell
asleep. To Ardoin she was a child, and Ardoin was a wanderer who loved whores better
than virgins, hilarity always, sobriety as a duty. He had married her because they were
both escaping, he from a sense of shortened possibility, the vicious certitude of brute labor
as long as he lived though he was a skillful man. Not a dreamer but an escapist, not even
daring to dream, ever, from childhood. Drinking and fishing with friends, not even women
unless he was alone and very drunk. His reputation among the reverent was that of a
whoremonger; among the irreverent, that of a hard man in a fight and a good man to drink
with.

On days when he was home, Eustacia played the violin, notes she had memorized
from piano music of Debussy. He would lie listening to her, his bare feet on the arm of the
divan, a long red-faced Frenchman in his late twenties, his eyes closed, the music
exquisite to him, making him think of waves and coasts, quiet water and woods; a fish
biting. When he came on weekends he would tell tales of the Ghost of the Calcasieu, lies



Eustacia dismissed. To interest her he would lighten the lie to a myth of a crazy old man
who lived along the Calcasieu whom no one ever saw but who stole all the fish of all the
fishermen while they slept along the banks. Then, skipping legend, he would say there
were old men who lived in the cattails along the banks, tying untended lines to fallen
slender branches, long switches whipping when bass or catfish struck. Then making
legend by lying a little, he told how the bargemen would get their suppers by going close
to the bank and cutting the lines the vanished old men had tied, fish drowned at the end of
them. She was as tolerant of his fantasy as he was of hers and never challenged him.

Where are we going to ever go, Ardoin? she would ask.

New Orleans, he would say.

When?

Someday soon.

The next time you come?

Maybe.

I want to go somewhere. Can we go to St. Louis after we go to New Orleans?
Maybe.

When? When?

Soon. Soon.

I don’t want any clothes, I don’t want to spend any money, I just want to see
everything, everything before I die. Can we begin soon?

Soon.
Very soon?
Sleep, Stacia.
Shall we go somewhere today? They’re in church.
Sleep, Stacia.
Maybe if we left right now we could be in New Orleans by tomorrow.
Soon. Sleep, Stacia.
Maybe in the fall?
In the fall. Sleep, Stacia. Sleep. Sleep.
7.

Clumps of sedge grew in the less worn parts of the road, and the grasses grew higher as he
passed through marshes and the odor of rot. When the rot was passed, he smelled the salt
air. The horse was walking with a spring-footed puffing of sand from the frog of his foot;
certain birds lighting on hidden estuaries, leaving again. Finally he reached the beach. He
dismounted and led the horse into the fall’s warm afternoon sand.

He had always thought considerably from youth, and that tinkering introspection of



other people was, with him, a sustained open country, a plain of cities, or a wood. Or
simple space with nothing. There were times when he thought through briars of motives,
the unutterable complexity of human possibility, but he could not think of Eustacia Ardoin
in this way. He thought of her on a plain, treeless and high, and in the silence of his mind
felt his love for her never felt before unless curiosity is love.

There were three women in his life, Anna, Quero, and Eustacia Ardoin. Anna, his
sister, he had loved, worshiped when he was in that groin anger of youth. Quero he had
worshiped and married. Only Eustacia had set him free, had the spirit to accompany his
imagination on its journeys. In that moment on the beach at Vermilion Bay in November
of 1909, leading the black horse through the sand, he saw what it was to love her, that he
had to love her, that something had to set him free. That his mind was not enough, that he
couldn’t love its images forever, that he must conceive of another companion. The
archaeology of thought is sanded cities, buried lives and pasts, deserts of the dead where
even the bay of a jackal is more important than civilizations of phantoms no matter how
ideal and lost. His mind went alone with him, peopling great distances. He led the horse
through a clump of gnats, swatting his face, the gnats stationary in the air as he walked on.
The harmless quotidian distracted him for a moment; he thought of something else. He
walked on in the sand toward the embayed nursery of mollusks, Ostreidae and men,
leading the horse, black hide, reins and figure, alone. Twenty-five years pass.
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