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Introduction

This volume contains a selection of representative and enduring stories written by Eudora Welty over a period of some twenty-five years. 

Miss Welty's training in her craft was the sort described by Robert Frost as taking place "cavalierly and as it happens in and out of books." Her father, originally from Ohio, was president of a Southern insurance company, and her mother was a West Virginian of Virginia stock; they were kindly and understanding parents. A sensitive and imaginative girl, she grew up in a free and easy way in Jackson, Mississippi, attending the public schools, reading omnivorously, fancying for a number of years that she wanted to be a painter. Following her graduation from Central High School in Jackson, she spent two years at Mississippi State College for Women, in Columbus, and another two at the University of Wisconsin, where as an English major she began a more concentrated study of literature. After having received a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1929, she enrolled in the School of Business at Columbia University in order to study advertising. But the Depression had begun; she was unable to find suitable employment, and soon returned to Mississippi. For the next nine years she worked at various jobs in advertising and publicity, as well as at her own writing. Her first full-time job was with the Works Progress Administration; as a publicity assistant, she traveled all over Mississippi, writing newspaper copy, taking photographs, observing, talking to all sorts of people, and so acquiring material for many of her stories. 

She offered to various New York publishers a group of unposed photographs of Negro life, "thinking or hoping," she later said, "if they liked my pictures (which I thought were fine) they might be inclined to take my stories (which I felt very dubious about, but I wondered about them—they being what I cared about), but they weren't decoyed. Once a year for three or four years I carried around the two bundles under my arm on my two weeks' trip to New York, and carried them home again—not much downcast, perhaps because all the time I simply loved writing, and was going to do it anyway."

She had already been successful, however, in getting her work into magazines. Her first story appeared in a "little magazine" named Manuscript in 1936, and within three years Robert Penn Warren and Cleanth Brooks, editors of the influential Southern Review, published six other stories, including three in the present collection: "Old Mr. Marblehall," "Petrified Man," and "The Hitch-Hikers." Soon "A Worn Path," "Why I Live at the P.O.," and "Powerhouse" appeared in The Atlantic Monthly. Her first collection of stories, A Curtain of Green, was published in 1941, with a preface by Katherine Anne Porter; a short novel, The Robber Bridegroom, followed in 1942, and her second collection of stories, The Wide Net, in 1943. Delta Wedding, a full-length novel, appeared in 1946; The Golden Apples, a book of connected stories, in 1949; The Bride of the Innisfallen, a miscellaneous collection, in 1955; and The Ponder Heart, another short novel, in 1954.

In 1942 and in 1943, Miss Welty received first prize O. Henry Memorial awards for "The Wide Net" and "Livvie"; she held two Guggenheim Fellowships, and The Ponder Heart won her the William Dean Howells medal awarded by the American Academy of Arts and Letters for "the most distinguished work of American fiction during the period from 1950-1955." She was elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters in 1952, and has been an Honorary Consultant of the Library of Congress. Although she makes public appearances, both lecturing and reading her stories, and now and again contributes her perceptive criticism to various magazines and reviews, she is generally out of the public eye, warmly admired by her friends, quietly dedicated to the practice of her art. 

The dominant characteristics of Miss Welty's fiction are the lyrical impulse that provides its inciting force and unity, the emphasis on place that gives it focus, and the scope and experimentation that lend it variety.

In an essay called "How I Write," she has supplied her own answer to the question, "Where do the stories come from?" The source is the lyrical impulse—"the impulse to praise, to love, to call up, to prophesy." It is "the outside signal that has startled or moved the creative mind to complicity and brought the story to active being: the irresistible, the magnetic, the alarming (pleasurable or disturbing), the overwhelming person, place, or thing." Her stories may be viewed, then, as celebrations of so many pieces of life with "the mysteries rushing unsubmissively through them by the minute": life not so much analyzed and interpreted as rendered and wondered at, perhaps because what is shown is extraordinary, perhaps because it is simply ordinary.

There is no end, she seems to show us—now hilariously and now gravely—to the surprises and horrors in life. Children, like those in "Moon Lake," are always stumbling on them: it is because Miss Welty has retained something of the child's fresh and ingenuous view that impressions of beauty and pain are made so indelibly through her stories. Among these stories the reader will find some of her extraordinary, monolithic characters: Powerhouse, master of fantasy conveyed through music; Phoenix, with her eternally young and faithful old Heart; Lorenzo Dow, Murrell, and Audubon, each driven by his own vision, each with his burning mission. And then there are the ordinary ones: Mr. Marblehall, quietly making war with public indifference by conjuring up his own shocking double life; Livvie, too young to remain queen in Solomon's palace, tending the old man's wintry retirement; William Wallace, who must recover his wife by encountering the mysteries of life and birth in the depths of the Pearl River; and that whole collection of perfectly ordinary women who turn Into Medusas before our eyes in Leota's beauty parlor. The universe is dazzling and fearful, and people are remarkable. The next hitchhiker you pick up may murder his fellow in your car; the "outcast Indian Maiden," whose savagery you exposed to a credulous public, may turn out to be an innocent and uncomprehending little clubfooted Negro, and leave you with an unhealed heart and a heavy burden of guilt; and the wonderful man from Connemara is bound to pop up like a Jack-in-the-box with his explosive " Oh my God!" about some small thing or other.

AU these are human concerns for celebration by a lyricist in prose. So also is each sensuous detail of the natural world, the breath and texture of atmosphere, the color and perfume of flowers and foliage, the brightness or dimness of weather, the slow changes of the seasons and years and times of life, and the folk rituals that mark those changes. The crises produced by the unpredictable event, the outrageous act, the accident, the chance meeting, the sudden tragedy are counterpointed in Miss Welty's fiction by the larger, steadying rhythms of nature and human feeling. We may gasp in terror or delight, but then we go on breathing just the same.

Feeling, the lyrical impulse, is the presiding angel who, according to Miss Welty, "carries the crown" for the writer of fiction; place, or setting, however, she calls one of fiction's most important "lesser angels." It is clearly a guardian of her own art. In an essay called "Place in Fiction," she has argued convincingly for its significance. She demonstrates how place provides not only a region or setting for a story, but also a means of fixing it to what is known, recognizable, concrete in the everyday world. Feelings and associations attach themselves to places, which have a more lasting identity than individual human beings. "Place in fiction," she says, "is the named, identified, concrete, exact and exacting, and therefore credible, gathering-spot of all that has been felt, is about to be experienced...." It serves to focus the vision of the writer, to assist him in convincing the reader that the fictional lie is the world's reality, to aid him in capturing and disclosing the more subtle and elusive of human thoughts and feelings that need pinning down. Place is like the "steadily visible" surface, the carefully painted scene on the outside of the old china night light, which alight becomes excitingly "the combination of internal and external, glowing at the Imagination as one." Such a use of place for Miss Welty does not result in merely "regional" fiction, for the regional, though everywhere present, is to be transcended: the whole concept of local color would have been alien to Cervantes, Jane Austen, Emily Bronte, TUrgenev, or the writers of the Old Testament, who simply wrote of what they knew. "It seems plain," she concludes, "that the art that speaks most clearly, explicitly, directly, and passionately from its place of origin will remain the longest understood. It is through place that we put out roots, wherever birth, chance, fate, or our traveling selves set us down; but where those roots reach toward ... is the deep and running vein, eternal and consistent and everywhere purely itself—that feeds and is fed by the human understanding." 

Miss Welty's own place is, of course, Mississippi—its towns and countryside, its red clay farms and hills, its pine forests, lakes, rivers, and Delta bottoms. Pre-eminently, in the stories of this collection, it is the Natchez Trace, a path originally carved out of the wilderness by animals, later followed by Indians, and then literally deepened into the forest bed as it was traveled by river-men making their way home after coming down the Mississippi, by traders, pioneers, settlers, mail carriers, cutting northeast upward from Natchez toward Nashville, Tennessee. It is on this ancient Trace, in pioneer times, that we find evangelist Lorenzo Dow riding his horse at top speed to encounter two other actual historical characters, the outlaw James Murrell and the naturalist John James Audubon, the three converging on the wilderness floor for their "still moment" of private revelation—Miss Welty's purely imaginary addition to an actuality already mysterious and legendary. It is away up on the old abandoned Trace that Solomon carries Livvie to his "nice house" in the country; it is the Trace that William Wallace and his entourage follow, on their way to the Pearl River, in "The Wide Net"; it is from back off the Trace that Phoenix makes her "worn path," and her destination is Natchez, the "little party-giving town" where Old Mr. Marblehall is leading his fantastic double life. 

Whether or not they are fictional, Miss Welty's place names always sound right: that is, both probable and improbable, according to the vagaries of history and humanity. And this is symptomatic of the larger and more important Tightness that derives from the happy fusion of imaginative vision and actuality of place in her fiction. Place has given the social accuracy, including its comic vitality, to those of her stories that present Southern towns and clans, such as "Lily Daw and the Three Ladies" and "The Wide Net." She has described certain of her stories, such as "Petrified Man" and "Why I Live at the P.O.," as having been written "by ear." That acutely tuned ear has caught the speech of a way of life, of a set of shared and yet subtly various social traditions, prejudices, interests, problems, human reactions, as well as private foibles and idiosyncrasies, flashes of sheer oddness, perversity, or humor, which continually surprise us by their freshness and convince us by their fidelity. The dialogue in many of the stories begs to be read aloud. The rhythms and idioms, and a rhetoric at once plain and fancy, economical and elaborate, bend the most recalcitrant accents and intonations to a gossipy Southern loquaciousness that is at the same time dreadful, funny, and touching.

The last story in this collection, which is set in Ireland, demonstrates again the importance of place to Miss Welty's fiction. It does so in that a specific locality (one among others in which her "traveling self' set her down) helps to define the thoughts and reactions of a young American wife who is temporarily running away from her husband in London, because of a strange and elusive "trouble" with him. Everything that she sees and experiences on her trip to Ireland and on her ramblings through glorious, fresh, wildly funny, dazzlingly lovely Cork (so it registers for her) explains both to us and to her what her "trouble" has been with her husband: something like an excess of hope, joy, and wonder at the glory and mystery of human life, epitomized in her vision of the young bride. Subtle emotions are still conveyed to a large extent by a place and the people belonging to it, though the place happens to be Ireland, not Mississippi. 

A remarkable fact about these stories is that in their subjects, themes, tone, form, and technique, they do not easily lend themselves to generalizations. Speaking of stories by other writers, Miss Welty says that a reader should regard each one as an entity, a "little world in space, just as we can isolate one star in the sky by a concentrated vision." Readers of her own stories will differ about which stars are of greater and which of lesser magnitude, but they are bound to find the range wide, from a vigorous levity to the terror of hallucination or the sweet pain of the heart's secrets. Each reader will find some constellations of his own. He may notice, for one thing, that though the stories as a whole include various sorts of comedy, tragedy, satire, and fantasy, most characteristically these elements are blended within individual stories. No reader, one hopes, will allow his pleasure in the delicious comedy of "Lily Daw and the Three Ladies" and "Why I Live at the P.O." to be diminished by somber reflections on feeble-mindedness and paranoia. But "Petrified Man," though grotesquely funny in its scenes, characterizations, and dialogue, is actually a caustic satire on woman's inhumanity to man and the vulgarity and perversity of a certain kind of city life. "Moon Lake," "The Hitch-Hikers," "The Wide Net," "The Worn Path," "Powerhouse" have their elements of pathos, and threaten, at various stages, to turn into tragedy. Yet the interplay of light and shadow is continuous; the weather shifts; the tone modulates, slowly or swiftly; and nothing is exactly as we expected it to be, except that in our bones we feel that it is very much like life—full of the fluctuations we are born to in an odd, painful, and exciting universe, in which dreams are always colliding with reality or embroidering it; the grotesque lies close to the lovely; and comedy always borders on tragedy or pathos. Powerhouse instinctively knows this when he picks something awful out of the air ("I got a telegram my wife is dead"), teases and plays with it ("Truth is something worse, I ain't said what yet. It's something hasn't come to me, but I ain't saying it won't. And when it does, then want me to tell you?"), masters it, puts it  in the world, in his fantastic art. And so does his creator.

Miss Welty's central and universal concern is the mystery of the inner life. "Relationship is a pervading and changing mystery," she has said; "it is not words that make it so in life, but words have to make it so in a story. Brutal or lovely, the mystery waits for people wherever they go, whatever extreme they run to." "Mystery" here suggests the enigma of man's being, and his relation to the universe; it suggests also what is concealed, secret, inviolable in human beings, putting up the barriers, making our meaning and identity puzzling to ourselves. This particular theme is explored beautifully and poignantly in the story "A Still Moment," in which evangelist, murderer, and naturalist share a common and yet disparate revelation of nature, looking at a snowy heron. Lorenzo's shattering illumination, that "God had ... given Love first and then Separateness, as though it did not matter to Him which came first," sums up the yearning love of human beings, their desire for response and understanding, and the fundamental solitude experienced by many of the characters in these stories. They are poised alone; no other creature can fathom their hidden selves. Tom Harris of "The Hitch-Hikers" is one of these puzzled and lonely men, a generous sort, but rootless. His life is full of giving yet empty of permanent commitment; his love is freely floating yet weary, desolate. Moral loneliness, the burden of an inexpiable guilt that no one will recognize, afflicts Steve in "Keela, the Outcast Indian Maiden." Mr. Marblehall's is the loneliness of being ignored, and Livvie's the loneliness of physical and emotional isolation from the world in which she naturally belongs. Livvie returns to life (the original title of that story was "Livvie Is Back"), and Old Phoenix is never for a moment really lost, even though her senses are dimmed with age and memory betrays her briefly when she reaches the end of her worn path. But not everyone is so harmonious as Phoenix, so lucky as Livvie. 

Although Miss Welty's theme is the pervading and changing mystery of human relationships, her technique is adapted to the tone and the disclosures of each individual story. In her projection of the constant interplay between the inner world of feelings and dreams and fantasies and the external world of event and social reality, she has employed a variety of fictional points of view. In many instances she penetrates the minds and feelings of her characters intuitively. Young Nina in "Moon Lake" reflects that "it's only interesting, only worthy, to try for the fiercest secrets. To slip into them all—to change. To change for a moment into Gertrude, into Mrs. Gruenwald, into Twosie—into a boy. To have been an orphan." Just so, as narrator, Miss Welty changes into a host of characters, most of them possessed of a psychological depth and complexity that seem to be independent of rational intelligence. Sometimes the narrator turns herself over completely to the speaker, as in the monologue of "Why I Live at the P.O."; sometimes her method is largely dramatic—a few scenes swiftly drawn, stage directions and dialogue—as in "Petrified Man," "Lily Daw and the Three Ladies," and "Keela, the Outcast Indian Maiden." In "Powerhouse" she assumes the implicitly collective point of view of the jazz musician's fascinated audience, abandons herself to the fantasy observed and created, and sweeps us along through an approximation, in prose, of the form and moods of the music that is being played. Sometimes she begins her stories as observer, with straightforward exposition and close description; then, because we already know so much from the outside, we scarcely notice when she slips into the mind of a character, or as quietly slips out again, in a graceful and natural alternation of scene and summary, interior monologue and dialogue, fact and fantasy. The transitions are unobtrusive because the style, the figures of speech, and the rhythms are usually of a piece with the rich simplicity of the characters. Motive is frequently suggested by way of metaphor—abundant, deft, sparkling. Folk expressions appear frequently. 

Style is one of the greatest sources of delight in these stories. Light and pure as air, searching, hovering, elusive, it has also a freshness and vigor that provide the substance, the matter-of-fact quality of the atmosphere we breathe. Miss Welty's pleasure in variety and experimentation is apparent from the contrast between the artless clairvoyance of such early stories as "The Worn Path" and "Livvie" and the subtle impressionism of a much later story, "The Bride of the Innisfallen." Whether her style is direct or oblique, simple or complex, always she delights us with a fresh performance, a new creation.

Symbol and myth also have their uses in these stories. In a symbol, as Carlyle said, "there is concealment and yet revelation"; thus Miss Welty's fiction naturally includes symbols, because they embody and enhance the mysteries she seeks out. Yet no detail of action, characterization, or name is distorted or denatured for the sake of a symbolic point; symbols appear unobtrusively because they are born into the material. In her work symbols function quietly, contributing to the form and the poetic density of the stories, deepening and enriching their surface meanings.

Miss Welty is as wary of symbol-hunting as she is of schematization. "The analyst," she mildly protests, "should the story come under his eye, may miss this gentle shock and this pleasure too, for he's picked up the story at once by its heels (as if it had swallowed a button), and is examining the writing as his own process in reverse, as though a story (or any system of feeling) could be accessible for being upside down." Not that she is opposed to analysis; she seems only to be asking that the stories be met with the openness, the sense of urgency and adventure, with which they were created. 

In short, reading a story by Eudora Welty is not like rowing across a lake, with your destination on the other side dimly or clearly perceived. It is more like climbing into a small, well-designed craft, cutting your moorings, and then abandoning yourself to a trip down a changing stream to an unknown point. You have no notion what will happen, but you soon discover that someone with great skill is steering and guiding the craft, determining the pace according to or perhaps despite the current. She seems to say, "Watch, be alert, trust me." The stream rushes and changes; now you are hurtled through foaming rapids and bump against a rock; now you are brushed in the face by an overhanging bough; now you open onto a luminous pool, where the boat dallies and you gaze into quiet depths in which strange hidden life is drifting down under, and maybe, half dreaming, you see your own pensive face reflected on the surface; then you are off again and away. Everywhere there are fearful and pleasing events to shock and surprise; shy, elusive creatures to be detected behind the curtain of green; fascinating details to be seen up, down, and all about. When you reach your destination, that may seem, finally, the culmination of your trip; but sometimes you will want to look back and ask, "Where are we now, and what am I to think?" The helmsman, who has never been visible as a person, may never answer; and only then you may reflect that the significance of the journey was in the process, and that the parts of the process together make the experience a whole.

If the author of these stories seems to say "trust me," it is for other and perhaps better reasons than craftsmanship, than skill in guiding the reader through the delights and hazards of life by the techniques of fiction. Fundamentally, it is the heart and mind of this writer that are to be trusted. She is more than one of art's faithful disciples: she is one of life's true lovers. Her vision is compassionate, humorous, intelligent, full of a loving detachment, full of poised awareness of and sympathy for her characters. She has a profound respect for their reality  as persons. They are not manipulated by opinion, they are not roundly judged. They are often celebrated, but rarely condemned, except, as in "Petrified Man," out of the most implicitly humane of moral visions. Starting from the lyrical impulse, taking as her materials her own place and people, and presenting them in her own highly individual style, she explores what is universal in humanity for our relish, our wonder, and our contemplation.



The Wide Net

William Wallace Jamieson's wife Hazel was going to have a baby. But this was October, and it was six months away, and she acted exactly as though it would be tomorrow. When he came in the room she would not speak to him, but would look as straight at nothing as she could, with her eyes glowing. If he only touched her she stuck out her tongue or ran around the table. So one night he went out with two of the boys down the road and stayed out all night. But that was the worst thing yet, because when he came home in the early morning Hazel had vanished. He went through the house not believing his eyes, balancing with both hands out, his yellow cowlick rising on end, and then he turned the kitchen inside out looking for her, but it did no good. Then when he got back to the front room he saw she had left him a little letter, in an envelope. That was doing something behind someone's back. He took out the letter, pushed it open, held it out at a distance from his eyes.... After one look he was scared to read the exact words, and he crushed the whole thing in his hand instantly, but what it had said was that she would not put up with him after that and was going to the river to drown herself. 


"Drown herself.... But she's in mortal fear of the water!" 

He ran out front, his face red like the red of the picked cotton field he ran over, and down in the road he gave a loud shout for Virgil Thomas, who was just going in his own house, to come out again. He could just see the edge of Virgil, he had almost got in, he had one foot inside the door.

They met half-way between the farms, under the shade-tree.

"Haven't you had enough of the night?" asked Virgil. There they were, their pants all covered with dust and dew, and they had had to carry the third man home flat between them.

"I've lost Hazel, she's vanished, she went to drown herself."

"Why, that ain't like Hazel," said Virgil.

William Wallace reached out and shook him. "You heard me. Don't you know we have to drag the river?"

"Right this minute?"

"You ain't got nothing to do till spring."

"Let me go set foot inside the house and speak to my mother and tell her a story, and I'll come back."

"This will take the wide net," said William Wallace. His eyebrows gathered, and he was talking to himself.





"How come Hazel to go and do that way?" asked Virgil as they started out.

William Wallace said, "I reckon she got lonesome."

"That don't argue—drown herself for getting lonesome. My mother gets lonesome."

"Well," said William Wallace. "It argues for Hazel."

"How long is it now since you and her was married?"

"Why, it's been a year."

"It don't seem that long to me. A year!"

"It was this time last year. It seems longer," said William Wallace, breaking a stick off a tree in surprise. They walked along, kicking at the flowers on the road's edge. "I remember the day I seen her first, and that seems a long time ago. She was coming along the road holding a little frying-size chicken from her grandma, under her arm, and she had it real quiet. I spoke to her with nice manners. We knowed each other's names, being bound to, just didn't know each other to speak to. I says, 'Where are you taking the fryer?' and she says, 'Mind your manners,' and I kept on till after while she says, 'If you want to walk me home, take littler steps.' So I didn't lose time. It was just four miles across the field and full of blackberries, and from the top of the hill there was Dover below, looking sizeable-like and clean, spread out between the two churches like that. When we got down, I says to her, 'What kind of water's in this well?' and she says, The best water in the world.' So I drew a bucket and took out a dipper and she drank and I drank. I didn't think it was that remarkable, but I didn't tell her." 

"What happened that night?" asked Virgil.

"We ate the chicken," said William Wallace, "and it was tender. Of course that wasn't all they had. The night I was trying their table out, it sure had good things to eat from one end to the other. Her mama and papa sat at the head and foot and we was face to face with each other across it, with I remember a pat of butter between. They had real sweet butter, with a tree drawed down it, elegant-like. Her mama eats like a man. I had brought her a whole hat-ful of berries and she didn't even pass them to her husband. Hazel, she would leap up and take a pitcher of new milk and fill up the glasses. I had heard how they couldn't have a singing at the church without a fight over her."

"Oh, she's a pretty girl, all right," said Virgil. "It's a pity for the ones like her to grow old, and get like their mothers."

"Another thing will be that her mother will get wind of this and come after me," said William Wallace.

"Her mother will eat you alive," said Virgil.

"She's just been watching her chance," said William Wallace. "Why did I think I could stay out all night."

"Just something come over you."

"First it was just a carnival at Carthage, and I had to let them guess my weight ... and after that..."

"It was nice to be sitting on your neck in a ditch singing," prompted Virgil, "in the moonlight. And playing on the harmonica like you can play." 

"Even if Hazel did sit home knowing I was drunk, that wouldn't kill her," said William Wallace. "What she knows ain't ever killed her yet.... She's smart, too, for a girl," he said.

"She's a lot smarter than her cousins in Beula," said Virgil. "And especially Edna Earle, that never did get to be what you'd call a heavy thinker. Edna Earle could sit and ponder all day on how the little tail of the 'C' got through the 'L' in a Coca-Cola sign."

"Hazel is smart," said William Wallace. They walked on. "You ought to see her pantry shelf, it looks like a hundred jars when you open the door. I don't see how she could turn around and jump in the river."

"It's a woman's trick."

"I always behaved before. Till the one night—last night."

"Yes, but the one night," said Virgil. "And she was waiting to take advantage."

"She jumped in the river because she was scared to death of the water and that was to make it worse," he said. "She remembered how I used to have to pick her up and carry her over the oak-log bridge, how she'd shut her eyes and make a dead-weight and hold me round the neck, just for a little creek. I don't see how she brought herself to jump."

"Jumped backwards," said Virgil. "Didn't look."





When they turned off, it was still early in the pink and green fields. The fumes of morning, sweet and bitter, sprang up where they walked. The insects ticked softly, their strength in reserve; butterflies chopped the air, going to the east, and the birds flew carelessly and sang by fits and starts, not the way they did in the evening in sustained and drowsy songs.

"It's a pretty day for sure," said William Wallace. "It's a pretty day for it."

"I don't see a sign of her ever going along here," said Virgil.

"Well," said William Wallace. "She wouldn't have dropped anything. I never saw a girl to leave less signs of where she's been." 

"Not even a plum seed," said Virgil, kicking the grass.

In the grove it was so quiet that once William Wallace gave a jump, as if he could almost hear a sound of himself wondering where she had gone. A descent of energy came down on him in the thick of the woods and he ran at a rabbit and caught it in his hands.

"Rabbit ... Rabbit..." He acted as if he wanted to take it off to himself and hold it up and talk to it. He laid a palm against its pushing heart. "Now ... There now ..."

"Let her go, William Wallace, let her go." Virgil, chewing on an elderberry whistle he had just made, stood at his shoulder: "What do you want with a live rabbit?"

William Wallace squatted down and set the rabbit on the ground but held it under his hand. It was a little, old, brown rabbit. It did not try to move. "See there?"

"Let her go."

"She can go if she wants to, but she don't want to."

Gently he lifted his hand. The round eye was shining at him sideways in the green gloom.

"Anybody can freeze a rabbit, that wants to," said Virgil. Suddenly he gave a far-reaching blast on the whistle, and the rabbit went in a streak. "Was you out catching cotton-tails, or was you out catching your wife?" he said, taking the turn to the open fields. "I come along to keep you on the track."





"Who'll we get, now?" They stood on top of a hill and William Wallace looked critically over the countryside. "Any of the Malones?"

"I was always scared of the Malones," said Virgil. "Too many of them."

"This is my day with the net, and they would have to watch out," said William Wallace. "I reckon some Malones, and the Doyles, will be enough. The six Doyles and their dogs, and you and me, and two little nigger boys is enough, with just a few Malones."


"That ought to be enough," said Virgil, "no matter what." 

"I'll bring the Malones, and you bring the Doyles," said William Wallace, and they separated at the spring.

When William Wallace came back, with a string of Malones just showing behind him on the hilltop, he found Virgil with the two little Rippen boys waiting behind him, solemn little towheads. As soon as he walked up, Grady, the one in front, lifted his hand to signal silence and caution to his brother Brucie who began panting merrily and untrustworthily behind him.

Brucie bent readily under William Wallace's hand-pat, and gave him a dreamy look out of the tops of his round eyes, which were pure green-and-white like clover tops. William Wallace gave him a nickel. Grady hung his head; his white hair lay in a little tail in the nape of his neck.

"Let's let them come," said Virgil.

"Well, they can come then, but if we keep letting everybody come it is going to be too many," said William Wallace.

"They'll appreciate it, those little-old boys," said Virgil. Brucie held up at arm's length a long red thread with a bent pin tied on the end; and a look of helpless and intense interest gathered Grady's face like a drawstring—his eyes, one bright with a sty, shone pleadingly under his white bangs, and he snapped his jaw and tried to speak.... "Their papa was drowned in the Pearl River," said Virgil.

There was a shout from the gully.

"Here come all the Malones," cried William Wallace. "I asked four of them would they come, but the rest of the family invited themselves."

"Did you ever see a time when they didn't," said Virgil. "And yonder from the other direction comes the Doyles, still with biscuit crumbs on their cheeks, I bet, now it's nothing to do but eat as their mother said."

"If two little niggers would come along now, or one big nigger," said William Wallace. And the words were hardly out of his mouth when two little Negro boys came along, going somewhere, one behind the other, stepping high and gay in their overalls, as though they waded in honeydew to the waist. 

"Come here, boys. What's your names?"

"Sam and Robbie Bell."

"Come along with us, we're going to drag the river."

"You hear that, Robbie Bell?" said Sam.

They smiled.

The Doyles came noiselessly, their dogs made all the fuss. The Malones, eight giants with great long black eyelashes, were already stamping the ground and pawing each other, ready to go. Everybody went up together to see Doc.

Old Doc owned the wide net. He had a house on top of the hill and he sat and looked out from a rocker on the front porch.





"Climb the hill and come in!" he began to intone across the valley. "Harvest's over ... slipped up on everybody ... cotton's picked, gone to the gin ... hay cut ... molasses made around here.... Big explosion's over, supervisors elected, some pleased, some not.... We're hearing talk of war!"

When they got closer, he was saying, "Many's been saved at revival, twenty-two last Sunday including a Doyle, ought to counted two. Hope they'll be a blessing to Dover community besides a shining star in Heaven. Now what?" he asked, for they had arrived and stood gathered in front of the steps.

"If nobody is using your wide net, could we use it?" asked William Wallace.

"You just used it a month ago," said Doc. "It ain't your turn."

Virgil jogged William Wallace's arm and cleared his throat. "This time is kind of special," he said. "We got reason to think William Wallace's wife Hazel is in the river, drowned."

"What reason have you got to think she's in the river drowned?" asked Doc. He took out his old pipe. "I'm asking the husband."


"Because she's not in the house," said William Wallace. 

"Vanished?" and he knocked out the pipe.

"Plum vanished."

"Of course a thousand things could have happened to her," said Doc, and he lighted the pipe.

"Hand him up the letter, William Wallace," said Virgil. "We can't wait around till Doomsday for the net while Doc sits back thinkin'."

"I tore it up, right at the first," said William Wallace. "But I know it by heart. It said she was going to jump straight in the Pearl River and that I'd be sorry."

"Where do you come in, Virgil?" asked Doc.

"I was in the same place William Wallace sat on his neck in, all night, and done as much as he done, and come home the same time."

"You-all were out cuttin' up, so Lady Hazel has to jump in the river, is that it? Cause and effect? Anybody want to argue with me? Where do these others come in, Doyles, Malones, and what not?"

"Doc is the smartest man around," said William Wallace, turning to the solidly waiting Doyles, "but it sure takes time."

"These are the ones that's collected to drag the river for her," said Virgil.

"Of course I am not going on record to say so soon that I think she's drowned," Doc said, blowing out blue smoke.

"Do you think..." William Wallace mounted a step, and his hands both went into fists. "Do you think she was carried off?"

"Now that's the way to argue, see it from all sides," said Doc promptly. "But who by?"

Some Malone whistled, but not so you could tell which one.

"There's no booger around the Dover section that goes around carrying off young girls that's married," stated Doc.

"She was always scared of the Gypsies." William Wallace turned scarlet. "She'd sure turn her ring around on her finger if she passed one, and look in the other direction so they couldn't see she was pretty and carry her off. They come in the end of summer." 

"Yes, there are the Gypsies, kidnappers since the world began. But was it to be you that would pay the grand ransom?" asked Doc. He pointed his finger. They all laughed then at how clever old Doc was and clapped William Wallace on the back. But that turned into a scuffle and they fell to the ground.

"Stop it, or you can't have the net," said Doc. "You're scaring my wife's chickens."

"It's time we was gone," said William Wallace.

The big barking dogs jumped to lean their front paws on the men's chests.

"My advice remains, Let well enough alone," said Doc. "Whatever this mysterious event will turn out to be, it has kept one woman from talking a while. However, Lady Hazel is the prettiest girl in Mississippi, you've never seen a prettier one and you never will. A golden-haired girl." He got to his feet with the nimbleness that was always his surprise, and said, "I'll come along with you."





The path they always followed was the Old Natchez Trace. It took them through the deep woods and led them out down below on the Pearl River, where they could begin dragging it upstream to a point near Dover. They walked in silence around William Wallace, not letting him carry anything, but the net dragged heavily and the buckets were full of clatter in a place so dim and still.

Once they went through a forest of cucumber trees and came up on a high ridge. Grady and Brucie who were running ahead all the way stopped in their tracks; a whistle had blown and far down and far away a long freight train was passing. It seemed like a little festival procession, moving with the slowness of ignorance or a dream, from distance to distance, the tiny pink and gray cars like secret boxes. Grady was counting the cars to himself, as if he could certainly see each one clearly, and Brucie watched his lips, hushed and cautious, the way he would watch a bird drinking. Tears suddenly came to Grady's eyes, but it could only be because a tiny man walked along the top of the train, walking and moving on top of the moving train. 

They went down again and soon the smell of the river spread over the woods, cool and secret. Every step they took among the great walls of vines and among the passion-flowers started up a little life, a little flight.

"We're walking along in the changing-time," said Doc. "Any day now the change will come. It's going to turn from hot to cold, and we can kill the hog that's ripe and have fresh meat to eat Come one of these nights and we can wander down here and tree a nice possum. Old Jack Frost will be pinching things up. Old Mr. Winter will be standing in the door. Hickory tree there will be yellow. Sweet-gum red, hickory yellow, dogwood red, sycamore yellow." He went along rapping the tree trunks with his knuckle. "Magnolia and live-oak never die. Remember that Persimmons will all get fit to eat, and the nuts will be dropping like rain all through the woods here. And run, little quail, run, for well be after you too."

They went on and suddenly the woods opened upon light, and they had reached the river. Everyone stopped, but Doc talked on ahead as though nothing had happened. "Only today," he said, "today, in October sun, it's all gold—sky and tree and water. Everything just before it changes looks to be made of gold."

William Wallace looked down, as though he thought of Hazel with the shining eyes, sitting at home and looking straight before her, like a piece of pure gold, too precious to touch.

Below them the river was glimmering, narrow, soft and skin-colored, and slowed nearly to stillness. The shining willow trees hung round them. The net that was being drawn out, so old and so long-used, it too looked golden, strung and tied with golden threads.

Standing still on the bank, all of a sudden William Wallace, on whose word they were waiting, spoke up in a voice of surprise. "What is the name of this river?"

They looked at him as if he were crazy not to know the name of the river he had fished in all his life. But a deep frown was on his forehead, as if he were compelled to wonder what people had come to call this river, or to think there was a mystery in the name of a river they all knew so well, the same as if it were some great far torrent of waves that dashed through the mountains somewhere, and almost as if it were a river in some dream, for they could not give him the name of that. 

"Everybody knows Pearl River is named the Pearl River," said Doc.

A bird note suddenly bold was like a stone thrown into the water to sound it.

"It's deep here," said Virgil, and jogged William Wallace. "Remember?"

William Wallace stood looking down at the river as if it were still a mystery to him. There under his feet which hung over die bank it was transparent and yellow like an old bottle lying in the sun, filling with light.

Doc clattered all his paraphernalia.

Then all of a sudden all the Malones scattered jumping and tumbling down the bank. They gave their loud shout. Little Brucie started after them, and looked back.

"Do you think she jumped?" Virgil asked William Wallace.


II

Since the net was so wide, when it was all stretched it reached from bank to bank of the Pearl River, and the weights would hold it all the way to the bottom. Juglike sounds filled the air, splashes lifted in the sun, and the party began to move upstream. The Malones with great groans swam and pulled near the shore, the Doyles swam and pushed from behind with Virgil to tell them how to do it best; Grady and Brucie with his thread and pin trotted along the sandbars hauling buckets and lines. Sam and Robbie Bell, naked and bright, guided the old oarless rowboat that always drifted at the shore, and in it, sitting up tall with his hat on, was Doc—he went along without ever touching water and without ever taking his eyes of! the net. William Wallace himself did everything but most of the time he was out of sight, swimming about under water or diving, and he had nothing to say any more. 

The dogs chased up and down, in and out of the water, and in and out of the woods.

"Don't let her get too heavy, boys," Doc intoned regularly, eveiy few minutes, "and she won't let nothing through."

"She won't let nothing through, she won't let nothing through," chanted Sam and Robbie Bell, one at his front and one at his back.

The sandbars were pink or violet drifts ahead. Where the light fell on the river, in a wandering from shore to shore, it was leaf-shaped spangles that trembled softly, while the dark of the river was calm. The willow trees leaned overhead under muscadine vines, and their trailing leaves hung like waterfalls in the morning air. The thing that seemed like silence must have been the endless cry of all the crickets and locusts in the world, rising and falling.

Every time William Wallace took hold of a big eel that slipped the net, the Malones all yelled, "Rassle with him, son!"

"Don't let her get too heavy, boys," said Doc.

"This is hard on catfish," William Wallace said once.

There were big and little fishes, dark and bright, that they caught, good ones and bad ones, the same old fish.

"This is more shoes than I ever saw got together in any store," said Virgil when they emptied the net to the bottom. "Get going!" he shouted in the next breath.

The little Rippens who had stayed ahead in the woods stayed ahead on the river. Brucie, leading them all, made small jumps and hops as he went, sometimes on one foot, sometimes on the other.

The winding river looked old sometimes, when it ran wrinkled and deep under high banks where the roots of trees hung down, and sometimes it seemed to be only a young creek, shining with the colors of wildflowers. Sometimes sandbars in the shapes of fishes lay nose to nose across, without the track of even a bird.


"Here comes some alligators," said Virgil. "Let's let them by." 

They drew out on the shady side of the water, and three big alligators and four middle-sized ones went by, taking their own time.

"Look at their great big old teeth!" called a shrill voice. It was Grady making his only outcry, and the alligators were not showing their teeth at all.

"The better to eat folks with," said Doc from his boat, looking at him severely.

"Doc, you are bound to declare all you know," said Virgil. "Get going!"

When they started off again the first thing they caught in the net was the baby alligator.

"That's just what we wanted!" cried the Malones.

They set the little alligator down on a sandbar and he squatted perfectly still; they could hardly tell when it was he started to move. They watched with set faces his incredible mechanics, while the dogs after one bark stood off in inquisitive humility, until he winked.

"He's ours!" shouted all the Malones. "We're taking him home with us!"

"He ain't nothing but a little-old baby," said William Wallace.

The Malones only scoffed, as if he might be only a baby but he looked like the oldest and worst lizard.

"What are you going to do with him?" asked Virgil.

"Keep him."

"I'd be more careful what I took out of this net," said Doc.

"Tie him up and throw him in the bucket," the Malones were saying to each other, while Doc was saying, "Don't come running to me and ask me what to do when he gets big."

They kept catching more and more fish, as if there was no end in sight.

"Look, a string of lady's beads," said Virgil. "Here, Sam and Robbie Bell."

Sam wore them around his head, with a knot over his forehead and loops around his ears, and Robbie Bell walked behind and stared at them.


In a shadowy place something white flew up. It was a heron, and it went away over the dark treetops. William Wallace followed it with his eyes and Brucie clapped his hands, but Virgil gave a sigh, as if he knew that when you go looking for what is lost, everything is a sign. 

An eel slid out of the net.

"Rassle with him, son!" yelled the Malones. They swam like fiends.

"The Malones are in it for the fish," said Virgil.

It was about noon that there was a little rustle on the bank.

"Who is that yonder?" asked Virgil, and he pointed to a little undersized man with short legs and a little straw hat with a band around it, who was following along on the other side of the river.

"Never saw him and don't know his brother," said Doc.

Nobody had ever seen him before.

"Who invited you?" cried Virgil hotly. "Hi...!" and he made signs for the little undersized man to look at him, but he would not.

"Looks like a crazy man, from here," said the Malones.

"Just don't pay any attention to him and maybe hell go away," advised Doc.

But Virgil had already swum across and was up on the other bank. He and the stranger could be seen exchanging a word apiece and then Virgil put out his hand the way he would pat a child and patted the stranger to the ground. The little man got up again just as quickly, lifted his shoulders, turned around, and walked away with his hat tilted over his eyes.

When Virgil came back he said, "Little-old man claimed he was harmless as a baby. I told him to just try horning in on this river and anything in it."

"What did he look like up close?" asked Doc.

"I wasn't studying how he looked," said Virgil. "But I don't like anybody to come looking at me that I am not familiar with." And he shouted, "Get going!"

"Things are moving in too great a rush," said Doc.

Brucie darted ahead and ran looking into all the bushes, lifting up their branches and looking underneath. 

"Not one of the Doyles has spoke a word," said Virgil.

"That's because they're not talkers," said Doc.

All day William Wallace kept diving to the bottom. Once he dived down and down into the dark water, where it was so still that nothing stirred, not even a fish, and so dark that it was no longer the muddy world of the upper river but the dark clear world of deepness, and he must have believed this was the deepest place in the whole Pearl River, and if she was not here she would not be anywhere. He was gone such a long time that the others stared hard at the surface of the water, through which the bubbles came from below. So far down and all alone, had he found Hazel? Had he suspected down there, like some secret, the real, the true trouble that Hazel had fallen into, about which words in a letter could not speak ... how (who knew?) she had been filled to the brim with that elation that they all remembered, like their own secret, the elation that comes of great hopes and changes, sometimes simply of the harvest time, that comes with a little course of its own like a tune to run in the head, and there was nothing she could do about it—they knew—and so it had turned into this? It could be nothing but the old trouble that William Wallace was finding out, reaching and turning in the gloom of such depths.

"Look down yonder," said Grady softly to Brucie.

He pointed to the surface, where their reflections lay colorless and still side by side. He touched his brother gently as though to impress him.

"That's you and me," he said.

Brucie swayed precariously over the edge, and Grady caught him by the seat of his overalls. Brucie looked, but showed no recognition. Instead, he backed away, and seemed all at once unconcerned and spiritless, and pressed the nickel William Wallace had given him into his palm, rubbing it into his skin. Grady's inflamed eyes rested on the brown water. Without warning hs saw something ... perhaps the image in the river seemed to be his father, the drowned man—with arms open, eyes open, mouth open.... Grady stared and blinked, again something wrinkled up his face. 

And when William Wallace came up it was in an agony from submersion, which seemed an agony of the blood and of the very heart, so woeful he looked. He was staring and glaring around in astonishment, as if a long time had gone by, away from the pale world where the brown light of the sun and the river and the little party watching him trembled before his eyes.

"What did you bring up?" somebody called—was it Virgil?

One of his hands was holding fast to a little green ribbon of plant, root and all. He was surprised, and let it go.

It was afternoon. The trees spread softly, the clouds hung wet and tinted. A buzzard turned a few slow wheels in the sky, and drifted upwards. The dogs promenaded the banks.

"It's time we ate fish," said Virgil.





On a wide sandbar on which seashells lay they dragged up the haul and built a fire.

Then for a long time among clouds of odors and smoke, all half-naked except Doc, they cooked and ate catfish. They ate until the Malones groaned and all the Doyles stretched out on their faces, though for long after, Sam and Robbie Bell sat up to their own little table on a cypress stump and ate on and on. Then they all were silent and still, and one by one fell asleep.

"There ain't a thing better than fish," muttered William Wallace. He lay stretched on his back in the glimmer and shade of trampled sand. His sunburned forehead and cheeks seemed to glow with fire. His eyelids fell. The shadow of a willow branch dipped and moved over him. "There is nothing in the world as good as ... fish. The fish of Pearl River." Then slowly he smiled. He was asleep.

But it seemed almost at once that he was leaping up, and one by one up sat the others in their ring and looked at him, for it was impossible to stop and sleep by the river. 

"You're feeling as good as you felt last night," said Virgil, setting his head on one side.

"The excursion is the same when you go looking for your sorrow as when you go looking for your joy," said Doc.

But William Wallace answered none of them anything, for he was leaping all over the place and all, over them and the feast and the bones of the feast, trampling the sand, up and down, and doing a dance so crazy that he would die next. He took a big catfish and hooked it to his belt buckle and went up and down so that they all hollered, and the tears of laughter streaming down his cheeks made him put his hand up, and the two days' growth of beard began to jump out, bright red.

But all of a sudden there was an even louder cry, something almost like a cheer, from everybody at once, and all pointed fingers moved from William Wallace to the river. In the center of three light-gold rings across the water was lifted first an old hoary head ("It has whiskers!" a voice cried) and then in an undulation loop after loop and hump after hump of a long dark body, until there were a dozen rings of ripples, one behind the other, stretching all across the river, like a necklace.

"The King of the Snakes!" cried all the Malones at once, in high tenor voices and leaning together.

"The King of the Snakes," intoned old Doc in his profound bass.

"He looked you in the eye."

William Wallace stared back at the King of the Snakes with all his might.

It was Brucie that darted forward, dangling his little thread with the pin tied to it, going toward the water.

"That's the King of the Snakes!" cried Grady, who always looked after him.

Then the snake went down.

The little boy stopped with one leg in the air, spun around on the other, and sank to the ground.


"Git up," Grady whispered. "It was just the King of the Snakes. He went off whistling. Git up. It wasn't a thing but the King of the Snakes." 

Brucie's green eyes opened, his tongue darted out, and he sprang up; his feet were heavy, his head light, and he rose like a bubble coming to the surface.

Then thunder like a stone loosened and rolled down the bank.





They all stood unwilling on the sandbar, holding to the net. In the eastern sky were the familiar castles and the round towers to which they were used, gray, pink, and blue, growing darker and filling with thunder. Lightning flickered in the sun along their thick walls. But in the west the sun shone with such a violence that in an illumination like a long-prolonged glare of lightning the heavens looked black and white; all color left the world, the goldenness of everything was like a memory, and only heat, a kind of glamor and oppression, lay on their heads. The thick heavy trees on the other side of the river were brushed with mile-long streaks of silver, and a wind touched each man on the forehead. At the same time there was a long roll of thunder that began behind them, came up and down mountains and valleys of air, passed over their heads, and left them listening still. With a small, near noise a mockingbird followed it, the little white bars of its body flashing over the willow trees.

"We are here for a storm now," Virgil said. "We will have to stay till it's over."

They retreated a little, and hard drops fell in the leathery leaves at their shoulders and about their heads.

"Magnolia's the loudest tree there is in a storm," said Doc.

Then the light changed the water, until all about them the woods in the rising wind seemed to grow taller and blow inward together and suddenly turn dark. The rain struck heavily. A huge tail seemed to lash through the air and the river broke in a wound of silver. In silence the party crouched and stooped beside the trunk of the great tree, which in the push of the storm rose full of a fragrance and unyielding weight. Where they all stared, past their tree, was another tree, and beyond that another and another, all the way down the bank of the river, all towering and darkened in the storm. 

"The outside world is full of endurance," said Doc. "Full of endurance."

Robbie Bell and Sam squatted down low and embraced each other from the start.

"Runs in our family to get struck by lightnin'," said Robbie Bell. "Lightnin' drawed a pitchfork right on our grandpappy's cheek, stayed till he died. Pappy got struck by some bolts of lightnin' and was dead three days, dead as that-there axe."

There was a succession of glares and crashes.

"This'n's goin' to be either me or you," said Sam. "Here come a little bug. If he go to the left, be me, and to the right, be you."

But at the next flare a big tree on the hill seemed to turn into fire before their eyes, every branch, twig, and leaf, and a purple cloud hung over it.

"Did you hear that crack?" asked Robbie Bell. "That were its bones."

"Why do you little niggers talk so much!" said Doc. "Nobody's profiting by this information."

"We always talks this much," said Sam, "but now everybody so quiet, they hears us."

The great tree, split and on fire, fell roaring to earth. Just at its moment of falling, a tree like it on the opposite bank split wide open and fell in two parts.

"Hope they ain't goin' to be no balls of fire come rollin' over the water and fry all the fishes with they scales on," said Robbie Bell.

The water in the river had turned purple and was filled with sudden currents and whirlpools. The little willow trees bent almost to its surface, bowing one after another down the bank and almost breaking under the storm. A great curtain of wet leaves was borne along before a blast of wind, and every human being was covered.

"Now us got scales," wailed Sam. "Us is the fishes."

"Hush up, little-old colored children," said Virgil. "This isn't the way to act when somebody takes you out to drag a river." 

"Poor lady's-ghost, I bet it is scareder than us," said Sam.

"All I hoping is, us don't find her!" screamed Robbie Bell.

William Wallace bent down and knocked their heads together. After that they clung silently in each other's arms, the two black heads resting, with wind-filled cheeks and tight-closed eyes, one upon the other until the storm was over.

"Right over yonder is Dover," said Virgil. "We've come all the way. William Wallace, you have walked on a sharp rock and cut your foot open."



III

In Dover it had rained, and the town looked somehow like new. The wavy heat of late afternoon came down from the watertank and fell over everything like shiny mosquito-netting. At the wide place where the road was paved and patched with tar, it seemed newly embedded with Coca-Cola tops. The old circus posters on the store were nearly gone, only bits, the snowflakes of white horses, clinging to its side. Morning-glory vines started almost visibly to grow over the roofs and cling round the ties of the railroad track, where bluejays lighted on the rails, and umbrella chinaberry trees hung heavily over the whole town, dripping intermittently upon the tin roofs.

Each with his counted fish on a string the members of the river-dragging party walked through the town. They went toward the town well, and there was Hazel's mother's house, but no sign of her yet coming out. They all drank a dipper of the water, and still there was not a soul on the street. Even the bench in front of the store was empty, except for a little corn-shuck doll.

But something told them somebody had come, for after one moment people began to look out of the store and out of the postoffice. All the bird dogs woke up to see the Doyle dogs and such a large number of men and boys materialize suddenly with such a big catch of fish, and they ran out barking. The Doyle dogs joyously barked back. The bluejays flashed up and screeched above the town, whipping through their tunnels in the chinaberry trees. In the cafe a nickel clattered inside a music box and a love song began to play. The whole town of Dover began to throb in its wood and tin, like an old tired heart, when the men walked through once more, coming around again and going down the street carrying the fish, so drenched, exhausted, and muddy that no one could help but admire them. 

William Wallace walked through the town as though he did not see anybody or hear anything. Yet he carried his great string of fish held high where it could be seen by all. Virgil came next, imitating William Wallace exactly, then the modest Doyles crowded by the Malones, who were holding up their alligator, tossing it in the air, even, like a father tossing his child. Following behind and pointing authoritatively at the ones in front strolled Doc, with Sam and Robbie Bell still chanting in his wake. In and out of the whole little line Grady and Brucie jerked about. Grady, with his head ducked, and stiff as a rod, walked with a springy limp; it made him look forever angry and unapproachable. Under his breath he was whispering, "Sty, sty, git out of my eye, and git on somebody passin' by." He traveled on with narrowed shoulders, and kept his eye unerringly upon his little brother, wary and at the same time proud, as though he held a flying June-bug on a string. Brucie, making a twanging noise with his lips, had shot forth again, and he was darting rapidly everywhere at once, delighted and tantalized, running in circles around William Wallace, pointing to his fish. A frown of pleasure like the print of a bird's foot was stamped between his faint brows, and he trotted in some unknown realm of delight.

"Did you ever see so many fish?" said the people in Dover.

"How much are your fish, mister?"

"Would you sell your fish?"

"Is that all the fish in Pearl River?"

"How much you sell them all for? Everybody's?"


"Three dollars," said William Wallace suddenly, and loud. 

The Malones were upon him and shouting, but it was too late.

And just as William Wallace was taking the money in his hand, Hazel's mother walked solidly out of her front door and saw it.

"You can't head her mother off," said Virgil. "Here she comes in full bloom."

But William Wallace turned his back on her, that was all, and on everybody, for that matter, and that was the breaking-up of the party.





Just as the sun went down, Doc climbed his back steps, sat in his chair on the back porch where he sat in the evenings, and lighted his pipe. William Wallace hung out the net and came back and Virgil was waiting for him, so they could say good evening to Doc.

"All in all," said Doc, when they came up, "I've never been on a better river-dragging, or seen better behavior. If it took catching catfish to move the Rock of Gibraltar, I believe this outfit could move it."

"Well, we didn't catch Hazel," said Virgil.

"What did you say?" asked Doc.

"He don't really pay attention," said Virgil. "I said, 'We didn't catch Hazel.'"

"Who says Hazel was to be caught?" asked Doc. "She wasn't in there. Girls don't like the water—remember that. Girls don't just haul off and go jumping in the river to get back at their husbands. They got other ways."

"Didn't you ever think she was in there?" asked William Wallace. "The whole time?"

"Nary once," said Doc.

"He's just smart," said Virgil, putting his hand on William Wallace's arm. "It's only because we didn't find her that he wasn't looking for her."

"I'm beholden to you for the net, anyway," said William Wallace.

"You're welcome to bony it again," said Doc.

***


On the way home Virgil kept saying, "Calm down, calm down, William Wallace." 

"If he wasn't such an old skinny man I'd have wrung his neck for him," said William Wallace. "He had no business coming."

"He's too big for his britches," said Virgil. "Don't nobody know everything. And just because it's his net Why does it have to be his net?"

"If it wasn't for being polite to old men, I'd have skinned him alive," said William Wallace.

"I guess he don't really know nothing about wives at all, his wife's so deaf," said Virgil.

"He don't know Hazel," said William Wallace. "I'm the only man alive knows Hazel: would she jump in the river or not, and I say she would. She jumped in because I was sitting on the back of my neck in a ditch singing, and that's just what she ought to done. Doc ain't got no right to say one word about it."

"Calm down, calm down, William Wallace," said Virgil.

"If it had been you that talked like that, I'd have broke every bone in your body," said William Wallace. "Just let you talk like that. You're my age and size."

"But I ain't going to talk like that," said Virgil. "What have I done the whole time but keep this river-dragging going straight and running even, without no hitches? You couldn't have drug the river a foot without me."

"What are you talking about! Without who!" cried William Wallace. "This wasn't your river-dragging! It wasn't your wife!" He jumped on Virgil and they began to fight.

"Let me up." Virgil was breathing heavily.

"Say it was my wife. Say it was my river-dragging."

"Yours!" Virgil was on the ground with William Wallace's hand putting dirt in his mouth.

"Say it was my net."

"Your net!"

"Get up then."

They walked along getting their breath, and smelling the honeysuckle in the evening. On a hill William Wallace looked down, and at the same time there went drifting by the sweet sounds of music outdoors. They were having the Sacred Harp Sing on the grounds of an old white church glimmering there at the crossroads, far below. He stared away as if he saw it minutely, as if he could see a lady in white take a flowered cover off the organ, which was set on a little slant in the shade, dust the keys, and start to pump and play....He smiled faintly, as he would at his mother, and at Hazel, and at the singing women in his life, now all one young girl standing up to sing under the trees the oldest and longest ballads there were. 

Virgil told him good night and went into his own house and the door shut on him.

When he got to his own house, William Wallace saw to his surprise that it had not rained at all. But there, curved over the roof, was something he had never seen before as long as he could remember, a rainbow at night. In the light of the moon, which had risen again, it looked small and of gauzy material, like a lady's summer dress, a faint veil through which the stars showed.

He went up on the porch and in at the door, and all exhausted he had walked through the front room and through the kitchen when he heard his name called. After a moment, he smiled, as if no matter what he might have hoped for in his wildest heart, it was better than that to hear his name called out in the house. The voice came out of the bedroom.

"What do you want?" he yelled, standing stock-still.

Then she opened the bedroom door with the old complaining creak, and there she stood. She was not changed a bit.

"How do you feel?" he said.

"I feel pretty good. Not too good," Hazel said, looking mysterious.

"I cut my foot," said William Wallace, taking his shoe off so she could see the blood.

"How in the world did you do that?" she cried, with a step back.

"Dragging the river. But it don't hurt any longer."

"You ought to have been more careful," she said. "Supper's ready and I wondered if you would ever come home, or if it would be last night all over again. Go and make yourself fit to be seen," she said, and ran away from him. 

After supper they sat on the front steps a while.

"Where were you this morning when I came in?" asked William Wallace when they were ready to go in the house.

"I was hiding," she said. "I was still writing on the letter. And then you tore it up."

"Did you watch me when I was reading it?"

"Yes, and you could have put out your hand and touched me, I was so close."

But he bit his lip, and gave her a little tap and slap, and then turned her up and spanked her.

"Do you think you will do it again?" he asked.

"I'll tell my mother on you for this!"

"Will you do it again?"

"No!" she cried.

"Then pick yourself up off my knee."

It was just as if he had chased her and captured her again. She lay smiling in the crook of his arm. It was the same as any other chase in the end.

"I will do it again if I get ready," she said. "Next time will be different, too."

Then she was ready to go in, and rose up and looked out from the top step, out across their yard where the China tree was and beyond, into the dark fields where the lightning-bugs flickered away. He climbed to his feet too and stood beside her, with the frown on his face, trying to look where she looked. And after a few minutes she took him by the hand and led him into the house, smiling as if she were smiling down on him.
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