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FIRST LOVE

%A’H:VER happened, it hap-

pened in extraordmary times, in a season of
dreams, and in Natchez it was the bitterest winter
of them all. The north wind struck one January
- night in 1807 with an insistent penetration, as if
it followed the settlers down by their own course,
screaming down the river bends to drive them
further still. Afterwards there was the strange
drugged fall of snow. When the sun rose the air
broke into a thousand prisms as close as the flash-
and-turn of gulls’ wings. For a long time after-
wards it was so clear that in the evening the little
companion-star to Sirius could be seen plainly in
the heavens by travelers who took their way by
night, and Venus shone in the daytime in all its
course through the new transparency of the sky

The Mississippi shuddered and lifted from its
bed, reaching like a2 somnambulist driven to go in
new places; the ice stretched far out over the
waves. Flatboats and rafts continued to float down-
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4 The Wide Net

stream, but with unsignalling passengers submis-
sive and huddled, mere bundles of sticks; bets
were laid on shore as to whether they were alive
or dead, but it was impossible to prove it either
way.

The coated moss hung in blue and shining gar-
lands over the trees along the changed streets in
the morning. The town of little galleries was all
laden roofs and silence. In the fastness of Natchez
it began to seem then that the whole world, like
itself, must be in a transfiguration. The only
clamor came from the animals that suffered in
their stalls, or from the wildcats that howled in
closer rings each night from the frozen cane. The
Indians could be heard from greater distances and
in greater numbers than had been guessed, send-
ing up placating but proud messages to the sun
in continual ceremonies of dancing. The red per-
cussion of their fires could be seen night and day
by those waiting in the dark trance of the frozen
town. Men were caught by the cold, they dropped
in its snare-like silence. Bands of travelers moved
closer together, with intenser caution, through
the glassy tunnels of the Trace, for all proportion
went away, - and they followed one another%r.q:

insects going at dawn through the heavy grass.—

Natchez ‘people turned silently to look when a
solitary man that no one had ever seen before was
found and carried in through the streets, frozen
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First Love 5

the way he had crouched in a hollow tree, gray
and huddled like a squirrel, with a little bundle

of goods clasped to him.

Joel Mayes, a deaf boy twelve years old, saw the
man brought in and knew it was a dead man, but
his eyes were for something else, something won-
derful. He saw the breaths coming out of people’s
mouths, and his dark face, losing just now a little
of its softness, showed its secret desire. It was mar-
velous to him when the infinite designs of speech
became visible in formations on the air, and he
watched with awe that changed to tenderness
whenever people met and passed in the road with
an exchange of words. He walked alone, slowly
through the silence, with the sturdy and yet
dreamlike walk of the orphan, and let his own
breath out through his lips, pushed it into the
air, and whatever word it was it took the shape of
a tower. He was as pleased as if he had had a little
conversation with someone. At the end of the
street, where he turned into the Inn, he always
bent his head and walked faster, as if all fnvohty
were done, for he was boot-boy there.

He had come to Natchez some time in the sum-
mer. That was through great worlds of leaves, and
the whole journey from Virginia had been to him
a kind of childhood wandering in oblivion. He
had remained to himself: always to himself at first,



6 The Wide Net

.and afterwards too—with the company of Old
Man McCaleb who took him along when his par-
ents vanished in the forest, were cut off from him,
and in spite of his last backward look, dropped
behind. Arms bent on destination dragged him
forward through the sharp bushes, and leaves came
toward his face which he finally put his hands
out to stop. Now that he was a boot-boy, he had
thought little, frugally, almost stonily, of that
long time . . . until lately Old Man McCaleb
had reappeared at the Inn, bound for no telling
where, his tangled beard like the beards of old
men in dreams; and in the act of cleaning his
boots, which were uncommonly heavy and bur-
densome with mud, Joel came upon a little part
of the old adventure, for there it was, dark and
crusted . . . came back to it, and went over it
again. . . .

He rubbed, and remembered the day after his
parents had left him, the day when it was neces-
sary to hide from the Indians. Old Man McCaleb,
his stern face lighting in the most unexpected way,
had herded them, the whole party alike, into the
dense cane brake, deep down off the Trace—the
densest part, where it grew as thick and locked
as some kind of wild teeth. There they crouched,
and each one of them, man, woman, and child,
had looked at all the others from a hiding place
that seemed the least safe of all, watching in an
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eager wild instinct for any movement or betrayal.
Crouched by his bush, Joel had cried; all his un-
derstanding would desert him suddenly and be-
cause he could not hear he could not see or touch
or find a familiar thing in the world. He wept,
and Old Man McCaleb first felled the excited dog
with the blunt end of his axe, and then he turned
a fierce face toward him and lifted the blade in
the air, in a kind of ecstasy of protecting the si-
lence they were keeping. Joel had made a sound.
. « . He gasped and put his mouth quicker than
thought against the earth. He took the leaves in
his mouth. . . . In that long time of lying mo-
tionless with the men and women in the cane
brake he had learned what silence meant to other
people. Through the danger he had felt acutely,
even with horror, the nearness of his companions,
a speechless embrace of which he had had no
warning, a powerful, crushing unity. The Indians
had then gone by, followed by an old woman—
in solemn, single file, careless of the inflaming
arrows they carried in their quivers, dangling in
their hands a few strings of catfish. They passed

by one McCaleb’s charges had to rise up and come
- out of the hiding place. There was little talking
together, but a kind of shame and shuffling. As
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in the length of the old woman’s yawn. Then one
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soon as the party reached Natchez, their little

cluster dissolved completely. The old man had "

]

?'!



8 The Wide Net

given each of them one long, rather forlorn look
for a farewell, and had gone away, no less pre-
occupied than he had ever been. To the man who
had saved his life Joel lifted the gentle, almost
indifferent face of the child who has asked for
nothing. Now he remembered the white gulls fly~ |
ing across the sky behind the old man’s head. )
Joel bad been deposited at the Inn, and there~
was nowhere else for him to go, for it stood therc
and marked the foot of the long Trace, with the ~
river back of it. So he remained. It was a non-
committal arrangement: he never paid them any-
thing for his keep, and they never paid him any-
thing for his work. Yet time passed, and he be-
came a little part of the place where it passed over
him. A small private room became his own; it was
on the ground floor behind the saloon, a dark lit-
tle room paved with stones with its ceiling rafters
curved not higher than a man’s head. There was
a fireplace and one window, which opened on the
courtyard filled always with the tremor of horses.
He curled up every night on a highbacked bench,
when the weather turned cold he was given a col-
lection of old coats to sleep under, and the room
was almost excessively his own, as it would have
been a stray kitten’s that came to the same spot
every night. He began to keep his candlestick
carefully polished, he set it in the center of the
puncheon table, and at night when it was lighted
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all the messages of love carved into it with a knife
in Spanish words, with a deep Spanish gouging,
came out in black relief, for anyone to read who
came knowing the language.

Late at night, nearer morning, after the trav-
elers had all certainly pulled off their boots to
fall into bed, he waked by habit and passed with
the candle shielded up the stairs and through
the halls and rooms, and gathered up the boots.
When he had brought them all down to his table
he would sit and take his own time cleaning them,
while the firelight would come gently across the
paving stones. It seemed then that his whole life
was safely alighted, in the sleep of everyone else,
like a bird on a bough, and he was alone in the
way he liked to be. He did not despise boots at all
~he had learned boots; under his hand they stood
up and took a good shape. This was not a slave’s
work, or a child’s either. It had dignity: it was
dangerous to walk about among sleeping men.
More than once he had been seized and the life
half shaken out of him by a2 man waking up in a
sweat of suspicion or nightmare, but he dealt
nimbly as an animal with the violence and quick
frenzy of dreamers. It might seem to him that the
whole world was sleeping in the lightest of trances,
which the least movement would surely wake;
but he only walked softly, stepping around and
over, and got back to his room. Once a rattlesnake
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had shoved its head from a boot as he stretched
out his hand; but that was not likely to happen
again in a thousand years.

It was in his own room, on the night of the first
snowfall, that a new adventure began for him.
Very late in the night, toward morning, Joel sat
bolt upright in bed and opened his eyes to see
the whole room shining brightly, like a brimming
lake in the sun. Boots went completely out of his
head, and he was left motionless. The candle was
lighted in its stick, the fire was high in the grate,
and from the window a wild tossing illumination
came, which he did not even identify at first as the
falling of snow. Joel was left in the shadow of the
room, and there before him, in the center of the
strange multiplied light, were two men in black
capes sitting at his table. They sat in profile to
him, tall under the little arch of the rafters, facing
each other across the good table he used for every-
thing, and talking together. They were not of
Natchez, and their names were not in the book.
Each of them had a white glitter upon his boots—
it was the snow; their capes were drawn together
in front, and in the blackness of the folds, snow-
flakes were just beginning to melt.

Joel had never been able to hear the knocking
at a door, and still he knew what that would be;
and he surmised that these men had never
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knocked even lightly to enter his room. When he
found that at some moment outside his knowledge
or consent two men had seemingly fallen from
the clouds'onto the two stools at his table and had
taken everything over for themselves, he did not
keep the calm heart with which he had stood and

- regarded all men up to Old Man McCaleb, who
snored upstairs.

He did not at once betray the violation that he
felt. Instead, he simply sat, still bolt upright, and
looked with the feasting the eyes do in secret—at
their faces, the one eye of each that he could see,
the cheeks, the half-hidden mouths—the faces each
firelit, and strange with a common reminiscence
or speculation. . . . Perhaps he was saved from
giving a cry by knowing it could be heard. Then
the gesture one of the men made in the air trans-
fixed him where he waited.

One of the two men lifted his right arm—a
tense, yet gentle and easy motion—and made the
dark wet cloak fall back. To Joel it was like the
first movement he had ever seen, as if the world
had been up to that night inanimate. It was like
the signal to open some heavy gate or paddock,
and it did open to his complete astonishment upon
a panorama in his own head, about which he knew

- first of all that he would never be able to speak—it
was nothing but brightness, as full as the bright-
ness on which he had opened his eyes. Inside his
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room was still another interior, this meeting upon
which all the light was turned, and within that
was one more mystery, all that was being said. The
men’s heads were inclined together against the
blaze, their hair seemed light and floating. Their
elbows rested on the boards, stirring the crumbs
where Joel had eaten his biscuit. He had no idea
of how long they had stayed when they got up
and stretched their arms and walked out through
the door, after blowing the candle out.

When Joel woke up again at daylight, his first
thought was of Indians, his next of ghosts, and
then the vision of what had happened came back
into his head. He took a light beating for forget-
ting to clean the boots, but then he forgot the
beating. He wondered for how long a time the
men had been meeting in his room while he was
asleep, and whether they had ever seen him, and
what they might be going to do to him, whether
they would take him each by the arm and drag
kim on further, through the leaves. He tried to
remember everything of the night before, and he
could, and then of the day before, and he rubbed
belatedly at a boot in a long and deepening dream.
His memory could work like the slinging of a
noose to catch a wild pony. It reached back and
hung trembling over the very moment of terror
in which he had become separated from his par-
ents, and then it turned and started in the oppo-



