An Odor of Verbena

L

t was just after supper. I had just opened my Coke
I on the table beneath the lamp; I heard Professor
Wilkins' feet in the hall and then the instant of silence as
he put his hand to the door knob, and I should have
known. People talk glibly of presentiment, but I had
none. I heard his feet on the stairs and then in the
hall approaching and there was nothing in the feet
because although I had lived in his house for three
college years now and although both he and Mrs
Wilkins called me Bayard in the house, he would no
more have entered my room without knocking than I
would have entered his-or hers. Then he flung the



door violently inward against the doorstop with one of
those gestures with or by which an almost painfully un-
flagging preceptory of youth ultimately aberrates, and
stood there saying, "Bayard. Bayard, my son, my dear
son.

I should have known; I should have been prepared.
Or maybe I was prepared because I remember how I
closed the book carefully, even marking the place, be-
fore I rose. He (Professor Wilkins) was doing some-
thing, bustling at something; it was my hat and cloak
which he handed me and which I took although I would
not need the cloak, unless even then I was thinking (al-
though it was October, the equinox had not occurred)
that the rains and the cool weather would arrive before I
should see this room again and so I would need the
cloak anyway to return to it if I returned, thinking
*God, if he had only done this last night, flung that
door crashing and bouncing against the stop last night with-
out knocking so I could have gotten there before it hap-
pened, been there when it did, beside him on whatever
spot, wherever it was that he would have to fall and lie
in the dust and dirt.'

"Your boy is downstairs in the kitchen," he said. It
was not until years later that he told me (someone did; it
must have been judge Wilkins) how Ringo had appar-
ently flung the cook aside and come on into the house
and into the library where he and Mrs Wilkins were sit-
ting and said without preamble and already turning to
withdraw: "They shot Colonel Sartoris this morning.

Tell him I be waiting in the kitchen" and was gone before
either of them could move. "He has ridden forty miles yet
he refuses to eat anything." We were moving toward the
door now-the door on my side of which I had lived for
three years now with what I knew, what I knew now I
must have believed and expected, yet beyond which I had
heard the approaching feet yet heard nothing in the feet. "If
there was just anything I could do."

"Yes, sir," I said. "A fresh horse for my boy. He
will want to go back with me."

"By all means take mine-Mrs Wilkins'," he cried.
His tone was no different yet he did cry it and I
suppose that at the same moment we both realised that
was funny-a short-legged deep-barrelled mare who
looked exactly like a spinster music teacher, which Mrs
Wilkins drove to a basket phaeton-which was good for
me, like being doused with a pail of cold water would have
been good for me.

"Thank you, sir," I said. "We wont need it. I will
get a fresh horse for him at the livery stable when I get my
mare." Good for me, because even before I finished
speaking I knew that would not be necessary either, that
Ringo would have stopped at the livery stable before he
came out to the college and attended to that and that the
fresh horse for him and my mare both would be
saddled and waiting now at the side fence and we would not
have to go through Oxford at all. Loosh would not have
thought of that if he had come for me, he would have



come straight to the college, to Professor Wilkins', and
told his news and then sat down and let me take charge
from then on. But not Ringo.

He followed me from the room. From now until
Ringo and I rode away into the hot thick dusty darkness
quick and strained for the overdue equinox like a labor-

because she was a woman and so wiser than any man,
else the men would not have gone on with the War for
two years after they knew they were whipped. She just

put her hands (a small woman, no bigger than Granny
had been) on my shoulders and said, "Give my love to
Drusilla and your Aunt Jenny. And come back when ing

delayed woman, he would be somewhere either just
beside me or just behind me and I never to know exactly
nor care which. He was trying to find the words with
which to offer me his pistol too. I could almost hear
him: "Ah, this unhappy land, not ten years recovered
from the fever yet still men must kill one another, still
we must pay Cain's price in his own coin." But he did
not actually say it. He just followed me, somewhere be-
side or behind me as we descended the stairs toward
where Mrs Wilkins waited in the hall beneath the chan-
delier-a thin gray woman who reminded me of
Granny, not that she looked like Granny probably but
because she had known Granny-a lifted anxious still
face which was thinking Who /ives by the sword shall die
by it just as Granny would have thought, toward which
I walked, had to walk not because I was Granny's
grandson and had lived in her house for three college
years and was about the age of her son when he was
killed in almost the last battle nine years ago, but be-
cause I was now The Sartoris. (The Sartoris: that had
been one of the concomitant flashes, along with the 47
last it has happened when Professor Wilkins opened my
doot.) She didn't offer me a horse and pistol, not be-
cause she liked me any less than Professor Wilkins but
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you can."

"Only I dont know when that will be," I said. "I
dont know how many things I will have to attend to."
Yes, I lied even to her; it had not been but a2 minute yet
since he had flung that door bouncing into the stop yet
already I was beginning to realise, to become aware of
that which I still had no yardstick to measure save that
one consisting of what, despite myself, despite my rais
ing and background (or maybe because of them) I had
for some time known I was becoming and had feared
the test of it; I remember how I thought while her hands
still rested on my shoulders: A¢ least this will be my chance
to find ont if I am what I think I am or if I just hope; if I am
going to do what I have tanght myself is right or if I am just
going to wish I were.

We went on to the kitchen, Professor Wilkins still
somewhere beside or behind me and still offering me the
pistol and horse in a dozen different ways. Ringo was
waiting; I remember how I thought then that no matter
what might happen to either of us, I would never be
The Sartoris to him. He was twenty-four too, but in a
way he had changed even less than I had since that day
when we had nailed Grumby's body to the door of the
old compress. Maybe it was because he had outgrown
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me, had changed so much that summer while he and Granny
traded mules with the Yankees that since then I had had to do
most of the changing just to catch up with him. He was sitting
quietly in a chair beside the cold stove, spent-looking too
who had ridden forty miles (at one time, either in Jefferson or
when he was alone at last on the road somewhere, he had
cried; dust was now caked and dried in the tear-channels on
his face) and would ride forty more yet would not eat,
looking up at me a little red-eyed with weariness (or maybe
it was more than just weariness and so I would never catch
up with him) then rising without a word and going on to-
ward the door and I following and Professor Wilkins still
offering the horse and the pistol without speaking the words
and still thinking (I could feel that too) Dies

by the sword. Dies by the sword.

Ringo had the two horses saddled at the side gate, as I
had. known he would-the fresh one for himself and my
mare Father had given me three years ago, that could
do a mile under two minutes any day and a mile every eight
minutes all day long. He was already mounted when I
realised that what Professor Wilkins wanted was to shake
my hand. We shook hands; I knew he believed he was
touching flesh which might not be alive tomorrow night and
I thought for a second how if I told him what I was going to
do, since we had talked about it, about how if there was
anything at all in the Book, anything of hope and peace
for His blind and bewildered spawn which He had chosen
above all others to offer immortality, Thou shalt not kill must
be it, since

maybe he even believed that he had taught it to me except
that he had not, nobody had, not even myself since it went
further than just having been learned. But I did not tell
him. He was too old to be forced so, to condone even in
principle such a decision; he was too old to have to stick to
principle in the face of blood and raising and background,
to be faced without warning and made to deliver like by a
highwayman out of the dark: only the young could do
that-one still young enough to have his youth supplied
him gratis as a reason (not an excuse) for cowardice.

So I said nothing. I just shook his hand and mounted
too, and Ringo and I rode on. We would not have to
pass through Oxford now and so soon (there was a thin
sickle of moon like the heel print of a boot in wet sand)
the road to Jefferson lay before us, the road which I
had travelled for the first time three years ago with
Father and travelled twice at Christmas time and then in
June and September and twice at Christmas time again and
then June and September again each college term since alone
on the mare, not even knowing that this was peace; and now
this time and maybe last time who would not die (I knew
that) but who maybe forever after could never again hold
up his head. The horses took the gait which they would
hold for forty miles. My mare knew the long road ahead
and Ringo had a good beast too, had talked Hilliard at the
livery stable out of a good horse too. Maybe it was the tears,
the channels of dried mud across which his strain-reddened
eyes had looked at me, but I rather think it was that same
quality



which used to enable him to replenish his and Granny's
supply of United States Army letterheads during that
time-some outrageous assurance gained from too long
and too close association with white people: the one
whom he called Granny, the other with whom he had
slept from the time we were born until Father rebuilt the
house. We spoke one time, then no more:

"We could bushwhack him," he said. "Like we
done Grumby that day. But I reckon that wouldn't suit
that white skin you walks around in."

"No," I said. We rode on; it was October; there was
plenty of time still for verbena although I would have to
reach home before I would realise there was a need for
plenty of time for verbena yet from the garden where
Aunt jenny puttered beside old Joby, in a pair of Fa-
thet's old cavalry gauntlets, among the coaxed and or-
dered beds, the quaint and odorous old names, for
though it was October no rain had come yet and hence
frost to bring (ot leave behind) the first half-warm
half-chill nights of Indian Summer-the drowsing air

cool and empty for geese yet languid still with the old

hot dusty smell of fox grape and sassafras-the nights
when before I became a man and went to college to
learn law Ringo and I, with lantern and axe and croker
sack and six dogs (one to follow the trail and five more
just for the tonguing, the music) would hunt possum in
the pasture where, hidden, we had seen our first Yankee
that afternoon on the bright horse, where for the last
year now you could hear the whistling of the trains
which had no longer belonged to Mr Redmond for a
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long while now and which at some instant, some second
during the morning Father too had relinquished along
with the pipe which Ringo said he was smoking, which
slipped from his hand as he fell. We rode on, toward the
house where he would be lying in the parlor now, in his
regimentals (sabre too) and where Drusilla would be
waiting for me beneath all the festive glitter of the chan
deliers, in the yellow ball gown and the sprig of verbena
in her hait, holding the two loaded pistols (I could see
that too, who had had no presentiment; I could see her,

in the formal brilliant room arranged formally for obse-
quy, not tall, not slender as a woman is but as a youth, a
boy, is, motionless, in yellow, the face calm, almost beit;,
mused, the head simple and severe, the balancing sprig
of verbena above each ear, the two arms bent at the el-
bows, the two hands shoulder high, the two identical
duelling pistols lying upon, not clutched in, one to each:
the Greek amphora priestess of a succinct and formal no

violence).

e
Drusilla said that he had a dream. I was twenty then

and she and I would walk in the garden in the summer
twilight while we waited for Father to ride in from the
railtoad. I was just twenty then: that summer before I
entered the University to take the law degree which Fa
ther decided I should have and four years after the one,
the day, the evening when Father and Drusilla had kept
old Cash Benbow from becoming United States Mar
shal and returned home still unmarried and Mrs Habet-
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sham herded them into her carriage and drove them back to
town and dug her husband out of his little dim hole in the
new bank and made him sign Father's peace bond for
killing the two carpet baggers, and took Father and
Drusilla to the minister herself and saw that they were
married. And Father had rebuilt the house too, on the same
blackened spot, over the same cellar, where the other had
burned, only larger, much larger: Drusilla said that the
house was the aura of Father's dream just as a bride's
trousseau and veil is the aura of hers. And Aunt Jenny had
come to live with us now so we had the garden (Drusilla
would no more have bothered with flowers than Father
himself would have, who even now, even four years after it
was over, still seemed to exist, breathe, in that last year of it
while she had ridden in man's clothes and with her hair cut
short like any other member of Father's troop, across
Georgia and both Carolinas in front of Sherman'’s army) for
her to gather sprigs of verbena from to wear in her hair
because she said verbena was the only scent you could smell
above the smell of horses and courage and so it was the only
one that was worth the wearing. The railroad was hardly
begun then and Father and Mr Redmond were not only
still partners, they were still friends, which as George Wyatt
said was easily a record for Father, and he would leave the
house at daybreak on Jupiter, riding up and down the
unfinished line with two saddlebags of gold coins borrowed
on Friday to pay the men on Saturday, keeping just two
cross-ties ahead of the sheriff as Aunt jenny said. So we
walked in the dusk, slowly be-

tween Aunt jenny's flower beds while Drusilla (in a dress
now, who still would have worn pants all the time if Father
had let her) leaned lightly on my arm and I smelled the
verbena in her hair as I had smelled the rain in it and in
Father's beard that night four years ago when he and
Drusilla and Uncle Buck McCaslin found Grumby and then
came home and found Ringo and me more than just asleep:
escaped into that oblivion which God or Nature or whoever it
was had supplied us with for the time being, who had had
to perform more than should be required of children
because there should be some limit to the age, the youth at
least below which one should not have to kill. This was just
after the Saturday night when he returned and I watched him
clean the derringer and reload it and we learned that the dead
man was almost a neighbor, a hill man who had been in the
first infantry regiment when it voted Father out of
command: and we never to know if the man actually
intended to rob Father or not because Father had shot too
quick, but only that he had a wife and several children in a
dirt-floored cabin in the hills, to whom Father the next
day sent some money and she (the wife) walked into the
house two days later while we were sitting at the dinner
table and flung the money at Father's face.

"But nobody could have more of a dream than Colonel
Sutpen," I said. He had been Father's secondin-command in
the first regiment and had been elected colonel when the
regiment deposed Father after Second Manassas, and it was
Sutpen and not the regiment



whom Father never forgave. He was underbred, a cold
ruthless man who had come into the country about
thirty years before the War, nobody knew from where
except Father said you could look at him and know he would
not dare to tell. He had got some land and nobody knew
how he did that either, and he got money from
somewhere-Father said they all believed he robbed
steamboats, either as a card sharper or as an outand-

out highwayman-and built a big house and married

and set up as a gentleman. Then he lost everything in the
War like everybody else, all hope of descendants too (his son
killed his daughter's fiance on the eve of the wedding and
vanished) yet he came back home and set out singlehanded to
rebuild his plantation. He had no friends to borrow from and
he had nobody to leave it to and he was past sixty years old,
yet he set out to rebuild his place like it used to be; they told
how he was too busy to bother with politics or anything;
how when Father and the other men organised the night riders
to keep the carpet baggers from organising the negroes
into an insurrection, he refused to have anything to do
with it. Father stopped hating him long enough to ride out
to see Sutpen himself and he (Sutpen) came to the door with a
lamp and did not even invite them to come in and discuss it;
Father said, "Are you with us or against us?" and he said, "I'm
for my land. If every man of you would rehabilitate his own
land, the country will take care of itself" and Father
challenged him to bring the lamp out and set it on a stump
where they could both see to shoot and Sutpen would
not. "Nobody
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could have more of a dream than that."

"Yes. But his dream is just Sutpen. John's is not. He is
thinking of this whole country which he is trying to raise by
its bootstraps, so that all the people in it, not just his kind nor
his old regiment, but all the people, black and white, the
women and children back in the hills who dont even own
shoes- Dont you see?"

"But how can they get any good from what he
wants to do for them if they are-after he has

"Killed some of them? I suppose you include those two
carpet baggers he had to kill to hold that first election, dont
you?"

"They were men. Human beings."

"They were northerners, foreigners who had no
business here. They were pirates."” We walked on, her
weight hardly discernible on my arm, her head just
reaching my shoulder. I had always been a little taller than
she, even on that night at Hawkhurst while we listened to
the niggers passing in the road, and she had changed but
little since-the same boy-hard body, the close implacable
head with its savagely cropped hair which I had watched from
the wagon above the tide of crazed singing niggers as we
went down into the riverthe body not slender as women
are but as boys are slender. "A dream is not a very
safe thing to be near, Bayard. I know; I had one once.
It's like a loaded pistol with a hair trigger: if it stays alive
long enough, somebody is going to be hurt. But if it's a
good dream, it's worth it. There are not many dreams in
the world, but there are a lot of human lives. And one
human life or
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‘THE UNVANQUISHED
two dozen ;

" Are not worth anything?"

"No. Not anything. -Listen. I hear Jupiter. I'll beat
you to the house." She was already running, the skirts
she did not like to wear lifted almost to her knees, her legs
beneath it running as boys run just as she rode like men ride.

I was twenty then. But the next time I was twenty-
four; I had been three years at the University and in
another two weeks I would ride back to Oxford for the
final year and my degree. It was just last summer, last
August, and Father had just beat Redmond for the State
legislature. The railroad was finished now and the part-
nership between Father and Redmond had been dissolved so
long ago that most people would have forgotten they were
ever partners if it hadn't been for the enmity between
them. There had been a third partner but nobody hardly
remembered his name now; he and his name both had
vanished in the fury of the conflict which set up between
Father and Redmond almost before they began to lay the
rails, between Father's violent and ruthless dictatorialness
and will to dominate (the idea was his; he did think of the
railroad first and then took Redmond in) and that quality in
Redmond (as George Wyatt said, he was not a coward or
Father would never have teamed with him) which
permitted him to stand as much as he did from Father, to
bear and bear and bear until something (not his will nor his
courage) broke in him. During the War Redmond had not
been a soldier, he had had something to do with cotton
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for the Government; he could have made money himself out
of it but he had not and everybody knew he had not, Father
knew it, yet Father would even taunt him with not
having smelled powder. He was wrong; he knew he
was when it was too late for him to stop just as a
drunkard reaches a point where it is too late for him to stop,
where he promises himself that he will and maybe believes
he will or can but it is too late. Finally they reached the
point (they had both put everything they could mortgage
or borrow into it for Father to ride up and down the line,
paying the workmen and the waybills on the rails at the last
possible instant) where even. Father realised that one of
them would have to get out. So (they were not speaking
then; it was arranged by Judge Benbow) they met and
agreed to buy or sell, naming a price which, in reference to
what they had put into it, was ridiculously low but which
each believed the other could not raise-at least Father
claimed that Redmond did not believe he could raise it.
So Redmond accepted the price, and found out that Father
had the money. And according to Father, that's what
started it, although Uncle Buck McCaslin said Father could
not have owned a half interest in even one hog, let alone a
railroad, and not dissolve the business either sworn enemy
or death-pledged friend to his recent partner. So they
parted and Father finished the road. By that time, seeing
that he was going to finish it, some northern people sold
him a locomotive on credit which he named for Aunt
jenny, with a silver oil can in the cab with her name
engraved on it; and last summer the first train ran



into Jefferson, the engine decorated with flowers and Father
in the cab blowing blast after blast on the whistle when
he passed Redmond's house; and there were speeches at
the station, with more flowers and a Confederate flag and
gitls in white dresses and red sashes and a band, and
Father stood on the pilot of the engine and made a
direct and absolutely needless allusion to Mr Redmond.
That was it. He wouldn't let him alone. George Wyatt
came to me right afterward and told me. "Right or
wrong," he said, "us boys and most of the other folks
in this county know John's right. But he ought to let
Redmond alone. I know what's wrong: he's had to kill too
many folks, and that's bad for a man. We all know
Colonel's brave as a lion, but Redmond aint no coward
either and there aint any use in making a brave man that
made one mistake eat crow all the time. Cant you talk to
him?"

"I dont know," I said. "I'll try." But I had no
chance. That is, I could have talked to him and he
would have listened, but he could not have heard me
because he had stepped straight from the pilot of that
engine into the race for the Legislature. Maybe he knew
that Redmond would have to oppose him to save his
face even though he (Redmond) must have known that,
after that train ran into Jeffetrson, he had no chance
against Father, or maybe Redmond had already an-
nounced his candidacy and Father entered the race just
because of that, I dont remember. Anyway they ran, a
bitter contest in which Father continued to badger Red-

mond without reason or need, since they both knew it
would be a landslide for Father. And it was, and we
thought he was satisfied. Maybe he thought so himself, as
the drunkard believes that he is done with drink; and it
was that afternoon and Drusilla and I walked in the
garden in the twilight and I said something about what
George Wryatt had told me and she released my arm and
turned me to face her and said, "This from you? You?
Have you forgotten Grumby?"

"No," I said. "I never will forget him."

"You never will. I wouldn't let you. There are worse
things than killing men, Bayard. There are worse things
than being killed. Sometimes I think the finest thing that
can happen to a2 man is to love something, 2 woman
preferably, well, hard hard hard, then to die young
because he believed what he could not help but believe
and was what he could not (could not? would not) help
but be." Now she was looking at me in a way she never
had before. I did not know what it meant then and was not
to know until tonight since neither of us knew then that
two months later Father would be dead. I just knew that
she was looking at me as she never had before and that
the scent of the verbena in her hair seemed to have
increased a hundred times, to have got a hundred times
strongetr, to be everywhere in the dusk in which
something was about to happen which I had never
dreamed of. Then she spoke. "Kiss me, Bayard."

"No. You are Father's wife."
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"And eight years older than you are. And your
fourth cousin too. And I have black hair. Kiss me, Bayard."

"No."

"Kiss me, Bayard." So I leaned my face down to her.
But she didn't move, standing so, bent lightly back from
me from the waist, looking at me; now it was she who
said, "No." So I put my arms around her. Then she came to
me, melted as women will and can, the arms with the wrist-
and elbow-power to control horses about my shoulders,
using the wrists to hold my face to hers until there was no
longer need for the wrists; I thought then of the woman of
thirty, the symbol of the ancient and eternal Snake and of
the men who have written of her, and I realised then the
immitigable chasm between all life and all print-that
those who can, do, those who cannot and suffer enough
because they cant, write about it. Then I was free, I could see
her again, I saw her still watching me with that dark
inscrutable look, looking up at me now across her
down-slanted face; I watched her arms rise with almost the
exact gesture with which she had put them around me as if
she were repeating the empty and formal gesture of all
promise so that I should never forget it, the elbows angling
outward as she put her hands to the sprig of verbena in her
hair, I standing straight and rigid facing the slightly bent
head, the short jagged hair, the rigid curiously formal angle
of the bare arms gleaming faintly in the last of light as she
removed the verbena sprig and put it into my lapel, and I
thought how the War had
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tried to stamp all the women of her generation and class in

the South into a type and how it had failed-the suffering,
the identical experience (hers and Aunt jenny's had been
almost the same except that Aunt jenny had spent a few
nights with her husband before they brought him back
home in an ammunition wagon while Gavin Breckbridge
was just Drusilla's fiance) was there in the eyes, yet beyond
that was the incorrigibly individual woman: not like so many
men ,who return from wars to live on Government
reservations like so many steers, emasculate and empty of
all save an identical experience which they cannot forget and
dare not, else they would cease to live at that moment,
almost interchangeable save for the old habit of answering to
a given name.

"Now I must tell Father," I said.

"Yes," she said. "You must tell him. Kiss me." So
again it was like it had been before. No. Twice, a thou-
sand times and never like-the eternal and symbolical
thirty to a young man, a youth, each time both cumulative
and retroactive, immitigably unrepetitive, each wherein
remembering excludes experience, each wherein experience
antedates remembering; the skill without weariness, the
knowledge virginal to surfeit, the cunning secret muscles
to guide and control just as within the wrists and elbows
lay slumbering the mastery of horses: she stood back,
already turning, not looking at me when she spoke, never
having looked at me, already moving swiftly on in the
dusk: "Tell John. Tell him tonight.
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