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      For New Orleans


      

      full of sorrow,


      

      full of grace


   











      

      
CHAPTER 1



      

      

      

      Notes of Eli Griffin, August 1879


      

      I woke sick to the sound of an envelope slid under my door. Outside the cotton presses clunked and smoked, the roustabouts

         shouted oaths at the screwmen, the river slipped past silent and heavy with mud and men and their craft. I listened for the

         footsteps of the messenger but heard none. They’d begun to burn the sugar down by the molasses sheds, where the Creoles I’d

         bested at faro the night before would now be standing overseeing the sugar niggers, nursing their own illnesses of indulgence,

         and finding themselves unable to do anything but mutter oui, oui and call for more coffee. San Domingue rum is a hell of a thing, I should say. Oh Lord, my head. I wondered if M., lying

         next to me, could hear the bones in my head creaking when I breathed. The sound in my head was loud, like the sound of two

         ships scraping by each other at the quay. It must have made sound. Or maybe that squeaking was me. Quite possible.

      


      

      Though I lived near the docks, I was not myself a dock man. I was an iceman. I worked in the ice factory and therefore I was

         suspect, an outsider, someone very odd. I spent my days in the cold, in rooms with no smells and little light. The little

         factory was an alien thing to New Orleans, the opposite of hot. We icemen were very possibly magicians or devils and I liked the reputation,

         and I very much enjoyed my job. Good for early morning pains too. I considered going to work and taking an extra shift just

         to lean against the frozen condenser coils and think of snow angels.

      


      

      I shook my head to clear it, and immediately regretted moving at all. I became nauseous. I sat down at the small table under

         the window and inhaled the air pouring through the cracks. When I’d got my bearings, I took stock of the situation.

      


      

      Had I won at faro last night? Really and truly? That’s what I remembered, but that didn’t mean nothing. I remembered being

         an innocent boy once, but that wasn’t possible. Couldn’t have been. In my bed slept M., my twiggy Irish girl, my sole companion

         for many months standing. If she was still selling time to grunting cigar chompers in the plush house on Royal Street, it

         was only because I couldn’t keep money very long. We didn’t talk about her work, though she still called me her caller. The one who never pays and who owes me, she’d say. Not never pay, I guess, but there’s no use arguing with M. For instance, this particular morning. If I had won

         at faro the night before, there was no longer any sign of the victory. M. had my cash now, and most of my little bed, and

         still when she woke she would call me her caller. She sucked at her bony freckled knuckle while she slept. I tried not to

         wake her when I went to get the envelope under the door, but the floor creaked and she stirred, cursing me sweetly in a language

         I’d never heard. I cursed her right back and crossed the bare, dust-mortared floorboards to the envelope, which was brown

         and sealed with black wax.

      


      

      “What is it, hon?” M. called from her pillow, suddenly friendly, probably thinking it was money. She prayed every evening

         that she would be saved from that fancy house on Royal Street, and so every unexpected thing came to her first as a possible

         sign of deliverance. Always disappointment, always expectation. I opened the envelope at the wax, using the long middle fingernail

         I cultivated for desperate fights in saloons. I sharpened it like a knife twice a week.

      


      

      “It’s a letter.”


      

      “Oh Christ.”

      


      

      “What do you care? You can’t read.”


      

      “Such a nice boy, you are. The girl swoons, boyo.”


      

      “Not in the bed, there’s a bucket in the corner.”


      

      She swung her feet to the floor. Her feet were tiny, perfect, and her ankles had freckles. Everything had freckles.


      

      “I’m leaving.”


      

      “Kiss me for luck.”


      

      “You don’t got no more coin for that.”


      

      “Don’t ever work anyway.”


      

      A striking, pretty, bony little thing was my M. She stood up to my chin and could look at me so that I would be afraid. She

         was delicate, nearly no flesh on her except for the sweet turn of her bare ass and the muscles in her shoulders. I looked

         on her, naked and smirking, and I felt real fondness. Love? Heavens. Great fondness? Sure. She covered up quick, stomped around

         picking up pieces of her ensemble here and there until she was dressed and ready to march on. She could dress instantly when

         it suited her. I assumed this was a professional, cultivated skill. She stopped beside me before walking through the door.

         Her eyes, flecked and hazel, turned down sadly, either from the paint or the wear or both. She carried a small black purse

         in her hand, which she pointed at me like a pistol.

      


      

      “What do I care?” she said quietly. “I care for lots of things, things I ain’t ever told you these months I been to your bed.

         But someday, if you’re very good and God sees fit to save me, I will tell you, we’ll talk a long time, you’ll be sick of my

         talk. Now I’ll only say this.” She reached up and stroked my jaw, rubbing at the stubble before pinching my ear.

      


      

      “I’ll say this. What do you care about, boyo?”

      


      

      I didn’t answer quick enough and she gave a little whoop.


      

      “Nothing! That’s it? You care for nothing? Ah, the world is so black, how do you ever stand it?”


      

      She laughed and tippietoed down the back stairway, chuckling to the ground. I walked back to the table to consider the thing

         that was not money but had been slipped under my door. I also, and I will admit this here now that I know how things turn

         out, I also prayed real quick that she would get back to her fancy house safely, and that she would be protected. See, there were

         things I weren’t going to tell her either. Ha. As if I didn’t care for nothing.

      


      

      I recognized the letter immediately. In the cold wax lay the seal of General John Bell Hood, formerly U.S. Army and Confederate

         Army, currently a ghost haunting the uptown provinces, New Orleans. Not truly a ghost, I don’t believe in that mess, don’t

         believe in the spirits and goblins that I’m told parade through this city in their nightclothes and masks and all manner of

         costume. What I mean is, the man now lived at the edge of everything, cast out from his old habitats, which included the ice

         factory where he had once liked to nap and harass me in the cold dark. Before his wife’s funeral the month before when I had

         seen Anna Marie laid in the ground at Lafayette Cemetery, I hadn’t seen Hood in almost a year. Since the epidemic. I had assumed

         he’d died or fled, but later I was corrected by one of the high collars down at the cotton exchange where I wagered money

         on the afternoon’s Shell Road races. “Not dead, young ice wrangler, just mad,” he’d said, slipping my money into his vest

         pocket.

      


      

      Since insanity was about as remarkable as water in the city, I had given up hope for Hood and the rest of the family. It was

         sad but inevitable. Hell, I was half crazy and well on my way to full-bore lunacy. That is an overstatement. I was eccentric, and becoming more so. I

         didn’t know what I could do for Hood. And I suppose I was afraid. I am a sinner, I am the man who walks right round the wounded

         man on the road to the Temple. I never went out to the house on Third Street to see for myself, see. Went right round it,

         so to speak, until I heard of Anna Marie’s death from a nun who had been teaching me the catechism.

      


      

      I was becoming a Catholic—there’s something I care about, M.! Pasture and horseshit and all that waiting for rain, all the

         country in my blood had been bled from me, and the poor-ass country boy I’d been had begun to disappear with it. And I had

         learned, as the sister had taught me, that death had power, that death must be witnessed. Unlike insanity, which is best left

         to itself in my opinion. Don’t know what the Church has to say about that though. Ought to check.

      


      

               Eli Griffin


               

               Top Floor


               

               Levi Fabrics and Rooming


               

               August 17, 1879


         Forgive me my neglect, Eli. It has been a very strange year and now we are dying.


         


         

               

      I quietly folded the letter and replaced it in its envelope before going on. I put it in the dead center of my eating table,

         out of the sun that spattered the room through my wood blinds. I got dressed. It seemed disrespectful to be reading such a

         thing without clothes. Black homespun trousers, blue cotton shirt, longshoreman’s boots. Simple.

      


      

         

         	I saw you at Anna Marie’s funeral, so first please accept my gratitude. There were very few of our friends there, and I appreciated

               your gesture. I may call you a friend?


         


      

      I read the rest of the letter and when I had finished, I folded it into my shirt pocket. I rooted around for my adventuring

         bag before finding it under some muddy clothes. I checked the contents: a fork, a pigsticker, a Bowie knife, rope, an extra

         shirt, dried salted beef, bandages, the key to the ice factory, a pencil, a small sack of field peas, a crucifix I’d found

         in a garbage pile on the levee. Then I walked out the door for the journey uptown.

      


      

      

         

         I do not tell you this, that Lydia and I are stricken also, to elicit sympathy, only to make clear the urgency of matters

               at hand. I have no time for Creole time, so to speak. You are a Tennessean, despite appearances. (I have heard of your visits

               to the cathedral.) You are not yet so much a Creole that you can’t occasionally move quickly. I ask that you move quickly.


         

      


      

      You hated sympathy, old man, but I still had some for you. I stepped out of the way of a dray splashing colored and oily water

         up and over the cypress-paneled banks of the streetside ditch. I walked fast, knocking shoulders and not looking back. Decatur

         Street was full up with carts and drays carrying rice and cane back and forth. Sometimes a hearse, too, sometimes a wagon

         full of Sicilians settled in among their tomatoes and okra and turnips. Too many people in my way, so I turned down toward

         the river and the more open spaces of the wharf and the sugar sheds.

      


      

      Even there I had to push my way upriver toward Hood. Here were the pale German street boys sliding through the crowd of sugarmen

         outside the Broker’s Charm, handing out samples of sugar in tiny brown envelopes, drumming up business for the men at the

         top of the Bonded Warehouse, who owned the thousands of hogsheads piled up on the quay. The nervous men with money. I took

         some sugar and continued through the crowd and into the straight rows of molasses sheds, where the negroes boiled cane and

         sucked on pickled, salted onions. I ran down those straight alleys until I was beyond the black smoke and bittersweet air

         of the sugar district and could breathe proper again.

      


      

      I passed the statue of Henry Clay, where the mumbling old soldiers lived their days upon the great circular pedestal. At Canal

         I turned up toward St. Charles, past Touro Row where the man at the piano shop ragged a tune without much interest, and past

         Cluver’s Drugs where I stopped for a bottle of headache spirit. Women dressed in billowing curtains of black from bonnet to

         hem drifted up the boulevard like loose puffs of coal smoke from the great clacking double-stacked riverboats that crowded

         at the foot of the street.

      


      

      Smells washed up on my nose and drew back like waves: shrimp shells, old sweet potatoes, new-cut stone, wet cotton. Water

         ran down the cypress street gutters though the sun was high. A crop of lightning rods reached up across the city from nearly

         every building, black against the blue sky. I navigated by the church steeples, and steered toward St. Patrick’s.

      


      

      

         

         Before I am utterly out of my mind, I must make a request of you, I must ask you to settle a very delicate matter for me.

               I am certain you long ago thought me mad, and that was insolent. Now I forgive your insolence, and admit that though I wasn’t

               mad, I must have seemed so. I forgive everything, and only hope you will forgive me also.


         

      


      

      At St. Patrick’s the Irish were seeing off another of their dead, a full-time occupation for the city’s tunnelers, diggers,

         chippers, carvers, and trenchers.

      


      

      “Drowned, crushed, or fevered?” I asked as I passed.


      

      “Crushed, then fevered,” said a little man in a big black suit, inhaling his pipe and mumbling an Our Father through the smoke.

      


      

      The old General wanted forgiveness? My forgiveness? His army had come to my town, and afterward I was orphaned and raised

         by saloonkeepers, gamblers, and madams in every brokeass river city down the river from Memphis to Natchez. Not once had he

         said, My, Eli Griffin, you have made something of yourself despite all! I had, of course. My girl M. might have suspected there was nothing I cared about, but there was in fact something I cared

         about right much: I cared about Eli Griffin, marooned boy, hustler, grifter, now a maker of ice. I vowed years before while

         hauling piss buckets down brothel stairs that Eli Griffin would get his share and hold on to it and not give a damn, and I

         had done it. I was not playing the jug for pennies down on Jackson Square.

      


      

      The General might have had his own grudges, I ain’t saying he didn’t have reason.


      

      

         

         I call on you because you tried to kill me once, and now that I am in fact dying, I believe it is time to settle accounts

               in that matter. Which means, of course, you owe me for sparing you the pain of revenge and the shackles of the Calaboose.


         

      


      

      I crossed the Place du Tivoli, a circle traced by a ring of old live oaks. I looked over toward the new canal straight north

         and saw the cotton boll clouds twisting and piling atop each other. A storm was coming. I watched a pack of dogs shy and snarl at

         each other. I walked faster, out across the circle where, soon, they would cut down the trees to raise a statue of General

         Lee atop an ugly tower sunk in a mound of cut granite. Even now I could see the cypress coming down in the swamp beyond the

         houses, to make room for more houses, and occasionally I heard the shouts of the men on the felling crews.

      


      

      I slipped through back alleys behind the new houses, hopped black iron fences, stepped through sharp old quince bushes, dodged

         the horses pulling families and lovers in carriages across Coliseum Square, and finally turned left down Third Street.

      


      

      I suppose he had decent enough reason to bear a grudge even to his deathbed, if he was going to put it that way. Because you tried to kill me once. Yeah, I had done that and I owed him, for that and other reasons besides. He had been kind to me since that first meeting

         when I’d put the knife to his neck. That had been unexpected.

      


      

      I walked under drooping banana trees and between two dwarf date palms bristling with spikes, and then I was in the Hoods’

         yard, a green wrestle of vines and swamp grasses twisted up together in an awful tough fight. Up against the back stoop, overhung

         by a small porch roof, I saw a wide and deep pile of pork bones, carrot tops, rotted squash, broken furniture, soiled sheets,

         black-haired rag dolls, broken liquor bottles, one mirror, three busted clocks, a rusted frying pan, and a mess of white paper

         covered in nonsense scribbling. Such things should have been carted off to be burned or buried, but that pile had obviously

         just kept growing outside the door. The vines had wrapped over part of it and beneath them I could see movement, leaves shaking

         and crunching. I threw a rock and out popped a black ship rat that took stock of me and then walked calm under the porch to

         wait me out.

      


      

      

         

         I should prepare you for the situation here at the house. Most of the children are gone off with some nuns and safe away from

               the city. Only Lydia is still here. I can hear her down the hall, in her bed, moaning and singing children’s rhymes. I shall go look in on her soon, but I am terrorized by the sight of her, my girl. I still have

               hope, but that is all. The truth is that she will join her mother soon and, when that happens, I hope that this fever, this

               yellow jack, which I can already feel creeping up in my bones and polluting my blood, will take me soon after. It is inevitable,

               and I don’t want to be alone very long. I want to see them again and soon. And so you can understand the urgency of this letter,

               I hope. The mission I am to assign you is the most important thing now. The other children? Yes, of course important, but

               I ask you to do this, in part, for them. They should hear the truth from me. The truth!


         

      


      

      I went around to the front door. It was unlocked and I pushed in.


      

      

         

         At least some part of the truth.


         

      


      

      The windows in the house had been locked shut and the air was dead. There was sweat in it, and something sharp like vinegar.

         The General’s clothes had been thrown over chairs and piled in doorways, like he’d been pacing the hall while dressing and

         undressing himself. Dust fairies blew around the sunbeams that slipped past the drawn curtains, and I thought of the times

         I’d seen little Lydia jumping to catch the dustlight in her hand.

      


      

      Lydia. I stopped at her door and listened for a rasp of breath or the sound of sheets twisting. There was nothing, and when

         I pushed open the door it was dead black.

      


      

      Then Lydia’s face lit up in the gray light from the doorway. Her eyes had stuck open just a little. She looked like she was

         waking up, but nothing moved. She looked strapped down. They say the dead let go of earthly burdens and become lighter, but

         I have never seen that. I had only seen them get real heavy. Lydia was dead and she was weighed down by it. Her face had gone

         white like a fairy’s.

      


      

      If Mrs. Hood had been alive the house would have been under control. There would have been light and air. The other ten children would have been home, sitting quietly, praying for their sister and their father. Lydia would not have grown cold

         in her bed, alone. But the yellow jack had got Anna Marie, and the nine healthy children had been sent off. Hood and Lydia

         were all that remained, too sick to leave. They were the ruins of what Hood said was his own separate country. There had been

         enough Hoods for a country, or at least a small town, but that wasn’t what he’d meant and I ain’t figured it out.

      


      

      I closed the door quietly, like I might wake Lydia up, and walked toward Hood’s room. I opened each door as I passed, and

         each window inside. By the time I reached Hood’s room, the air had shifted. I smelled jasmine, hot dirt, and boiled fish.

         The outdoors. Hood had fallen asleep with a smile on his face and his sheets gathered up tight in his big right fist. I opened

         the window in his room. The breeze woke him up.

      


      

      “Where have you been, Mr. Griffin? I await your report.”


      

      “My post is secure.” This was our standard greeting.


      

      He said nothing, only stared up at the ceiling, where a lizard stalked a crazed mayfly. I searched around the room for a rag

         to wet, and finally tore off the bottom of his sheet. In the next room a washbasin still held some clear, cool water and I

         soaked it up. When I returned he had rolled on his side to face the window where a mockingbird shuddered and strutted and

         cocked its eye at him. I put the rag on his forehead and let the water drip down his face. I looked outside for someone to

         carry a message, but the street was empty. The neighborhood was empty, I knew: it was summer in New Orleans, and no one with

         any money stayed behind to face the yellow jack and floods and heat.

      


      

      “Do you think I am humorous?” The General looked at me out the side of his eye. I wished he’d stayed asleep. I decided I wouldn’t

         tell him Lydia was dead. He was too close himself, he’d see his girl soon enough.

      


      

      Humorous was not the first word I would have suggested, but there was some truth in it: Hood didn’t tell jokes, and he didn’t

         make silly faces, but he did enjoy talking foolishness behind that beard, and he knew the joke was that grave-damned face of his. Here was a dying man,

         a man who had lived his life as if cast in a Great Tragedy, the first man I had ever seen a mockingbird actually mock, and what he wanted to know was if he was funny. His face was soft and mournful. It was a serious question.

      


      

      “Yes sir, I think you’re humorous.”


      

      “I don’t think people know this about me. I should have told them.”


      

      “Some people do. And you can’t tell people you’re funny, anyway. Otherwise they think you’re not funny for sure.”


      

      “I have no time for paradox, but I will accept your judgment. Still, I want them to know this. Not that I’m funny. I am not

         funny. Dwarves and monkeys are funny.”

      


      

      Not all dwarves are funny, I thought, and I believe he was thinking the same thing about the same person, our friend. It made him smile.

      


      

      “Anna Marie knew it. She always did. She did not marry me for my countenance, my money, or my gentle good grace.”


      

      I’d not thought much about why she had married him, some things being better not considered too hard. She had been a beautiful

         and educated woman who had studied in Paris with Frenchmen. She could ride a horse like a country-ass Acadian, paint like

         a man, and pray like a saint. If there were proper rules, I reckon that marriage would have been barred.

      


      

      “Anna Marie thinks I am humorous.”


      

      “Yes, she does.” Wherever she’s gone.


      

      “She was the only one who wasn’t surprised to discover it.”


      

      He turned back over and stared at me, as if sizing me up. His beard had twisted and matted into three thick strands.


      

      “You received the letter. I had begun to think you hadn’t, or that you had ignored it.”


      

      “Hard to ignore such a thing.”


      

      “Staying away is easy. Staying out of strange business is what we do.”


      

      “Maybe. Got no thought on it.”


      

      “I thank you for coming.”


      

      I didn’t say anything more. He blinked hard, fast. I could see his eyes spin up, like they were moving on their own, and I

         knew he was pushing back against the fire in his head, burning off the layers of his mind, twisting it, disordering it. I’d seen it too many times since getting to the city. Madness in those eyes.

         He fought it. He looked at me, straight and hard.

      


      

      “I take it that, because you’re here, you accept the idea that you owe me?”


      

      “I’m here because you asked me to be here.”


      

      He shook his head. Sweaty hair stuck to the side of his face.


      

      “No, no, it’s important that you realize you owe me. You are obliged to me. You cannot have honor until you have discharged

         your obligation.”

      


      

      Fancy words, words you were supposed to obey. Words that could snuff a man’s life. I wanted to tell him I cared nothing about

         honor, and whether I had it or not. I’d meant to say it for years, but now a dying man lay before me. All things were sucked

         in by that man’s body and his voice, there was nothing else outside the walls of that room, the magnolia drooping in the sun

         outside the window was not real and was fading away. I could only nod my head at him.

      


      

      He sucked in air and I heard the dry flapping rattle in his throat.


      

      “You tried to kill me once, and now that I am dying and you are receiving your wish, you are obliged to make amends. This

         is truth, you can’t escape it, son.”

      


      

      “It’s not my wish for you to die, General.”


      

      He puffed up his yellowing cheeks and blew out. His mustache flapped slightly.


      

      “Don’t try to confuse me with your paradoxes and feints, your false charges,” he said.


      

      “I’m not.”


      

      “I know you don’t want to kill me now.”


      

      “That’s right.”


      

      “But you must answer for your sin, like the rest of us.”


      

      “Yes. I will, someday.”


      

      “No, now. And you must see it that way, and not merely as a favor for an old man who may be abandoned once he’s in the grave.”


      

      How he could talk, even on his deathbed.

      


      

      “I see it, yessir,” I said.

      


      

      He asked me to help him sit up, and so I grabbed him underneath the arms and pulled until his back leaned against the headboard.

         He was very light and too tall for the bed. He smiled at me.

      


      

      “This is not only about your sin. It is mostly about my own. I must make sure it is destroyed, it and all the shoots and tendrils that have grown from

         my sin are withered. I’ve run out of time, you’ll have to finish. I have written a book, or at least part of one.”

      


      

      He had been writing a book since I’d known him, but it weren’t about sin. It had been about war, the war, and it had been his one great task, his obsession. “The war memoirs.”

      


      

      “No, not that book. I care nothing for that book anymore. It is a lie. Or, no, it was a true story built of lies I didn’t

         understand were lies until very late. Too late, really.”

      


      

      He had spent years writing that war book. Ten years of his life working on it, writing his letters and analyzing his reports,

         putting together his great defense—that he had been right, and a great general. Most people who knew Hood knew of this book.

         There had been years in which it was all he had talked about, and there were hundreds of men in nearly every state and territory

         who could paper their houses with his letters: requests for information, for maps, for papers, for recollections, for assessments,

         for apologies. Sometimes he’d tell me about the book while we sat in the dripping dark of the ice factory. The old warmonger.

         He told me how perfectly true it was, how it would vindicate him, how it would make him a hero once again when all the world

         thought him a bloody-minded fool who had thrown his men upon certain death with as much concern as kindling upon a fire.

      


      

      General John Bell Hood could go to Hell. But this man in the bed, I hadn’t thought of him as the General in a long time. He

         was just Hood now, called Papa by his children and John by his wife. I felt sorry for the man Hood, who had carried the deadweight

         of the General, part of his soul, all this time since the war.

      


      

      The pieces of soul can’t be cut out without filling them up again, that’s a real law right there. God’s law. Can’t cut out

         the pieces any more than you can go around with a big hole in your gut. Got to be plugged up, replaced somehow. Hood wrote another book.

      


      

      I stood watching the brown thrashers pecking and rattling in the weeds beyond the window, but all of that faded to nothing

         as he told me about his other book. The truth, he called it. The important story. He wouldn’t say what was in it, only that it was the thing he wanted to say to his children, and that it was not about the

         war.

      


      

      “This book, the pages of this book, are in my library, Eli, though I’ve hidden some of it and forgotten where,” he said. “The

         other book, the war book, is in the possession of General P. G. T. Beauregard. You know of him?”

      


      

      “Yes, of course.” He lived in one of the biggest houses of the old city and liked his drinks and his dancing girls. He was

         a hard man to miss.

      


      

      “It has been suggested to me by an associate that you would be the proper person to take charge of this book, that you would

         do a fine job of seeing to its publication. There are problems with it, and you must overcome them. Grave problems. Beginning

         with this: I want you to get that other book from Beauregard, and then I want you to destroy it.”

      


      

      Like a priest making his prayers, repeating the words, Hood had repeated for years, I was right. It was a shock to realize he didn’t believe it.

      


      

      “Are you sure, Hood?”


      

      He had closed his eyes and I could see the crust in his eyelashes, which now opened slowly.


      

      “I was an arrogant man, Eli. I did send men off to die without good reason. I was a murderer. Don’t you think I understand why you tried to kill me? I always understood. If not for me, you’d be a young farmer

         up in Middle Tennessee raising corn and beef cattle, and you’d have a beautiful country wife and some country children. Instead

         you’re a gambling and fornicating ice maker in the Devil’s city.”

      


      

      I began to protest his description of me, but he was right enough and so I stayed quiet. I looked down and saw the edge of

         his bedsheet twisted up in my fist. My family had disappeared like water into the soil, but I had no earthly idea what would have become of me otherwise. It weren’t worth thinking about.

      


      

      He went silent for a few minutes. His whole body seized up. I thought his eyes would pop. A small trickle of blood ran from

         his nose before his body relaxed. He was as exhausted a creature as I’d ever seen, as if he’d been awake since they crucified

         Christ. He had only a few more minutes of words in him. He knew it too.

      


      

      “I have tried to make amends, anyway. I believe I have acquired some wisdom, I think I understand now. That’s the story in

         the other book. I believe I’ve done my penance, and I want the children to know this. I want my countrymen to know it. This

         is an important task. My associate said you would treat it that way.”

      


      

      The eyes rolled. He wrenched them back again.


      

      “Get the book from Beauregard. Destroy it.”


      

      I nodded.


      

      He coughed. “I cannot be the judge of whether I have fought my sin successfully and done my penance. Neither can you, you

         are too young. If I have succeeded or failed, the evidence is in the other book, the true book.”

      


      

      The light was going out in him. The blood drained out of his face.


      

      “You want it published,” I said. “That can be done.”


      

      He reached a hot, dry hand for my own. He held it and tried to squeeze it like he might have when he was powerful and wanted

         strict attention. Now, I could barely feel the hand move against mine.

      


      

      “No. Or perhaps later. If you think it’s good. But first, you will take it to a man who can judge my humility, whether I have

         made amends. You will ask him to read it. He will refuse you, but you must insist. Then you ask him a question.”

      


      

      I waited while he coughed, and then I wiped his mouth with my handkerchief. He nodded in thanks.


      

      “You are to ask him if the mark of the Devil has been removed from me. If he says yes, publish it as you see fit.”


      

      “This ain’t right. No sir.”


      

      “And if he says no, you are to destroy that book also.”


      

      I dropped his hand. He closed his eyes. Yes, I would do what he told me to do. I would make him this gift, though it was craziness.

      


      

      “What is his name, Hood?”


      

      “His name is Sebastien Lemerle. You will read about him in the book. It’s all in the book.”


      

      “Where does he live? How do I find him?” I had a hundred questions, but he’d begun to babble. He managed to say only one more

         thing that made any sense.

      


      

      “Take care with him, he’s a killer.”


      

      I grabbed his hand, hoping to yank him back to my world for one last moment. “If I burn everything, what will I tell your

         children? What am I supposed to tell them? What do you want them to know?”

      


      

      But he was out of his mind and tore at the bedclothes I tried to draw over him. He grabbed me by the back of the neck and

         pulled my face down to his so that those hard, blue, stone eyes were all I could see. They looked into me as if I’d stolen

         something and hidden it in my skull.

      


      

      I knew not to deny a man at his death. I would have done his bidding merely because he asked. I wish he’d known that. I was

         a better man than he knew. He fell asleep, and I’d never see him awake again. I began the job he’d set me to. Get it over

         with quick, that was my thought. I went down the hallway again.

      


      

      I knew that in his library I’d find piles of paper, hundreds of piles on chairs, tables, his desk, the windowsill, each of

         them a different height as if they had grown independently like children of his mind. How was I to know which was the preferred

         child, the all-important book?

      


      

      The library had always been an unlikely place for a general. It was pink. Light pink, almost the color of a young conch. There

         were no shelves and no books. The white curtains twisted and ballooned in the slightest breeze like steam, and through them

         the yard and the street seemed soft and temporary, always about to fly off or change as the shadows shifted. Hood had worked

         at a trestle table, surrounded by his piles of paper and a few rag rugs. Light played off the tall walls and the desk. It was a room for sewing, or practicing music, not for generals.

      


      

      I looked for a new pile of paper in a place of honor, a pile neatly arranged with a cover or a title. I saw nothing like that.

         His inkwell was uncapped and the ink had dried hard to the bottom. I saw no pens, no sign of any book he might have written.

         The only things out of place were the papers scattered on the floor around the waste can, some of them crumpled. I stopped

         to pick them up and throw them away properly.

      


      

      I picked up the first piece of paper and the large and glistening wood roach that had been hiding underneath ran over my hand

         and into a dark corner. I suppose it’s possible that but for that critter I would never have found the manuscript. A roach

         scuttled across my hand, I looked down in surprise, and on the paper in my hand I found these words:

      


      

      When I met him, Eli was a silly boy.

      


      

      I began poking through his trash, looking for more. I have a sinful man’s appetite for the secret thoughts of others, especially

         when they concern me.

      


      

      There wasn’t much more about me, but every one of the discarded pages contained something I’d never heard the General say.

         I found pages on regret, pages on love, pages on sadness, and yes, pages on humor. The war was on those pages, too, but not

         the war as a general would remember it. A humble man, no general, had written those pages. This was the new manuscript, it

         couldn’t be anything else. The pages were moments of a man’s life, and so they were rough here, fine cut there, lollygagging,

         wandering, quick. He was thirsty, like a man cutting corn in August, but not exactly like that. Got no words of my own for

         it. They were the confessions of John Bell Hood. I could see that.

      


      

      The book had been scratched out in fading ink, sometimes only a sentence on a page, sometimes crowded so full of letters and

         words it looked as if the page had cracked into a thousand pieces. He had not numbered any of them. I began to order them

         while kneeling there by the rubbish can. I found the rest of the manuscript shoved between the bookcase and the wall.

      


      

      For that pile of paper I traveled the city a dozen times, tracking people down. I went into the wilderness, too, into the

         swamps. I knew very little about the Hoods until I found those crumpled pages, and after I found them I couldn’t do much else

         but read them and obey. They worked magic on me, made me dumb for everything but puzzling out those pages and obeying their

         commands.

      


      

      An hour passed. The last of the pages were stuck in a strange book by a fellow named William Blake, and I was reading that

         crazy book when I heard a knock.

      


      

      “General Hood?” A voice from outside.


      

      I got up and looked out the window sideways. Down toward the front door I saw a little man with no chin and a black, drooping

         mustache standing at the front door.

      


      

      “Are you there?” He rapped at the door with his first knuckles, dainty but insistent. I knew him.


      

      “It’s Doctor Ardoin. Is anyone home?”


      

      The little doctor should have stopped in days before. I snatched up the papers and, having no coat or bag, began to stuff

         them in my pants. The doctor shouldn’t see them. I was just walking down the hall, trying not to jostle them or make much noise, when Dr. Ardoin let himself in.

      


      

      “Mr. Griffin! How nice to see you! Have you been to see our patient?”


      

      What else would I be doing here? I held my tongue and stood stock-still, stuffed like a scarecrow.

      


      

      “Yes, Monsieur Ardoin, I have. He is off his head and Lydia is dead.”


      

      “Oh dear. Poor girl.”


      

      “That she was. Now she’s just dead in her bed. Don’t know if anyone knows when she died. Do you?”


      

      “Mmmm, well, it’s hard to say.”


      

      “Don’t matter. Reckon General Hood is not long behind her. I’ve tried to cool him off, but there’s not much else I can do.”


      

      The little man shook his head sadly and fiddled with the brim of his homburg.


      

      “No, nothing to do now. A great tragedy.”

      


      

      “Don’t know what’s so great about it.”


      

      He picked up his bag and brushed past me on the way to the bedrooms. I made only a very slight papery sound, which he didn’t

         seem to hear. I waited until he was a good piece away before waddling stiff-legged toward the front door. I thought if I could

         get outside into the garden, I could stash Hood’s pages somewhere safe before going back inside. But then the doctor called.

      


      

      “Mr. Griffin, are you there?”


      

      “I’ll be right there.”


      

      “I need your assistance.”


      

      I waddled for the door.


      

      “Mr. Griffin, please. Now.” I couldn’t refuse him again or he’d think I was hiding something, and men like Ardoin don’t know

         how to leave alone the things being hid from them, got to root ’em out.

      


      

      And so I returned to Hood’s bedside. The pages made me sweat, and I worried about the ink. (Later M. discovered that some

         of the words got themselves tattooed on my back.) Hood had sunk deeper into the bed. Ardoin held his wrist with two fingers

         like it was live crab ready to snap, and he held a wet handkerchief to his own mouth. I leaned over to mop the cold sweat

         from Hood’s brow, and while I did that Ardoin went and sat in a chair pushed into the corner. He watched and stayed away.

         Tsk, tsk, so sad. When I left Hood was still alive, though silent and unseeing. I walked slowly home, looking behind me for the pages that

         slipped out and lay on the ground in my path.

      


      

      When I returned to the house the next day, Dr. Ardoin and a small crew of Irish laundresses were busy cleaning up, balling

         the sheets and clothes that needed burning, opening up the whole house to the air outside, and scrubbing the floors. I should

         say the women were busy. Dr. Ardoin only sat in that same corner of Hood’s bedroom, out of the sun and half in the shadow of the plain

         cypress wardrobe. He puffed at a straight pipe fashioned in the shape of a growling gargoyle and scribbled some notes. Hood

         and Lydia had both been removed. The doctor rubbed his eyes with his free hand while bent over his notes, which I guessed were an account of Hood’s death and the doctor’s own heroic

         efforts to save him. Newspapers loved that kind of horseshit when someone famous died. The death of the General would get

         their attention.

      


      

      “Morning, Doctor Ardoin.”


      

      He looked up with big hound eyes, as if the only thing he had wanted in the world was for me to appear in the doorway. He

         smiled, I crossed my arms and nodded. He smoothly slipped his notebook into the pocket of his coat.

      


      

      “A terrible night, friend. He did not go quietly. Much yelling, carrying on. Visions! A horror!”


      

      “Surprised he lasted into the night.”


      

      “Ah, the will of the man! The bullheadedness, the strength. He fought like a wounded lion.”


      

      He raised his eyes to the ceiling, and I reckoned he was remembering to remember that description.


      

      “He was tough, sure enough,” I said. “Did he say anything?”


      

      “Oh, so much. A rather patriotic defense of the late Confederacy, a poem—”


      

      “And what did he really say?”


      

      Dr. Ardoin looked at me close, frowned, but didn’t say anything. I reckon he thought I wouldn’t rat on him, even if I disliked

         him.

      


      

      “Have they cleaned Lydia’s room?” Better get my business done and get out, I thought.

      


      

      “I believe they have.”


      

      “I’ll go make sure they do a fine job rifling through her things.”


      

      “Mmmhmmm.”


      

      He had returned to his notes. I turned to leave.


      

      “Mr. Griffin.”


      

      “Yes.”


      

      “If he had recited a poem, what do you think it would have been? Something heroic, no? But short?”

      


      

      Good Christ. I walked away.


      

      “Probably a psalm,” he said to no one.


      

      *   *  *


      

      If the charwomen had indeed been poking through Lydia’s things, they had probably found nothing to interest them. Nothing

         obviously valuable, that is. What would a woman want with a child’s things, especially those of a child whose family was well

         known to be poor. The silver lockets, the ivory-handled brushes, the place settings, all that had once been part of their

         rich lives, they’d been sold off. I was sure of that.

      


      

      But I knew there was something to be had in that room, and I aimed to get it. I’d remembered it the night before, unable to sleep and spending

         the time counting M.’s breaths. I lay flat out in the moonlight, staring up at the shining white face of it. When I got tired

         of M.’s hisses and whistles, I turned to counting the moon’s flaws. Then I got up and tried to keep reading Hood’s book in

         the dark, but it hurt my eyes. And then I remembered. I nearly jumped up and ran across the city just then, but thought better

         of it. Too many knives and garrotes in the dark. Wait to morning.

      


      

      A month before, at Anna Marie’s funeral, I had stood at the far edge of the mourners, who were mostly Anna Marie’s cousins.

         I didn’t listen to the priest, I’d heard the service too many times before. Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis, I heard it in my dreams, I knew it all, though I still got no idea what it means. I watched Lydia instead. She had her father’s

         long, straight nose, his high brow, his small ears. She had his same quiet and tired face. The face that made her daddy look

         sad and mysterious had made her look beautiful and fragile, even at ten. She wore a blue dress, no trimmings, and dark blue

         shoes with new paint on the heels. She did not move while her mother was committed to the tomb.

      


      

      At the end of the service, I watched a cousin, maybe a great-aunt, approach the girl and pull her behind a tree to yap in

         her ear. This woman could have been the resurrection of Anna Marie Hood: she was dark, slim, simply dressed, and she waved

         her hands and made faces just as Anna Marie had done it. That day she was a woman who wanted to be heard and obeyed, no mistake.

         Lydia kept saying, “But Aunt Henriette, please!” Over and over.

      


      

      In her arm Aunt Henriette carried a small bundle of ledger books. She held them dangling from her fingers. I tried to get

         closer, but there were mourners standing between us. The woman appeared to be pushing the ledgers on the girl. Lydia shook

         her head and gnawed at her knuckle, eyes big. The other mourners finally trooped out of Lafayette Cemetery, leaving only the

         four of us—the lady and Lydia, me and Hood. Hood kneeled before Anna Marie’s tomb and prayed. I stepped behind a tree so he

         wouldn’t notice me, and so that I could watch Lydia, see if she needed help. Hood hadn’t said anything to me, and I reckoned

         he’d want to keep it that way. I tried to listen to what the woman said to Lydia. Then I thought, What the hell is Lydia doing here, anyway? She should be gone, out of the city. Later, when she was dead, I heard that Lydia refused to leave her mother behind.

      


      

      Lydia kept shaking her head and sliding toward her father, until finally Hood got to his feet and walked over to take her

         hand. The woman hid the bundle in the folds of her umbrella before Hood could see.

      


      

      At the house, the family of Anna Marie gaggled on the front lawn. There were no drinks, no food, and no one went into the

         house. It had been contaminated by disease, and in the custom of some New Orleanians, it was thought that it was courting

         death to enter a yellow-jack house so soon. Hood and Lydia received the mourners under the oaks, shin-deep in the dark, green

         ripples of their uncut lawn. When they moved, tiny beetles, leafhoppers, and spittlebugs flew off like spray in their wake.

         I stayed back, leaning against the edge of the porch. My head got hot and tight, but I didn’t cry.

      


      

      Not all of the mourners stayed outside. I watched that Aunt Henriette from the cemetery edge toward the sidepath until she

         had disappeared around the house, heading toward the back door. I followed slow and careful, and then hid behind a mulberry

         bush to watch her as she wrapped her face with a fine and embroidered white handkerchief, pulled the ledgers from her umbrella,

         crossed herself, and went into the house through the kitchen. I stayed put. If she was so on fire to give the girl those useless

         ledgers, and that’s what I figured her for doing, I saw no reason to stop her. When she came back out and removed the handkerchief,

         the ledgers were gone. Tears shined her cheeks and made her nose red. She kneeled right there on the step and prayed. Grief is a kind of craziness, and I knew better than to interrupt.

      


      

      Now, a month later, I stood in Lydia’s room, which had been stripped and mopped and emptied. I had to find that bundle. I

         had come to think that it weren’t just numbers in those books. If I was going to do Hood’s bidding, I wanted to know it all,

         every secret, whether Hood knew them or not. Especially if Hood didn’t know them. I wouldn’t mind knowing more than him for

         once.

      


      

      The ledgers were easy enough to find, hidden under a small pile of scarves in the bottom of Lydia’s wardrobe. There was a

         note tucked into the top ledger:

      


      

      

            Cousin,


         Please be sure Lydia receives these. She will want to read them someday. John must not know about them, for obvious reasons.


            

            A.M.


         


            

            

      That night I finished reading Hood’s book and I began on Anna Marie’s notebooks. Two nights without sleep. When I had finished,

         there was nothing left to do but begin the job Hood had set out for me, or be a coward. A traitor, to Hood, to Anna Marie,

         and to any hope that this life isn’t just a crazy pile of accidents. I slept all the next day.

      


   











      

      
CHAPTER 2



      

      

      

      From the Secret Memoir of John Bell Hood,


      

      Written Between September 1878 and August 1879


      

      I came to New Orleans with $10,000 in my pocket. In a small valise, to be absolutely truthful. This was money borrowed from

         my family’s acquaintances back in Kentucky. I had once dismissed Kentuckians as ditherers and cowards unwilling to sacrifice

         even a drop of blood or a pound of coin to protect the homeland. I had fought for Texas, instead. Texas, where the Comanche maimed me. After the war, I went to Kentucky as a pariah Confederate and I begged from those same men I had once insulted and abandoned.

         They had the grace to forgive me. I had been another man when the war started, they said. I was now a humiliated man, a worm,

         albeit a worm with $10,000 in United States currency packed in a leather bag at my feet.

      


      

      I remember rolling toward the train station by the lake that first time. The lake mirrored the sun, fracturing it into an

         infinitude of tiny fires, flaring and extinguishing while I held my breath. Not having been to New Orleans, and a little travel

         weary besides, I mistook it for the river. An old, hairless man in black slept on the seat across from me. When I said to

         myself, The river is worth the trip, the man snorted and wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands as a child might.

      


      

      “Ain’t the river, General Hood. You’ll know the river when you smell it.”


      

      “How do you know my name?”


      

      “Your name? Everyone knows your name. I think what you mean is, How do I know your face?”

      


      

      He unwound and stretched before sitting up straight. He was old, but his arms were tight coils of tendons, a workingman’s

         arms. He was brown, sun-brown, from the crown of his freckled head to the ankles that emerged sockless when he stretched his

         legs. He was tall, and I had to look up at him.

      


      

      “Yes, my face. How do you know it? Who are you?”


      

      “I am merely an old fisherman, un pescador. But I hear things, and I see things, and they tell me you are you.”

      


      

      Ungodly bastard. I had heard about the mystical blasphemies popular among the Louisiana negroes, but had not known that white

         men indulged in them as well. He was Spanish, I assumed, and I decided that this explained his foolishness.

      


      

      “Please spare me your superstitions.”


      

      “Of course, General. But are you sure you would not like me to read your hand? Not the lame one, of course. Perhaps I might

         examine the hairs of your beard and tell your future?”

      


      

      He winked at me and settled contentedly into his seat, and I knew he had been joking. I tested this by smiling, and he smiled

         back. Let it be said now: John Bell Hood knows a joke and he can laugh too.

      


      

      “How do you know my name, then?”


      

      “The conductor is my friend. He sat me with you because he knew I wouldn’t bother you with talk. He likes you, I assume. Once

         he told me your name, I knew it was true. Your face has been in the papers many times, General, and it’s not a face to forget.

         You’ve got that wood leg too.”

      


      

      I had removed my leg and tucked it under my seat beside the satchel.


      

      “I understand,” I said. “Thank you for correcting me about the river.”


      

      A small cloud of smoke from the engine floated through our window and he waved it from his face.

      


      

      “Well, it wouldn’t be right to let a general loose in the city without giving him a bearing. Even Orpheus knew his way around.

         A little guidance is the last I can give you.”

      


      

      At first I thought he’d said least, but I realized soon that he’d said last. I felt that familiar dread again. He looked out and spit a mouthful of soot through the window. He checked his tongue for

         specks, wiped his hand over his shiny brown head, and looked down at his shoes. For a moment he didn’t look at me, or anything

         in particular. He watched the void in front of his face, where I suppose he could see time moving past. Years into moments

         into eternity and back.

      


      

      “We should have all had some guidance,” he said to whatever it was he watched.


      

      “You had a son,” I said. It was obvious. I was embarrassed as soon as I said it. He’d had a son, and that son had marched

         under my flag. He had eaten whatever food I decided to give him, he had slept when I told him he could sleep. He had made

         friends, he had written letters and those letters had been carried back to the rear when I thought I could spare a messenger.

         Without knowing, and I would have never dared to ask, I decided he had died at Franklin, on the cold slope littered with shoes,

         hats, canteens, rifles, fallen osage orange trees, the bodies of other men. He was nearly to the entrenchments, nearly to

         a breakthrough and some kind of safety. He might have hidden in a corncrib or a smokehouse had he made it that far, but instead

         he fell just in front of the Union line. Perhaps he’d been close enough to be bayoneted. What had he thought of the cold in

         Middle Tennessee, that son of a Spaniard from south Louisiana? I hoped that he had died quick, and hadn’t shivered his life

         away there. At the time I wouldn’t have cared, but now I did. It shouldn’t have happened that way. I shouldn’t have ordered

         that charge. But I knew better, I was the Gallant Hood, and the Gallant Hood ordered a charge into near certain death for

         most of his army because I saw no other choice and it was good for their sense of Southern invincibility and pluck. I sent

         them up and laid them down before the Union’s fire like so many sheaves of wheat. All in rows. I had killed thousands of my own people because I, the Gallant Hood, had led as if battle

         was a bracing bit of exercise, a game. I knew this, and yet I could not admit it then.

      


      

      He smiled. “Now who is the voudou witch?” He nodded his head.


      

      “And he died.”


      

      “Yes.”


      

      “Under my command.”


      

      “Sí.”


      

      I had no children, and at that moment I could not know what pain he might have felt. I know it now, but then all I could think to imagine was his anger. His pain was merely an abstraction.

      


      

      “Your son did not die in vain.” Such a stupid thing to say, such an arrogant, ignorant, brutal thing to say. The man took

         a minute to answer me.

      


      

      “He died. That’s all.”


      

      I thank God I had the sense not to say anything then.


      

      We sat silent during the last few minutes of the ride, each of us swaying together as the train turned and wobbled and banked.

         I had some trouble staying upright without the leg, so I bent over to strap it on. I could feel him watching me.

      


      

      “You’ve made your sacrifice, General.”


      

      I didn’t say anything.


      

      “May I tell you something?”


      

      I nodded my head while crouched over my leg. I stayed like that, listening for him.


      

      “I won’t be the only one who will recognize you. You are not easy to miss. You would be better off looking us all in the eye.

         If you are ashamed, you will not last.”

      


      

      I sat up. “I am not ashamed.”


      

      “Ah, my mistake. I assumed.”


      

      He had no bags. I watched him stand at the end of the platform, watching the red sun bleed into the horizon. Meanwhile porters

         scurried to load my great, varnished, ironbound trunks onto the back of a four-in-hand. When he walked over to the stairs

         and stepped down from the platform, he looked over at me and scanned me from head to toe, as if looking for something. Or judging me. I watched him walk, on fisherman’s legs bow-legged

         and steady, moving fast down the Shell Road toward the city. He was soon lost in the dust clouds that kicked up in the wind

         that now rushed in off the lake as the sun disappeared. I never thought to offer him a ride. When my coach passed him on the

         way into town from the station, he had stepped off the Shell Road to piss. He grinned up at me.

      


      

      “Don’t look back, General!” he shouted over the clatter of the horses. He was laughing when we turned out of sight.


      

      New Orleans was, very simply, the only Southern city that still worked, where a man might still make a dime in those years

         just after the war. Briefly my mind turned to the subject of money: its acquisition, cultivation, its transformative properties,

         its promise of freedom. I had never cared much for money before, but war had changed that. Forgive the young general, forgive

         me.

      


      

      I can remember what I thought standing for the first time in the St. Louis Hotel, watching the traders and fixers mingling

         in the red and alabaster of the lobby, sharing their whiskey and passing around bills of sale. They were smooth-faced and

         tailored. Their shoes glowed. They moved lightly between couch and chair and bar. I stood on the precipice, a scarecrow, a

         lump of earth, a pile of broken things, and watched them flow and slip around each other like dancers. They were full of grace,

         the earthly kind, and I was full of heaviness. No one acknowledged me. The old man was wrong about that, I thought then, but now I knew he had been right: I was seen, recognized, and ignored. Negro waiters, wrapped in bright white

         coats and bearing trays of glasses and tobacco, drifted between knots of men who honked and brayed at each other in pleasure.

         The waiters bowed and shuffled just as they would have before the war. What had changed? Men laughed, they shook hands. The

         mirrors were polished, the landscapes framed in bright gold and hung straight. The whole place was easy, unperturbed, secure. In that one spot, in that one city in that singular state far from my enemies, this was how things had

         been, how they were, and how they always would be. I realized for the first time that the war had not been all-consuming.

         It had consumed me, but not these men whose suits were not pulling apart at the seams and whose legs did not thump and scrape across

         the gleaming tile. There had been men who had flourished while Chickamauga raged, men who had gone home to their wives and

         concubines while other men dragged their squadmates off the field at Little Round Top and laid them in bloody piles. I was

         not angry to realize this, though it was a shock even so. I became confident and certain in this knowledge. I became gleeful

         at the thought: These men owe me. My cause was right, and my cause was not just money but compensation. Look at my leg, I thought, pushing through a boisterous group of Creole cotton men and planters in gold cravats. Who will bid on my leg?


      

      The city embarrassed me, or I was embarrassed for the city, one or the other. Blacklegs walked the streets like kings, arms

         thrown over the shoulders of the innocent, hands on the asses of whores. The whores dressed better and spoke more eloquently

         than the dark-haired and pious wives who spent their days fumbling with beads, their heads wreathed in cloying smoke. Stray

         cotton bolls, lifted across the quay on light wind, drifted against walls and collected in doorways like old, peppery snow

         that no one bothered to remove. The Italians lived like dogs in their secret courtyards redolent of the old vegetables and

         shrimp shells that brewed in their stews. In came the innocent and hopeful, and out went the dead. It was an indecent town.

      


      

      Nothing mattered but the money. Oh Lord! How could there be so much money? It floated down the river, funneled from the mountaintops

         to the valleys to the fields to the docks, and on to the hive of cotton offices, insurers, bankers, and saloonkeepers. The

         money bought sculpture and flesh, tombs and exquisite gardens laden with lemons and bananas. It bought leisure, the most important

         thing.

      


      

      Any man with even a little wit could open an office, buy a desk, hang a sign, and accept the money as if by right. It was

         possible to look out the window of the office and see each person as a chit to be banked, every crowd a living body of future

         accrued interest, every new friend a mark to be plundered for treasure. It was not so much different from imagining men as lines on a map, every small line merging into a larger one aimed at the enemy’s lines,

         each man merely a walking rifle.

      


      

      I found partners in the city eager to open a cotton factor’s office with a famous, or infamous, Confederate general who had

         no experience of commerce. They told me I was a respected man with a well-known name, and that this would draw customers.

         They flattered, but what they meant was that I was a curiosity. I had friends upriver with cotton, brothers in arms who would

         surely prefer to sell to me rather than to the dissolute and lazy-tongued traders of the Creole classes. It took two years,

         nearly all of my own investment, and the disappearance of my partners to relieve me of those fantasies.

      


      

      This is how I begin my memoir. I am older, I am wiser, I’ve got nearly no money. We have embarked on a new life that looks

         mightily like the old one, only with no servants, fewer changes of clothes, and no more days settled into the soft red chairs

         of the St. Louis’s lobby. Recently I have spent hours instead sitting in the parlor on a three-legged stool (“Two more than

         you have, Papa!” the boy John Junior says), carved from old river-strewn cypress. Right now I am in my library sitting on

         my unforgiving four-slat chair missing several inches of its cane bottom, bent over this piece of paper, this is what I do

         now.

      


      

      These last ten years. Ten children, and in the spring our eleventh. I am married to a flower of the Creole world who had the

         bad sense to be dragged down with me. Yet she still looks at me and flirts during supper. She sits with me on the front porch

         overlooking Third Street, drinking the very last of our cognac. I have $173, which we keep in a can in the pantry next to

         the dried field peas. The children know of that money, but they do not steal it. Their friends parade the street in shiny

         calfskin boots aboard sweet, well-broken ponies. My children dig after bugs and capture butterflies in what Anna Marie diplomatically

         calls our wildflower garden. They are barefoot most of the time. The older children once had ponies. Lydia’s pony, Joan, was

         perfect black except for the white blaze and her four white stockings, and Lydia rode her through every yard and into every swampy and secluded stand of cottonwood and cypress she could find. The two of them often

         returned covered in sharp thorns and burrs. I am told by old friends that she resembled her mother most at those moments.

         Joan was the last of the ponies we sold. Lydia has never once asked me about her, nor does she look covetously at the neighborhood

         children who still have ponies. She is the leader of the butterfly snatchers now. She calls every butterfly Joan, but I think

         this is out of fondness and not out of resentment. She likes the name, she likes the things in her life that have been named

         Joan.

      


      

      This sounds nothing at all like the memoir of a famous, or infamous, Confederate general. I pray that it is unlike such writings

         in every way. This is the record of a man finished with war. I spend my days in our house, or walking the fragrant wet streets,

         louche with jasmine and camellias and gardenias and unnameable strange rambling vines winking their purple and red and yellow

         blossoms at the sun. I spend my nights reading to children and holding my wife to my broken and amputated body. Ten years

         ago I would have thought such behavior foolish. What joys does a poor man have? These days there is love, to begin with, and

         also the possibility of salvation. I am the rich man who discarded (or, more accurately, lost) his riches. Perhaps I will know a savior now. Perhaps it is Anna Marie. Perhaps it is my own conscience.

      


      

      Does this seem small, this new world I describe? It is not, but judge for yourself.


      

      I write this on October 3, 1878. Anna Marie is pregnant. Again. That itself is something of a miracle. Last spring I thought

         I would never touch her again, never be allowed into that bed, never see her smile at me. I didn’t care. But much has changed,

         even in just a few months.

      


      

      I should begin by telling you how I met the woman with whom I now live in blessed penury.


      

      I was not such a chastened man ten years ago, no sir. I lived in red upholstered rooms high above the Vieux Carré, and in

         the mornings I received admirers in the lobby of the St. Louis. I did not drink on those mornings, sitting by the tall windows

         and talking the history of the late war with twiggy-limbed and swarthy Frenchmen whose closest encounters with the rage of battle

         happened right there, during the occupation, when their women were insulted by the Union occupiers and they plotted their

         imagined duels and sword thrusts over boiled shrimps and morning brandy in the clubs. It was outrageous, they told me. It was intolerable.

      


      

      “And yet you are here, you must have tolerated,” I jested.


      

      “We are a resourceful and proud race,” they said, very seriously.


      

      I entertained offers of business partnerships on those days. I could have been a railroad investor, a restaurateur, an importer

         of West Indian cloth, a brothel owner, an investor in Mrs. Pontalba’s apartment houses around Jackson Square, a maker of fine

         rum, and a partner in a firm that pumped water out of the city and into the river. I turned them all down, although I could

         picture myself ruling my own restaurant, tasting the soups, watching the butchering of the tender and giant green turtles,

         listening to the woody ping of fine knives chopped down on hard blocks. I could imagine inspecting the cleanliness of my plates.

      


      

      But it was cotton I chose. I cared nothing for the crop, there is no romance in cotton, only the seas of white monotony. But

         I reckoned myself a clever man, cleverer than everyone else, and I knew cotton was the clever man’s bet. Cotton factoring—the

         brokering of cotton between farmer, shipper, and manufacturer—would be my business, though I knew nothing of it or, truthfully,

         about any business at all.

      


      

      What did it matter? Men respected and admired me for being the General. Few could have named a single battle I’d engaged,

         a single victory, but no matter. I was a man to whom attention must be paid, and I felt capable of all things.

      


      

      I hired men who knew cotton and installed our offices in the Vieux Carré, close by the wharf with a view over the river to

         Algiers. Not once in the three years of my proprietorship did I set eyes on a cotton boll. Cotton never came through the door

         except on the backs of men and in their handkerchiefs. I let the others concern themselves with the product.

      


      

      I spent my time writing letters on fine letterhead to my West Point classmates requesting their help as I began the composition

         of my war memoir. I thought I would call it Advance and Retreat, which was both simple and complete, as was my life. I had been a titan of battle, now a respected man of business, and soon

         a writer of memoirs. I could not have lived according to the laws of civilized man with any more faith, except for the matter

         of finding a wife.

      


      

      I wore my wounds proudly, but privately they revolted me, even after several years with them. In my rooms, which were spare

         and glowing and polished, crouched a monster who draped the mirrors in black as if in mourning. He didn’t like to see himself.

         He avoided the floor-to-ceiling windows that opened to the gallery that looked out over a street loud with the perambulations

         of the happy and the whole and the ignorant. The monster, withered and chopped, paced his rooms muttering of calumnies and,

         when moved, he flung himself at his desk to write down every slight he’d suffered at the hands of the graceless warrior victors

         and, even worse, from men of his own tribe, his Confederates. My war memoirs were composed in a rage and intended to offend

         and to destroy: reputations, lives, complacency.

      


      

      I had deserved command, and I had commanded in victory and in defeat. There’s not a general who did not suffer defeat. I suffered

         defeat. I did. I suffered. Lee also suffered defeat. He stood at the edge of that battlefield at Gettysburg as what was left

         of his army filed back past him in retreat. I saw him that day. We had been defeated, but I had given a good fight. I expected

         to hear his congratulations as we passed, but instead he looked down from that great white horse, Traveller, and bent his

         head toward my men as if in supplication. “I am sorry,” he said. I thought his apology unbecoming, which shows how little

         I understood about General Lee, war, and the minds of men.

      


      

      I felt at home in the city. Me, a Kaintuck country cracker. I had spent most of my life sleeping out on cold jabbing ground,

         and so I came to cherish my feather bed and thick blankets, the soft sound of my footfall on thick carpets, meals prepared

         in kitchens, meats diced and filleted rather than ripped off the bone and skewered on hot red bayonets in the starless dark.

         On the street I learned the mongrel language of English, French, German, and Spanish, not a language so much as a mercantile code spoken

         by shopmen in single bursts and grunts. One word, such as déjeuner, contained a weight of agreed directives and responses that, ultimately, brought poached eggs and ham and a chickory-laced

         milk coffee to my table. I admired the efficiency of our shared dumbness.

      


      

      The most I ever saw of the Irish were the hearse carts piled with dead Irishmen newly fallen in the pits of the latest canal,

         all of them covered in dried yellow mud like totems of a lost civilization. I had known Irishmen in the war and knew them

         to be valiant if also sentimental and incautious. General Claiborne died at Franklin like a private. Well-loved, but dead,

         and what good is that? I listened to the banshee call from their lairs in dark pubs and from the backs of blue-dark sanctuaries.

         I pitied them.

      


      

      The negroes controlled the market, they ran the wharf gangs without which none of us would have made any money. They built

         things, they spoke their beautiful, strange French and, all in all, seemed a closed society well in possession of itself.

         Then it came time to root them out like plague, and the Irish—and the Spanish, the Germans, the Americans, and even the white

         Creoles—burned and stabbed their way over the negro, establishing forever the hierarchy of piteousness.

      


      

      I was invited to participate in the parade of the Krewe of Comus that first year in the city, my first Mardi Gras. The men

         of Comus, a secret society of white men, had imported from England a barge full of costumes, monstrous blasphemies all. A

         grasshopper with a bear’s head, a singing fish with a beaver’s tail. This was Mr. Darwin’s vision, or so they said. My eagle

         with a frog’s legs also had a negro’s lips. I took the costume to the Pickwick Club, home of Comus, and asked about that particular

         detail of my costume.

      


      

      “Eagles don’t have lips,” I said.


      

      “That one’s got nigger lips,” said the old, sun-blackened man who would be the King that year.


      

      “Precisely my question,” I said.


      

      “It isn’t a question,” he said.


      

      “Pardon me?”

      


      

      “I was just observing that your eagle has nigger lips, which is as it was designed. But, General, if you’d prefer a different

         costume we can arrange it.”

      


      

      “I might like that…”


      

      “We’ve got a mouse-giraffe with a Hottentot ass, and a pelican-snake in blackface.”


      

      I kept my costume, thinking it most appropriate that I mask as an eagle because of my service in the war, especially in light

         of the other options. I marched in a parade of menacing hybrids, a fantasia of men obsessed by purity and breeding, horrified

         at the notion of their daughters’ future half-negro children. Which is to say, their daughters’ negro children, as there are no half negroes. To transform their grandchildren into negroes as men from fish and apes seemed, to

         the maskers on my left and right marching down Canal Street, the worst kind of alchemy.

      


      

      About the time I understood the full meaning of the parade I had joined, the stump of my leg began to ache, and so I pulled

         out and sat down on the banquette and removed my eagle head and, when I had gathered my breath, my wooden leg.

      


      

      “That is an awfully scary costume, mister,” said a short, raven-haired boy in a harlequin’s stockings and mask. His parents,

         dressed as the Pope and His Lover, watched us closely and I smiled. They did not smile back.

      


      

      “I reckon it must be hard pretending your leg been et off, mister. That’s what makes the scariness.”


      

      Later that day the men of Comus attacked some negroes and some Republicans, and possibly one Italian potter hawking his beer

         mugs along the parade route. The police, many of them colored, beat them all, severely splitting the costumed heads down the

         middle with their clubs and gouging out eyes when they could find them in the riot of feathers and garland papier-mâché. I,

         luckily, had given my eagle head to the little harlequin and so I could watch the disaster unmolested.

      


      

      This was what had become of our war. We had once fought with honor on the field and now we fought dressed like idiots in the

         streets. I vowed to avoid politics but I still needed a wife.

      


      

      *   *  *


      

      I began to attend balls, I trimmed my beard a little, I practiced French and Spanish. I bought new clothes. I learned to dance

         again, and to seduce. I was almost the man I had once been when I was a colonel, when I was strong and fiery and courted the

         finest women in Richmond, back when I didn’t limp.

      


      

      And so it was that I found myself again in a mask, in May of 1867, at a ball in the old part of town. I masked, as they say

         it here, but I was easily recognizable. After a little while of turning about the edges of the ballroom and greeting the grave

         chaperones and their flowery charges, I sat down in the foyer and began massaging the stump of my leg until it tingled again,

         and watched a small, erect, audacious, and insolent young woman march across the foyer to confront me from behind her peacock

         mask.

      


      

      “The Gallant Hood!” she said.


      

      “I believe it is the protocol of these disguised gatherings to refuse such identifications, ma’am, and so please excuse me

         if I say, Who?”

      


      

      I was tired and bored and could think of nothing wittier to say. I tried to get to my feet in proper greeting, but I forgot

         my leg on the seat next to me, and so it was easy for the young woman to catch me off balance and ease me back onto the seat.

         She did not sit, though I made a space, and so I was forced to look up at her. She let her chest heave in a great sigh, she

         watched me watch her in fascination. Then she chuckled.

      


      

      “If you are not Hood, then I must go.”


      

      It had been years, since before I had been wounded and separated from myself. I had been the tall Kentuckian by way of Texas,

         spinning round the parlors and dance floors of Richmond with the best young ladies, the proper young ladies, the kinds of

         women General Lee had meant when, back in Texas years before, he’d told me to marry well. During the war I had been a man

         in demand. I had shared many glasses of bourbon with nervous fathers. But then I was butchered and I took myself away, ashamed

         and weak. In four years I had not been seduced by any woman who wasn’t paid to do it.

      


      

      “I’m Hood,” I said too loudly, half rising to my foot again. I surprised myself with my desire to keep her near. I’m tired, I thought. But what was true was that I was lonely.

      


      

      What had I known of beauty? I had known nothing, that was instantly obvious the moment she removed her peacock feathers from

         her face. I had known prettiness, the prettiness of the shiny and extravagant, but not the beauty of singularity. What I mean

         is, there stood a young woman by a broken man unable to keep track of his leg. There was a horde of prettiness gliding in

         island silks behind her, but she had chosen to stand by the broken thing in the room. She chose to be alone with me, and by

         that gesture, she became alone in the world. Alone, but not lonely, for God’s sake. While we talked young men drifted by across

         the parquet, heels clicking and chests billowing before them like sails. They watched us out the corner of their eyes, or

         looked over each other’s shoulder at the cripple wooing the girl with the long white neck, the cascading dark hair, the thin

         waist. They admired her as they might have admired a horse at the track. I saw only her eyes.

      


      

      And what do I mean by beauty? The other men might have looked at us and seen only a rough man and a pretty girl. But I saw

         that if I had gone through my life intent on the ugly and difficult (as I had!), shedding every delicate and perfect part

         of my soul like so many raindrops, Anna Marie must have followed behind me gathering what I sloughed off so that one day I

         might sit in a ballroom in New Orleans and see for myself what I had lost. No other man could have seen what I saw, which

         was the light that went with my darkness.

      


      

      I don’t know how else to say this: I was confirmed at that moment in all that I didn’t know that I knew, simultaneously aware

         of the beautiful pieces and assured of their truth. I wanted to kiss her and more, and had I not been hobbled, I might have

         jumped up and done just that. Instead, I could only look up at her and hope I wouldn’t foam at the mouth.

      


      

      She sat down next to me, so close I could hear her breathe and watch the fine hairs on her arm rise up in goose bumps.


      

      “You are a famous man,” she said. “I care very little for fame, it makes a person so tedious and unnatural.”


      

      She could have told me she was a goat with a preference for clover and I still would have loved her. “Infamous might be the better word,” I said.

      


      

      “Not among my people, they think you’re a hero! The great Confederate! The misunderstood American Achilles!”


      

      “I would like to meet these people of yours to thank them properly.”


      

      “Oh, I don’t know that they would actually want to meet you, my parents and my cousins. They just like to know you exist.”

      


      

      She blushed and held her hand to her mouth.


      

      “I’m sorry, that was terribly rude of me. I sometimes forget that there are real people at these things, and not only masked

         boys in borrowed frippery.”

      


      

      I bowed my head and noted how her hands lay enfolded on each other in the caress of her lap. Extraordinary.


      

      “I am pleased to meet you, ma’am, whoever you are.”


      

      “Anna Marie Hennen. I have somehow lost my chaperone.”


      

      By somehow I came to understand that she meant through great effort and ingenuity.


      

      “And where is your chaperone, General Hood?”

      


      

      “I did not know I required one. I am remiss.”


      

      “You have your reputation to consider.”


      

      “I am at risk?”


      

      “Well, perhaps not you. But one should be careful.”

      


      

      “Are you careful?”


      

      “I have nothing to fear.”


      

      Her words spooled out relaxed and precise, the cadence of an educated person. Sure and bemused. Her face was white but her

         arms, where I could see them above her gloves, were brown and freckled. She sat erect and I had the impression she sat this

         way because she was strong and had a good back, that she was unafraid of work even if she had no need of it. She had not been

         cinched up and trussed into the posture of a superior and mysterious being. She naturally sat that way. I took solace from

         the gap in her front teeth and the freckle on the edge of her earlobe, but even these imperfections could only be exceptions

         to the rule.

      


      

      I have nothing to fear. She couldn’t know how these words jabbed at me, and how much I wished she did fear for her reputation while in my company. I wished that I seemed the kind of man who could, for instance, bend her over my arm and trace the ligaments of her neck with my lips. My God, what am I thinking? I took control of myself.

      


      

      “I shall be your chaperone, then, while you’re without one. I am the Gallant Hood, after all, and I assume gallant means the

         same here in the humid latitudes as it does elsewhere?”

      


      

      “I’m certain ‘gallant’ means the same. But what of ‘Hood’?”


      

      “I don’t understand.”


      

      She rolled her eyes and reached over me to pick up my wood leg. The straps and buckles jingled softly against the wood. She

         rubbed it along its shin, feeling the fine finish. She seemed to be daydreaming.

      


      

      “What I thought to say was, What does Hood mean? And more specifically, What does he mean for me?”


      

      “I mean nothing for you at the—”


      

      “Does he mean, for instance, to escort me into the courtyard through that door?” She pointed at a small door at one end of

         the foyer. Through the fanlight above I could see Mars. “Does he mean to escort me into the garden and down by the gardenias,

         where there is a secluded bench perfect if I were to swoon at the effect of the flowers and the excitement of the evening

         and at the scent of the stranger next to me?”

      


      

      “I—”


      

      “I wonder, because that is how it is done here in the humid latitudes when a lady has abandoned her chaperone in order to

         make the acquaintance of an unsuitable man. We are all about to die, there is not time for procrastination, General, so get

         to your feet.”

      


      

      As I said before, under her brief influence I was already better known to myself. I did not know what Hood meant until we walked through that little door and into the sweet, swaying garden, but I soon understood and would never

         forget.

      


      

      The bay leaves and sweet olives reflected silver in the open night sky, but the slick leaves of the gardenias that surrounded

         us on that wrought-iron bench seemed blacker and deeper in the light, as if they could draw around us and keep us perfectly

         hidden. Anna Marie, as she’d promised, leaned her head against my chest. Without thinking, I stroked her hair with my good

         hand. We talked about our lives as children. She had been a wild girl, hauling fish in from the river under the guidance of

         her family’s negro gardener, who ate nothing but what he could find in the river and what she could sneak out of the larder.

         I told her that the dirt of our Kentucky farm was fine and cool on early April mornings. Between our retreat and the tall,

         glowing windows of the ballroom stood a statue of St. Joseph—husband of Mary and patron of loyalty and peaceful death—atop

         the lilies of a tittering fountain. She asked me if I went to church, and I said that I was a believer who had not yet found

         a church as fine as the field on which a friend baptized me before battle. She asked me if I was always so laughably dramatic

         and sentimental, and I said yes.

      


      

      “You don’t have a chaperone, do you?” I asked.


      

      “Oh, of course I do,” she said, sitting up and tucking her hair behind one ear. “She just happens to also be a widow just

         out of her black. She has her own interests, shall we say.”

      


      

      “Very convenient.”


      

      “She is a very popular chaperone this season.”


      

      In the light from the ballroom, St. Joseph cast an open, beckoning hand across Anna Marie’s cheek, and I kissed it. My beard

         tickled her face, and she said so. She reached up and smoothed the whiskers from my mouth.

      


      

      “There.”


      

      I kissed her again, hard. Unwilling to trust my instincts—Did she not know I was an animal, a predator, a killer?—I sat back again to watch the night sky and listen to the night. Anna Marie relaxed against my shoulder. Mars had almost set

         beneath the treetops. For the first time, I heard other people around us: whispering over in the corner of the garden beneath

         the magnolia, rustling crinoline behind the old, spindly lilac. This was how it was done in the humid latitudes? Fine then.

      


      

      I did not deserve such happiness, of course, but I would accept it before its inevitable disappearance. I had learned that

         much about happiness, at least—it was best to take it and consume it before it flitted away, incontinent and fickle. Love it now, hate it later. This was the miserly wisdom I had taught myself.

      


      

      For the moment, the happiness could only last until the music stopped and the shadows in the tall windows quit moving past.


      

      “May I call on you?”


      

      I couldn’t hear her answer. She had dozed off with her head buried against the lapel of my coat.


      

      “I suppose that’s a no?”


      

      “No, no. I mean, yes,” she said, straightening up. “I’m sorry, I know you’re not a pillow, but you are so comfortable. But

         yes, you must call on me. Bring your best leg.”

      


      

      “I only have one.”


      

      “Then polish, polish, polish, my boy. First impressions and so on.”


      

      She laughed. I told her I would set my leg on fire and wave it about her like a torch if she kept mentioning it, and she recoiled

         in mock horror. We giggled—I giggled.


      

      A stillness. That’s the only way I can describe what became of me in the months following that night. I was still. There was

         a man who lived next door to my solitary bachelor’s apartment on Decatur overlooking the docks. He was an old yellow-toothed

         man who limped worse than I did and whose family were all dead or gone for good. He had been in the habit of telling me that

         what I needed was a woman, that a woman would smooth me out and scare the gray out of my beard and polish my baton and so on, and though I didn’t disagree with him, I always declined his offer of introduction to women of his acquaintance.

      


      

      “You got more gray than I do, General, and you know why of course! Of course!” He’d smack his lips and say it nearly every

         morning. He was old enough to be my father.

      


      

      A week after I began courting Anna Marie, he stopped talking to me. I would see him out in the courtyard eating oranges, always

         avoiding my eye. I wanted to tell him that there had been no baton polishing, but I decided to let it lie. I supposed I was

         too smoothed out to be trusted on that score.

      


      

      I squired Anna Marie here and there, and we ventured into the harder and dirtier districts on something of an exploratory mission. I kept her under my protection, and the street people

         made way for us. I shielded her from the coarser sights, I didn’t want to upset her or corrupt her. She was a lady.

      


      

      I never felt in danger of losing her, and I nearly never felt I needed to apologize for my deformities while in her presence.

         She didn’t seem to care. I began to trim my beard. I bought cigars for her father, the judge. Her mother introduced me to

         a cobbler who made very fine shoes for my wooden leg, and I always wore those shoes to their house, whatever the weather.

         I was grateful to the Hennens.

      


      

      Her father was impressed with me, I think, though he took pains to conceal it. Later he would tell me that I had always enjoyed

         his support in the courtship, that a commander of men could command his daughter. No, that’s not how he put it: It requires a commander of men to command my daughter. What he did not know, what few besides Anna Marie knew, is that I, General Hood, had no interest in commanding anything

         anymore. Command had coarsened me, and separated me from God and His mercy. I had lost my way. I tried to learn to ask for

         forgiveness, and Anna Marie taught me some of the words. I was the General only when I was angry, when I was at my end, and

         then I became a frightening and foolish man, a man at war with himself. I suppose that, at last, I married Anna Marie because

         she had no desire to know the General, and didn’t care one bit for him. A fresh start.

      


      

      We were married the next year, 1868, and less than a year after that Lydia was born. Now we have a house full of children

         and very little money. I’m afraid I have not provided, nor have I always made Anna Marie happy. There have been months that

         we’ve hardly talked at all. I have kept myself busy with work, true, but that is not the whole story. There are times when

         I do not feel that there, on Third Street, rests my house and family, times when I’m sure that they are strangers. Or I am

         the stranger, a guest in the house. During those times I have stayed away, keeping myself busy. Busy, busy, busy. I also have

         my hiding places, and I admit now that I have hidden like a coward in them.

      


      

      But this last year, this last year since the great epidemic, has been a revelation. I have had little else to do but chase after the children and take walks with my wife. Anna Marie and I

         have spent hours talking in the dark, and I feel like I did once before: still. I feel stillness.

      


      

      That is, until she makes her jokes about my leg and starts saluting me, and then I grab her and carry her off to our rooms.


   











      

      
CHAPTER 3



      

      

      

      From the Diary of Anna Marie Hennen Hood, Written in Ledger Books Between April 1879 and August 1879


      

      Something has happened that I must explain, Lydia. I do not know whether I have been brought to ruin by this marriage, or whether

         I have been saved by it. They do not tell you when you are veiled and kneeling before the altar, your man at your side, that

         you will ask this question and that there will be no answer. Or that the answer is both ruin and salvation. The pen will sort

         this for me. Before it answers, before I set this down, I wish to stipulate (as your grandfather the attorney would have put

         it) that there was never any question of love. I have loved, and I do still.

      


      

      When I named you, my oldest daughter, I thought I would never have another child, and so I gave you the longest possible name.

         Lydia Marie Hennen Hood. I wanted to be sure that there was a child who would carry all of the important names: my sister,

         Lydia’s; my father’s, Duncan Hennen; my husband’s, John Bell Hood; and me, your mother, who always loved the Marie more than

         the Anna in her name.

      


      

      You will find this explanation amusing for two reasons, and they are contained here in the little swaddled lovely asleep in

         the bassinet next to me as I write this. You will find it funny because the baby, your sister, is my eleventh child. There

         was never a shortage of children to bear names, I should not have feared that, of all things. We ran out of names. She is

         the second daughter I’ve named Anna. Your little sister Anna Bell had eight years alone with her name, perhaps she won’t mind

         sharing it with this one, Anna Gertrude. Or, perhaps, only Gertrude. Is that a prettier name? Marie is still prettier, but

         we have three Maries already: you and the twins Marion Marie and Lilian Marie. It’s too much to expect much more sharing of

         that name.
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