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Light In August
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She could have departed by the door, by daylight. Nobody would have stopped her. Perhaps she
knew that. But she chose to go by night, and through the window. She carried a palm leaf fan and
a small bundle tied neatly in a bandanna handkerchief. It contained among other things thirty five
cents in nickels and dimes. Her shoes were a pair of his own which her brother had given to her.
They were but slightly worn, since in the summer neither of them wore shoes at all. When she
felt the dust of the road beneath her feet she removed the shoes and carried them in her hand. She
had been doing that now for almost four weeks. Behind her the four weeks, the evocation of far,
is a peaceful corridor paved with unflagging and tranquil faith and peopled with kind and
nameless faces and voices: Lucas Burch? I don’t know of anybody of that name around here.
This road? It goes to Pocahontas. He might be there. It’s possible. Here’s a wagon that’s
going a piece of the way. It will take you that far; backrolling now behind her a long monotonous
succession of peaceful and undeviating changes from day to dark and dark to day again, through
which she advanced in identical and anonymous and deliberate wagons as though through a
succession of creakwheeled and limpeared avatars, like something moving forever and without
progress across an urn. The wagon mounts the hill toward her. She passed it about a mile
back down the road. lt was standing beside the road, the muIes asleep in the traces and their
heads pointed in the direction in which she walked. She saw it and she saw the two men
squatting beside a barn beyond the fence. She looked at the wa gon and the men once: a
single glance, all embracing, swift, innocent and profound. She did not stop; very likely

the men beyond the fence
back. She went on out of

had not seen her even look at the wagon or at them. Neither did she look
sight, walking slowly, the shoes unlaced about her ankles, until she

reached the top of the hill a mile beyond. Then she sat down on the ditchbank, with her feet in

the shallow ditch, and re moved the shoes. After a while she began to hear the wagon. She
heard it for some time. T hen it came into sight, mounting the hill. The sharp and brittle clack
and clatter of its weather ed and ungreased wood and metal is slow and terrific: a series of dry
sluggish reports carryin g for a half mile across the hot still pinewiney silence of the August

afternoon. Though the mule s plod in a steady and unflagging hypnosis, the vehicle does not seem
to progress. It seems to hang suspended in the middle distance forever and forever, so
infinitesimal is it progress, l ike a shabby b ea d upon the mild red string of road. So much is this

so that in the watching of it the eye loses it as sighs and sense drowsily merge and blend, like the
road itself, with all the peaceful and monotonous changes between darkness and day, like already
measured thread being rewound onto a spool. So that at last, as if out of some trivial and
unimportant region beyond even distance, the sound of it seems to come slow and terrific and
without meaning, as though it were a ghost traveling a half mile ahead of its own shape. “That far
within my hearing before my seeing,’ Lena thinks. She thinks of herself as already moving,
riding again, thinking then it will be as if I were riding for a half mile before I even got into the
wagon, before the wagon ever got to where I was waiting, and that when the wagon is empty
of me again it will go on for a half mile with me still in it. She waits, not even watching the

wagon now, while thinking goes idle and swift and smooth, filled with nameless kind
faces and voices: Lucas Burch? You say you tried in Pocahontas? This road? It goes to Spring
vale. You wait here. There will be a wagon passing soon that will take you as far as it goes
Thinking, ‘And if he is going all the way to Jefferson, I will be riding within the hearing of
Lucas Burch before his seeing. He will hear the wagon, but he wont know. So there will be one
within his hearing before his seeing. And then he will see me and he will be excited. And so
there will be two within his seeing before his remembering.’ While Armstid and Winterbottom

were squatting against the shady wall of Winterbottom’s stable, they saw her pass in the road.
They saw at once that she was young, pregnant, and a stranger. “I wonder where she got that belly,”
Winterbottom said. The woman went on. She had not looked back. She went out of sight

up the road: swollen, slow, deliberate, unhurried and tireless as augmenting afternoon itself.
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