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A SIMPLE HEART (AFTER GUSTAVE FLAUBERT)

His name was Loulou. His body was green, the tips of his
wings were pink, his poll blue, and his breast golden.

Unfortunately he had a tiresome mania for biting his
perch, and also used to pull his feathers out, scatter his
droppings everywhere, and upset his bath water. He
annoyed Mme Aubain, and so she gave him to Félicité for
good.

Félicité started training him, and soon he could say: “Nice
boy! Your servant, sir! Hail, Mary!” He was put near the
door, and several people who spoke to him said how
strange it was that he did not answer to the name of Jac-
quot, as all parrots were called Jacquot. They likened him
to a turkey or a block of wood, and every sneer cut Félicité
to the quick. How odd, she thought, that Loulou should be
so stuborn, refusing to talk whenever anyone looked at
him!

For all that, he liked having people around him, because
on Sundays, while the Rochefeuille sisters, M. Houp-
peville and some new friends—the apothecary Onfroy, M.
Varin, and Captain Mathieu—were having their game of
cards, he would beat on the window-panes with his wings
and make such a din that it was impossible to hear oneself
speak.

Bourais’s face obviously struck him as terribly funny, for as
soon as he saw it he was seized with uncontrollable laugh-
ter. His shrieks rang round the courtyard, the echo re-
peated them, and the neighbors came to their windows
and started laughing too. To avoid being seen by the bird,
M. Bourais used to creep along by the wall, hiding his face
behind his hat, until he got to the river, and then came into
the house from the garden. The looks he gave the parrot
were far from tender.

Loulou had once been cuffed by the butcher’s boy for pok-
ing his head into his basket; and since then he was always
trying to give him a nip through his shirt. Fabu threatened
to wring his neck, although he was not a cruel fellow, in
spite of his tattooed arms and bushy whiskers. On the con-



trary, he rather liked the parrot, so much soindeed thatina
spirit of jovial camaraderie he tried to teach him a few
swear-words. Félicité, alarmed at this development, put
the bird in the kitchen. His little chain was removed and he
was allowed to wander all over the house.

Coming downstairs, he used to rest the curved part of his
beak on each step and then raise first his right foot, then
his left; and Félicité was afraid that this sort of gymnastic
performance would make him giddy. He felt ill and could
neither talk nor eat for there was a swelling under his
tongue such as hens sometimes have. She cured him by
pulling this pellicule out with her finger-nails. One day M.
Paul was silly enough to blow the smoke of his cigar at him;
another time Mme Lormeau started teasing him with the
end of her parasol, and he caught hold of the ferrule with
his beak. Finally he got lost.

Félicité had put him down on the grass in the fresh air, and
left him there for a minute. When she came back, the par-
rot had gone. First of all she looked for him in the bushes,
but the river and on the rooftops, paying no attention to
her mistress’s shouts of: “Be careful, now! You must be
mad!” Next she went over all the gardens in Pont-I'Eve-
que, stopping passers-by and asking them: “You don’t
happen to have seen my parrot by any chance?” Those
who did not know him already were given a description of
the bird. Suddenly she thought she could make out some-
thing green flying about behind the mills at the foot of the
hill. But up on the hill there was nothing to be seen. A ped-
dler told her that he had come upon the parrot a short time
before in Mére Simon’s shop at Saint-Melaine. She ran all
the way there, but no one knew what she was talking
about. Finally she came back home, worn out, her shoes
falling to pieces, and death in her heart. She was sitting be-
side Madame on the garden-seat and telling her what she
had been doing, when she felt something light drop on her
shoulder. It was Loulou! What he had been up to, no one
could discover: perhaps he had just gone for a little walk
round the town.

Félicité was slow to recover from this fright, and indeed
never really got over it.



As a result of a chill she had an attack of quinsy, and soon
after that her ears were affected. Three years later she was
deaf, and she spoke at the top of her voice, even in church.
Although her sins could have been proclaimed over the
length and breadth of the diocese without dishonor to her
or offense to others, M. le Curé thought it advisable to hear
her confession in the sacristy.

Imaginary buzzings in the head added to her troubles. Of-
ten her mistress would say: “Heavens, how stupid you
are!” and she would reply: “Yes, Madame,” at the same
time looking all around her for something.

The little circle of her ideas grew narrower and narrower,
and the pealing of bells and the lowing of cattle went out of
her life. Every living thing moved about in a ghostly si-
lence. Only one sound reached her ears now, and that was
the voice of the parrot.

As if to amuse her, he would reproduce the click-clack of
the turn-spit, the shrill call of a man selling fish, and the
noise of the saw at the joiner’s across the way; and when
the bell rang he would imitate Mme Aubain’s “Félicité! The
door, the door!”

They held conversations with each other, he repeating ad
nauseum the three phrases in his repertory, she replying
with words which were just as disconnected but which
came from the heart. In her isolation, Loulou was almost a
son or a lover to her. He used to climb up her fingers, peck
at her lips, and hang on to her shawl; and as she bent over
him, wagging her head from side to side as nurses do, the
great wings of her bonett and the wings of the bird quiv-
ered in unison.

When clouds banked up in the sky and there was a rum-
bling of thunder, he would utter piercing cries, no doubt
remembering the sudden downpours in his native forests.
The sound of the rain falling roused him to frenzy. He
would flap excitedly around, shoot up to the ceiling,
knocking everything over, and fly out of the window to
splash about in the garden. But he would soon come back
to perch on one of the firedogs, hopping about to dry his
feathers and showing tail and beak in turn.



One morning in the terrible winter of 1837, when she had
put him in front of the fire because of the cold she found
him dead in the middle of his cage, hanging head down
with his claws caught in the bars. He had probably died of
a stroke, but she thought he had been poisoned with pars-
ley, and despite the absence of any proof, her suspicions
fell on Fabu.

She wept so much that her mistress said to her: “Why
don’t you have him stuffed?”

Félicité asked the chemist’s advice, remembering that he
had always been kind to the parrot. He wrote to Le Havre,
and a man called Fellacher agreed to do the job. As parcels
sometimes went astray on the mail-coach, she decided to
take the parrot as far as Honfleur herself.

On either side of the road stretched an endless succession
of apple-trees, all stripped of their leaves, and there was
ice in the ditches. Dogs were barking around the farms;
and Félicité, with her hands tucked under her mantlet, her
little black sabots and her basket, walked briskly along the
middle of the road.

She crossed the forest, passed Le Haut-Chéne, and got as
far as Saint-Gatien.

Behind her, in a cloud of dust, and gathering speed as the
horses galloped downbhill, a mail-coach swept along like a
whirlwind. When he saw this woman making no attempt
to get out of the way, the driver poked his head out above
the hood, and he and the postilion shouted at her. His four
horses could not be held and galloped faster, the two lead-
ers touching her as they went by. With a jerk of the reins
the driver threw them to one side, and then, in a fury, he
raised his long whip and gave her such alash, from head to
waist, that she fell flat on her back.

The first thing she did on regaining consciousness was to
open her basket. Fortunately nothing had happened to
Loulou. She felt her right cheek burning, and when she
touched it her hand turned red; it was bleeding.

She sat down on a heap of stones and dabbed her face with
her handkerchief. Then she ate a crust of bread which she
had taken the precaution of putting in her basket, and tried



to forget her wound by looking at the bird.

As she reached the top of the hill at Ecquemauville, she
saw the lights of Honfleur twinkling in the darkness like a
host of stars, and the shadowy expanse of the sea beyond.
Then a sudden feeling of faintness made her stop; and the
misery of her childhood, the disappointment of her first
love, the departure of her nephew, and the death of Virgi-
nie all came back to her at once like the waves of a rising
tide, and, welling up in her throat, choked her.

When she got to the boat she insisted on speaking to the
captain, and without telling him what was in her parcel,
asked him to take good care of it.

Fellacher kept the parrot a long time. Every week he prom-
ised it for the next; after six months he announced that a
box had been sent off, and nothing more was heard of it. It
looked as though Loulou would never come back, and Fe-
licité told herself: “They’ve stolen him for sure!”

At last he arrived—looking quite magnificent, perched on
abranch screwed into a mahogany base, one foot in the air,
his head cocked to one side, and biting a nut which the tax-
idermist, out of a love of the grandiose, had gilded.

Félicité shut him up in her room.
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