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            Just look what the water’s carrying up this four-armed river!

            —PABLO NERUDA
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         It was Sabbath and my father was preaching on an angel coming to our town. Said we would beg it hard to bless us, hold on hard to do that. Hold on and beg! Pa kept on shouting, and I was watching him jab the air with his hand when a stranger leaned upright against my tree and took off a hat full of colored feathers and wiped his brow as if he’d been walking for days. I said: Good timing, mister, and gave over the shade as I was just then wondering if angels could sweat. He’d walked twenty miles on the lookout for loggerhead shrike, which meant nothing to me but I told him we had some and later I made my way home through the woods. I’d be in trouble for that detour but I’d take my beating in order to earn some time to think about an angel come among us. What I should do.
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         The stranger carried a leather bag with his drawing pencils, a book of rag paper, a pair of trousers folded small, spare collar, neck scarf, stockings. Other ingredients were weightier—bowie knives, hand-drawn maps, a packet of compasses, the dials of which rotated as he traveled first by coach and then on foot. A pair of field glasses, unusual in 1855, hung on a strap that crossed his chest. Boots laced up to the knees with treads enough for slippery banks. He was going to tour Virginia but he had lamed himself after removing the boots to cross a creek and he needed to rest. When he paused at the edge of a campground, what he heard behind the noise of shuffling, coughing adults and crying, whimpering children was the hectoring diatribe of a shouting preacher. Coming from a pavilion open on all sides, the voice was first trumpet then flute, describing an angel that Jacob had refused to release from his desperate grip. I will not let thee go! Unless thee bless me! howled the preacher. And now the angel is come amongst us! Do you hear? Do you see? Hallelujah! Amen and Glory! Each and every one of you will be tested in the coming days! You will beg for the angel’s blessing. Beg! But deserve it!

         Limping slightly, the stranger made his way to a sycamore tree, large and cool, that sheltered a boy who was whittling at a stick.

         An angel! shouted the preacher again, and the boy rolled his eyes. Good timing, mister.

         Who’s the preacher?

         My pa. The tone betrayed nothing.

         It was early spring and the boots of the stranger, whose name was Ross, left moist dents under the sycamore tree. The boy studied them. I never saw him labor with more zeal, he said, as if thinking it over. Then he grinned, showing crooked teeth.

         Ross edged in closer to the pavilion, peering past a column to see the preacher clothed in black with arms raised like branches over his head. I do so desire your company as we wrestle this angel together, the preacher cried, and the mortals in the pavilion began to fall on their knees or dance on their feet. Ross had given his life to a naturalist’s logic. He was a believer in the evidence offered by rocks and bones but the moaning and praying unhinged him and he clung to his post as if some alien being might really descend and take hold of him. Good timing, the boy had said. Zeal, he had said. And that grin. Meanwhile, a girl began to turn in circles until her hair came unpinned and people grabbed one another shouting, Glory, glory! Heal me, Jesus! and the preacher moved among them, stepping around outflung arms and legs. Hold fast to the angel!

         The pavilion was swaying as if a storm had hit. Cries of Save me and Bless me. Ross went back to the tree, unpacked his scarf, and mopped his face. He had given little thought to salvation. His desire to free slaves was about justice rather than virtue; he hated the slaver more than he loved the slave. The boy said: You never been at a revival?

         Ross said: Not to this day.

         I knew you was a Northern.

         I’d like to meet your father.

         Easy as pie. Just cross that field is our place. But pass on by the big house ’cause it’s the day off and my uncle’s none too friendly when his people play.

         His people. So, Ross had found his battleground after walking for three days. He had been hoping for this and waiting since the first abolitionist meeting he’d attended the previous winter in New York, where his professor, a hydrotherapist, had made a fervent speech. Ross took a breath of clean spring air. He looked around, gauging his adversaries, and decided to leave the Christians to find their angel among the wagons and tents. Rectify. It was a word inscribed in his mind, his professor’s word. He walked away from the campground with his leather bag and the field glasses favoring his sore left foot. There were huts scattered around and these would soon have fires lit for the warming of basket-brought food. Having trudged twenty miles that day, Ross was ready for his own small fire and the comfort of his bedroll, but first he would learn what he could about the lay of the land. Scripture say knowledge increaseth sorra, an old Negro man had told him a day or two before, but Ross had picked his way very slowly down the western side of the Commonwealth of Virginia and he had seen few signs of knowledge anywhere, although he’d been keenly observant of sorrow. He took note of the trees and the lack of them. Dirth, he called it, seeing man as the ruination of the natural world. Once, the whole continent had been as balanced as a pendulum. Swinging here to there to here again. Even the ancient fires brought growth. Clouds of birds had filled the sky, whole races of birds that knew the vagaries of weather and migration and yet there were fewer trees and fewer birds and where would it end?

         As he walked, he thought of the slaves he planned to free. For those who could read, a map. For the rest, quilts askew on laundry lines or nails pounded into crossroad trees. He stumbled, as the road was rutted, and he kept to the edge, where sprouted grass pushed up through pounded earth. He remembered walking along the dunes in childhood by the never-ending lake at the edge of Ontario, scuffling feet and ruffling plants without a thought until Eva Nell pointed out the error of this, saying all things were bound together, even including the tiny biters that plagued them and must not be swatted. Bugs and ruts, trees, birds … I can’t say how it all connects, she’d said, but each of us is bound to all the rest. It was the start of his education. As a newborn, she had been carried to Canada from Virginia by her mother and a runaway slave. Mary Jones, Eva Nell’s mother, explained it as a rescue mission. But Eva Nell thought there was more to it than the saving of old Mama Bett. Why would her mother risk such a trip with a baby? Why did the family in Virginia never contact any of them? Who is my father? she had asked a thousand times. And always she had been told not to question the past, which was left behind for good and all, her mother had said. Once, Mary Jones had said: Your father was lost in the war up here. I mean, he never came back. Another time she had said: Bett was enslaved. What choice did I have? Usually she had said nothing and Bett, who was Eva Nell’s nanny or Mary’s servant, was equally silent about the past. They had come out of Virginia together. That was all Eva Nell needed to know. Bett lived in the city called York now, helping other runaways and immigrants. Ross had gone to her for advice. Where should he start? What words should he use to convince a slave that the risk was worthwhile? Bett knew about the Underground Railroad, which had helped her avoid capture years before. Warn them of the catchers, she told Ross. Catchers everywhere these days now. But Ross thought such warning might imperil a man’s enthusiasm for escape. He would focus on pride when he talked to slaves.

         He began with the same stretch of wilderness Eva Nell had traveled as a newborn child moving in the opposite direction. She, who had attended his mother’s school in Belleville, where girls learned to spin and weave, but also to read and use well-formed cursive script. It was more trade school than academy, but it rose in the estimation of Belleville residents as the children grew up and became usefully employed. He could almost see Eva Nell now, with her hands on her hips and her dark eyes squinted, defying him to make sense of her unexplained life. So he went on walking while his foot went on swelling from the twist it had taken, and the sun was uncertain, casting shadows that he moved through time and again. Time and again he looked for some mark of house or plowed field or even a fence until he noticed a wood grouse fluttering in the sticky underbrush. Getting down on his hands and knees, he called, chick-chick and crawled along in order to capture the grouse, his clothes picking up seeds and burrs so that when he rose up with the bird in his hands he was a mess of scratches and torn trousers and shirt. The bird’s wing was apparently injured. She had set her eyes into slits of no mind to find her reserves, if there were any to be found. Then, upright again and tucking the grouse into a soft canvas bag he kept inside the leather one, Ross saw a gleam of window glass through a stand of elms, a fine brick house with four white columns reaching all the way up to the roofline. He studied the sweep of grass where a child was squatted, clipping at it with a long curved blade. In Canada, Ross had studied to be a naturalist. Then he went down to New York to take a medical degree and now he stood on a back road in Virginia watching a child wield a lethal blade. It was a sight that went to his heart and he turned onto the clipped lawn and went up the walkway to the door of the red-brick house with its sunbitten windows even though he’d been warned by the boy to walk past. Day off, the boy had informed him, and that meant there were slaves on the property who were not required to work on the Sabbath other than to wash their own clothing and cut the sweet grass.

         I want the master, were his words at the door when it was opened by a girl of ten or eleven years. She was wearing only a shirt that barely covered her knees and when she didn’t speak, he said: Child, tell me, what is your name?

         There was a muttered answer, Lou, and then the door was closed firmly. He heard a bolt slide into place.

         Ross knocked again and stroked the bird through the canvas bag. I shall wait! he called in warning, and he sat down on the wide porch steps and took the bird out and looked closely at the wing, absorbed in the set of the hollow bones and the blank staring eyes in the fading light that was making it hard to see. He was a medical student and any focus on healing calmed him so he stroked feathers and bones and sat on the steps as the sun sank behind the elms. The fields around him were soon drained of color, and he thought about the two children again. Usually slaves live in quarters, he thought, and he wondered where their mother was and where the quarters were on this gray property. When he heard hooves on the road and the snort of a horse, he covered the grouse with his hands and watched the long path leading up to the house, where a dark shape was approaching on a horse apparently homeward bound. At the base of the steps, the horse swerved, the man pulling too hard on the reins, and Ross looked directly up at the glowing, ruddy face of a man in his middle years. I waited a long while out here, he said, while far below on the road he saw another rider streak by on a dappled mare. It was the long-armed preacher fully bent over the neck of his horse. Ross introduced himself and said: I am here in your county studying birds.

         The landowner rolled the whip handle in his hands and jumped down from his mount. From whence do you hail? He regarded his guest’s torn clothes and muddy knees with a look of slight scorn.

         New York, said Ross, thinking it was safer than the truer fact of Canada.

         You trap our birds? He looked at the grouse.

         This one is injured.

         And my fields must not be; they are newly planted, the landowner said as he turned back to his horse and loosened the cinch of the saddle. Stay off my land.

         Ross held the grouse, running a finger across her beak, as the young grass cutter came around the corner of the house keeping his head down and his face averted from the master’s gaze.

         The homeowner handed the reins to the boy and mounted the steps of his house, roughly grazing the shoulder of his unwanted guest. Stay away from my fields.

         Ross took his leave, heading for the road and being careful not to limp.

         
             

         

         In a grove of trees he spread out his bedroll, took off his boots, and moved his toes in an arc, the way he’d been taught by his New York professor, who insisted that his students and patients rotate ankles and wrists three times a day, take no liquid but water, use no sweetener, take no meat. Ross had bread, he had cheese, he had a raw turnip to slice. Then, having eaten those delicacies, he checked the wing of the grouse and laughed at himself. This bird had fooled him with the oldest ruse in the book of bird. She must have had eggs or chicks in the underbrush and was trying to lead him away from them. He would find the right spot and put her back where he had found her. Limping again he walked barefoot down the road a few paces and set the bird under a sheltering tree. Then he returned to his bedroll and lay in the scent of shield ferns remembering a long-ago night stretched out beside Eva Nell with a hundred thousand shooting stars overhead, great pieces of falling sky. What year had it been? He remembered the thrill of those heavenly deaths and the girl beside him, older by some years and always his secret ideal, his youthful fantasy. When her mother became ill, Eva Nell had begun to help with his mother’s school, bringing in feathers and rocks and shells for the students, hoping for paid employment. Soon she was teaching the girls to sew and weave. Wonderful days those were as he sat at the back of her little classroom, the only boy allowed there, and now Ross rolled over and pillowed his face on an arm. Look at me, she had said that night of the stars. And he had looked and blushed as she removed her outer clothes and lay down with him in the dark. In those days, Eva Nell was so lively and curious that when Ross began to examine the wings of damselflies, she tried to learn about insects although little information was available to her. They went to the library and looked at books. She took him on long walks and introduced him to the thrashing lake, which caused a temporary fright, for the restless, splashing water seemed unrhythmical, its smell brackish. But one day there was a discovery that made him forget his fear and discomfort. Stomping through the shoreline vegetation, they came upon a nest propped against rocks, a nest holding two baby gulls, barely feathered, two lumps. These were Bonaparte’s gulls, but Eva Nell did not know that. She knew only that they were common birds, pretty enough, and loud when they moved in flocks. She had seen them forever from her mother’s lakeshore house and now she lowered herself to a squat and promised the birds that they would not be touched lest their bird parents decide to abandon them. Lest you be orphans like me, she said, and Ross was caught by her voice, by her tender intelligence, by something in her outlook that rattled him. By then, her mother was dead and she’d never known a father and Ross crept back a few feet and held his breath and took home with him not so much as a feather from that stone-bound nest.

         Eva Nell was eighteen that summer and he was eleven. She lived in a house on the cusp of Lake Ontario, a house with its boards beaten by wind and ice while ships rode by on waves that crashed like cannon fire, and now Ross had come to Virginia to satisfy his need for action against slavery. And perhaps to solve a mystery for Eva Nell.
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         Martin’s way home from the revival was through dense woods that abutted corn- and cotton fields. He knew the path by feel and he could whistle and sing and spit without much fear. He could cuss if he had to. His father said that the woods were unclean. They harbored dangerous, unreasoning beasts. In any part of nature, it was important to exercise reason. But Martin felt tempted by the privacy of wilderness, where he could unbutton his trousers and feel the air on his tenderest skin. Such were his pleasures and now he got down in a crouch and made a turd on the narrow path. What would the angel think of that? A message to the other beasts. Maybe that Northern man was behind him, finding his way along in his feathered hat. He rubbed himself with a dry leaf and made a whoop to try its effect. He moved across a piece of land that knew the footsteps of its earlier inhabitants and he thought of them. When he came to the field behind his uncle’s big house, he skirted it widely in order to miss the cabin where his father might be talking to God after the long hours of preaching. Man to man was the way his father talked to God. Martin thought about the angel again. Why did Jacob hang on to it? Why was he wanting to be blessed? Had he done something bad? I will not let thee go except thee bless me, is what Jacob said. Martin thought of old Reuben muttering, Bless my soul, well, bless my soul, and he knew it wasn’t the same.

         He could ask his father about it, but that would entail another lecture to be followed by a beating since he had run off without permission after the camp meeting. He could ask his brother about the angel but Patton would tease him. He could hear Patton’s voice without even trying. Is Patton the same as me, Martin wondered, when it comes to being crumply? He didn’t think so. He thought Patton was superior and not afraid of their father, who was himself not afraid of anything save the Lord’s earned wrath. But the Lord couldn’t make a bruise on your arm or a lash mark on your leg, or box your ears, which meant their father was harder than God and thinking about it made Martin feel crumply again. I’ll get a beating for leaving Mam and the girls, he thought, but I don’t care one heck about it. He said the word out loud to himself.

         Sunday supper included cold meat and suck-eyes with collard greens and sometimes rice pudding, and because he was hungry Martin decided to go home and face the beating and he even hurried a little until he reached the cornfield behind his own house. It was the acre he plowed up every spring—riding on the plow to level it—and he could already see the corn coming in as he jumped across the rows he’d made. They were straight as string this year and maybe his father would not be in a bitter mood if the collection bowl was full from the meeting and there would be rice pudding.
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         The preacher was sitting in the cabin his own father, Daniel, had built long ago. Since the old man’s death a year ago, this place had become John’s harbor. He came here to sit on a chair his father had made. He came to write on the table his father had constructed so that his family could gather to eat when they first came out of Pennsylvania to escape the scorn of his community. Daniel, a widowed Quaker, had married a young Methodist named Ruth Boyd. Now Daniel’s son by Ruth sat at the old table when writing sermons or bills, and this time it was a bill of sale and a letter to his half-brother, Benjamin. He should not work on the Sabbath but he managed Benjamin’s business, selling cotton as well as flax and cider and the brandy he distilled. John had no day of rest. Had he not given his heart to his gathered congregation that very day? Wasn’t exhortation a form of labor? And wasn’t his pastoral income too scant to keep a family housed and fed? He recorded accounts for Benjamin’s farm and was paid a percentage of the profits. In my father’s house there are many mansions. It was John’s bitterest joke. His father had created wealth and John’s older half-brother had transferred it all to himself while John and his wife and children lived with a Christian minimum of worldly goods. You see, he said to the ghost of his father, I am my brother’s keeper. He stared at the fireplace as if a waft of paternal affection might be smoldering there in spite of Benjamin’s lifelong wastefulness. The problem had been there for years—an inclination to buy and trade and sell and, what is worse, an attitude of Devil-may-care regarding the outcome. There was, first, the Mill and Comfort House, given to Benjamin by their father in order to keep him home from the war in 1812. There, Benjamin made his profits and drank his own brandy and challenged travelers to games of chance. There, the gristmill built by their father—the small but steady business that had first given them hold on Virginia soil—became a venture too small for Benjamin’s greater talents. This because, while Daniel had been content to copy the simple waterwheels he’d seen in Pennsylvania, Benjamin wanted a gravity wheel fed by a sluice. He wanted a saw frame and sliding carriage to hold logs rather than grain and with them he turned out floorboards for the brick house his slaves would build. Benjamin’s first wife, Elizabeth, had come to the marriage with two black men as her dowry and Benjamin had soon purchased more. Wives were found for them. Babies were born. John tried to remember the various histories, but most of them didn’t have stories that he could know. Rakel had suffered a mysterious illness that rendered her useless, but Elizabeth had allowed her to stay because her sale would not bring any profit. Josiah had come a few years back from an auction near Rosehill. Abe. Jule. Young Jim was the newest. Nick was born on the property to a woman who was later sold.

         It should all have been sufficient but Benjamin took on loans from the Jonesville Bank. And when Elizabeth died, he married a girl who would not be satisfied with life on his farm and he took more loans. There were payments due every season and now, after a long, dry winter, they were low on cash.

         As a circuit-riding preacher, John was accepted whenever he threw up a tent, but sales and bookkeeping suited him just as well. He was, in spite of his mystical leanings, fastidious with accounts. Of course this served his interests, but there was also the pleasure of numerical balance. Today, along with the bill of sale for cider, he composed his monthly statement for Benjamin. He wrote these letters in order to impress on his half-brother the facts of their finances, which might otherwise be deposited in a column called Denial. Dear Brother, he wrote, It is my duty to inform you that you are required to make a court appearance on May 5 unless payement is made on the bank loan. Money must be found before the day in court, so I ask you to have care where expenses are concerned. We must improve the output of the workers and repay our debts. Here John laid his quill aside and sat looking at the wall for several minutes. It was so familiar to him, this log wall, that he could use it as a mirror of sorts, a means of introspection. How had he and Benjamin come to such mutual dissatisfaction? Their father had no brook with slavery after his purchase of a young boy ended in tragedy. But a lack of workers meant that his land earned no profit and he finally gave or sold it at a loss to Benjamin, who was born of Rebecca, Daniel’s first and beloved Quaker wife. Benjamin was the favorite and now John picked up the quill and finished his letter. Apparently with our father’s passing, the bank has lost trust in timely repayment. We must remedy this. Your brother, John

         Counting himself the original sinner by purchasing so much land that required more and more slaves, Daniel had retired to his cabin and closed the door behind him. It was possible that Benjamin had housed his workers in his cellar so as not to irritate his father by building quarters that were visible, and now there was no end to the discussions in Jonesville of that unwholesome practice, which was an embarrassment to John.

         The one exception was a small cabin placed a good distance from the barn, where it was not much noticed. This habitation had its own tiny plot of land with a few stalks of corn and a chicken nesting on a pile of hemp bags and now John got out of the chair and knelt on the floor in order to feel the spirit of the Lord and to pray for the patience he needed to stay away from that little house, and from the barn, although it was nearly milking time, when Emly would be alone with the cows. Sabbath is Sabbath but thirst and hunger do not disappear on the Lord’s holy day. Milk does not dry up and cows must still be tended. Life in a barn is separate from life in a house. The same rules do not apply. In the sweet reek of hay, a man can be ardent as he is nowhere else and love the webs that hang in the stalls and the light that eases through the cracks and the woman who lies down with him amid the cows and horses and mules and the flight of the swallows tearing in and out and, beyond the roof, a hawk screaming dutiful warning. John stared at the log wall again, mirror to his shame. It had begun when he’d gone to the barn one morning to saddle his horse and had come upon his brother’s milkmaid with her brimming pail and her face with its features defined by the early light that came pouring so generously through the wide-open door. Her mouth that was broad and quiet, her eyes that so calmly searched his. He’d put out a hand with its fingers groping. No right had he to touch his brother’s slave, but she dropped the pail and what was the use of arguing as he pulled her to the floor of the barn … as he came to believe that she cared for him?

         Dear Father, what is the suffering of man to that of the Son of man? Can we point to a grief that He has not experienced? Except! He never loved a woman, did He, Father? You spared Him that consuming pain.

         
             

         

         John’s month had begun at the home of Brother Moses Hume in Rosehill. After prayers there, he’d been given thin soup and cold bread and his next stop was at the cabin of a family without winter stores where he took no nourishment but offered a quiet sermon on gratitude. We must be thankful for adversity. John included himself in that category since much of his preaching was of a controversial nature and he often felt called upon to defend himself. Once or twice he had met the local Shakers in private combat, but John was not eloquent in debate and some of the settlers had been swept into the muddy pools of an ungodly faith that did not recognize marriage as a Christian sacrament. On this latest trip he had been compelled to travel many miles out of his way over high and steep hills where there were few roads to guide him. Riding into a valley he had erected a tent and preached to a settlement of Baptists while tears dripped from his face. Christ preached among the infidels. He next found himself near Brother McCarthy’s farm, a ride of more than forty miles, and coming home he had preached on both sides of the river. Forth and back, the horse wading or swimming. This was his route and it had taken twelve days to accomplish, but he was no mere circuit-riding preacher, he was paterfamilias wherever he went. Praise God. John got up off his knees, which were stiff, dusted them with both hands, and limped to the table to peer down at the lined account book. He was short-sighted. A little dizzy after his prayers. A twelve dissolved when he looked at it, lost in the margins, and he shook his head. If only his eldest son would assume some responsibility for the farm. Patton wore a chip on his shoulder but it was framed in a golden light. How many times had John convinced a neighbor that Patton meant well, never mind the theft of apples and chickens and one thing and another? Oh Emly. I need your arms around my shoulders, your legs around my back.

         So John sat through the milking hour in a cabin that was softened by time and abrasion. He sat at the table his father had made, puncheon, much abused, and he went over the books again and found the errant twelve and folded the letter he’d written to Benjamin into thirds. He tapped the dry wood with his quill. Total value of property twenty thousand, including eighteen workers worth twelve thousand dollars, which could never be redeemed. They needed those workers in order to live. In Britain, the mills were hungry for cotton. Who can eat cotton? Not human beings. He picked up his father’s Bible and thumbed its soft pages. Daniel had once said in anger that the Good Book could so easily be turned and twisted to any man’s intention that it offered no guide … All things go to the bad, lose their power and slip backwards … those were the words of Virgil, who had comforted the exiled Quaker more than all the Testaments … If he happens to relax his arms for a moment, the current sweeps him away headlong downstream … Daniel had brought five children out of Pennsylvania and now there was only Benjamin, born of wealthy Rebecca, and John, born of a small, sure-footed orphan whose wit was learned in a poorhouse. There was no record of Ruth Boyd’s life, not even a birth certificate. He glanced over at his father’s trunk and nudged it with an outstretched foot. There were three keys in a clay jar on the mantel, two large, one small. John got up and went to the mantel, which was layered with a variety of things, including a recent portrait of his eldest daughter painted by an artist passing through town. John would never have permitted Electa to sit in an unknown room with an unknown man and yet she had made the decision and gone off on her own during the Easter school break, proclaiming that it was a gift to him, so that he could not complain.

         Next to the portrait, a saucer held straightened nails. There was a book of cookery made by his half-sister Mary in her youth. She must have been about twelve at the time and such a trial to her stepmother, Ruth, because the two were actually close in age and Mary had profited nicely from her mother’s polished ways. Then she had fallen in love with the son of Frederick Jones, the town’s founder, and he had run off to the war in Canada without saying goodbye. Ran off with Isaac, the third brother. Never came back. Without slaves, Daniel had needed the help of a willing son, old enough to work and think and take direction, and John was too young. So it was all given over to Benjamin. John reached up now and took the cookery book down from the dusty mantel. It had girlish drawings of kettles and spoons and baking pans and described the manufacture of corn pudding and the pecan biscuits they had loved as hungry children. There was a dried snakeskin on the mantel too, another remnant of their childhood, and John thought of his father saving it. Was the old man sentimental? Or was it Ruth? She might have saved anything found or invented by her stepson. There was that jar Benjamin had fashioned one day by the creek and then baked on a fire he’d made by himself. Now John took the small key out of that jar, reaching in without looking because he knew its feel, and he went slowly to the foot of his father’s bed. Daniel had been buried twelve months before and surely a son must emerge from the bones of his father. A son must emerge and gather the dirt in his hands and build his hut and may it become a village, a town, a country. May it become a future if he has the courage to survey the past. My hut, thought John, such as it is, and nothing else left to me by the man whose second and unloved wife was Ruth Boyd. He turned the key in the lock and felt the contents with his right hand while he held up the lid with his left and he picked out a folded piece of paper he had read several times over the past few weeks. Dear Papa: it was dated 1816. We are safly on the east side of the most wondrus of any cascade on this earth. East in this case means North, Papa, and that means we are Safe. (there is a mill on this river that excedes anything you might emagine.) The river takes its rise at Lake Erie which you once showd to me on a colord map. I would tell you of our crossing but I was stuck under canvas so I onlie heard the cataract although was wet throoh and I canot think our Creator would punish us after such trials on the road as we had with the motherless babe. We were dashed by the spray but there are two Falls the water almost Emeralde on the far side and there is a gap I would not enter on any dare. (rememeber Benjamin dared me to cross our creek when it was high?) Then we were met by Friends, Papa. Quakers. They are the last station of the railroad as it is known here. Allways Yours

         John knew that Mary had run away with her sister’s baby on the night Jemima had died in childbed, shunned by her family because she had lived unmarried with Rafe Fox. Mary had stolen the baby to hide her from the eyes of the local residents. But shouldn’t Daniel have told the family that Mary and the baby were safe? Neither of them was ever mentioned again. Not once over the many years since Mary had disappeared had her whereabouts been discussed. It was a local scandal. Rafe Fox went mad with rage and made every effort to find the two slaves who’d run off with Mary. Bett had run off and so had her young son, Bry, who was later brought back. John stared at the letter. In small towns, disappearances are not forgotten. Speculation was endless. Mama Bett had provided medicines to people in Jonesville for many years. She and Mary had worked as a healing team. John was rummaging in the trunk again. I wonder if you, dear Papa, should not take up the employment of sugering? Here the season is one long festival, especially among the indins who mack suger when the hunt is compleat. (most of the work done by the women I should say.) What I lick best are the flowers growing in the Ontario woods. Day lilies the Turk’s Cap We are favorud by clear sky even in coldest winter. John rubbed at his eyes and began to indulge in the anger that was habitual to him when he did not take pleasure in facts. His father had betrayed all of them by keeping these matters secret. And at what cost? How hard it had been to work against a growing sense of family oddity. Perhaps I chose my ministry, he thought, in order to placate our wary community. It was my job to keep them busy with Christian thought and prayer. He slammed down the lid of the trunk, which was full of more letters from a half-sister he could clearly remember. He had been fourteen years old when she ran away.
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         Sore from his beating, promising himself that he would never eat breakfast again as long as his father presided at table, Martin went off the next morning with his brother and their father’s gun.

         Patton had chided him: You’re never any use, boy. Let’s get Mama a buck.

         Off season, said Martin. We can’t.

         But Patton carried the forbidden gun across his shoulder, caring nothing for rules. Patton had a great spirit, an enviable spirit, and Martin looked up to him even as he led his little brother through the fields and into the woods until they came right up close to Rafe Fox’s dreary farm that sat in the middle of the Dickinson property with only a narrow right-of-way to the outside world. It was the family victory. Benjamin had surrounded Rafe Fox by purchasing all the land that abutted his. Which made it all the more interesting to Patton, who lectured Martin as they walked along Rafe’s fence line. One shot has to do it. That’s all the time we have. Aim for the head.

         I thought we wanted a buck. You can’t shoot a cow.

         Just you watch me.

         Patton, I already got a beatin.

         That was for yesterday’s sin. You are what now? Thirteen? Almost? Years and years older than yesterday. And you have a father with no love for sport, which leaves me the job of tutoring scared-of-his-shadow you, little Marty boy.

         I’m not scared. Martin so wanted to be his brother, to somehow fit into his skin. He said: But let’s stay on our own side, okay?

         You are such a jackass.

         Keeping to the trees, the boys walked until they found a place rough enough to give them foothold. Then it was up and over the fence. Nineteen-year-old Patton was known for his stride; he was known for his laugh and for his Virginia courtesy. He was never awkward, never fell down unless he had too much brandy. He was one to lift his hat, bow from the waist, and speak to ladies most politely, and now Martin was at the mercy of this older brother on the unholy land of Rafe Fox. Old Rafe, old Rafe, beyond compare, gelded a boy and made him a mare. It was a rhyme never said except at school by boys who smoked and cussed. Still, the phrase was there in Martin’s mind as he followed Patton on the wrong side of the fence. Gelded a boy. Gelded a boy. Over and over it went in his mind. His thoughts were jumping, his throat closed tight. Rafe Fox was the devil incarnate, according to their pa and Uncle Benjamin, but Patton was forever hunting, trapping, meeting the local daughters with a flask of brandy and forgetting to respect any boundary. Devil or not, Patton had a bottle in his pocket and Martin could hear it rattle and clank against loose coins. He kept a worried eye on the pocket because if Patton drank and then fell asleep in this field, he would have to know what to say back home come suppertime. She’s all yours, little brother, Patton coaxed, pointing to a brown milch cow nibbling on a tuft of grass.

         We are off our land, Martin noted with his small voice, but he was diverted by a strange-looking toad that he stopped to touch with his thumb and the cow moved along amiably. He tried not to think about Rafe Fox, who might come after them with his gelding knife. Patton had found a screen of prickly laurel and was hissing at Martin to come over to it fast. Get on over here! Hell, boy! Duck down and shut your mouth. And when Martin pointed at the bottle sticking out of Patton’s pocket, he heard a growl that seemed to come out of his brother, a deep, angry throat sound, and he ducked his head as he had been told to do but raised it again in time to see his brother lift the gun. No! Please! Martin whispered. No. Because they were in a trench behind the laurel screen on Rafe’s private land and it was a wild, angry noise above them that made Martin’s skin prickle and the hairs on his neck lift up. It was a growl that he had heard only once before in his whole life, and now it came from a large black bear high up in a tree some few yards off and the bear was climbing, paw over paw, stroke by stroke through branches shedding their needles and growing new ones on that bright spring day. She was climbing to get to her cub and Martin’s protest went entirely unheard under the sharp, resounding crack of the gun, that clarifying sound that shattered the bright green world as Martin watched the big bear fall backward, rolling slowly in the empty air, her mouth tearing open, her legs paddling, and her eyes focused on the tree where her cub was clinging to the trunk, not much bigger than a puppy, all arms and legs, and Martin grabbed the gun by the burning barrel and shoved it hard at his brother’s chest. Then he ran at the tree and leapt up to reach the cub’s furry legs, the claws so sharp they tore at his hands, which were already torn by the laurel bush. Was there another shot? Was Patton shooting at him? Martin zigged through snapping trees with the small burden tight in his arms as out of the bush from nowhere, a man stepped solid and hard in front of him and grabbed his arm. Just hold on, the man said. Let’s see if it’s hurt. Hold still. It was the stranger with the feathered hat, the wanderer in search of birds. He seemed larger now than he was the day before and he gripped Martin’s shoulders. She has claws, he said. Be careful. She’ll need milk. I’ll come back to the house with you. Speak to your father.

         Martin’s breathing was shallow, old and new tears streamed down his face, and he rubbed at the tears with his bleeding hands. He looked up at the man and was obedient, holding tight to the bear cub, feeling the fear in her panting. Got to climb the fence, he said.

         No, there’s a gate. And it opens. You might have tried knocking. It’s considered polite. The birdman tousled Martin’s hair. Wipe your face. You’ll scare your poor mother to death.

         Martin wondered about Patton. Was he hiding? Maybe he didn’t even care.

         Their walking was tangled by things underfoot, but Martin could almost keep up with the stranger, who opened the gate and closed it behind them, and whose stride was direct while the weight of the bear in Martin’s sore arms seemed to increase with every step.

         At the house they went first to the kitchen, where Clotilde reached out to feel the bear’s furry head. That’s a comfort, she said. I’ll warm up some milk. Clotilde had been in the kitchen forever. She had a bottle used for orphan lambs and she might have settled the cub on her lap but Martin said: She’s afeared just now, and he sat on the kitchen stool and put the rubber nipple into the groping toothy mouth while Ross stood watching and Clotilde went about her work.

         When they left the kitchen, which was separate from the house in the Virginia way, Martin led Ross through a garden planted with stakes and lattices for peas and beans. My father’s garden, said Martin. There were already squash vines, onion sprouts, and peas. But all around this feeding garden was an acre or more of flowers planted for color and shape. My mother’s garden, Martin explained, and Ross saw peonies and early roses, a trellis of wisteria, and he recognized the symptoms of a woman’s wish for beauty over necessity. He was taken by the Japanese magnolias, which were white and pink and a dull color in between. He thought such a garden would make anyone kind.

         Through the door and into the dining room, the preacher sat alone at an oblong table drinking black coffee from a saucer that had belonged to Ruth Boyd. When John looked up it was to see a stranger in the doorway with an arm around young Martin, who had not come to breakfast and who seemed to be holding something tucked inside his shirt. Martin’s face was blotted with streaks of blood. He was breathing hard.

         Father, this is Mister—

         Doctor Ross. I’m Doctor Ross. The birdwatching abolitionist put out his hand.

         John half rose, still focused on his boy, but he glanced at the lump of bear.

         Your son rescued it when the mother was shot by some rascal in the woods. Ross smiled to show his goodwill and took off his feathered hat and held it in the crook of his arm and smiled again, shifting uneasily.

         John stood then, son of small orphan Ruth Boyd, stretching for height. He had been taking his second coffee of the morning and considering economies. His hair, which was fair enough, was clipped from the forehead halfway back to the crown but the rest fell lank to his shoulders in the way of the Methodist ministers. The hairstyle was a kind of uniform and he saw that Ross was noticing, which meant he was unreligious and John found that he felt unwelcoming. Who was this man fastened to his son? He stared at the field glasses Ross wore as if they might contain portents, and Ross lifted the strap over his shoulder and held the big glasses out. Made by an Italian, he said respectfully. It’s a new way of carrying distant images to the eye. He took off his bag then and kicked it to the wall, still clutching his hat with an elbow. I am here in your county to study birds. Well. And it’s a pleasant task, pleasant enough, although, he added, while Herr Goethe said the senses do not deceive, I sometimes think we see what we want to see.

         John nodded vaguely. The glasses were heavy and as he put them up to his face, Ross said: A bird is a league away and each feather is detailed. It could be inches. But there is more to it than that. Adjust the focus and it is possible to feel close to a subject who has no suspicion of your interest. Spin this here, this brass ring, Ross said. Try closing one eye and work it that way. We want the bird to be one thing or the other. We want to classify. I’m in pursuit of the loggerhead shrike, which should be migrating north about now.

         Minister of the Lord and wary of science, John looked through the field glasses and wondered that time could be so wasted. He reminded himself that he had once brought home a cotton gin from Baltimore and that object was the result of someone’s pursuit of knowledge and it had made the Dickinsons wealthy. But was this not the demand of the land? Did it not demand to be useful, John wondered, as he held the glasses to his face, seeing nothing. Of what possible use was the study of migrating birds? John did not like jokes, especially when they were at his expense. His own economic research had been interrupted and now he had a stranger to contend with in his dining room. He handed the glasses back and told Martin to take the cub back to the woods where it belonged. He told Ross he might look for loggerhead shrike on the Dickinson land if he did so with all due care. All but one field belongs to my brother, he explained, but I manage all of it. John enjoyed that claim of authority over the soil he and his brother and father and sons and nephews had tended. He turned then to see his wife coming swiftly toward them with a bowl of cut flowers for the table. They were daisies and roses, an unlikely mixture, but Lavina put them down and went quickly across the room to examine the bear.

         John looked up at his wife. This is another black mark on Patton, Mother. I did not give permission to use my gun. He made a curl of his mouth to show his displeasure and to show that he would take things in hand. He would threaten to send his eldest son away, to prove his point. Lavina relied on his authority. One more mistake and you are on your own, he would say in her hearing. Out west, where you can work off your sins, is where you’ll go. It usually worked to calm Patton down for a week or so. John spoke calmly now, introducing the birdwatcher as the one who had come upon the murderous scene, and said: I’ve told Martin to take it back to the woods.

         But it isn’t weaned!

         John opened both hands in a gesture of forbearance: Listen to the sentiment of women, Doctor.

         Ross tilted his head, male to male, showing that he understood. Although perhaps your boy has a rare opportunity here, he said gently, angling his gaze at the preacher while he took the cub out of Martin’s arms and laughed when she pushed up to suck at his ear. Wouldn’t that be something for the history books, raising a bear? To train? And a good way to keep a boy occupied in the summer months.

         John stood by his chair. He wondered what the birdwatcher would find in the fields that he himself might not notice. If the senses do not deceive, were his less competent? He thought of the land that stretched out around them. He stood wavering. He considered and made a decision that would change everything in their lives. The bear could recover in the barn.

         Build a closed stall, coached Lavina. Warm and dark. Lots of milk.

         John grimaced, but he invited the birdwatcher back. For supper, if you don’t mind, Mother. He then regarded their guest, who would see birds, yes, but who would also see oats and flax already seeded, and cotton, which is delicate and tiresome and unknown in the north. He would see timothy grass and clover cut by scythe and gathered by rake. Such sights had no need of an Italian device. Such sights were God-given to the eye and gratitude must be enjoined. Blessings abounding, now that he thought of it, blessings upon us endlessly. In the orchard there were blooming pear trees, plums and apples. Birds, too, taking off for someplace else. He would ask Lavina to put her good plates on the table since she had so little chance to enjoy them. There would be the light of more than sufficient tallow candles and he would lean back in his chair and speak of the natural world that surrounded them since he was born of this piece of earth and its sap ran in his veins.
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