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         A LOFTY DESTINY FOR THE HUMAN RACE.—A clergyman at Milford, Massachusetts, called the Rev. E. S. Best, has published a sermon in one of the Boston papers in which occurs the following paragraph:—“This blending of the two races (Caucasian and African) by amalgamation is just what is needed for the perfection of both. * * You will then have the highest, noblest, and most God-like species of humanity. Such a race will constitute the real people of America. Here the human race will reach its loftiest destiny, and this nation become the glory of all lands; the place which, above all others, shall most resemble heaven, and be nearest to it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            One

         

         THE BEARDED LADIES WERE dancing in the mud. Outsized country feet that just wouldn’t keep still, strutting and reeling all along that slippery stretch of flooded road. Yellow paste clung to the hems of their gowns, flecked sunburnt arms and whiskery cheeks, collected in thick earthen coins upon the lacy ruffles of their modest chests like a hero’s worth of medals artlessly arranged. A cold rain fell and continued to fall over the lost hills, the yet smoking fields, the rude, misshapen trees where light—vague and uncertain—struggled to furnish the day with the grainy quality of a fogged daguerreotype. And at the center of this dripping stillness these loud animated women without origin or explanation, refugees from a traveling circus perhaps, abandoned out of forgetfulness or deceit or simple spite, the improvised conclusion to some sorry affair of outrage and betrayal, and as they danced, they sang and reveled in the rain, porcelain pitchers of ripe applejack passing freely from hand to unwashed hand, the echo of their song sounding harshly across that desolate country:

         
            Soupy, soupy, soupy, without any bean

            Porky, porky, porky, without any lean

            Coffee, coffee, coffee, without any cream

         

         On a rise back of the road stood a tall white frame house with long white curtains flung twisted and sodden from the open windows. A solitary blackbird perched atop the brick chimney, its beaded prismatic head jerking mechanically about. Several emaciated hogs rooted with audible vigor among the stumps of broken furniture, the puddles of bright clothing littering the trampled yard. From out the shadowed doorway flew an enameled jewelry box, bouncing once, twice, and off into the weeds. Followed quickly by an English plate, a soiled pair of ripped pantaloons, a clanging case clock, an oval looking glass that vanished upon an upended table leg in a burst of twinkling confetti—the house methodically emptying itself out. A pregnant sow shifted its spotted flanks, then resumed gnawing at the gilded frame of a painting in the grand style of Washington and Cornwallis at Yorktown. A bearded lady appeared at the door bearing before her a magnificent rosewood chair, the ruby red brocade of its seat and arms mounting up in lurid flame. The hurled chair landed upright in the mud where it continued to burn, to reduce itself to skeletal blackness, to pure idea. The bearded lady watched, haloed in the fires now leaping madly behind her. Curds of gray smoke were crowding out from under the cedar shakes. The house began to make a great whooshing sound. Flakes of wet ash blew down out of an opal sky.

         The figure was already running when the bearded ladies glimpsed it, rushing slantwise down the clay slope as if materialized in midstride out of some adjacent realm of unendurable horror and perpetual flight.

         “It’s a nigger!” cried one of the ladies.

         She was young and barefoot and clothed in woolen rags. The clear terror in her touched even them standing there astounded for once in their ruined fashions and waterlogged boots. They watched agape this sudden apparition go bounding up the road like a wild hare and as the size of her steadily diminished in the misting distance an unaccountable rage grew large among them. Without word or gesture they moved off as one in raucous pursuit. It was a remarkable sight. Splashing and howling, jostling for position like whipped racing ponies, all bobbing beards and bonnets, stumbling on petticoats, sliding belly down into the mire, they presented a spectacle of hermaphroditic frenzy such as few could imagine. In a moment they were strung out wheezing in the muck. All but one. Audacious in a poke bonnet and bombazine dress, she rapidly outdistanced the rest, she hounded her quarry, she ran like a mother possessed, in a fit of chastisement, hard on the heels of an impudent daughter. Over the near hill and down, up the far hill and gone.

         When at last the others found them, they were fallen and half-buried in the melting loam of an eroded embankment, their partially clad bodies so slathered with mud as to be almost unrecognizable, ill-formed creatures who had failed some evolutionary test. The bearded lady was settled in between the girl’s thin bare shanks and well into her work, the bonnet wadded fiercely into the girl’s bleeding mouth, a crude brand of the letter D gleaming on the lady’s exposed cheek. The girl’s eyes were closed. She might have been unconscious. The stragglers stood about in an uneasy huddle, turning to study now and again the dreary emptiness of the road, the earth, the sky, waiting like patient cattle in the rain, the tattered remnants of contemporary finery hiked to their armpits, buttons undone on the filthy breeches beneath, waiting politely in turn, their pink manhood carelessly exposed. Someone belched; another laughed. Soon the last of the pale light would draw off into the pine hills, shielding from hostile eyes the occupations of these costumed shapes in a starless obscurity, in the cloaked freedom of the night.

         There was a gorilla in the White House and a long-tailed mulatto presiding over the Senate chamber and the dreams of the Republic were dark and troubling.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         HE WAS BORN IN the fall of the time at the end of time. The signs were plain for all with an eye to read: the noonday passage the previous spring of a great comet—“the marvel of the age!”—the swift echelons of croaking blackbirds flocking north for the winter, the collapse of the revival tent up in Rochester where, miraculously, not a single soul was harmed. Cows walked backward through the meadows; well water turned overnight into vinegar. Surely the advent of eternity was at hand. The vine was about to be reaped.

         At dusk on the evening of October 22, 1844 (the date determined by the divine computations of an ex-sheriff and self-taught biblical scholar), the ascension-robed faithful gathered anxiously in churches and meetinghouses, along rooftops, the branches of trees and out upon high desolate hillsides—the nearer to glory—hymns and prayers keeping them through the final chill hours of that long last day until, instead of the Bridegroom, there appeared in the eastern sky the tentative kindling of just another dawn, proof that, for now, time would have no end, the body no release, and outside Delphi, New York, the disappointed crowd, waistcoat watches ticking steadfastly on, descended the knoll out of Briarwood Cemetery past the leafless, unscorched elms, the cold, unharrowed graves and into the welcoming arms of no company of saints but a taunting, unredeemed mob from town brandishing brickbats and stones.

         So the trials of America were not to be so speedily concluded. Hours more must be drowned in sin, the sun darkened to a seal of pitch, before God would deliver this errant nation from the wickedness of history.

         Nine days later Liberty Fish was born.

         His mother, Roxana, did not expect to survive the occasion, the birthing chair having served all too often as a makeshift gallows for women of the family, carrying off Grammy Bibb, several faceless cousins, a favorite aunt with dimples deep enough for planting and her eldest sister, Aurore, the blonde darling of Stono County, who stoically kneaded at her bedclothes for three frightful days before producing a male nonesuch that Father hastily wrapped in red flannel and buried in an unmarked hole behind the smokehouse on the morning she died, crying out at the end in a mystic guttural tongue none understood or recognized. Passage to that Good Land seemed to be neither fair nor fleet. The moment Roxana realized she was growing a baby she understood immediately what she must do: prepare herself like a warrior on the eve of battle. She had read The Iliad in the original Greek at the age of sixteen; she knew what was required.

         The annunciatory instant, as clear to her now as present vision, occurred as she stood defiantly in the pulpit of the Pleasance Street Methodist Church in Utica, struggling to lift her modest voice above the clanging, the braying, the whistling, the clapping of the protesting horde outside. She had just finished reciting the Declaration of Independence—amazing the ardor those few simple words could still arouse almost seventy years later—when a boyish, moon-faced man in a rusty black coat climbed atop a pew and, shouting above the clamor of fists drumming angrily upon the walls, inquired of Roxana whether he could approach and feel her chin for evidence of a beard. A dozen men rose in outraged objection, and as Roxana waited patiently for the commotion to subside—a small, still figure at the eye of her nation’s storm—she felt an unmistakable flutter of ghostly delicacy, a kind of spiritual hiccough, pass hastily through her frame, and at once she knew: a skull had begun to swell between her hips.

         “Nonsense,” declared her sister-in-law, Aroline. “No one’s departing this household just yet, as long as I have any say in the matter.”

         “But I want this child,” Roxana said in her soft drawl that always struck Aroline’s northern ears as the sound a cloud might make if it could talk.

         “And so you shall, my dear, and many more besides.”

         The thought depleted Roxana. Did she truly want even this one? She fell into a prolonged and uncharacteristic period of distraction. Days came and went, but she was no longer a passenger. The most trivial tasks eluded her. The careless placement of a spoon or cup on the kitchen table, a particular patch of sunstruck wallpaper, acquired a mesmeric fascination. She could lose herself for hours (and go she knew not where) in the view from her bedroom window, the barren hills lying motionless in the bleak February light like a corpse sprawled on its side. A single spider dangling on a single thread from a peeling porch beam was the saddest sight in the world. She kept misplacing her heavy ring of house keys. The pauses in her evening conversations with Aroline grew so lengthy she’d forget she was even speaking to anyone. At night, during those rare intervals when sleep actually came, she’d persist in dreaming that she was awake and rise in the morning achy and exhausted, a dark and haunted look hovering prominently about her solemn brown eyes.

         Aroline did what Aroline did best: she worried. She left copies of The Journal of Health and Longevity or The Cold Water Journal or any of the sundry ultraist periodicals she subscribed to lying strategically around the house, pages opened to pertinent passages. Ever fashion’s weather vane, she had already sampled a full course of the latest faiths, philosophies and fads, including vegetarianism, hydrotherapy, phrenology, perfectionism and harmonialism. She had been among the expectant number huddled atop the cemetery knoll, her presence testifying at least to the possibility, if not the hope, that the prophet’s words were more than mere animal sounds but actual reverberations of gospel thunder, just as she was convinced there were embers of revealed truth in every belief fervently held. Fervency was the key, the sign incontrovertible of spirit leaking in through the cracks of this darkling world.

         Roxana ignored the magazines, left the room at any mention of Grahamizing her diet and, despite Aroline’s pleas, refused to consult a doctor, seeing no reason for outside advice on a matter women had been handling quite well on their own since Eve birthed Cain. Her attention was wholly bent on registering the most minute operations of her Internal Monitor, a phantom elusiveness that communicated at confoundingly irregular intervals through either a sort of coded rapping upon the walls of her soul or, more directly, in an actual voice, never her own, a child’s urgent whisper, so thin at times as to be practically inaudible. Such messages that she did receive—however obscure, paradoxical or contradictory—had always proven to be reliable governors through life’s terrible riddle. So it was clearly disquieting to suffer her faithful Monitor behaving like an inept, even outright fraudulent, fortune-teller. Giddily, it swung first one way, then the other, as if her heart were the dead pendulum weight of a great faceless clock. The chords of her desires seemed far, far out of reach, and she felt hopeless, lost, utterly alone. The sun was an egg, the moon a bone, and she couldn’t rid her mind of the singsong facts of that obvious perception. Such straw her head was stuffed with. But then, inexplicably, the color of her mood would flare into an afternoon’s, sometimes a whole day’s, conviction of supreme imperishability. Every significant event of her life, of everybody’s life, was bathed in the hard liberating light of inevitability, and backward through the dark confusions of her past was opened a route to those charmed moments when absolute rightness descended like grace, the radiance she had migrated beneath after turning her back on hearth and home and, like the distraught heroine of an Old World romance, fleeing the gates of Redemption Hall forever, or the exaltation of her first galvanic glimpse of the young Thatcher amid the marble and potted palms of the Congress Hotel in Saratoga Springs, the nimbus crowning his head savage as hellfire. But then, as abruptly as a wind-extinguished candle, the sovereign light would go out and the night rush in, attended by a whole motley zoo of familiars—chattering doubt, thumping care, heckling vexation—and thought was an anarchy of remains in a moldering tomb.

         When Thatcher returned, several months overdue, from his latest provocative circuit of western churches, he found his wife out back, coatless in the bitter air, unmittened fingers clutching the wooden rim of the well, her boyish body angled out precariously over the hole as if she were searching for something precious she had dropped. Her face was blotched and wet and he was surprised—he had never seen her cry before. When he took her in his arms, she began to tremble.

         “My life is over,” she sobbed. Around them the frozen trees swayed and creaked like giant chandeliers caught in a draft. Tinkling crystals of ice plopped without cease onto the thick carpet of snow.

         “No, no,” said Thatcher, his own voice a stranger’s to his ear. “No.” He had no idea what she was talking about and didn’t know what to do but keep patting her mechanically on her quavering back, his uncertain hand running up and down the hard china knobs of her spine.

         When Roxana finally dared to look up at her husband, her expression emptied of all defenses, she gasped, reaching out to touch the monstrous swelling around his half-closed eye where the skin bulged with organic color normally kept from view.

         “It’s nothing,” Thatcher said, brushing her hand away. “The mark of Christian love. Tell me what’s happened here.”

         So she did, and the very words themselves, spoken out loud at last to the one person they’d always been silently directed toward, settled like ballast deep inside her. “And I keep thinking,” she concluded, in a surprisingly firm voice, “of all those babies who need me.” She could see them, too, infinite acres of squalling infants, manacled each to each, horrible in number, every fresh tiny mind merely another receptacle of sufficient dimension to contain entire the whole of the world’s pain, the chorus of their shrieks and wails rising like incense unto the stone nostrils of the father whose true features were perpetually obscured by the human mask of God.

         Thatcher smiled. “This is wonderful news. But our child will need you as well.”

         “Yes,” she agreed, and the look she gave him quivered for a moment and then broke, and there were tears on her face again. She was terrified of failing, of loosening her grip for even an instant on the file she had wielded for so many years, her heart’s herald, the friction of her eloquence, rasping away in the gloom at the chain that bound up the land.

         Thatcher hugged his wife tightly to his chest. “I doubt,” he said, “that the country will begrudge you the time spent caring for your own.”

         “Is this pride?” she asked suddenly, pushing herself away, anxiously searching the mystery of his eyes. “Is this pride I am suffering from?”

         A wind came up in a wild rushing from the valley floor, driving before it a hard, dry flurry, flakes as coarse as sand, stinging their cheeks, hissing across the sugary crust of fallen snow where the forked tracks of nameless birds and rodents traced a mad, illegible script.

         “You are the least proud creature that I know,” said Thatcher, taking her icy hand. “Come now, let’s get back inside. You have to start taking better care of yourself. There’s a needy visitor coming to our life.”

         They moved off, arm in arm, toward the tall stone house where from behind the curtains of an upstairs window watched the shadowy figure of Aroline, and the monotone sky moved over their bowed heads in a single seamless sheet of dunnest gray.

         So, warily, with Thatcher at her side, Roxana settled into the facts of her condition. And as if to prove to herself that nothing had changed, nothing ever need change, she rediscovered the iron in her soul and, shamelessly exploiting her burgeoning belly as both shield and goad, ventured back out onto the lecture circuit, a leather fire bucket at her feet, delivering through the iridescent scrim of passing nausea a milky denunciation of the American Constitution. But the yeasty tide sweeping through her was undeniable, and as the shape of her body quickened and swelled so, too, did the shape of the world until both, strangely congruous, loomed large, unwieldy, insolently expectant. In other humors, however, she was attended by the notion that her being had been overmastered by a species of machine, the ruthless cogs and wheels of Nature inflexible, to which she must submit or risk prolonged breakage on the teeth of the mechanism.

         One long unpleasant night Roxana passed under the shade of a terrible dream: the dreaded birth, pronounced a whacking success by the crush of obscure relatives and anonymous friends milling mindlessly about the bloodied bed, had come and quit with less fuss than a spring shower. The peril was past that she had, unaccountably, survived, and nestled in her arms lay the issue of all her anxiety: an infant well-formed and healthy and male and quite black—the latter trait gone strangely unremarked by all save Roxana, who had lately been seized by a nameless foreboding. She couldn’t sleep, she couldn’t unbend, her skin all full of furry spiders. In a panic, she stole her child and fled out into the countryside, past pasture and pond, down dark roads into darker woods. She ran and ran until her legs failed, and on the bank of a clear-rushing stream she placed the baby in a conveniently abandoned canoe and pushed it free of the mud on a journey to a far better shore.

         She awoke with sweat on her brow and a trembling in her limbs, staring at the gray rectangle of her bedroom window until grayness dissolved in the slow, liquid light of dawn. She slept fitfully for weeks afterward, afraid of the places her dreams might carry her.

         Then, one perfectly ordinary day, without fanfare or gonfalon, the great thing simply commenced. She was alone in the house at the time—Thatcher off on another hazardous mission across the Ohio, Aroline gone to town shopping—and she had been feeling slightly “vague” (there was no more precise word for it) since arising, a sensation she habitually associated with just being alive, when abstraction resolved itself into a pang, then another, and another, and she knew the contest had begun. She went out onto the porch and sat in the rocker watching the solid, solid hills and the bright autumnal sky. She was still sitting there waiting for whatever was to happen when Aroline, nose mask tied firmly across her face (a practical precaution she indulged whenever a nip entered the air), returned in the trap with a basketful of morally sanctioned supplies from the Requited Labor Grocery and Dry Goods Store and breathless news of the Grand Rally for Polk that had transformed their drowsy town square into a reveler’s midway, the normal day’s routine being apparently suspended for the duration. A Brass Band! Military Procession! Oratory and Cannonades! Oysters and Ices! Roman Candles at Eight! Then Aroline noticed what was written on Roxana’s face and, recognizing the text at a glance, immediately hustled her protesting sister-in-law up to bed where she ordered her to remain while Aroline went off in search of a reliable physician.

         Two agonizing hours later, reliability presented itself in the disheveled person of Dr. Timothy Margrave, a small, narrow, agitated man with big, hairy ears and a disconcertingly blank gaze typically centered on a point several feet behind the head being addressed. He was wearing a frayed, ill-fitting coat speckled fore and aft with whitish stains of indeterminate origin. If his manner seemed lacking even its usual gruff charm, he hastened to inform the women, it was due to his having been called away from treating a considerable wound to Mayor Twiggs’s backside in order to observe a rather common labor. His Honor had just concluded a rousing stemwinder on behalf of the Democratic candidate for the presidency (“this loyal ‘Napoleon of the Stump,’ this fighting champion of independence, this patriotic foe of all foreign powers who would oppose our Union’s triumphant march toward its divine destiny”) and was basking in the cheers and applause, trying to collect his own breath, when a black-and-white mongrel no one in the crowd would claim ran up out of nowhere and planted a sharp set of little teeth into the invitingly ample seat of the mayoral pants. Town wags remarked that the animal must have been a Clay raccoon.

         The doctor called for a sheet which he carelessly draped over Roxana’s recoiling body and, studiously averting his eyes, proceeded, with cold, rough hands, to examine her “down there.” Roxana stared at the molded plaster scallops on the ceiling and imagined herself up on the auction block, proud features washed and greased, enduring inspection by strange male fingers whose right to probe the very orifices of your flesh was sanctioned by law and blessed by the church. Dr. Margrave removed his arms from beneath the covering, announced that the business was progressing nicely and, clapping beaver to head, unceremoniously took his leave. He feared complications in the delicate case of that executive posterior.

         The door had no sooner clicked shut than Roxana had sat bolt upright, torn the sheet from her body and flung the offending wad of linen into her sister-in-law’s stoical face. Then, leaning from her bolstered bed, she let fly a healthy gob of spittle onto the exact spot where the good doctor had stood, declaring that should another medical man dare set foot in this house ever again she would personally stick him in the ass with his own catlin. Without a word of rebuke, Aroline rushed over to wipe up the floor with a lavender-scented handkerchief, few surprises left for her in Roxana’s bag of tricks. My mother did this, Roxana declared fiercely to herself. She did it eight times. I can do it once. Trying not to dwell on such particulars as the roomful of family, neighbors, servants—women all—ministering to each of her mother’s deliveries, fetching water, massaging limbs, diverting her mind with gossip, while she (Roxana) would be forced to abide her maiden labor alone but for a scatterbrained spinster whose notion of nonpareil care was a cold compress and an electromagnetic machine.

         On the wall opposite the bed hung a framed lithograph of the Water Witch, a full-rigged, canvas-bellied clipper ship heeling majestically before the wind (another of Thatcher’s divers fancies that he might, upon awakening, gaze dreamily from his pillow for a jeweled moment or two upon a reminder of realms the mind could populate to suit its occasional need for motion, space, unfettered light). A beveled tower of rounded sail and triangular line, the ship bore down upon the viewer like a charging elephant. From atop successively elevated peaks of pain and fearing the ranges yet to come, Roxana concentrated on the deceptively clean proportions of this picture, the geometry of rope alone offering numerous focal points within which consciousness might vanish, as the entire room moved and the air bloomed and the halyards sang and the pennants popped and the timbers groaned from truck to keel, amidships the atmosphere a virtual soup of noxious vapors (of garbage, feces, tar and mold), the dayworld present, when at all, in a slender pole of piercingly bright light that shifted about playfully from an opportune knothole in the planks overhead, as if wielded by some mischievous fellow up top attempting to torment further this wretched company of prostrate gentlemen, unkempt wives of the once and future variety, and a dozen or so weepy indentured servants with a random touch of his magic healing wand. Too late for sister Rosetta, already gone over, in Paradise ahead of the rest, the wasted body she’d left behind attractive bait for ship rats big as terriers that grew bolder by the hour. Her own strength failing, she didn’t know how much longer she could keep the vermin at bay. (Roxana realizing only now that this alien life she found herself occupying with such morbid intensity was, in fact, that of Great-grandmother May, braving Atlantic chop and the parlous unknown for one final turn of Fortune’s wheel.) Her lips were cracked, her throat swollen, her stomach unmoored, the water in the drinking casks having long since turned foul, strung now with intricate webs of a white sticky matter too horrid to contemplate, let alone swallow, while under her, now and forever, the lift and pull of the sea shuddering through the hull ancient as time, the force of God’s terrible hands moving mercilessly upon your body, and a voice cried out America! and, despite the captain’s injunctions against passengers above decks, all who were able rushed up to the rail to behold the dim horizon line slowly spread and thicken into a vernal ache of purest wonder.

         “It’s a boy,” Aroline declared flatly, thrusting into dramatic view a wailing, wriggling, shimmery thing of mottled red and blue that Roxana recognized instantly as a glistening piece of her own heart.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

         

         LIBERTY WAS ALWAYS AFRAID of the dark. Even as a young man he required the company of an attentive flame standing watch over his bedded self because the night, he had come to know, was populated by a host of ravening forms and the fear of being plucked, stolen away physically, even spiritually, from the familiar, from the family itself, remained a sentiment not easily outgrown.

         “Born with an anxious make,” pronounced Aunt Aroline, “like all the Fishes—and no, don’t for an instant suspect I am excluding myself from such a judgement.”

         It was a mother’s tender stratagem that first coaxed the reluctant boy from the trundle bed at the foot of his parents’ high poster and up the narrow complaining stairs to the snuggly roost prepared for him under the sloping rafters.

         “This is the tower,” Roxana explained, in her best maternal voice, “of a great castle. And this”—she gestured rather airily about the truncated space in which they stood like museum visitors side by side, mother and son—“is the hidden keep where the prince resides until the fateful day he is called upon to become king.”

         Liberty was skeptical; such a drab cubbyhole seemed, even to his untutored eye, to exhibit more of the characteristics of a prison cell than those of a richly appointed chamber for nobility. Roxana pressed a hand gently into the feathered ticking until it sank from view, demonstrating the sumptuous nocturnal pleasures awaiting a royal heir. She flung open the window, admitting the clemency of spring, its sweet pastoral breath, and the nervous twitter and rustle of sparrows on the roof. Liberty wheeled abruptly about and marched disdainfully from the room.

         His inaugural night alone in the place, bound in a darkness so complete he might as well have been blind, he bawled inconsolably at such length and with such force he periodically lost his wind in prolonged fits of horrible gasping exaggerated only slightly for the benefit of any listening parental ears. Then, well past the death of all hope, the stairs awakened into their distinctive squeak, I’m coming, I’m coming, and the door suddenly swung open upon the forbidding specter of his father, splashed from the waist up in a wild fearful light that played eerily across his chest and cast the fond features of the paternal face into an inhuman mask of malign relief. Cupped in Thatcher’s enormous hands like a transparent chalice of fire was a half-filled tumbler of water topped by a layer of whale oil upon whose trembling surface floated a cork disk, its perforated center containing a lighted wick that dangled down into the clear liquid like an undulating worm. Placing this improvised night lamp on a deal table beyond the range of Liberty’s arm, Thatcher settled on the edge of the bed, took his son’s warm, damp hand in his own and waited patiently for the boy’s heaving body to subside. Then he asked, kindly, “Are you finished?” Liberty nodded. Unable to confront his father’s gaze, the boy studied the seemingly autonomous motions of his own fingers, writhing and rubbing endlessly one against the other.

         “I appreciate your position,” began Thatcher. “Solitude, night, bumps and cries and all that, but I think you should understand there will come a time, believe it or not, when you will wish to leave home, to embark on your own adventure without comfort of escort or entourage. Remember, your grandfather Azariah didn’t help Colonel Knox haul sixty tons of artillery three hundred miles over the Berkshires in the dead of winter for you to squander the precious nights of your earthly sojourn blubbering like an infant because your parents weren’t snoring contentedly away in the same room with you. So, to help conduct you safely to the portal of that ordained future, I have brought you this lamp.”

         He then proceeded to instruct his son on the manifold hazards of combustion, especially the trickiness involved in keeping it tamed within doors. Did Liberty know the tale of Brother Latimer out on the Old Cayuga Road? Well, one evening not so long ago, far past the midnight chimes, the good brother could be found hunched at his desk, desperately laboring over his accounts, endeavoring by a fantastic stroke of the pen to convert two dollars into three, when, the hour late, his vitality low, Brother Latimer fell dead asleep facedown in the wet ink, and sometime before dawn his unconscious hand, reaching out for an object in a dream, toppled the candle and up went the books, up went the house and up went Brother Latimer, his wife and three children. Do you want to go up? Do you want your mother and me to go up? Then don’t touch the taper.

         Liberty’s eyes were yet as big as boiled eggs when his mother joined them, enveloped in the restorative aroma of warm gingerbread emanating from the platterful of cookies she presented to her son, each cookie cut in the shape of a kneeling slave, shackled arms lifted beseechingly in prayer.

         Liberty rode out the night in the embrace of several large pillows, munching beaverlike through one gingery figure after another, ever alert to the least fluctuation of that dim yellowy bead wantonly adrift upon its isle of cork over immensities of dream tide, until morning light found him asleep at last, a half-eaten cookie clutched in one chubby fist, the abandoned plate lying slantwise beside him on the bed, empty now save for a dusting of crumbs and a scattered cairn of neatly nibbled little brown heads.

         Any wonder then that his earliest memory was baptized in the magic of fire? He was perched on his father’s bony knee, clasped in arms of majestic strength, wine-scented masculine breath beating softly about his ears, the surrounding room hot, smoky, clamorous with strangers who kept approaching to pat his head, chuck his chin, screw up their faces and otherwise bleat, coo, croon and declaim, all of which Liberty pointedly ignored in favor of the intoxicating scene spread wide before him, the eternal drama of wood burning on the hearth where the wee orange people lived and capered among the crackling logs. Here was a world more real, playful strife and perpetual metamorphosis holding lovely reign, and as he watched, Liberty wanted to live there, too.

         Framing this spirited show was a massive oaken mantelpiece darkened by time and heat and into whose scratched and dimpled surface had been incised a progression of geometric marks that years later, under his mother’s patient tutelage, would, with the abruptness of distant objects brought to a startling clarity by the mere imposition of the proper lens, spring into the marvel of written language, the rude letters of the first words he learned to read hung in memory as a verbal amulet to be admired, even fondled when necessary, in the dark days of his future: Freedom Hath Been Hunted Round The Globe. O! Receive The Fugitive, And Prepare In Time An Asylum For Mankind.

         
              

         

         The house he grew up in was an enchanted domain, a knotty warren of hidden passageways, secret stairwells, sliding panels, floor traps and peepholes bored into the wainscoting at assorted elevations from which disembodied eyeballs periodically gaped like living bosses of ornamentation.

         One lazy sun-shot morning, sprawled on the green and white Kidderminster carpet in the front parlor and thoroughly engrossed in the patient composition of a lecture on the sanctity of mousey life he planned on delivering later that afternoon to a polite congregation of backyard cats, Liberty happened to glance up as an entire section of papered wall swiveled silently open and out stepped a tall, looming gentleman with clenched jaw and fists who directed at the boy a mad piratical glare, crossed to the doorway opposite and vanished—never to be seen again. Already quite accustomed to the odd comings and goings of perfect strangers of every age, gender and hue, Liberty wasn’t particularly disturbed by this specimen. Furtive figures often came stealing in from the nearby woods to be admitted at the back door by Aunt Aroline and end swallowed up forever by the house. On occasion there’d be a whole family of novel faces seated around the supper table, solemnly chewing on warm Indian bread and barely uttering a word. Sometimes at breakfast Liberty half expected a fully clothed fugitive to come climbing out of the porridge pot, shake off his hat and demand a cup of fresh water.

         At night, tending to his humble bowl of illumination, ever apprehensive that without the necessary fuel of his vigilance the precious flame might falter and die, he was frequently distracted by unsettling noises from up on the roof and behind the lath, the pattering of feet large and small, sinister scratchings, muted cries, irregular thuds and thumps, inarticulate whisperings of the air—a chorus of gothic notes he struggled in vain to separate and identify.

         Endless hours on such watch left his nerves depleted, his sleep infected. Visiting dreams vivid as exotic sea creatures—scales intensely iridescent, eyes huge and lidless, gaping mouths lined with rows of sharp triangular teeth or, worse, cold ridges of slimy gum—gobbled him up into a labyrinth of entrails where raged vague conflicts of epic savagery and no clear resolution, desperate voyages over convulsive seas, frantic flight through narrow measureless spaces, as if just beneath the skin of the world a vast, ageless war contended and once asleep you were inducted into service in this great invisible clash. But on whose side? And for what cause? A duty permanent and timeless, broken only by the cry of a voice calling out your name, a mother’s fingers hooked about the hunched blade of your shoulder and hauling you up into the light.

         One long languid evening, either actually awake or mindlessly adrift down a dream of being awake, Liberty was roused by a volley of brittle noises approaching the house in the dark. What? What was it? Nothing but hooves, and the rattle of wooden wheels mounting the stony path toward the barn. Stealthily, he rose up in bed on his knees, leaned his elbows upon the splintery sill and peered anxiously out the window. The sky was clear, the moon full, seemingly doubled in size, mantling the scene below in layers of living phosphorescence, a coating of pure dream paint. In the bed of the wagon halted just beneath Liberty’s window, his father and a bearded stranger were stooped over a long, narrow box, bright as a bar of silver, prying the nails from the lid with the flat blades of their axes. Unable to budge from his vantage or even turn away, Liberty waited helplessly for whatever was going to happen, his breath clamped in a vise of tensed muscle, his heart at that moment the loudest sound on the sleeping planet. And when the lid was lifted away to reveal, resting peacefully amid a pile of wood shavings, an actual dead body, a rush of mausoleum chill went goose pimpling over Liberty’s own warm flesh, and when the body sat up in its coffin and opened its mouth and spoke living words that his father then answered, a sound escaped Liberty’s throat, an unrecognizable eruption from the darkest interior, and calmly the body turned its head and stared directly up into Liberty’s wide astonished eyes. Immediately he ducked down below the sill, buried his face in a pillow and listened for a long while to the wind whistling in, whistling out of his squashed nose. And when he dared to peek out the window again, the wagon and its contents, the coffin and the body in the coffin, his father and the bearded stranger, all were gone without a trace. Was what he had just witnessed truly real or merely a bit of insubstantial mummery staged by the old sleep phantoms? At what point exactly had he come truly awake? How to know? He filed the event away with other curious matters requiring further reflection such as, Where does the darkness go during the day? or, Why can’t people fly?

         Next morning, at a typically gray and dismal hour, a rather pale, pink-eyed Liberty was collected by the man who lived in the root cellar. It was Fishing Day and time for their regular stroll down the dewslick trail to the lake, where they would sit in communal silence atop a rock (their rock) with lines dangling optimistically down into the mysterious, velvety water. When the moment was favorable for talk, talk they would, on omnifarious matters great and trifling, until the whole brimming world to the pendent present was thoroughly sectioned, sucked dry and left as compost for tomorrow’s yield.

         His name was Euclid. A short, squat fellow with arms as well banded as his legs, he possessed just one good eye while the other, an oyster-hued globe behind a drooping lid, moved about in its socket like an object of foreign manufacture attached to an entirely separate being with a will and interests of its own. Of a pronounced mercurial temperament, as quick with a growl as a grin, Euclid suffered from rending tempests of the soul that left him beached, beaconless, besieged. Whole days he spent sequestered in his underground hermitage where he could often be heard furiously sweeping the dirt from wall to wall and back again, all the while cursing loudly in such strenuous terms that Aunt Aroline would be forced to stuff her ears with candle wax and Thatcher to descend the stairs and reason with the tortured man, all to no avail. Euclid’s fits were occasions of nature which must, of necessity, blow themselves out.

         Another hour might find him reclining tranquilly beneath the shaggy old walnut tree, lost in a private vista of such compelling intricacy it was useless to disturb him; he wouldn’t answer, he would not be moved.

         But when properly tenanted in his body, Euclid was as sociable a companion as one could hope to encounter in this flinty world. Often he accompanied Liberty on rambling walks through the woods and up into the craggy hills. It was he who instructed the boy in the multitudinous guises in which shy nature routinely sought to veil herself. He knew the names of trees, the uses of plants, the tracks of animals. He showed Liberty how to map the stars and how such a map could help guide one’s wanderings upon the planet. And he introduced him to those measureless parts of the universe lurking malevolently in the pitchy places between the lights.

         One large, brightly spangled, transparent morning, the boy of an age when budding curiosity breaks out in irrepressible interrogation, he asked Euclid about his eye. The man was seated comfortably on the back porch shucking a pile of peas into a bucket between his feet, the pods splitting neatly open beneath his broad thumbs like emerald wallets, the peas tumbling into the bucket as noisily as balls of shot. When he didn’t answer, Liberty repeated the question. Without a word, Euclid rose to his feet, took Liberty by the hand and led him down the back stairs into his dwelling below the earth. One room for one man, it contained one each of the barest essentials—cot, chair, washstand, pitcher, trunk—and nailed to the wall the sole nonfunctional adornment, a crude woodcut torn from one of Aunt Aroline’s reformist magazines, depicting an enraged husband and father about to hurl a stool at his cowering wife and children, this pleasant domestic scene entitled The Evils of Drink.

         Euclid lifted the boy high into the air and set him down on the cot as he would a compactly bundled parcel of feathers. Standing squarely before him, his one sound eye fastened grimly upon Liberty’s wavering gaze, he said, “Got that blasted glim same place I found this,” then pulled off his shirt and turned around. His back was a hideous cross-hatching of hard, ridged flesh, welt upon welt in random disarray, appearing much like the cameoed burrowings of some frantic creature permanently trapped beneath the exitless skin. “Touch it,” he commanded.

         Liberty refused, already gauging the distance between himself and the door.

         “Touch,” Euclid insisted, shoving his disfigured back into Liberty’s averted face.

         “I don’t want to.” Though his gaze, as if magnetized, kept returning to the dreadful scars.

         Euclid reached out to seize the boy’s hand. “Can’t learn nothing of any account without feeling. Now, touch.”

         Liberty’s fingers moved tentatively over the stubborn winding weals. They felt like dead snakes.

         “That’s slavery, boy, that’s the kingdom come.”

         “Can I go now?”

         At a brief nod of Euclid’s head, Liberty raced up the stairs to the kitchen where Aunt Aroline, having scrubbed and polished the floor, was busy sweeping, with her usual meticulousness, the thick layer of white scouring sand into a great herringbone pattern through which the boy’s obliterating feet went madly scampering, avoiding a near collision with a table corner, overturning a stray parlor chair, frightening the cat into a blurred leap out the window, strewn sand and Aroline’s indignant cries in his wake, and on up to the secluded safety of his room where, bolting the door, he sat upon the bed in a vague displaced spell, thoughts all a jumble but presided over by one certain central fear: that his own delicate back might one day be set upon by the same malicious agencies that had so cruelly visited his friend, a notion sufficient to ice his body and glaze his brain.

         Presently, though, time passing gratefully on, his darkly wrought attention began to gently unwind, and soon he was down on the floor rolling a toy wagon back and forth over the rough planks, bound for the Territory and a rendezvous with mountain men along the Green River. And not more than half an hour later he was back downstairs, dodging his aunt’s ridiculous complaints, and heading out through the meadow to the secret pond at the bottom of the ravine where giant bullfrogs dozed in the stinking mud and speckled salamanders hung suspended in the clear water as if trapped in glass. And by the following day he was away with Euclid on a huckleberry expedition at his aunt’s behest—her traditional Saturday baking ordeal drawing near—and he never again asked about Euclid’s colorless eye or mutilated back.

         His own parents so frequently absent, often for painfully extended periods, embarked on what they occasionally termed their “crusade”—Liberty had sometimes pictured them sword or lance in hand, hacking away at a wrathful dragon or, side by side, clearing a bloody path through a human wall of armed infidels—he understandably had come to regard the remaining adults in the house, Aroline and Euclid, as a perfectly acceptable set of substitute parents. And, accurately intuiting that his aunt’s plentiful and intimate problems occupied a more generous portion of her day than even she might be willing to admit, the boy tended to turn to the older man when troubles plagued his mind and set his skin to itching.

         “Euclid?” he asked, fiddling nervously with his line before allowing it to go slack and belly out into the wind. They had been seated quietly there on the rock for more than an hour, the sun mounting ever higher into a dizzyingly blue sky, the emerald flashings of countless dragonflies darting repeatedly across the eye. Neither had as yet detected so much as a nibble.

         “Yes, turnip.”

         “Can a dead man talk?”

         Euclid seemed not to have heard the question. He rubbed at his nose, spit into the water, glanced away at the far shore as if he’d just heard an interesting sound out there or momentarily expected some fascinating event to transpire among the distant pines. When he spoke, it was in the soft, uninflected voice he reserved for only the weightiest of matters.

         “Dead man do what dead man wants to do. Why’s a good boy like you fussing with such truck. These here’re bones for the big dogs to worry at, and even most of them just trot right on by, don’t want nothing to do with that stink-stick.”

         “Why not?”

         “Why not? I’ll tell you why not. Same reason they go whistling through the graveyard. This here is death stuff and common folk believe if you don’t think about it, don’t talk about it, you won’t catch it, but what they’s too scared to know is they already got it.”

         “Got what?”

         “Never mind. That’s enough philosophizing for one day. Now, where’d you see this dead man talking anyway?”

         “I don’t know.”

         The laughter rolled out of Euclid in big, generous waves. “Liberty,” he said, wiping the back of a hand across his watering eye, “this must be why I like you so much. You are one fine, funny fellow.”

         “Are dreams real?”

         “Look out,” declared Euclid, ducking his head, “here comes another. How do you fit all these whopping thoughts into that little bitty nut of yours? Of course a dream is real. You saw it, didn’t you? No different than anything else you see. If you saw a dead man moving around in there, he was real, too. Like I say, dead man do what dead man wants to do. But if you saw one standing up and walking about and talking plain to folks, most probably that’s because he wasn’t buried right. A man can’t be buried crossways in this world. Got to be buried east to west so when Gabriel blows his horn at sunrise you don’t have to turn your head to behold the jubilee. So much conjuring you got to do to keep the spirit from wandering. You got to have the shout, all the folks walking in a ring in the proper direction. You got to put the things of the dead person on top of the grave, so many things. And if the coffin ain’t carried properly to the cemetery, the dead person’s naturally all confused and upset. Might be able to find his way back home and bring all his troubles with him.”

         “Could he come here, to our house?”

         “If he died here. But ain’t nobody died here lately that I know about.”

         Liberty mused over these facts and said, in a quavering voice, “I think the dead man’s in the barn.”

         “Well then, baby doll,” declared Euclid, “reckon we’d better head on back and take a peek. Anyway, looks like our fishy friends heard us speculating about dead folks and got spooked. But they’ll be back tomorrow and so will we.”

         Though the day was rapidly approaching the near shadowless glory of high noon, the woods seemed darker to Liberty coming back than they had going out and every slight crack and rustle sounded a clanging bell of alarm.

         The barn sat isolate in a clearing up behind the house, implacable as a rock, old, gray, hard-edged by the sun, a structure obviously built to contain the meanest thing, no matter its size. The open door gaped like a devouring mouth, black, abysmal, utterly toothless.

         Liberty waited outside, careful to keep Euclid’s body between himself and whatever might come lunging out of those gloomy depths. He could hear Euclid’s reassuring calls as he searched each dusty stall and corner. “Nope, nothing here. Nothing there, either.” The wagon, partially visible in the shadows just within the doorway like a quaint artifact on display, appeared to have been neither moved nor touched in years. Its bed was empty.

         Several weeks passed.

         At last Euclid emerged from the barn, wholly intact and thankfully unharmed, shaking his head and brushing chaff from his hands. “Looks like that’s one dead man done hightailed it out of here some time ago. Stepping lightly, too, didn’t leave a single track. Don’t look so disappointed. Never know when another dead man’s likely to come traipsing through.”

         “I think he went away on the train.”

         “The train? What train is that?”

         “The one Mother told me about, that runs under the ground.”

         Politely restraining himself, Euclid responded to this news with a considerate chortle. “Whew, you sure tiring me out now, turnip. What a heap of knobby stones you chucking at me today.”

         “I’ve heard it.”

         Indeed, he had often imagined the polished rails gleaming invitingly away down a dank, lamp-lit tunnel, and between futile wrestling bouts with his tenacious bed linen he had ruined the sleep of many a night, lying as still as he could, his breath controlled to an almost noiseless sigh, listening with every unabated nerve of his body for the telltale clack of the wheels, the rumbling chug of the engine, the long, piercing, seductive cry of the whistle.

         “I ain’t disbelieving you, Liberty, I’ve heard that blessed train, too. And so, I expect, has our dead friend, done caught himself a ride to the far place. But let me tell you, baby doll, you plan on passing along that particular route, travel light, get to the station early, don’t argue with the conductor and be kind to those you meet along the line, ’cause you never know when that bullgine might blow up or the coach jump the tracks.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Four

         

         ONE EVENING IN THE late spring of 1846, Liberty not yet two, the ominous detonation of a giant’s boots was heard thundering across the porch, over the threshold, down the hallway and into the parlor, where burst a big, loud, bushy man with guns at his hips and warts on his hands. He was wearing a crumpled oilskin cap of enigmatic hue and a ratty green duster. From a face dark and filthy, sprouting a black beard of such unkempt weediness it would have surprised no one had something wild emerged, a set of fierce, quick eyes blazed like coins at the bottom of a well. Through a hole in his boot you could see his sock and, through a hole in his sock, his foot. Uncle Potter. Thatcher’s cousin, actually.

         Aunt Aroline immediately excused herself, retiring to the genteel solitude of her room while Liberty, fleeing the friendly attempt at an ursine embrace, took refuge behind his mother’s Windsor chair, from which crouching vantage he observed in a transport of unblinking wonderment not so dissimilar from his everyday consciousness at that age the extravagant style of this magnetic man whose mere presence seemed to fill the room to all four corners, his voice rattling nearby porcelain, every florid gesture of his body releasing into the air an almost visible trail of odor, each hardy whiff of human musk—stale tobacco, salt-rimed leather, lathered horseflesh or any one of a virtual olfactory rainbow of other, slightly less insolent fragrances—evoking in the impressionable boy whole worlds vast and complete, instantly apprehensible at a reach well below that of reason, though it would be years before Liberty would know what he knew.

         And as Potter paced the worn carpeting before the dead hearth, his grandiloquence flew higgledy-piggledy in rapid volleys about the parlor—spittle-soaked verbal balls like “blood,” “injustice,” “barbaric” and “righteous” that these thin papered walls had safely absorbed a thousand times and more, and others like “Matamoros,” “invasion,” “Arista” and “Old Rough and Ready” that they had not.

         Thatcher, half reclining on the balding horsehair sofa, his pale head floating within a perpetual cloud of pipesmoke, attended to his cousin’s performance with bemused silence. Roxana, too, listened without comment, pausing now and again in her knitting (a task she absolutely loathed but one nevertheless she couldn’t seem to keep herself from doing) to place a comforting hand on the hair-sleek crown of her son’s head.

         Suddenly Potter ceased in midstride, glaring down at Thatcher to demand, “So what do you say? Are you willing to strike out with me or not?”

         Thatcher took some time removing the pipe from his mouth. When he finally answered, he spoke in cool, precise tones seasoned with nouns like “crime,” “treachery” and “greed.”

         “Damn you,” muttered Potter, and touching his cap and bowing slightly in Roxana’s direction he strode decisively out of the room, out of the house, the front door hanging open behind him, and leaped onto his waiting horse and without bothering to pause in town to formally enlist (Fishes past and present always preferring to swim upstream far beyond the finely meshed nets of state authority), galloped off for the Big Frolic on the Rio Grande—days and nights with no more sleep than what could be stolen seconds at a time upright in a lurching saddle, rubbing tobacco juice on his eyelids to keep awake, the spirited discussions he conducted with himself a source of amusement and alarm to passing strangers who tended to give this wandering lunatic a rather wide berth—through storm and flood and impossible heat and actually arriving as far as the fair city of Cincinnati, the London of the West, where he could taste on his tongue the blood in the air and harried pedestrians jostled roving herds of pigs for right-of-way through the mud and manure of the streets, and rounding a corner he was confronted by a festering sump of bone, gristle and entrails, here and there a tiny wizened tail corkscrewing up out of the bubbling muck, runoff from one of the nearby shambles, into which his skittish horse placed one dainty hoof, instantly sinking in up to the fetlock before rearing back thoroughly spooked as an unruffled Potter simply sat there atop the anxious animal, his squinting eye caught by the colonnade of black-belching stacks rising up above the housetops at the end of the street—riverboats, an entire flotilla of them, lined up in docile formation down at the wharves like hogs at a trough—and beyond, through a dreamy blue haze, the distant wooded hills of Kentucky, and Potter yanked on the reins, swung the horse savagely about and headed back in the same direction he had come at half the gait, uttering not a syllable to another living soul until those same heavy boots remounted the same planks of the same porch, pounded down the hallway and into the parlor to wait for Thatcher to lower the book in his hands so Potter could face him directly and declare, “Damn you.”

         Thatcher, who had not bothered to rise from the sofa, waited a moment before replying. “There’ll be other wars,” he promised, “good ones, too, full of honor and glory and virtuous cannonading. You’ll get your chance.”

         Potter turned and spat into the fireplace. “Not if I end up saddled with as many principles as you apparently labor under.”

         “Looks like you already do.”

         “Damn you,” muttered Potter, and, as abruptly as he had appeared, he was gone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Five

         

         WHEN LIBERTY WAS SIX, his parents enrolled him in a local dame school of some repute operated by an elderly widow who called herself Ma’am L’Orange, though everyone in town knew she had not a dram of French blood in her veins and in fact nothing even remotely “orange” about her except possibly her head, which exhibited an alarmingly citruslike rotundity. She and her husband, Captain Fenn, had settled in Delphi more than two decades earlier, following the old salt’s retirement from the navy where he claimed to have served with distinction aboard the famous frigate United States during its engagement with the British vessel Macedonia, personally fetching cups of water to the great Captain Decatur himself. Of course he also bragged of having been at one time a pirate, a spy, a poet and an attorney. Rumor persisted, however, that in his prime Captain Fenn had paced the quarterdeck of the good ship Constantia, an illegal slaver notorious from Hampton Roads to Hilton Head, and had been summarily removed from command when a consistently intolerable percentage of the “merchandise” either went missing or arrived at port in unacceptably damaged condition. Captain Fenn had embarked upon his own final voyage while on a semiannual visit to his brother Epheseus, a toper of the first reputation in southern New Jersey, when an extravagance of rum led to a nasty topple from the Philadelphia–Trenton diligence and the laying open of Fenn’s skull upon an unfortunately situated post stone. Ten years had passed since the fatal accident without Ma’am L’Orange’s once revealing to anyone even the most minimal satisfactions of proper mourning. Few were privy to the fact that deep in the throes of his increasingly frequent bouts with the ardent, the venerable sea captain was partial to chasing his wife about the house and grounds with a knotted carriage whip.

         After his death Sarah Fenn changed her name and opened her school. The front parlor was readily converted into a pleasant classroom with several militarily precise rows of miniature desks facing Ma’am L’Orange’s imposing escritoire, which stretched half the width of the room, and a mammoth slateboard with fist-sized chunks of chalk. Under the windows were shelves impressively stocked with books, and only a close perusal of the titles would disclose an odd and often decidedly unchildlike mix of volumes: Murray’s English Grammar, The Bride of Lammermoor, Botanical Receipts for Cure and Custom, The Unknown Friend, Paley’s Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy, The American Frugal Housewife and Tom Jones. Hung around the walls in haphazard fashion at a height of about three feet (“for the children’s edification”) was a series of illustrations to John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress that Ma’am L’Orange had drawn in a rudimentary but earnest style, each stick figure painstakingly labeled in an elegant hand: Faithful, Ignorance, Mr. Pickthank, Mr. Money-love, etc., Vanity Fair depicted as a sort of Brueghelesque Fourth of July picnic celebration, the City of Desolation indistinguishable from the Celestial City and both resembling Delphi itself. Her masterpiece, Christian’s climactic combat with Apollyon, rendered the beast as a fanged snail with ludicrous curlicued bat wings.

         But, in the end, this fine educational setting was rarely used. Most instruction took place upstairs in the mistress’s bedroom with Ma’am L’Orange perched at the foot of her bed, the children arrayed before her on a motley collection of trunks, boxes, a carpenter’s bench and a single rather unsteady stool once the property of her only son and heir, Winslow, upon whom manhood and gold-madness seemed to descend simultaneously, igniting an inner combustion that hurled him through the door all the way out to Californy and a disquieting silence unbroken by mail or hearsay for more than a year now. Strewn indifferently across the sills, the dressing table and the bare floor of this plain, undecorated room were—the sole touch of the personal—jars, cups, tankards and tumblers stuffed with garden violets, some sprigs fresh and startlingly purple, others wilted and tobacco brown.

         A typical daily lesson consisted of Ma’am L’Orange reading aloud from the Bible for hours at a time in a chirpy soprano whose aspirations to the thrillingly theatrical tended to lapse promptly into the drearily vexatious. The children fidgeting on their hard benches, struggled, not always successfully, against the temptations of sleep and poking one another in the ribs. Then, in the midst of a passage, Ma’am L’Orange, having apparently attained a state of perfect exhaustion, would swoon back into her linen sighing, “Oh, children, children, children. It is a hard lot we have been assigned, devilishly hard. But do our duty we must and not a single tear will have been shed in vain.” A second, greater sigh thoroughly deflating her body, she would lie there in absolute stillness, not a single pupil daring to stir, their innocent eyes intent upon this strange, mad woman laid out before them like a corpse awaiting resurrection—the frightening moment when Ma’am L’Orange would sit up with a start, as if catching herself in the midst of a great fall and, searching frantically about the bedclothes for her willow switch, seize in her bony grip the nearest hapless youth (never the agile, feisty Liberty whom she’d soon enough discovered wasn’t worth the trouble) and commence whaling away on the unfortunate scholar’s exposed backside as even untouched onlookers shrieked and howled in sympathetic pain. Suddenly the switch would cease in midair and Ma’am L’Orange would climb wearily back into bed muttering, “I’m so tired, children, so very tired.” For days after such a vigorous demonstration of the disciplinary arts, a model of sullen docility reigned over the school.

         Sometimes, setting her Bible aside, Ma’am L’Orange would entertain her charges with colorful tales from her past, whatever vague recollection, daydream, ill-lit fantasy or scrap of old gossip happened to be blowing through her mind at the moment. These recitations she called History.

         “When I was a girl about your age the whole of this valley from Mount Hook to the Kiawanna was still infested with raving hordes of wild savages. Half-naked and reeking of odors you couldn’t squeeze out of a wet pup. They didn’t care one jot what anybody thought of ’em. Their wolfish fingers perpetually curled about the neck of a whiskey bottle. A worse lot of lying, thieving, cheating demons you wouldn’t want to meet—and those were the friendly ones. There seemed to be a dropped stitch or two in the knit of their souls long past right remedy. And their bodies, even in the ice-bound fury of a desperate winter, always a portion of tawny flesh peeking through the greasy rags. Agents of Satan’s empire, yes…”

         And her voice would trail off, and in the pause the children would begin to squirm in their seats, nervously studying one another until the voice would return from its hiding place, circling back cometlike, magically replenished, though settled decisively into another orbit altogether.

         “Now up on a hill outside of town back in the faraway time there lived an old woman in a tumbledown thatch hut. If she had a name, it was not known to me. Old Skitteryclaws we called her, my friends and I. I couldn’t even tell you for certain what she looked like because of the long white hair that obscured the features of her face and streamed down her back like a horse’s mane. Winter or summer she always wore a long black dress and from the road at the bottom of the hill you could see her every morning sweeping the dirt from her door with a straw broom. At night her eyes glowed like a hell beast’s and her horrible laughter scared the bark from the trees. And if you happened to be caught in that part of the country as the sun was going down you raced home as if your feet were aflame. Do you know why? That’s right, children, because Old Skitteryclaws was a witch. Ellis Butts once stole some cherries from her orchard and she changed him into a snake. Many were the carefree boys and girls, much like yourselves, who, lost forever to their grieving families, came to live as hideously transformed pets under a rock beneath her wretched hut. And whenever she wished, Old Skitteryclaws had but to emit a single whistle between her two remaining teeth for this ball of poisonous serpents to uncoil and all come rushing out in an angry hiss, eager to do her infernal bidding.

         “Last night, my dears, as often occurs in someone of my advanced years, I experienced some difficulty sleeping. The mind, you should understand, possesses a will of its own that not even prayer can always correct. So, as is my custom on such occasions, I sat for many an hour in my rocker in the parlor window, watching the dead wandering like fireflies among the stones of the cemetery across the valley. They can’t sleep either, poor things. They’re here with us, you know, every minute of every hour. No, no, don’t bother twisting your necks about. You cannot see them from where you are sitting. If you could step outside of yourselves even for a moment and view the world through your spiritual eye, then all would be instantly apprehensible. This is heaven, children. We have, each blessed one of us, already been translated. Our earthly senses are like blinders beguiling us from the truth.
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