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FOR ASHLEY




O brothers, like our fathers in their time, we are burning, burning, burning in the night.


—Thomas Wolfe


You Can’t Go Home Again




Prologue


The desk is the same as he left it. The raven or whatever it is on the wall. Wolfe. Poe. Chopin. A first-edition copy of The Stranger, price-clipped, chipped, and cocked. A signed first edition of Look Homeward, Angel that he prized more than any other book. A first edition of Tales of Mystery and Imagination signed by Harry Clarke in blood-red ink. A Bible, King James, black leather cover. Three candles; copious spent wax. A bottle of Hill’s Absinth, empty. Two bottles of vodka, empty. A bottle of Spanish wine, also empty. A book of matches. A lamp, no bulb. Fifty-one journals, handwritten. The title page of an unpublished novel with an annotation in Latin. Nine years of collected dust and a handful of pictures that must have meant something to him. I open The Stranger to read the inscription in my own hand. I turn the page and see the first line of the book: “Mother died today.” I am beginning to understand.




PART I
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My father was one of only two children born in Old Buckram’s cinderblock hospital in the cold and bitter autumn of 1939. The other child, a young boy who didn’t live long enough to get a name or a soul to be saved, was buried by his mother on a hillside near town when the ground warmed enough to dig him a proper grave. There was no service and no one sang any hymns. The boy’s headstone, if you could call it that, was a large smooth rock from the creek. He was laid to rest with only his mother’s voiceless prayer to an absent God. She asked that he be forgiven the original sin and kindly allowed into heaven to await the others when, in the Lord’s wisdom, their day should come.


Old Buckram, where this story begins, is an achromatic town high in the belly of the Appalachian Mountains. It’s situated uneasily about as far north and west as you can go and still be inside the surveyed boundaries of North Carolina. In 1799 the population there was 125, and by 1939 this number had swelled to 400. It’s a town where the streets and sidewalks are lonely and seldom traveled. Where the few paltry shops—an aging hardware store, a feed store, a cobbler, a discount clothier, a café, and a headstone maker—scarcely see enough business for a living and close early in the dark days of winter before the snow falls. It’s an old railroad town, but the train hasn’t gone there in years. It’s a town with one-room red-brick churches on the hillsides and in the hollows, a town that believes in a God living but remote, and a town with one funeral home that buries almost all the dead. It’s a town of ghosts and superstitions. It has the Devil’s Stairs and Serpent’s Tongue Rock and Abbadon Creek, which carried an entire family into oblivion in the flood of 1916. Up behind the creek at the edge of town lay the Barrowfields, where by some mystery nothing of natural origin will grow except a creeping gray moss which climbs over mounds of rock and petrified stumps that the more credulous locals believe are grave markers from an age before time. Others say a great wind-blow came up over the mountains a thousand years ago and ripped out the trees and carried away all the goodness in the soil so that nothing could ever grow there again. Nearly everyone thinks it’s haunted ground. There’s never been a picnic on the Barrowfields, of that you can be sure.


If anyone ever knew how my father’s family found themselves there, in Old Buckram, their stories have long since been silenced by many steady turns of the imperturbable clock and no record of that enigmatic journey has been left behind. My grandfather, whose given name was Helton, told me once that the family might have migrated there from the far north sometime in the 1700s, down the Great Wagon Road that ran from Pennsylvania to the North Carolina Piedmont. He said our ancestors were probably some of the first settlers on this rugged and unforgiving land. “Goes to show,” he told me, “that my and your daddy’s folks were none too smart.”


The family was damn poor, impossibly poor, like almost everyone else in the mountains, but over time through hard work and determination they managed to cultivate a fairly dignified existence. The children were well cared for even if food and clothes were hard to come by. Helton was a laborer who would take whatever work there was and do it honestly and diligently without complaint except for whatever he might have said to God on Sunday mornings during prayer. He worked for several years on the Blue Ridge Parkway as a dynamiter for the WPA and after some time had lost his hearing in one ear and was immune to most conversation that was conducted in his presence. He became somewhat like an old dog that sits quietly in the corner of the room, oblivious to all the goings-on around him.


I know of nothing extraordinary that he did in his life, except that he worked five days a week and remained married to my grandmother, Madeline, despite uncountable bitter winters and unrelenting poverty. He accumulated no money and no property of consequence. On the date of his death, he owned nothing of real value other than a middling farmhouse that leaned when the wind blew and a plot of fit-for-nothing land he’d purchased at auction for five dollars an acre. The only book he ever owned or read was the Holy Bible, which came to me when he passed away. On the first blank page of parchment, there is a note from his father—my great-grandfather, William—that says in barely legible scrawl: “Read this Bible and govern yourself accordingly.” The next page contains a faded reproduction of Christ in the garden of Gethsemane by Heinrich Hofmann. My grandfather signed the Bible and over time wrote into its pages several annotations of unknown provenance, the first of which appears at the beginning of the Book of Genesis. It reads simply “4004 B.C.” For him, this is when time began.


Despite living in Old Buckram his entire life, my grandfather appeared in the local newspaper only once. Against his better judgment, he ran for office after being encouraged to do so by the pastor of his church, who regarded Helton as a quiet man with common sense and decency. Confusingly, after a brief political campaign during a frigid autumn, he wound up with only two votes out of the twenty-five that were cast. The newspaper reported only a sentence:


T. VANHOY OF VELLUM’S CASKE DEFEATED H. L. ASTER FOR THE OPEN SEAT OF COUNTY COMMISSIONER BY A WIDE MARGIN.


Knowing that he’d voted for himself, he’d only say later that it made him trust both his wife and his preacher a good deal less.


The next day, before he went into town, he took great pains to clean and ready his gun—a fact that was observed with silent concern by everyone in the family. To hear Maddy tell it, he stood from the table and inserted the pistol with significant gravity of movement into his belt. At long last, she said, “Helton, where in tarnation are you going with that gun?” He said, “I figure a man that’s got no more friends than I do would be wise to protect himself.” Whereupon he closed the door behind him and walked the long road into town. He never ran for another office, and no one ever suggested to him that he should.


As a boy I used to ride with my grandfather in his rusted Ford pickup truck to the Buckram Abattoir north of town some days after school and on some weekends. On the main level, the store sold bacon, sausage, vegetables, and various other subsistence items. Out behind the store was a large cement slab with four crudely cut channels running to a black drain. On the sign in the front was a black-and-white hog.


At the Buckram Abattoir, everybody knew everybody. My grandfather and I went in one Friday afternoon to buy milk, and a giant man in overalls approached my grandfather and slapped him on the back.


He said, “Helton, what do you know?”


My grandfather said, “What do I know? Hell, I don’t even suspect anything.”


The man in the overalls smiled and winked at me kindly. Outside, men with no work to do sat on benches for hours and told jokes and picked at their teeth with toothpicks and watched people come and go. Inside, men idled on straight-backed chairs with seats of woven hickory slats and leaned openmouthed over checkerboards, lifting their heads occasionally to look around or spit. They poured plastic sleeves of peanuts into bottles of Coke and drank them, and talked about the weather and how things were changing so fast, even though they weren’t. Rows of red and yellow tomatoes with bulging excrescences sat on a display next to wicker baskets of green beans needing to be snapped, and potatoes caked in dusty brown earth rested in paper bags borrowed from the town’s grocery store. An antique drink machine with glass bottles of soda you’d pull out horizontally hummed in the corner. The uneven wooden floor creaked as people walked up and down the aisles.


A black man nobody knew came in to pay for a gallon of gas. A quiet came in with him, and left when he left. When he was out the door and headed up the street, one or two old men shook their thick-jowled heads in disbelief. There were few black families in Old Buckram, and with rare exception they lived together in one linear and well-kept neighborhood behind the car lot in town. It was a common, unseemly joke among locals that there were exactly one hundred black people in the whole county—no more, no less. With a lopsided grin, they’d look askance and say that if one more came into town, another one would be politely asked to leave. This usually produced some knee-slapping and guffawing, and pearls of slick mucous getting dislodged from old throats long coated with the fuliginous stains of cigarette tar.


Less than a thousand people, whites and blacks, lived in the town limits during my years there. Nearly everyone else lived in the hills beyond, on dirt and gravel roads that wound endlessly back into the mountains until finally dwindling into nothing. People on these old roads lived in rusted single-wide trailers with slick tires on top to guard against high mountain winds, or in small wooden shacks with wood-burning stoves and asbestos roofing shingles that just barely kept out the rain. Lots of families lived in hollows that would run up a hillside off the public road. In the hollow there’d be a creek, an old house, a few leaning, dilapidated barns where things of no value were stored, and trash.


My grandfather and I left the Buckram Abattoir and headed back into town and then, leaving again, drove out Larvatis Road all the way to his and Maddy’s house. Maddy was outside hanging clothes on a line in an increasing wind.


“Y’all are just in time for dinner,” she said. “I was fixin’ to eat without you.”


“You wouldn’t have done that,” said my grandfather. The heavy truck door, rusted in the hinges, complained loudly as he opened it and shut it again.


“I would have, too,” Maddy said. She gave me a suffocating hug in the folds of her apron. “Oh, I have a surprise for you!”


“You do?”


“I sure do. Let’s get in out of this wind. It’s gettin’ cold out here and you don’t have a coat on.”


“It was warm earlier,” I said. An unusually mild October was quickly moving on toward winter. A kaleidoscope of leaves lay in the tall yellowing grass of the yard.


“Son, in the mountains, it always gets cold when the sun goes down. It don’t matter whether it’s spring, summer, or fall. I know your daddy knows that, too.” Maddy always had wisdom for the weather and the seasons. She could tell you better than any meteorologist if it was going to rain or snow, and she knew it before anyone when the winter was going to be especially hard. I don’t know how she knew, but she always did.


Helton and Maddy lived at the end of a dirt road about four miles out from town in a sharp-cut valley hidden from the sun. A stream ran down the mountainside behind the house and followed a deep weedy gulch all the way out to the highway where there was a one-lane bridge made out of cut logs. A weeping willow drank from the stream, and in its shadow Maddy had put a wooden bench that no one ever sat on. A crab-apple tree stood in the side yard opposite, and rotted apples lay shriveled in piles on the ground beneath it. Inside, there was a woodstove in the kitchen and another one occupied a corner of the living room. When both stoves were going, you almost couldn’t stand to be in there. On cold winter days Maddy would get up early and start them roaring and this would drive my grandfather out of bed. He’d go around opening windows and get scolded for it. “You’re letting all my heat out,” she’d say. And he’d say, “I’m just trying to keep everything in here from melting.”


Maddy made cider with the crab apples she picked up out of the yard. She cooked it on the stove in the kitchen where it would simmer and steam all day long. I could smell it as soon as I got out of the truck. We went in and Maddy poured me a mug to warm me up.


In high school Maddy was a fair student who joined the few clubs that were offered, but otherwise she had an unremarkable academic career. She didn’t go to college, so after high school she got a job working as an assistant to the minister at one of Old Buckram’s few Baptist churches and kept the job for almost her entire life through more preachers than you could count.


When she wasn’t working, she liked to sit quietly and paint ceramics. She’d filled the entire back porch of the house with porcelain coffee cups, pumpkins, plates, and jars that she had decorated and proudly signed with her initials. She had all kinds of odd, worthless trinkets. There was a fossil of a flower in a wedge of limestone that she’d bought for fifty cents at a street market in Ohio. It sat on the windowsill year after year. It was brown and the petals of the flower had become invisible with time, but of this curiosity she was mighty proud. She’d pick it up, look at it, and put it back down.


She liked to cook but by most sources was not as good at it as you might think. My grandfather used to say it wasn’t natural to her. Her mainstays were the cider and a nearly inedible cornbread reminiscent of masonry that had to be dissolved in milk to be eaten. After she got sick and couldn’t work anymore, their finances dwindled, and it was rare that they could afford a meal out of the house. They acquired no luxuries in their lifetimes and they expected none. They only spent what limited money they earned on what they truly needed. They learned to get by and be content with very little.


I sat holding the cider to warm my hands and Maddy stood in the doorway of the kitchen smoking a cigarette. She cracked the door and blew the smoke outside, but the wind brought it right back in again. She coughed until my grandfather took the cigarette from her and helped her into a chair.


“I’m sorry, honey,” she said to me. “How’s the cider? Is it good?”


“It’s good,” I said, but it wasn’t. It was horribly tart. It drew my eyes in together so much I thought they would touch.


“Do you notice anything different about it?”


I did not, but I didn’t say so.


“I put cinnamon in it this time as a special treat.” This was my surprise.


“It’s delicious,” I said.


“Well, drink it before you have to go home.”


“I will. Are you taking me home?”


My grandfather sometimes took me, but Maddy never would.


“No, sir,” she said. “I’ve been there one time and that was enough. That house reminds me of a mean old vulture just sitting up on the side of that mountain.” I had heard this sentiment before.


“That’s where I live,” I protested.


“I know it is, and better you than me,” said Maddy.


My grandfather put his large hands over my ears. I looked up at him and thought his head might touch the ceiling. Maddy got up and threw another piece of wood into the stove, and I sat there stinging from her words and drinking my awful cider that now tasted even worse.


“It wouldn’t burn so fast if you didn’t get the stove so hot,” said my grandfather.


“It’s freezing cold in here,” said Maddy.


“Do you want to put on your coat? I’ll get it.”


“So now I have to wear a coat in my own house? I think not.” Maddy smiled at me. Her hair, a mixture of gray and black, was held back on the sides by an array of bobby pins. She put on a smear of orange lipstick to replace what she had left on her last cigarette. “If you keep this up,” said Helton, pointing to the stove, “there won’t be a tree left in any forest in America.”


Maddy took out her checkbook and did some figuring. She sat at the small square table in the kitchen where they ate all their meals. The vinyl tablecloth stuck to her elbows and cracked when she lifted them. About ninety percent of the counter space in the kitchen was covered in jars and containers of one sort or another. A clock on the wall showed the same time it had on my last four visits there. I watched it to see if it would move, but it didn’t.


“Helton, did you hear that little Ola Hamilton is sick?” Viola Hamilton was, at fifty-two, a young widow whose husband had been killed when a row-crop tractor he was driving rolled over on him several years prior. She hadn’t remarried and it was unusual to see her in town anymore.


“No, I sure didn’t. What’s happened?”


“She can’t get out of bed, for one. They say she’s got arthritis real bad, and her joints are in flames. It may be time to send in the Balm Squad.” This is what they called the group of elderly church ladies who would descend on a sick person’s home like a muster of peacocks, carrying food and bread and more pies than one person could eat in a lifetime. A splinter group, the Psalm Squad, would be brought in later if the patient was also ailing in the ways of the Lord.


“Can you take her something for me?”


“I sure will,” said Helton.


My grandparents were good, kind people. They picked at each other like folks will do, but they loved each other dearly. And despite a lack of hanging diplomas, they were plenty smart. You’d never catch either one reading for pleasure, but they were clever in the way that all mountain people are, which comes from learning how to survive unending winters of ice and falling snow, and wind that could take the roof off your house. They started having children as soon as they were married and didn’t stop until they’d had five and knew beyond any doubt that a sixth one would starve. With one part self-sacrifice and several parts plain good fortune, they managed to rear all of the children, with some fits and starts, into adulthood. The youngest of the children was my father.
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It was common for children of families in Old Buckram to start school but not finish it, and not surprisingly none of my father’s predecessors in lineage had received much voluntary education beyond high school. I recall once naively asking my grandfather if he’d been to college. He replied wryly, “No, son, but I’ve been by a few colleges. I didn’t stop, though.” And indeed I’m sad to report that until my father was born, not one person in my family on that side could be accused of anything approaching real intellectual curiosity. This meant that my father’s older brother and sisters did not aspire to attend college, and if they did, this aspiration lay dormant and was not acted upon. If there were things they wished to know, you couldn’t tell it from outward appearances.


Yet my father, among all these children, was different. Completely and bafflingly different. This became apparent early in his life. In a family for which proficiency in reading was deemed a bare necessity and not by any means a virtue, he learned to read almost without tutelage. He was always with a book, even before he knew what he was supposed to do with it. People’d say, “That boy always has a book with him,” or “Where’d he get that?” He spoke in complete sentences with advanced grammar despite growing up in the midst of a casual mountain dialect. No one knew where this strange ability had come from and guests of the family would measure his head for normality and marvel at the boy as if he were a singing frog. His aunt George (long story) explained the mystery by saying with conviction to anyone who would listen that he was the reincarnated Mark Twain—even though they looked nothing whatever alike.


In his elementary-school years he wasn’t well accepted by the boys his age, and many were the days he’d come running home down the dirt road in the cool heat of the mountain summer to thrust his sobbing head into Maddy’s waiting lap. She’d take him into the living room and they’d sit for a while, him on the couch next to her, a cigarette in her left hand, a book in his, the two of them planted there like two stone golems in the colorless light of a Saturday morning, the sound of the creek and all the morning birds coming through the open windows from the outside. “There’s nothing in the world wrong with you,” she’d tell him, his eyes wide and impressionable. “Henry, if you’d rather read, you just keep right on doing what you’re doing. Don’t you let anybody tell you not to.”


In truth, the whole idea of his exceptional literacy was an affront to her common sense, and it gave her no end of trouble. If she were honest with herself, she’d say he was wasting his time—he should’ve been outside with the other boys—and that he was going to be cross-eyed before he reached adulthood. Each time she’d reluctantly give him an assurance that all that reading he was doing was just fine, it went right up against her better judgment and was like a hot smack to her forehead. So after comforting him thusly and holding it in as long as she could stand, invariably she’d be unable to resist appending this indelicate caveat (or one similar): “But if you keep it up, at some point there ain’t gonna be nothing left for you to read. As long as you know that.”


By the time this precocious child was eight years old, he’d become sufficiently self-aware to surmise that he’d been born into a caste of lower dignity than he thought was fit for himself. While there was never a haughtiness or condescension to his demeanor, he always believed to his fretting core that he would transcend his given lot in life and rise above his rank. And so in time he became an outsider, and would remain so, as are all great men and women of their day among their contemporaries.


He devoured every book he could find. The family had no money to buy books, so he spent hours at the county library, one time even staying so late that he got locked in there overnight. By midnight, every person in town was looking for him. Some mused darkly that even though he was only a boy of twelve, he’d likely just “outgrown” Old Buckram and run off to a big, bustling city—maybe Charlotte or even Raleigh. Raccoon-like and strangely ebullient, he reappeared at home early the next morning carrying a hardback book no one in the household had ever seen and recalled his nocturnal literary adventure to an astonished family. By some odd chance, he said, a Thomas Wolfe novel in the “to be discarded” pile had caught his eye and he’d stayed up all night reading it by the light of a street lamp. Leaving them all speechless, he then went in and went to bed and didn’t get up until it was time for dinner. It wasn’t long after that that he got his first pair of glasses.


A year later his library privileges were permanently revoked when it was discovered that he had, over the course of several months, removed more than a hundred books from the school library’s repository of reading material. The heist was revealed when Maddy went in one day to change his sheets and nearly fractured her left foot on the spine of Brideshead Revisited. She threw back the bedclothes at once and discovered his literary plunder. The books were stacked in neat, alphabetical rows under the bed he shared with his brother, who had said nothing of the enterprise. And he had done all this without raising a modicum of suspicion from anyone, including the waspish librarian, Mrs. Tichborne, who preferred that no one check out books in the first place. An interrogation followed in the school’s tiny detention room, where a large wooden paddle, pockmarked with holes, hung ominously on the wall.


“What were you going to do with all those books?” asked Bent Smeth, the school principal, who had threatened to expel the chronically bibliophilic boy. Mr. Smeth was tall and thin, like a young birch tree, but he had an awful curvature to his spine that made him half as tall as he might have been otherwise. As a boy he’d been scalded with boiling water from a kettle that held the family’s clothes he’d been assigned to wash (a wooden leg of the pot rotted and gave out), so he was spotted like a cow and part of his face was sallow and one half of his mouth was turned down, giving him a look of permanent and aggravated dyspepsia. Mr. Smeth was conducting the examination. Mrs. Tichborne, who by all reports was blind as a cave fish from staring so many years at Melvil Dewey’s damnable taxonomic invention, stood anxiously at Mr. Smeth’s shoulder. She had a long history of discouraging students from reading, particularly with respect to books of more prurient interest, like fiction, and had it been up to her she would have summoned the State Bureau of Investigation and asked them to issue warrants. Unable to control herself any longer, she demanded to know what he was going to do with her books under his bed, and the very question implied an indecency about the whole affair.


“I planned to read them,” said my father, who’d been positioned in a fraying cane-back chair in the middle of the room with his inquisitors circling like a couple of buzzards. “In fact, I’ve already read most of them.” He began to explicate a detailed and heretofore unformulated hypothesis about the human mind’s psychological readiness to read a given book at a given moment, and how important, nay, critical, it was to have the book one wanted to read at the absolute ready when the inspiration struck. The gist was that when you decide you want to read something, you want it handy so you can dive right in. His argument was not persuasive.


“He was just gonna read ’em.” Helton came to his son’s defense, and just in time. “It’s not like he was gonna sell ’em. Not exactly a market up here for books, you’ll admit. You can’t punish the boy for wantin’ to read.”


“Yes, that’s true,” said Mr. Smeth, “but he could of read them just the same by checking them out one at a time.”


“Well,” said my grandfather, “I can’t argue with you about that.”


“I didn’t steal them,” said my father. “I planned to return each and every one. And I have returned them, as you well know, and they’re all accounted for. It’s fair to say I took a rather liberal construction of the library’s checkout policy, but that does not constitute larceny in the state of North Carolina.”


Later, after finding it in his heart to grant clemency for the infraction, Mr. Smeth said to my grandfather, “That boy is awful queer—you know that.”


“Oh, do we know it.”


At age fourteen my father wrote a few short plays but kept them to himself. Everybody began to notice him in class, writing all the time. In study hall, he was writing. After the bell rang, he sat at his desk and wrote more. When he was sixteen he got a job at the town newspaper, the Old Buckram Echo, first delivering papers by bicycle and then quickly moving up to writing copy. In a matter of months he was the de facto editor in chief. He wrote nine out of every ten articles, brought in a syndicated crossword puzzle, reformatted the front page, and changed the name of the paper to the Old Buckram Meteor, which was met with some resistance among the locals. The year was 1955. Tennessee Williams had just won the Pulitzer Prize for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and Nabokov had published Lolita in Paris. It was the year of Claudette Colvin and Rosa Parks. It was a time of change everywhere in the world except Old Buckram, which plodded heedlessly along with its one-lane roads and unoccupied front porches, with nobody taking much notice of the affairs of the wide world beyond—except for my father, who singularly burned for escape.


The owner of the paper sent him to a journalists’ conference in Charlottesville, Virginia, and this was the first time he’d ever been out of the state. He became enamored with the university there, and its book collection was unlike anything he had ever imagined. Like-minded people, the first he’d met, engaged him and embraced him without the weary sidelong and dubious glances he’d grown accustomed to in Old Buckram. It’s a wonder he ever came home.


By this time he was handsome as hell, with black hair pushed back over a high forehead and the physique of a long-distance runner. He had been gifted with a strong, lean body and an assured gait that suggested purpose and confidence. He had a broad but self-conscious smile that contracted around two pronounced eyeteeth, which, in the right light, made him look unsettlingly vampiric. He kept these hidden most of the time. Looking at the few photographs of him from that year, he had the aura of a veritable time traveler, standing apart from his friends and family and looking like he belonged to a bright golden era yet to come.


Maddy had been telling him since he was old enough to listen that, given his obvious intelligence, he could surely get a job with the local savings and loan were he to want it, with or without college. “It’s a good job,” she said. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and it’d be a shame to waste it.” A selling point she returned to often was: “Your daddy’s second cousin Bishop Stonecipher has been there, at the bank, twenty years this October, and he’s nearly ready to retire. We’d never thought he’d amount to much, but he’s made a good livin’. I’m happy to call down there and talk to him for you if you want. I bet I could get you in.” You can imagine how this was received.


In the month before he graduated from high school, and knowing full well of his intention to leave the morose mountain town for college come hell or high water, Maddy sat him down on the couch in the living room and said, “Son, you are such a bright boy. And we’re glad you’re goin’ to college, if that’s what you wish to do. I sure wish we could do something to help you pay for it. We just don’t—”


Henry knew they didn’t.


“Okay, so listen to me for a minute,” said Maddy, there on the couch. “Eventually you’re gonna need to find some way to make money, and I tell you I’d be awful surprised … Well, how do I say this?” She reached over and deposited her ash into a paper cup: two quick muffled taps, a familiar sound, a fingertip’s friction on the yellowed paper of a cheap cigarette. He heard the irritation in it; sensed it arose from her being inarticulate as to her own thoughts. “Let me just say I’ve never truly understood this fascination you have with books. Lord knows we’ve tried. Books ain’t everthing, honey. Writin’s not everthing. The truth is, and you’re not gonna want to hear this, but you can’t make a living that way. You just can’t. You need to take my word for it. I was talkin’ to your daddy the other night and he said—and what he said was true—he said, ‘I’ve never known of a single writer in the history of the language except for Jesus H. Christ who was worth a damn.’ Honey, he’s got a point. And look what happened to Jesus.” She eyed him slantwise through the tobacco smoke and just shook her head. “There’s just so much more that you could do with all the bounteous gifts the Lord has seen fit to bestow upon you.”


This was not helpful advice, principally because it was inaccurate in almost every sense, and so it went unheard and unheeded. He had his mind made up. He applied to and was accepted by the University of Virginia and no other colleges. He didn’t have a car and knew no one else who was going, so he hitchhiked to Charlottesville, where he studied American literature and fell deeply in love with Wolfe and Poe and Faulkner. It was here that, notwithstanding Maddy’s loving but misguided counsel, he decided in earnest that he wanted to write for a living, although he was unsure what his subject matter would be.


After graduating in three and a half years, he sent out résumés and interest letters to several major universities hoping to land a teaching job. His plan was to be a professor during the day and spend his mornings and evenings writing. This was a wonderfully romantic notion to him. I don’t know that he ever set out to pen the “great American novel,” whatever the hell that is, but he felt that inside him was something magnificent. He had a way of looking at the world and wanted to tell everyone who was interested what he observed and knew to be true, and find someone, somewhere, who would understand him for who he was.


He got some offers from colleges in the upper Midwest but turned them down. Another offer came in, this one from Appalachian State, and it got him thinking about Old Buckram and the mountains and Helton and Maddy, but he wasn’t interested in being so close to home. Another came from the University of Baltimore and there were to be no more. This was the best offer he got, so he took it.


In his first year of teaching he found he didn’t have as much time to write as he had hoped and this caused him great frustration. He managed to complete a succinct southern novella but felt it was too similar to the previous artistic achievements of others, so it went into a drawer and he tried again. In a burst of inspiration he wrote an avant-garde quintet of short stories with a fugue of interwoven themes and characters, and this he got published as a short serial in a prominent literary magazine of the day, bringing him brief but select notoriety among the postmodern literary set. He experimented with and combined forms to produce several more short works, a few of which were printed by lesser journals and which generated some interest but mostly confusion among critics. One review said simply, “Aster’s work, for all its brilliance, is impenetrable.” Having learned important lessons, he started work on a novel.


After another year of teaching during the day and writing into all hours of the night and slowly taking on the pallor and visage of an apparition, he had fifty thousand well-ordered words. This time, he was writing the story of his life. He was writing about his mother and his father, and the mountains of North Carolina, and a bright young man who had been born there out of place and out of time.


Somewhere just beneath the view of his awareness, purposely hidden, pushed down by him among all those acrid and forgotten memories of home, there lurked a self-poisoning notion that when he had written his book and it had been published to acclaim, he would return to Old Buckram and present it to Maddy as conclusive evidence of his worth. In moments of quiet, when he allowed himself to bring this demon into focus and considered his unconscious desire for this future reckoning, he would drive it back down again and tell himself that her opinion didn’t matter and that he wasn’t doing it for her. He knew, without knowing, that she’d never read a word he’d written, and this should have been enough to save him. But in fact her doubt would be a distant yet implacable weight upon his shoulders that would not abate. It diminished him. It drew away from his power.


And still he worked. Day after day, night after night, he worked. He wrote hundreds of pages but wasn’t satisfied with what he saw on the paper before him. Critical to him was to develop and hone a truly unique style of his own. He sought, in essence, a new way of writing, of storytelling—but it proved elusive. The thought occurred to him that perhaps he should spend less time writing and more time reading until he found this new voice. He revisited all the classics, studied them in microscopic detail, and kept journals of his thoughts about them. He read every book on the New York Times best-seller list to see what people were writing, but thought most of them largely homogeneous and consequently not worthwhile. Disturbed by a growing listlessness in his pursuit, he turned to and explored the full Roman index of expurgatories and enjoyed these a great deal more, but they lent little to his endeavor. Something told him he had more figuring to do; that the book he would write was inchoate in his mind; that it needed to cook awhile longer. So he set aside what he had written of the novel and the tide of his life carried him on. On a whim, he enrolled in the University of Baltimore law-school night program, expecting only to take a few classes and learn something new and challenging. On a Saturday he went to the library to pick up a Latin to English dictionary.


He’d been to this library almost daily since his arrival in Baltimore, and more than once a student assumed he was employed there because he was so frequently seen toting heaps of books up and down the stairs. It wasn’t uncommon, too, for paid library personnel to ask him for help in locating materials or making recommendations. He went in through the heavy wood-and-glass doors and the smell of all those books came to him and gave him the sense that wherever he’d been, he had just arrived home. The whole of the library was etched in his memory and he knew right where he was going. People came and went carrying books. A group of his students walked by, nodded with respect, and said, “Professor.” This pleased him. Then a young lady he didn’t know walked out of the library office in front of him. He watched as she pulled on a pair of white gloves and mounted the steps to the rare-book room, where she retrieved an antiquarian tome and returned with it to the library desk. He’d never seen anyone so beautiful. He forgot where he was going and why he was there. She walked past him and said hello, and he became instantly incapacitated (ponytail—legs—intimate familiarity with rare books). Every neuron in his capacious brain misfired all at once and went rocketing off in new and unfamiliar directions.


While her account of this encounter (reserved and understated) and his account (soaring hyperbole) differ in the telling, there are a few salient details the stories have in common. For example, they agree (more or less) on her attire and general appearance: her hair was blond, and she was wearing green clamdiggers. He described them as “viridescent capris”; she referred to them more modestly as “light green pedal pushers I’d borrowed from my roommate.” On top she wore a simple white blouse. This he said was “décolleté” and “years ahead of its time.” He offered an affidavit to this effect. She said it was conservative work attire, and more believably so, but in any event close enough.


It is undisputed, though, that he was unable to speak for several minutes. He eventually had to walk outside and come back in before he regained his composure. They agree he’d forgotten what book he came to the library for, and that when he recalled what it was and learned that the library’s only copy was checked out, she offered to call him when it was available. The phone number he left, however, was inadvertently in error by several digits. He said it was similar to when you begin a flourish of words on the typewriter but your fingers are all on the wrong keys.


She asked his name. He responded: “I’m Henry Aster. I’m a writer. May I ask yours?” She blushed and said her name was Eleonore.
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He forgot about everything else and spent his days dreaming about her. He wrote her love letters filled with verse, but she was immune to his poesy, or nearly so. He had read of men who would recite Byron and Keats and (lesser) women would swoon as if in the hands of a conjurer, but Eleonore was far too pragmatic for this type of elevated approach. On their first date he took her to a production of Waiting for Godot and wasn’t allowed into her apartment later that evening. On the second date, he wised up and took her ice-skating.


She wasn’t much interested in academics or scholarly pursuits in the traditional sense, but make no mistake: She was far from being a dimwit. He readily conceded in the end that she outranked him in terms of native intelligence, but hers was applied to markedly different enterprises. She loved the outdoors and flowers and birds and cool spring mornings and warm summer nights. By her own training, and with only the close tutelage of Mother Nature, she was an equestrian, a botanist, and an ornithologist. She could tell you the name of every plant, flower, tree, and weed on the Atlantic Seaboard. She had learned, and if asked would recite, every known species of eastern bird, migratory or otherwise.


Her childhood memories were made in Canonsburg, Pennsylvania, south of Pittsburgh, one block away from Chartiers Cemetery, where she played as a child and learned not to be afraid of ghosts. She got her first horse, an indomitable Arabian named Kashmir, when she was twelve years old, and there was no looking back. She trained Kashmir herself after reading books on the subject, and he behaved with the dignity of a Roman horse of war. A girl of that age who learns to train and care for a majestic animal of such grace and stature all on her own without guidance of any kind (save her own instinct and initiative) has intelligence of a different kind than what is often brought about with a typical schoolhouse education.


She had three sharp-looking older brothers known for their academic pursuits. They each attended an Ivy League school—two at Harvard, one in a master’s program at Yale—and due to absurd, unstated chauvinism, no one in the family entertained the notion that she might have done the same. With her soaring siblings at institutes of higher learning in the northeast, the time came for her to move on from high school and determine the altitude her life’s trajectory would achieve. Her parents had not spoken to her of college and whenever she brought it up, her father pretended not to hear and her mother walked quickly into the kitchen. One night she sat down with them at the dinner table and told them she wished to go to college, and that she had a few good ones picked out that she thought would be affordable. Her father responded with an acidic laugh and commenced a fusillade of biting, unrestrained sarcasm. What would she do with a college degree? he asked. Did they have classes on horseback riding? Had she called the local community college? They had horses, he thought. Anyway, there was no money for this frolic. Every dollar for years to come had been pledged to pay for the boys’ educations, and they had scholarships. Did she think money grew on trees? It certainly did not.


Evenly, she said, “So you’re not going to help me?”


Her answer—the upturned palms of her father, which supplied the response: “See? We have nothing.” A year earlier their neighbors across the hill had been murdered by their own son. He was Eleonore’s age—the boy who did it—and until that one bright August morning after breakfast when he went to the barn to get the ax, he had been an exemplary child. After killing them, he sat for a while in the new-found peace and quiet and then called the police to report the crime. When asked why he did it, he replied, “I’d had about all the sarcasm I could take.”


Eleonore got up to leave.


“Where are you going?” said her father.


“To the barn.”


“To get the ax?”


“No—to tell the horses goodbye.”


That fall, she took her own money and her broken heart and enrolled in California University of Pennsylvania. In two years she had earned a teaching certificate and was ready for anything that life could offer. Knowing the time had come to strike out into the world, she headed south to Baltimore where she would begin her new life. She chose this destination for no particular reason other than the desire to go somewhere away from home and to show herself that she was brave enough to do it. She’d been working at the library for three weeks when Henry walked in and everything changed.


I am, I suppose, fortunate my parents met and were sufficiently attracted to each other to bear children. I realize now, though, that they would have been better off if this had never happened.


My father had come out of Old Buckram with grand plans. He believed he had the raw materials—the intellect, the instincts, the ear—to become, over time, a beloved American writer. By reading and truly understanding all that had come before, by advancing the craft in a way that only he could, he might one day ascend to the ranks of Wolfe, Faulkner, Fitzgerald. He would produce an unparalleled work of fiction that would attempt to redefine the very nature of language. Yet at last, he was only a man, who, like so many of us, had dreams that exceeded him.


And this man thus described met the shining soul of a woman who was to become my mother. Years would pass and life would be visited upon them, and its toll would be great. His unquenchable thirst for all things would deliquesce like phantom smoke; her indomitable spirit would resurrect itself only in isolation, only as she galloped fiercely through the fields, a solitary knight in battle, with only herself to witness the courage. They were indeed doomed. But this eventual destruction was foreseen by no one at the time.


In 1967, upon my father’s graduation from law school, they were married by the magistrate and moved into a second-floor apartment on West Fairmont Avenue in Baltimore in close proximity to and roughly equidistant from the Edgar Allan Poe house on the east and the H. L. Mencken house on the west. My mother had come to love him and couldn’t have been happier. I can see it in the photographs. There is a patient and sweet contentment in her smile.


And he began again to write in earnest. He wrote of Maddy. He wrote of Old Buckram. He wrote of the white mist rising and churning in the valleys, and the once-green mountains in the foreground fading to shades of magnificent blue in the distance. He wrote of wood-smoke from distant fires on early autumn nights as the Milky Way rolled into view. He could remember every detail. He told her time moved more slowly there, but not for him. For him, it was different. For him, Old Buckram carried a sadness that he didn’t think he’d ever get over and he didn’t know why. He called it a “stillness of disquiet.” At night, anguished, he would read to her what he had written and she would lie at the foot of the bed with eyes full of wonder.


He moved his typewriter a dozen times, trying to find the perfect place to write. The apartment they shared had a Juliet balcony in the main bedroom overlooking the street, and in the early evenings with some lingering light of day he would push his desk to the open doors and work, looking up from time to time to watch people moving up and down the lonely corridor. He was easily distracted and would become fiercely perturbed at just about anything that drew his attention away from writing. “Shostakovich wrote his music out in the hall,” he once said, “not to protect his family from the terror of the KGB when they came to take him at last, but because he was trying to concentrate.”


He lovingly called his new wife all sorts of oddly sweet names—“sonnet” and “rabbit” were two that I have heard (the latter taken from For Whom the Bell Tolls, no doubt)—and after a few fits and starts she allowed him to write and took good care of him while he was doing so. He would call to her from the balcony and she would take him another beer in a glass or a vodka tonic or some of whatever bottle they happened to have at the moment. When it began to get dark, or when the cold began to come in through the balcony doors, she would bring this fact to his attention. She would make simple dinners for the two of them, and on those nights when he couldn’t be bothered, she would set his plate on the desk next to him and eventually he would find it and eat.


One night two cars collided in the street immediately below the balcony, and when asked to recount the event to the police officer who arrived on the scene, he confessed that he had seen none of it. Another night a man walking by spotted him and, standing on the street below, called up and asked if the man at the typewriter could spare a cigarette and a drink, both of which it was apparent were being conspicuously consumed. So he took a break from writing and rubberbanded an opened pack of cigarettes to a half-empty bottle of vodka and tossed them over the railing to the man, who said he’d never forget it. Perhaps he never did.


On a Friday in the spring of 1968 he started writing early and drinking even earlier, and by late afternoon he’d become cataleptic with gin and the words were not coming. He drove Eleonore out of the apartment with his frustration, and she was just outside when she heard his typewriter crash like an airliner in the middle of the street. So it went. For a while, then, he just wrote by hand.


Soon thereafter he received a terse letter from Helton on a scrap of unlined paper. Helton had never gained a reputation as an epistolary, so just receiving an envelope in his father’s rarely seen hand suggested ill tidings from Old Buckram. “Your mother is not feeling well,” Helton wrote, “but I’m sure it will pass. I just wanted you to know.” On the back of the letter was this afterthought: “No reason for you to come home unless coming home anyway. Will manage.” Helton didn’t want to impose, but the implication was clear enough.


The thought of Maddy’s declining health began to weigh on his mind like an anchor. He hated to be so far from home, leaving everything to Helton, who could barely care for himself. A few weeks later he got another letter from Helton. This one said, “I’m starting to get worried.”


The night of the second letter the young couple sat in bed together with legs entangled. A string of Christmas lights ran high around the perimeter of the room, and the balcony doors were open to the warm outside. He drank wine and read Updike by the room’s one lamp and tried to fool himself into thinking there was nothing he could do about Maddy. Unprompted, he said to Eleonore, “I don’t want to go back.”


She had seen the letters. “I know you don’t,” she said, “but maybe we should.”


He got up and retrieved the wine bottle from their small kitchen, and then returned to bed. “It doesn’t feel like home to me. It never did.”


“It doesn’t have to be home,” she said, taking his hand. “If we don’t like it, we can leave as soon as—”


“As soon as what? We no longer need to be there?” As soon as Maddy dies is what she meant but didn’t mean to say, and he knew it.


“If I go,” he said, “will you go with me?”


“Of course I will. You know that.”


The act of saying the words, of imagining it as real, made it suddenly seem possible. In her mind, a move to the mountains of North Carolina in high summer seemed a happy and adventurous prospect. She had heard it described, and she longed for the simplicity and beauty it offered. A brief vision of Old Buckram’s green hills and upland fields washed over her, and what she saw was lush and eternal. A beguiling optimism is often the first step toward folly.


“If we decide to go,” she said, excited now and feeling the momentary enchantment, “do you think we could—”


“Get a horse? There are lots of horses in Old Buckram.”


“Are there any Arabians? You wouldn’t know. I’d be surprised if there were. We’d need a house with a fenced pasture beside it or somewhere near it, and a barn. I’d take care of the rest.”


“If we get a horse,” he said, “I want to be the one who names it.”


“Henry,” said Eleonore, resting her hands on her stomach, “there’s something else I’ve been thinking about. I don’t want to raise a child in the city.”


Before leaving for Old Buckram, my father visited the Poe house a final time to say goodbye to so many things. Eleonore found him there, sitting on the front steps, loudly and drunkenly reciting poetry she had never heard before. “ ‘Now, to me the elm-leaves whisper / Mad, discordant melodies, / And keen melodies like shadows / Haunt the moaning willow trees …’” He was three-quarters of the way into a bottle of vodka. This was not an auspicious beginning, but it was a suitable end. The next morning, after studying maps of three states while he slept, she loaded him into the car and they made their way to the misty mountains of North Carolina. He was going home.




4


In my father’s childhood, during the emerging spring when the dogwoods were blooming white and gold in the long blue mountains, his father would drive the family down a meager dirt road over and around the wooded hills to the farmers market and back. At the apex of one of the hills, the woods cleared away to the west and the hillside fell into a great valley and climbed steeply up again to reveal the stone-gray face of Ben Hennom, an ancient mountain worn smooth and dark by the weathers of time. On a high shoulder of the mountain, half hidden by a row of wraithlike trees as old as time itself, sat an immense house of black iron and glass. During the day, it was an odd architectural curiosity. Due to a subtle trick of the mountain’s folding ridges, it seemed always to be in shadow, even when the sun blazed in a cloudless sky above it. From morning to night, it was cloaked in a slowly swirling mist as thick as smoke from a fire. At night, it brooded in darkness like an ember-eyed bird of prey on the edge of the mountain. Never before had a house been built like it, and never would another be built. The children would scramble to the windows of the car to marvel in awed silence at the great and mysterious structure.


It was brought into existence in 1918 by a vice president of the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company in Winston-Salem who no doubt wanted to escape the oppressive summer heat of the Piedmont and found relief in the high elevations of Old Buckram. He bought the hundred acres surrounding the house for next to nothing—at that time land was inexpensive and plentiful—but on the structure he spared no expense and gave little regard to prevailing attitudes on architectural taste. The house was designed floor to ceiling by the man’s brother-in-law, who was a full architect and half an occultist. To say he had a penchant for the macabre is an understatement. As a younger man, not more than a year out of Princeton, he had traveled to Palenque by virtue of the generosity of his wealthy father. The purpose of the trip was to derive inspiration for his nascent career, for he was far from satisfied with the unimaginative state of American design in the south. After a frightful encounter with a large black bird that pecked at him viciously and tried to take his eyes, he came down with a horrid fever that shook his body for weeks. He nearly died before leaving Mexico and was never the same thereafter. A dark cast had taken his soul. Upon returning home, he commenced work on what would simultaneously be his first and last creation and his magnum opus: the great house on the hill. The fever returned and his last breath turned to vapor in the cold mountain air before he could see his drawings brought to life—but yet it would be built.


The house saw little use or occupation for decades, and in 1963 it was sold in a dilapidated state to an eccentric hotelier named Kaeron who envisioned it as a recherché bed-and-breakfast that would give his wife something to do to pass the time other than wait for him to come home in the evenings. When that went the way of all bad ideas, he and his wife moved in and lived there with their three children, Mary, Tebah, and Abigail. They built a gate at the bottom of the hill and slowly disappeared from public life. Later the house and grounds fell back into disrepair, and it was whispered in town that the hotelier had an exotic disease for which there was no cure. Then someone noticed that all the lights in the house had been turned on and were never turned off, day or night. As the weeks passed, the lights went out one by one. Eventually someone called the police, the gate was scaled, and the premises were searched. No one appeared to be home. When the fifth mortgage payment didn’t arrive, the bank sent someone out to inquire. After knocking and looking in all the windows, the man who lost the bet kicked through a pane of glass and went inside. The house was completely furnished and in order, as if company were expected. He called out, but no one answered. After a terrifying exploration through the cold and darkling fortress, he ran out of the house and called the police.


The detective assigned to the case wrote in his initial report: “Something horrible has happened here. I can’t tell exactly what. It’s strange. Two adults are dead. The three children are missing. No indication of their whereabouts. Cause of death for the parents is undetermined (analysis pending), but could have been self-inflicted, either voluntarily or involuntarily (under duress). Excavation of the grounds to begin this week.” And then three weeks later: “Children found today. Buried face-up in a pit in the woods behind the house. Lined up (not piled in). Multiple broken bones apparent.” A supplemental report indicated the cause of death for the children was drowning. The police were never able to put together a coherent explanation of how or why the killings occurred.
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