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For my family—believers, singers, storytellers and the best of folk.








Arvin


I think our house was built in 1873 or 1874. My mother sometimes gives one year and sometimes the other. In the basement, the beams measure twelve inches by twelve inches for the uprights, and the floor joists are two by eight inches. I measured both and wrote the results down in a small notebook that Salome gave me for my tenth birthday. I once tried to pound a nail into a beam because I wanted to hang up my notebook in a safe place where neither Ben or Carl could find it because either one would just take it if he could. Every nail I tried to pound into the support beam bent, and it didn’t matter if I pounded small or big nails. They bent right in the middle like I was trying to pound into cement. I asked Carl later why you couldn’t nail anything into the beams, and he said it was because the wood was old and dry. I had a right angle used by carpenters and Carl told me he would give me twenty-five cents for every right angle—it had to be exact—I could find in the house. I couldn’t find any.


Our house has had Kraft family in it every year of its life. My great-grandfather, Arvin Condon Kraft—I was named after him—cut some of the trees they made into the house. He didn’t work as a carpenter or tree cutter either since he made lots of money, they said, selling his farmland to be made into new city lots. But he wanted to cut some of the oak and maple and pine trees that were going into his new house, just because. I understand that. It would be fine to point out some of the wood and say, “I cut that” or “I remember that tree when it was standing on the hillside out near Parker’s Ferry.”


The house has six pocket doors and five fireplaces, though all the fireplaces don’t work. Three of them were plugged with metal things so we wouldn’t try to start a fire, especially Ben and Carl, who like fires. I was not allowed any kind of fires in the house or out after that one time. Ben and Carl could only start fires if someone—meaning mother or Salome—asked them. Our father had been dead as long as I could remember, but Ben said he could remember him and that he smelled like tobacco smoke. No one else ever smoked in our family after he was gone. Once Carl tried to get me to try to smoke a cigarette, but just the smell of it made me sick. No thanks, Carl, I told him. The pocket doors all worked in different ways. On some of them the right one stuck and the left one slid easily. Some the other way around. The doorway upstairs on the third floor, the one that closed off the highest fireplace room, sometimes the right door wouldn’t budge like someone was holding it from inside the wall. Ben told me our house had ghosts and that one of them kept that door from opening when he felt like being bad and that I should never force the door. Just leave it alone when Great Uncle Morgan Kraft was feeling like holding it. Ben always told me stuff to scare me since he was older than Carl and could get away with it. Carl tried it and I’d cry because I knew he was picking on me and had been told over and over by Salome not to. Carl was afraid of Salome. Ben, too, but not as much. Salome told them both not to pick on me because I was slower than they were. Of course I was slower, I remember thinking, I’m three years younger than Carl and five years younger than Ben. I’d always be slower until we all grew up. Then I’d catch up.


The pocket doors got me thinking about the inside of the house. I shined a flashlight into the pockets to see if I could catch Great Uncle Morgan holding the door, but all I could see was way back into the wall—the dust, the track for the door, the way the plaster oozed out like frosting between the lath, and then more dark. I began to wonder if there wasn’t a way to get inside the walls and see all what was in there.


A long time ago there had been servants’ quarters in the basement with stairways to the outside and a big dumbwaiter as well as smaller dumbwaiters to serve each fireplace with wood. Ben explained that the house had been built to have two insides: one where people moved room to room in living spaces and the other a kind of funhouse of pulleys and hollow spaces to take things to those living spaces. Mother and Salome had forbidden us from riding on the dumbwaiters. Salome sat us down and drew us pictures (I’m sure the picture part was for me) of how the ropes could be rotten and we could fall down from the third floor and die in a bloody heap on the floor of the basement and not be found until we began to stink and rot three days later. We all said we understood, and Salome checked each one of us by looking us in the eye and then rapping us on the head with the middle knuckle of her hand to make sure we had got the message. It hurt. I hated it every time she did it, mainly to me. She said she did it because she loved me and wanted to make sure I understood what was safe and what was not safe. “I do it out of love,” she always said. “So you won’t forget what I said and then get hurt. For love.” But she seemed to enjoy doing it too, or anyway, she would get a look on her face that was almost a smile, a smirk, and then rap me one. Salome was six years older than Ben and seemed to be able to do anything she wanted. Mother let her have anything and do anything. As the last boy I got the least. But I got the inside of the house.


Ben hated spiders and Carl didn’t like small spaces. Once Ben closed Carl up in a couch that turned into a bed, and I think that started it. Carl wanted to be outside as much as possible and hated closed-in spaces. I liked closets, and I would have climbed into the dumbwaiter chutes too if I could have. All I had to do to keep Ben out was say I saw a spider in there, in the closet or especially in the basement, and he’d stay away. When I figured out later that what they meant by me being slow had nothing to do with footraces, I realized that I needed to find what I could to make my own way. My two fast brothers maybe were faster than me, but each of them had something that made them slower than me sometimes. Spiders and claustrophobia, I learned, were not problems for me. I once let a spider bite me over and over to see what would happen. I got little red spots that itched for a while and then were gone. How could anyone think that a little spider or even a big one could eat you? Ben didn’t want to discuss it. I showed him the spots where I let the spider bite. I said for a quarter, I’d find a big spider, or he could find the biggest spider he wanted, and I’d let it bite me. Ben shivered and said no. I said I would catch a jar of spiders—twenty spiders—and put them on my arm for one dollar. Ben walked away. Apparently he not only didn’t want spiders on himself, but he didn’t like the thought of them biting anyone in the family. I wanted to ask him if he would let a spider bite Salome, but he went away so fast I couldn’t, and then I forgot later.


Ben and Salome had an uneasy peas. That’s what he called it: uneasy peas, he said. He made a drawing of a big, unhappy pea-pod lecturing to some smaller pods that looked mighty unhappy, three of them. He said I was the wrinkly littlest pod. He and Carl were the other two. I asked him why I had the wrinkles, and he said I just did, that’s all. And I always would.


Sometimes I wanted to be invisible and I thought that if I breathed in and out carefully I could find invisibility. I finally found out how to do it, but it wasn’t with breathing, and then I took to disappearing from the family for hours. They thought I had run away at first. I would say I went with friends to the playground, went to the convenience store for cheap hotdogs, went by myself to play in the creek. And pretty soon I could drop from sight for hours without leaving the house.


The first time I went up from the basement, up the shaft of the dumbwaiter that went to the way-upstairs fireplace. I found there was a kind of ladder of slats nailed to the wall so someone could climb up there, so I just went slowly and picked my way up, testing each time to make sure the slat would hold. The lath was dark and seemed sooty and smelled like attic mixed with garage. I wouldn’t give Salome the satisfaction of finding me on the basement floor in a pool of my own blood having been dead for three days and beginning to smell. Each time I went higher and higher until I had gone all the way up. Higher, it smelled smoky in there, like the inside of a chimney smells. I once climbed on top of our house and then up to the chimney to look in. I think it was when I believed in Santa Claus and Carl had been clear about the coming down the chimney business. I wanted to see for myself. Well, I looked down there and it smelled like cooked wood, I remember thinking. Old cooked wood. The shaft smelled something like that as I got up toward the top. One slat broke under my weight and splintered into knives of wood I could see looking back down with the flashlight. The splinters also looked like teeth.


After listening to conversations I would pull myself back up and try to remember what they said. It seemed “what to do” was not coming along very quickly, but I was patient. Salome was always telling someone else what they should or shouldn’t be doing, always starting someone out in what she called the “right direction.” “If you’ll just do what I tell you, you’ll be headed in the right direction. Believe me. Just do it and you’ll see.” Salome was very interesting as long as I was on the other side of the plaster from her. It was standing in that god-awful toe-on-toe, pinned like a beetle in front of the actual HER that I hated, the wagging finger, the hand on one hip, her skirt like a curtain waving in the breeze while she pronounced and pronounced word after word until I couldn’t hear her, only see the shifting shape of her face waving in the air.


I began to write down the conversations as soon as I came out of the wall holes. I tried hard to remember what was important and write it as soon as I could, but always I forgot parts and added others I thought should make sense. I re-read these to try to find what it was my brothers and sister and mother knew that made me always feel left out and second rate—brown tasting. When I came up as a subject of their conversations, which was rare, I was always dismissed as some kind of stone-in-your-shoe they had to put up with. “Let’s not tell Arvin and just go. He won’t know, and we won’t have to drag him along all day.” “It’s not going to be easy getting past Ma and going without him.” “We’ll ask her like it’s going to be just this once. We take him along enough. ‘Arvin’s slow. Arvin’s slow so we have to be considerate of him. Think what it must be like.’ I get so tired of that.”


I knew several things: I was “slow” was one thing; I could be invisible in the house almost anywhere I wanted was another thing; I could put things together if they gave me enough time; I could find ways to take enough time if people let me; there was nothing quite like the total effect of those meatball sandwiches they sold at D’Angelo’s shack. There was more I knew, too.


The old house had become double. The rooms and rooms and rooms I grew up with, each child with his or her own bedroom or alcove, the backyard with its hedges and bushes that drooped into tunnels that ran everywhere. And you could hide inside or out. But mostly inside the skin of the house where no one else knew the passageways, no one else could go where I could go. I felt like a bug in an apple. I could tunnel anywhere and still get back out. Sometimes nails stuck through the plaster, but I learned to feel for them and bend them over. But mostly, the plaster was so thick pushed through the lath that nothing kept me from sliding down and climbing up the interior of the walls. The white powder left on me I learned to pat down until it disappeared. I listened to what the house said.


I found the box and what was in the box on one trip through the walls. I set out that one time with a sandwich, a cheese sandwich. I had learned not to put pickles on with the cheese or the whole thing turned to milky mush in about fifteen minutes.


I knew how to get to the Moby-Dick manuscript and had been to it many times before I decided to haul it out and see exactly what it was. It was in a wooden box that smelled like the forest when you scratched it. The top was crimped lead, and for a long time I just crimped and uncrimped the lead and thought of what must be in the box. Ben and Carl had been reading pirate stories a long time ago and sometimes would read the parts to me about treasure. My favorite treasure was rubies because I wasn’t sure what a ruby was though gold coins were perfectly clear. Rubies and pearls. Salome had a pearl on a gold chain that she showed me once in order to tell me never, ever to take any of her things without asking. So I knew what pearls were. I didn’t know anyone who had a ruby, but I found out rubies were red because of Dorothy’s slippers in The Wizard of Oz. Once I could picture all the treasure that could be in the box, then I opened it.


I was disappointed, of course, that there were no rubies. No gold. I decided to close the box up again and leave it in the wall where I had found it and then pretend I hadn’t found it yet and then come across it again so that I wouldn’t be disappointed this time that there was no treasure. I pulled out some of the paper to see what it said. It said:


“And what do ye do when ye see a whale, men?”


“Sing out for him!” was the impulsive rejoinder from a score of clubbed voices.


[I learned ‘The Greenland Whale Fishery’ in fourth grade so I sang it when I read this—“way, haul away, we’ll haul away boys.”]


“Good!” cried Ahab, with a wild approval in his tones; observing the hearty animation into which his unexpected question had so magnetically thrown them.


“And what do ye next, men?”


“Lower away, and after him!”


“And what tune is it ye pull to, men?”


“A dead whale or a stove boat!”


[I tried to picture the boat looking like a stove and couldn’t without getting giggles. I looked up “stove” later and found out what it meant used with boat and said to myself, a-ha.]


More and more strangely and fiercely glad and approving, grew the countenance of the old man at every shout; while the mariners began to gaze curiously at each other, as if marveling how it was that they themselves became so excited at such seemingly purposeless questions.


But, they were all eagerness again, as Ahab, now half-revolving in his pivot-hole, with one hand reaching high up a shroud, and tightly, almost convulsively grasping it, addressed them thus:


“All ye mast-headers have before now heard me give orders about a white whale. Look ye! D’ye see this Spanish ounce of gold?”—holding up a broad bright coin to the sun—“It is a sixteen dollar piece, men,—a doubloon. D’ye see it? Mr. Starbuck, hand me yon top-maul.”


[Oh, I knew all about doubloons. You bet. After rubies the doubloon was the best treasure there was. Doubloons were double something, twice as much, Carl explained and Carl also explained there were some doubloons in a museum in Boston and he’d seen them. Solid gold and you had to bite them to see if they were real, but I was never sure why the biting. Maybe they tasted a certain way and you knew then they were real ones.]


While the mate was getting the hammer, Ahab, without speaking, was slowly rubbing the gold piece against the skirts of his jacket, as if to heighten its lustre, and without using any words was meanwhile lowly humming to himself producing a sound so strangely muffled and articulate that it seemed the mechanical humming of the wheels of his vitality in him.


[But I used to do that humming when I was little then my whole family made me stop. Each one did it in a different way. Carl put his hand over my mouth and sometimes over my nose too and I couldn’t breathe. Ben hit me on the arm. Hard. Salome tapped me with one finger right in the middle of my forehead. She said I had a third eye there and would learn faster. Mother sighed and hugged me.]


Receiving the top-maul from Starbuck, he advanced towards the mainmast with the hammer uplifted in one hand, exhibiting the gold with the other, and with a high raised voice exclaiming: “Whosoever of ye raises me a white-headed whale with a wrinkled brow and a crooked jaw; whosoever of ye raises me that white-headed whale, with three holes punctured in his starboard fluke—look ye, whosoever of ye raises me that same white whale, he shall have this gold ounce, my boys!”


“Huzza! Huzza!” cried the seamen, as with swinging tarpaulins they hailed the act of nailing the gold to the mast.


[Huzza, Huzza, I called too. I went saying huzza around the house like pizza, but Ben corrected me and asked me where I got such a stupid, old-fashioned word. I said I found it in a book about pirates, and he said, oh.]


“It’s a white whale, I say,” resumed Ahab, as he threw down the top-maul; “a white whale. Skin your eyes for him, men; look sharp for white water; if ye see but a bubble, sing out.”


[A doubloon, I crooned to myself, white whale, huzza huzza. All ye mastheaders …]


So in a way, I found gold—a doubloon—I realized later.


The paper was like dust packed back into paper form and the first sheet I tried to hold broke in half like a thin sheet of ice from a puddle.


I kept the papers completely to myself because I knew if Ben or Carl found out about it they’d have me get the rest for them or they’d go after it themselves, spiders and claustrophobia be damned. The reading I did about the white whale told me right away that the papers had to do with Salem, Massachusetts, where we had gone for a vacation, and I saw pictures of all kinds of whales but just one white whale. I knew the story about the guy who had his leg bit off and wanted to kill the whale. Who didn’t in our part of the country?


I knew I had discovered the one secret thing that I could know and the rest of the family could not: not Ben with his tall certainty and long stride, neither Carl with his quick eyes and his tongue darting out when he listened, and especially not Salome with her … with her handle on everything—the way she handled everyone with words as if she were picking people up and moving them around with the noise coming out of her face. Especially not her. And not even mother who seemed more tired every day, always “just a minute” when I wanted to talk to her, always sighing and looking out the wavy window glass at something outside the house.


One piece of the paper—I was being careful after the one that broke in half—had a corner of a page just drop off by itself as if it couldn’t resist gravity any longer. How like a feather the corner slid on the air back and forth to the ground. Then I began to think of the manuscript as a feathered thing talking from a long time ago. It took a long time too, but I read page after page of the handwriting with its open As I first mistook for Gs, the Hs and Ms almost alike so that Herman Melville looked like Merman Melville. I thought for a while that a merman had made up the words. I knew about mermaids and mermen and for as long as I could remember, living here by the ocean, and besides, Ben had been very interested in these at one time and told me all about them. I liked the sound of the pages easing into the lead box. I sat with the box in my lap and shut off the flashlight and felt the weight of it on my lap in the softness of the dark. A long time. Then I turned on the light again, uncrimped the lead skirt of the box and opened the top to read another page.


Once I decided to keep the manuscript to myself, I began to walk through the house among my family grinning with my secret. I couldn’t help it. Once Carl stopped me in the hallway.


“Out with it, Arvin.”


“What? Out with what?” I felt the secret rise up in my throat wanting to jump out my mouth. I clamped my teeth together and said, “With what?”


“Don’t give me that. I know you. You have something you’re not telling, and I’ll get it out of you sooner or later. So spill it.”


I tried to slide by him, but Carl stopped me with a knee and pinned me against the wall. “You’re not going anywhere until you tell me. Just like the time you saw the cat that got in the basement, remember? You couldn’t keep that from me either. So out with it.”


I frantically searched my brain for something like the cat I could tell him. But the harder I looked, the less there seemed to be in my head. Carl held me pinned against the wall it seemed by magic. “The cat …” I tried, but I knew immediately by looking at Carl that I wasn’t going to get away with any cat story. “The dog …” I tried then.


“Come on, Arvin. I don’t have all day for this. Out with it. OUT WITH IT.” Carl tried what we both knew as Salome’s “special voice” that she used to freeze our blood and make us do things immediately. It wasn’t loud; it was just steel as if it could turn into a knife and cut you if you didn’t give in immediately. But Carl couldn’t pull it off. It was Carl doing Salome and the freeze wasn’t there. The knife was a rubber one.


My brain began chugging forward in the failure of the voice. Carl tried it again, but there was only more time for me to get ready for him. Finally I said, “Don’t tell anyone. You have to promise, Carl. Promise!” Carl let me go and we stood in the hall and let Ben pass through.


“What are you two goofs up to?” But Ben was in a hurry to get somewhere else and didn’t wait for an answer.


“Okay, Arvin. What’s up then?” said Carl.


“You know that place outside under the bush with the yellow flowers? You know where you can go into a tunnel under the bush and no one can see you? You know that place? Where the …”


“Yeah, yeah. Under the bushes. What about it? This better be good, Arvin, or I’ve got such an Indian burn for you you’ll never forget.”


“Well, if you go there … you can see everything. Everything!”


“What everything?”


“The Tillmans. You can look right into their windows and they can’t see you and you can watch them moving around in the house. Mrs. Tillman sometimes cries, too.”


“What about Jennifer? Can you see in her room? Did you see her?”


I didn’t know whether I should be able to see Jennifer or not. I stalled and tried to guess whether I could avoid the Indian burn by seeing Jennifer Tillman from the bushes. “I … uh. Saw her once.” I tried to read Carl’s face to see if this was the right direction. Should I keep going there?


“Yeah, you saw her. And what was she doing. Anything? Just reading a book? Dusting the furniture? Doing the dishes?”


I could tell that none of these would qualify for escaping from the Indian burn. I waited until Carl raised his eyebrows in another question. “I saw her … I saw her … peeing!” I finally said triumphantly.


Carl stood absolutely still for a moment. Then, “You did not. How could you? Can you see into their bathroom? No, you can’t. They have that glass you can’t see through on the bathroom window. I tried to see in from up in the tree …” Carl caught himself. “Never mind. You did not.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me, then thought better and grabbed my right wrist with both hands to deliver the Indian burn.


“Wait. I didn’t see her in the house peeing.” My brain raced to new speeds as the Indian burn began. “I saw her peeing in the backyard.” The burn stopped.


“No. You didn’t. Where was she? Why would she pee in the backyard? No, you didn’t.”


“Why do you pee in the backyard?” And I felt the Indian burn disappear as Carl appeared to be buying the whole thing. “Why do we all pee in the backyard? Except Mother and Salome. But the rest of us all do. Though Ben doesn’t much anymore but …”


“Okay, okay. Big deal,” Carl said, but clearly this information was worth a stakeout of his own. He’d try himself. “Don’t tell anyone else about this. It’ll be our secret, you understand?”


I understood and hurried off down the hall.


From in the wall I could also listen to the conversations in the house. Salome on the phone. Salome and mother. Salome with guests in the back room off her bedroom she had staked out as an office. And as time went by, I spent more and more time down inside the walls. My brothers kidded me that I had stopped growing until mother made them stop. I had learned to cram myself, knees to butt, in the wall openings and a number of times fell asleep in the dark waiting for the room to begin to speak. I woke up once to the whole family going from room to room calling my name, looking for me high and low. I hurried to the surface and waited until the boys were sent outside to look for me, and then I crept out upstairs and came downstairs pretending to rub sleep from my eyes.


“I was tired and fell asleep in the alcove. Where is everybody?”


Salome wagged a finger at me and made me sit at the dinner table.


I need a watch, I thought. One that glows in the dark or with a little light. One with an alarm I can set. Then I thought of the alarm going off while I was in the wall and Salome figuring out where I was. She’d spoil everything very quickly. I gave up the watch alarm idea but kept the lighted dial. I thought I’d look at the drugstore. But I had no money. Money had become the main topic of conversation in this house lately.


I never would have told anyone about the box and the papers if it hadn’t been for one thing that happened.


I borrowed something of Salome’s that I shouldn’t have. She had a pen she got for graduation from somebody, I don’t remember who, and she took very good care of that pen. She told all of us that we were never to use it under any circumstances. That’s what she said—“under any circumstances”—and wagged her finger over our heads so we knew she meant business. Not just would we have to do the listen but something awful would happen to us if we borrowed her pen. It was the color of a ripe plum and the point was gold and there was ink inside that you could hear slosh around when you shook it. I think if she hadn’t made such a big fuss I wouldn’t have tried to write with it. Jeez, I thought it would make magic writing or something. I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought would happen, but I knew I had to try writing with it to see what the big deal was. I took it out of its box, like a little treasure box with purple velvet inside. I moved it on the paper and nothing happened! Nothing. No ink came out. It was like she had a remote control on it, and it would only work for her. It was heavy. The tip was very shiny gold.


Then I tried to write with it again but pushed harder. Then harder. The tip of the pen broke apart. It just split like an apple does when you throw it against a wall. Then lots of ink came out. Oh boy, did lots of ink come out. All over the dining room tablecloth, and it seemed to keep coming and coming from some place where there was more ink than that little pen could possibly hold. I knew I was dead. Salome would kill me and put the pieces down the garbage disposer like she once said she would. She would chop me up in very small pieces … very, very small pieces. The ink ran out all over everything. There must have been five gallons because it seemed to fill the room after making the tablecloth black. The floor. The floor. Pretty soon it was like the ink was coming from inside my head where, when Carl made me feel stupid, there was a place that felt like it was full of ink.


Then I thought of the box I found. My secret. Maybe I could trade my secret box to Salome and everything would be okay. So that’s what I did, only I didn’t give her the box, just a few of the papers. She got mad about the pen, and I promised her the papers if she wouldn’t hurt me. So she said what papers? Why shouldn’t I chop your miserable self up and put the pieces down the disposer? I gave her some of the papers carefully, and she spent a long time alone with them. But finally she was very pleased and smiling, which for her was pretty rare, and she said she forgave me for what I did to her pen and the tablecloth and the floor.





Thorne


I’m telling the story like Ishmael, having survived it all and come back with the tale. I should have seen the whole thing coming. I didn’t, of course. I didn’t because we never do, do we?


I came to Newport, Oregon, a bunch of years ago, its university by the sea wanting a professor of American 19th and 20th century in general, and Melville in particular. I was a natural with my interests in Moby-Dick and all things Herman Melville. Newport had whales passing by twice a year, once in the spring to the north and then again in the fall to the south. When the fishing boats didn’t go out after fish, they could take out whale watchers. Some had given up fishing permanently and now did whale watching all the time.


I brought my own Ishmael-like sigh, his November-in-the-soul business, when I came to Newport. Ishmael knew that it was time for him to go to sea when he wanted to knock people’s hats off in the street. I know the feeling. But I thought I was doing it in a more professorial way. Maybe some emptiness like Camus’ stranger, his outsider, Meursault, who can’t grieve at his mother’s funeral. My mother, on the other hand, was fine and living in Pennsylvania. My wife was gone though. I had put her through what I came to know as the isolation—a life on the outside of a scholar so buried in his work that he couldn’t see anything else. I thought I had to bury myself in work; I thought that was what the life of a scholar was. I thought she knew that. I thought we had agreed … I thought, I thought, I thought. Shit. That’s all I did, all I wanted to do.


There was a place in the act of scholarship, of study, that was furnished with particulars of retreat from the world. I think of that place now as a distant cave, not Plato’s, with fuzzy lining. I could curl up in the lining and just empty myself out into whatever interested me. Selfish. Another way of looking at it. Me following my own nose. Self-indulgent—worse. And worse yet, self-righteous. Even more than a cave I retreated to, it was maybe a temple. And I was the high priest and the entire congregation of worshipers. I thought—and I use the word advisedly here—my wife should appreciate the cost of scholarship. When I was writing, I was hacking conversations and daily life into pieces that were useful for my writing. One of my colleagues called it “taking a broad-axe to your life.”


I now appreciate the irony—Melville-style—that a guy showing up on my doorstep, my cave opening, my temple altar, with a few sheets of old paper in his hand, changed everything. Everything my long-suffering (and then gone) wife couldn’t do. My students couldn’t do it. But a few pieces of 19th century foolscap with scribbling on it began my return, my reluctant return, to the messiness of life.


Godalming showed up on my doorstep with his smirk. He asked if I was who he thought I should be—it was my university office, so I should be the guy whose name is on the door, but he wanted to make sure. Then he smirked and asked if I might be familiar with this handwriting.


He handed me one sheet of old paper with what I immediately recognized as Melville’s handwriting, or a fine approximation, anyway. The part I had in my hand I could see was from the middle of Moby-Dick, part of the Town-Ho’s story. Scholars, including me, have loved to speculate about how this fits in with Ishmael’s telling. It was a “certain wondrous, inverted visitation [by Moby-Dick himself] of one of those so-called judgments of God which at times are said to overtake some men.” The page had crossing outs, additions—all the business of Melville’s creative process. I looked up from the page and the smirk was growing—almost a smile. He said he had more pages for me to look at if I was interested.


And here’s why the actual manuscript for Moby-Dick would be so interesting to a lot of people.


First of all for scholars: we think there may have been some five thousand substantive errors in the first printings of the novel. In 1851, copyright was a new invention—by the British—and authors writing in English could copyright their work in England (and prevent any old printer from making an edition of any work and selling it as in the previous practice). But the United States didn’t have copyright and the old piracy continued. So Melville (and Harper Brothers Publishing) printed a one-volume version in the United States and a three-volume version in England. Sloppy typesetting on both sides of the Atlantic introduced errors. Broken type introduced others. English typesetters were notorious for drinking ale and porter at lunch and after lunch the typesetting became more freestyle: for example, if they didn’t know a word or an Americanism, they substituted freely and called it good. The American edition was better, but not much better. And so scholars would like to see the manuscript with its notes and additions and subtractions to solve a number of textual problems, some say meaning problems. Scholars also like to see emendations to try to guess at the direction(s) that an author established through changes. Lots of good critical ink here.
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