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                [Disability is] an allegory of all life in society.
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                Same thing’s true of slavery, of course, but with slavery the metaphor’s so much a part of the language, nobody pays attention to it anymore.




                

                  – Nathaniel Carrick, MD (taped interview)
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  How stupid the young are. When I was twenty-two I enrolled in philosophy at Columbia University. I wanted to find truth. I hired helpers to wheel me to it. My professors said,

  ‘Truth exists. It’s real and absolute. But the only place it has any meaning is in questions like “Is it going to rain tomorrow?” Wait until tomorrow and see. Then –

  hey, presto – you’ve got the truth.’ Well, what the hell good is that to me? I live down here, deep down in this wheelchair. I need more.




  I’ll start in Sweetbrier. I hate the midwest, and Sweetbrier never was up to much, anyway. Today it’s no more than a smattering of shacks tossed down along one of those roads that

  score the cornfields. Cars don’t stop here. Farmers go elsewhere to shop and socialize. You can still make out Benbow Wikin’s name over his grocery store if you really want to, but

  there’s hardly anything on the shelves inside. The few patrons that come and go are as creaky and barren as the aged toad of a man who sleeps behind the counter.




  Here lie the beginnings of truth.




  Sweetbrier started to fall apart in 1923. The Midwest Pacific decided to close the line through the town, which had become not much more than a water stop on the way from Topeka to Jefferson

  City. This wasn’t the way the townspeople looked at it, of course, but people do kid themselves so. The news first appeared in the Overland Sentinel. Most everybody refused to believe

  it until Senator George Stoke – the great windbag himself – told them it was true. History calls this windbag a ‘fearless liberal’. Encyclopedias talk about his reformation

  of the Senate rules, his campaign against the First World War, his denunciation of the Treaty of Versailles, his federal power projects – one so famous I’m afraid to mention it –

  and all those farm relief measures. John F. Kennedy wrote him into Profiles in Courage. Even so I say he was a windbag. Worse than that, he was a first-class shit, and the end he came to was

  too good for him – way too good for him. I’ll get to it.




  Anyhow, he’d formed anti-railroad committees before anybody else had even absorbed the news. The Overland Sentinel suggested a picnic lunch on the lawns of his mansion, where at

  this late date in his career, the senator was still growing power as his main crop, manuring it well with money and years of patronage, planting in spring, flourishing in summer, ready for harvest

  by November and election time, for the festivals, the cider, the corn dollies – the win, the kill – and then plowing under in preparation for years to come. The senator lived just out

  of town. ‘We’ll run a full-page ad, Senator, sir,’ the gangly young journalist said to him. ‘’Course we will.’ And the senator’s eyebrows slithered around

  on his face like live bait in a fishing bucket.




  It would certainly help if I knew what truth is. At Columbia they said they taught a powerful technique for making successive approximations to it; the phrasing is theirs, not mine. Like

  calculus, they said. But calculus produces something solid, slope of a tangent, orbit of a planet. Ask the philosophers what they produce, and all you get is drivel about weather reports and rain

  today. Well, as I say, it isn’t good enough. Besides, I’ll bet truth (whatever it is) is sometimes truer when you make it up. Like that first Saturday in June of 1923, out on the

  senator’s lawn. I wasn’t there. I wasn’t even born. But I can see the wives of local worthies setting up tables on the grass. I can see the senator’s

  Greek-columned portico, asquat above rolling lawns like a tourist caught out with diarrhea alongside a golf course. Tablecloths flap in the breeze. Wicker baskets disgorge hams, salads, pies,

  cakes, lemonade, ice cream. The women gossip while they work. Hats bob. Dresses billow. My uncle Atlas knew most of these women. He told me about them years ago, when I was young, before the tumor

  in my spine began to grow too big for its bony enclosure. They had names like Hattie and Maude, Gertrude, Carrie and Hope.




  At eleven-thirty, guests from all over the state of Kansas begin to arrive. Men in Sunday suits take out hip flasks and add gin to the lemonade. It would have been bootleg gin, wouldn’t

  it? The twenties were Prohibition years, weren’t they? Not that it matters. Boys in knickerbocker pants and girls with hoops. Barking dogs. A banner says SIGN AND

  GIVE TO SAVE SWEETBRIER and snaps in the breeze. Or perhaps the day was windless. This doesn’t

  matter, either. At twelve, the dancing begins. At one, the senator’s vast bulk irons down the grass across the lawn on the way to his speech. ‘Timing’s everything,’ the

  senator used to say. ‘Get the timing right and you got your public fucked before you lay down a penny.’ He stops here to shake a hand and there to bend his public smile over a

  lady’s glove. He makes a perilous stoop from the waist to accept ice cream from a girl in ringlets.




  Photographs of Senator George Stoke at the age of sixty-two are not pretty. Some fat men look well-contained. Not George Stoke. He oozed. His lower eyelids gaped; they exposed their angry red

  interiors, which showed not red but black in the grainy black-and-white newsprint of the time; they seeped. The flesh hung over his starched collar as moist and flaccid as rotting pork. He carried

  a walking stick that ended in an open-mouthed snake with a real snake’s teeth and pearls for eyes. He wore a frock coat, shiny at the elbows and cut to a pattern that had gone out of style

  nearly thirty years before. This frock coat was important to him – and it’s important to me and to what goes on hereafter. He’d worn one like it throughout his career. Everybody

  knew George Stoke’s frock coat. Everybody knew his monumental vulgarity, too; he worked hard at it. He jiggled with glee when he shocked the strait-laced and the starched. ‘See this

  litmus paper?’ he’d ask one such. ‘I’m gonna put it up to your face just like this, right? And by the’ – oh, what a deliciously hideous, famous, favorite phrase:

  oh, how long in my life I’ve wanted to use it and never, never once, found just the right meeting of opportunity and, well, what? courage? confidence? – ‘And’, said George

  Stoke, Democrat of the state of Kansas, essential bit of plumbing in the United States Senate for more years than anybody could remember – ‘by the quivering cunt of the unfucked mother

  of Christ, it’s gonna tell me whose ass you had your nose stuck up last night.’




  But it was more than words. This Senator Stoke was a cobra of a politician. He knew what he wanted; he knew what was right for the people who voted him in, and he saw no reason to modify it for

  anything or anybody at all. He lulled his enemies into comfort, then squeezed them dry and threw away the husk. He’d survived in politics for a long time. He’d been re-elected again and

  again according to laws that in any civilized society would have ruled him out to begin with. But then there aren’t any civilized societies, are there?
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  My grandfather knew George Stoke well. They grew up together, but there couldn’t be any two men less alike, at least to look at. Where George was suet, my grandfather was

  fire. He reminds me of the steelworks at Cardiff that lie alongside the major artery from Wales into England, where I live the life of a resident alien. They’re a vast landscape of foundries,

  furnaces, rolling mills, chimneys. At night the area for miles around glows red from the fires inside. This is hell on earth, where there’s a shroud of fiery smoke, a lowering, breathing,

  glowing miasma that pollutes the night as surely as it pollutes the air and the waters of the Bristol Channel – as surely as my grandfather’s fury pollutes my life, even though the man

  was dead before I was born. He was all teeth and claws, as the uncrowned king of Arabia said of himself. This is why I went to Columbia to seek truth: to find out what my grandfather’s life

  means. I have a right to know; I bear his curse.




  My father told me stories about him when I was small. But it was Atlas’s stories I remembered: Atlas’s stories that I felt, that I dreamed about while I was growing up. ‘When

  dad first laid eyes on George Stoke—’ and I could feel myself straining to get the focus clear, straining to see that first sight of George as my grandfather’s eyes took it in;

  not to reproduce the memory, not just that: I coveted my grandfather’s memories in the Biblical sense, sinfully, secretly, and I strained to do the actual remembering itself, to colonize

  these fleeting intimacies inside my mind, steal them from him wholesale with all the rights to ownership that go with them. Atlas once said, ‘He rode that first train across the

  Rockies—’ And the clackety-clack: do I remember it? do I? dare I? If you turn your head quick enough you can kiss your own lips. Sometimes when I’m alone, I can – well,

  almost anyway, just for a second. My head buzzes with the effort, but when the horizon clears, I’m back where I started, just plain old me again. Of course the idea’s absurd. How could

  I remember my grandfather’s life? I never even met him.




  This man, my grandfather, was called Jonathan Carrick. He was about two years younger than the senator. My uncle Atlas said nobody ever did find out precisely how much younger. There isn’t

  a record of his birth anywhere. At the time of the senator’s party he was somewhere in the region of sixty, which is one age in a greasy old senator and quite another in such as Jonathan.

  There’s kinship here even so; not only a shared past, deeper than that: the kinship of old enemies, the kinship of war.




  A war between two people is not all that different from a war between two countries. To begin with the surface of things, the troops must have a flag, a banner, colors, and so they do in the war

  between my grandfather and the senator. Jonathan Carrick wore a frock coat, just as the senator did; his was out-of-date, too, just like the senator’s – the frock coat a cockade, and no

  sillier than the roses, ribbons, feathers that make up national cockades, either. My grandfather looked good in his frock coat with a velvet collar, but then the good-looking look good in anything;

  there’s an ease to the body, a sureness to the gestures that ordinary-looking people never show. My grandfather’s gestures were remarkable. Sometimes he answered with his hands alone,

  and you were left in no doubt as to what he was saying. Atlas explained this to me. It was a captivating talent, discordant, unexpected in so permanently angry a person, yet so graceful, so magical

  in its accuracy, so oddly moving that it aroused maternal feelings in women for miles around in the county where he lived – just as the boiling undercurrent in him aroused feelings of a less

  respectable nature. There is always much speculation after a man like this becomes a widower.




  People said he’d taken his wife’s death too hard. They said he should get on with life. But what is there to get on with? What is the point? When he went shopping he stopped

  sometimes mid-stride in the streets with a look of anguish on his face. ‘His heart,’ said the gossips. But it was his war, not his heart that caught at him: that look came over him when

  he suddenly realized that some flank lay exposed. At night, he paced back and forth in the dark of his empty house, studying the psychology of the enemy. ‘Does it have meaning?’ he

  would say. ‘Or is this meaningless, too? If this is meaningless, then – But it can’t be. Because if it is – No, goddamn you! No, you go too far. I won’t have it. Do

  you hear? No!’




  To go a little deeper into the subject of war, it is a cardinal rule of strategy, an axiom set forth by that great philosopher of the subject, Karl von Clausewitz, that whoever really knows what

  he wants has the edge. Jonathan tested for fixed points. How about this? Did he really want it? No, damnit. How about that? No! It looked like the options were down to one: George Stoke. My

  grandfather read about the lawn party in the Seattle Intelligencer; he worked a farm near a tiny town called Hannaville up in the mud and pine trees of Washington state, half a continent

  away from Sweetbrier and the senator’s party. He read about the party on the same day – the very same day – that he read about the annual Methodist Congress, which that year was

  to be held in Topeka. Topeka is only fifty miles from Senator Stoke’s mansion. Clausewitz says war is a wonderful trinity of emotion, reason and chance, and here in the Seattle

  Intelligencer, a paper as relentlessly dull as the Overland Sentinel of Sweetbrier, my grandfather finds himself on the right side of ‘that play of probabilities’ –

  these are Clausewitz’s very words – ‘which make war a free activity of the soul’.




  My grandfather didn’t finish reading about the lawn party. He threw the paper down, ran out into the yard and began overhauling his elderly Saxon to make it ready for the trip. A week

  later he was nursing it over the dirt roads that wound through the northwest, over the rutted tracks of the Rockies, out onto the straight gravel runs across the cornfields of Colorado and

  Kansas.
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  When my grandfather parked his car on the sweeping curve of the driveway into the senator’s property, he couldn’t see George. I know that. I went to Sweetbrier and

  surveyed the land myself. He would have seen only the crowd with the ladies’ skirts billowing and their hats bobbing. He couldn’t even hear George until he was halfway across the lawn.

  All the national papers ran George’s speech. It wasn’t anything special, but because of what happened afterwards, it got the kind of coverage few senators manage even when they pay out

  in hard cash.




  As I play the scene for myself, Jonathan began to hear the words just as George was saying:




  ‘– and what are these fancy bosses in their button-up suits tellin’ us? Eh? “Sacrifice this little town of Sweetbrier for the greater good of the nation.” That

  it?’




  When I was small, my two sisters and I spent a year at an elegant boarding school far away from home. My father and mother did a lot of wild quarreling; sometimes it was best to have us children

  out of the line of fire. Three little maids at school: there were banks of rhododendrons at the edge of the school’s lawn, and to this day the scent of rhododendrons brings back the peculiar

  unhappiness of that place and that time in my life with a force not even my most vivid memories can evoke. It was much like this for Jonathan, hearing George’s voice for the first time in

  more than forty years.




  ‘Got us licked? The Midwest Pacific? Us? Lemme hear what you say to that, friends.’




  Jonathan took in his breath and began his report to the generals at base camp in Topeka, where the Methodist Congress was just getting under way. ‘The salesman’s smoothness: it rules

  everything – always did, of course, but there’s real power in it now. And money. Then what? There’s something – what is it? – something that’s askew. Why are the

  eyes dull? Is it greed? fear?’




  George had become a traveling salesman at the age of fifteen when times were hard for his family. He was big for his age even then. They called them drummers in those days – some ten years

  after the Civil War was over – and George drummed up trade for Sweetbrier Chewing Tobacco in First Chance, Dixon, Nirvana and all the other little towns, dozens of them, that are still

  spotted here and there over the midwest like mold on damp linen. Jonathan hadn’t seen George in the flesh for nearly half a century, although he’d watched him grow older and fatter in

  newsprint: the papers carried many pictures of the great senator. It was such an illustrious career. Even so, when Jonathan thought of George, he thought of the boy who practiced his

  salesman’s spiel, elbow on makeshift table, black eyes shining: ‘Set ’em up, friend. Bourbon for me.’




  Youth is merciless, feral, but age? There aren’t words terrible enough. Look at the fat old grotesque perched on that top step. Whatever happened to the shiny-eyed boy? Look at the

  mountainous thighs that touch even though the stance is splay-footed. When George got his first frock coat, frock coats were fashionable. He’d got it to sell in, because a drummer has to

  dress well or the suckers won’t buy. It had come from Sears Roebuck; it had a buckram lining and shell buttons. Thinking of these things, Jonathan swayed and caught himself, the look of

  anguish appearing on his face as it did in Hannaville when some weakness opened up in the war-torn principality of his mind.




  ‘Are you all right, sir?’




  He peered down at the owner of one of those billowing skirts and bobbing hats.




  ‘You don’t look well,’ she said. There were bows on her shoes. ‘Would it help to get out of the sun? You’re a stranger here, aren’t you?’




  Why the hell do people interfere? By what right? He was unaware that this sudden gust of anger flickered in his eyes, but he knew it would show in his voice, so he gestured with those beautiful

  hands of his that he was fine, that he didn’t want to cause her any trouble.




  ‘Oh!’ she cried in delight (intrigued, too, as people always are by evidence of emotion suppressed). ‘You don’t need words at all, do you? How did you learn to do

  that?’ But then she rushed on. ‘It’s no trouble. Really. I live here.’




  He stared down at her, unbelieving, unable to believe – which made him even more uncertain of his voice. He used his hands again, and his meaning was so clear that she laughed out loud

  with pleasure.




  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You’re right. The senator’s my father. Come on, let me help you.’




  She guided him around the crowd toward the back of the mansion. The grass crunched dreamlike under his shoes as though it were still frozen in mid-winter while the rest of the world had moved on

  to this summery day. She urged him through a door and along a hallway. Black and white squares of marble on the floor: then carpet, then wood, then another carpet.




  ‘Sit down here,’ she said. ‘I’ll get you a glass of water.’




  Books lined three walls. On the fourth, eaglehead candelabra stood on either side of a battle scene from the Revolution where flags flew, horses reared, mud everywhere, except near the dead man

  in the center, immaculate in cream-colored tights and satin coat, a pretty trickle of blood at his throat. Jonathan eyed the dead man in disgust; he had a puritanical aversion to sham. People crap

  their cream-colored tights when they die. Their mouths yawn; you have to tie the lower jaw up as Ichabod Crane tied his or it stays gaped wide, a detail missing from the actors who play dead people

  on television screens every night just as it’s missing from elegiac pictures of war like this one of George Stoke’s.




  The young woman appeared with a glass of water. Beyond her, Jonathan could see an ornate desk. On its surface stood a silver-framed daguerreotype. He knew at once what the picture would show:

  what it had to be.




  ‘You go to college, I suppose,’ he said abruptly.




  She plumped herself down next to him with enthusiasm. ‘You can speak. I thought you were mute. Wellesley. I go to Wellesley. I major in French. I’m leaving for Paris next

  week. Paris! Isn’t that wonderful? Do you suppose they talk any English there?’




  ‘With your father?’




  ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she laughed, misunderstanding. She had the shiny, black eyes her father had once had (but had, so it seemed, no more). ‘He wouldn’t let

  Sweetbrier down in its hour of need. Anyhow, Europe is bad for the image.’ She laughed again. ‘Daddy’s image is the most important thing in American civilization. No,

  mother’s taking me. He’s going to be all on his own for two whole months.’




  When she left him she told him to rest indoors as long as he liked.




  Usually a spy’s job is slow and tedious, but in all professions there are windfalls. Sometimes God bestirs Himself in His majestic boredom and smiles. So it was with Jonathan; the answers

  dropped into his lap without the slightest effort on his part. He knew the layout of the house. He knew George was going to be in it. So he approached the silver-framed picture on the desk. He shut

  his eyes as he sat down. When he opened them again he was staring, as he’d known he would be, into the face of Alvah Stoke himself.
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  It was painfully apt, that painting of the American Revolution on George’s wall. Immaculate cream-colored tights and a fairytale battlefield: these don’t matter,

  not really. What does matter is that Jonathan Carrick’s first war in life, like his country’s, was revolutionary. Alvah Stoke was a major force in the ancien régime he

  fought; the infantry, you might say, if not the Republican Guard. Alvah was one of Sweetbrier’s first settlers, not the very first – an honor that rests with Benbow Wikin, whose store

  lies moldering alongside the road to this very day. There was a time, starting just before 1850, when ‘Benbow Wikin’s General Store & Post Office’ was all there was to

  Sweetbrier. My story begins fifteen years later, just months after the Civil War ended. By this time, the town had grown into a proper town – saloons, undertaker, lawyer’s office,

  barber, and rival grocery that imported cheese from New York. The Overland Sentinel, the same old grab-bag that proposed a party on Senator Stoke’s lawn, opened its offices then.

  Farmers and their wives came to town every Saturday morning. The boardwalk bustled: calico dresses, pigs, horses, chickens, and even some of the Indians who managed to survive the massacres going

  on in the countryside nearby.




  One Saturday in September of 1865, Alvah Stoke sought out Benbow Wikin in the backroom of his General Store & Post Office.




  ‘I want to buy a boy,’ Alvah said.




  This is the beginning of all that follows.




  ‘What for?’ Benbow asked.




  ‘Want to work him.’




  Benbow, who sold practically anything anyone might want, shifted some goods around on his counter. ‘That’ll cost you money,’ he said.




  Alvah said nothing.




  ‘Prices for boys ain’t strictly official,’ Benbow went on. ‘No harm in starting low.’




  Alvah said nothing.




  ‘You got to let people know, though,’ Benbow said, nodding. ‘I’ll give you a hand with the ad.’




  The Overland Sentinel was already the typical small-town newspaper that it remained for its entire lifetime: crude type, cheap paper, headlines that scream the resolutions of

  ladies’ clubs and the nuptials of local clods, she with heavy jaw and dull eyes, he with pimples and sloping brow. When gossip was slim, only then, only to plump itself out in a bad week, the

  Overland Sentinel touched on the Indian wars and sometimes on the spread of the railroads, although this was long before the Midwest Pacific even planned its route through Sweetbrier.




  Here is the advertisement it carried:




  

    

      WANTED – Boy, age six to eight years old. Good home till twenty-one years old. Payment twenty dollars depending. Apply B. Wikin’s General Store & Post Office

      at 3 o’clock this Saturday afternoon.


    


  




  Black slaves were out of the question: the Civil War was over. Besides, black slaves had been expensive – a thousand dollars for no more than a little girl. But all wars leave dead

  soldiers, poor widows and hungry children; wars tend to leave out-of-work soldiers, too, who can’t feed the children they have and, in those days, didn’t know how to keep from fathering

  more. The result after the Civil War was a crop of kids nobody wanted. A farmer could pick one up cheap, and a boy at that, as long as the boy wasn’t black. Lots of people did it. They called

  it ‘bounding out’. Alvah didn’t really think he could find a boy for twenty dollars. He was figuring on thirty at least – and a saddle probably, when (and if, of course, if)

  the kid finally made it to twenty-one.




  ‘But deals are possible,’ Benbow said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Deals are always possible.’
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  I’d flown the northern route over the Pole from London to Washington state, over thousands of miles of dead white landscape, to take down what my uncle Atlas could tell

  me about Jonathan, my grandfather. It was all very spur-of-the-moment. I’d been reading a book about paradoxes and run across this one of Lichtenberg’s: ‘The thing that astonished

  him was that cats should have two holes cut in their coat exactly at the place where their eyes are.’ The moment I read this, I could hardly believe I hadn’t thought of talking to Atlas

  before, and having thought of it, couldn’t bear to wait any longer. Atlas was dangerously old: if I wasn’t quick I might never find out where the holes in that cat’s coat

  belonged. Suppose he died on me: who else was there? The rest were already dead. There’s an attachment for a portable phone on my wheelchair, which was made for me by the very same man in

  Cambridge who built the great Professor Hawking his chair. I punched in Atlas’s number, forgetting in my excitement about such details as time changes; it turned out to be one o’clock

  in the morning on the west coast of the United States, some six thousand miles away from my little Devon village, where the morning was just beginning – milkman, postman, newspaper. At first

  Atlas was less than pleased; as we talked, though, he began to seem as anxious to tell me about Jonathan as I was to hear about him – or almost anyway.




  ‘I got to go into the hospital Friday,’ he said and then rushed on, ‘nothing much, but you wouldn’t be able to get here for a month or more, anyway, would you? I’ll

  be in good shape again by then. When were you thinking of coming?’




  I didn’t ask about the hospital – some sort of surgery, I gathered – but his mention of it put the fear of God into me. ‘It’s Tuesday,’ I said. ‘I think

  I can be in Washington this very evening, maybe eight, maybe ten o’clock your time. Can you pick me up?’ Within hours, I was aloft over that frozen wasteland. The airlines are superb

  with wheelchair cases like me, especially when you excite them with the thought of some miraculous new medical treatment. A pity Atlas had none to offer me.




  We’d always been close, Atlas and I, despite the separation two continents enforce on two lousy letter writers. When I was small he used to say I was ‘astute’. It was his

  warmth I liked. He met me at the airport in one of those huge, soft, American cars that drive as though they were negotiating bowls of Jell-o. It was late, dark by the time I got through passport

  control; on the ride to his house – mile upon mile of the stippled two-stripe that makes up highways at night, red tail-lights on one side, white headlights on the other, a pretty sight

  – on that ride, we decided to spend a day taping and the next day looking at Hannaville, my grandfather’s town, which was a hundred miles upstate from Atlas’s house.




  It seemed a hard schedule for somebody who was pushing eighty, as Atlas was, especially somebody preparing to be carved up in a few days, but what choice was there? Besides, he was still hale,

  solid, hairy, still big enough and strong enough to lift me in and out of the car all on his own, and still practicing medicine. He’d been various kinds of doctor in his life, usually with a

  whiff of the shady about it: Medical Director to the Tobacco Research Institute in New York, for example. In his dotage he’d manipulated himself into the post of geriatrician to one of those

  American old age ghettos, all coarse grass and motel architecture, no dogs, no children, this one run by somebody who had the impudence to call himself Dr Youngblood. On the bedside table in the

  room where I slept – arrangements for the old serve me very well – lay a magazine called Senior Society: on the cover, a piece of elderly cheesecake showing off pulpy thighs and

  hoisted bosom in a one-piece suit from years ago.




  I’d never met Atlas’s present wife. She was a fiercely efficient woman, not as old as Atlas but not so far from it, either. Atlas introduced us over cornflakes.




  ‘This is Claire,’ he said to me.




  ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t able to greet you last night,’ Claire said, fetching milk from the refrigerator. She had one of those faces that are purely American. Even at whatever

  ancient age she’d reached (and plainly she’d been around quite a while), there was nothing in the skin, nothing in the eyes, nothing around the mouth to betray a single thought or a

  single experience; all was as hygienic as an unwrapped roll of toilet paper, no hint whatever that anybody had ever lived there: a safe house rather than a face. ‘I’ve got such a heavy

  day ahead of me. Did he tell you?’




  ‘No,’ I said.




  ‘Well, it’s my French dinner party. We have a club. It’s to spread culture. Sounds silly, I know, provincial and all that, but it isn’t, at least it isn’t

  necessarily silly, and it’s my turn—’




  ‘I didn’t know. I’m afraid it’s an awful imposition I’m putting on you.’




  ‘I’ll manage,’ she said, a trifle sourly. ‘Seven around the table is the problem.’




  ‘What problem?’ Atlas said.




  ‘We only have six chairs—’




  ‘Jesus Christ, Claire. You think a mess like that –’ he indicated me ‘– could make use of a dining-room chair even if we had one?’ Some able-bodied people,

  Atlas is one, can say things worse even than this without offense – quite the contrary: it’s as though you’re in it together somehow, no longer an outsider.




  Claire sniffed. ‘This party is just the thing for you, Nate,’ she said. Atlas is a family name for my uncle. The brass plate outside his house reads DR

  NATHANIEL CARRICK in elegant Times Roman. Claire doesn’t like the sound of Atlas; she says sibilants at the end of a name are ugly. Myself, I

  think Nate sounds kind of ugly. Anyhow, she turned all her attention, mischievous now, girlish, in his direction. ‘We’re going to have five wines.’




  ‘Five? What do you want five for?’




  ‘It’s French.’




  ‘What’s French? Having five wines?’




  ‘It says so in the book. Right here. Reader’s Digest International Cookbook. Five wines.’




  ‘Jesus, Claire, these stupid bastards don’t know wine from hog piss,’ he said. ‘What the hell are they going to make of five of the fucking things?’




  ‘Precisely,’ she said.




  She urged us off into his study soon after breakfast. We took our coffee with us, settled ourselves and began to record on tape what Atlas could remember about his father.




  My father was Atlas’s brother, Jonathan Carrick’s oldest son. When I was small, he told me stories about Jonathan, frightening stories, and I came to fear my grandfather the way

  other children fear the bogeyman. I could see him, can see him now as I saw him then, clothed (for some unknown, childhood reason) in black – black hat, black coat – bringing with him a

  cloud of black that engulfed anybody and anything who got close enough, swallowed them up, never to be seen again. It wasn’t his anger that frightened me then; I knew nothing of his anger

  until Atlas told me about it, nothing of the fire in him, nothing of his resemblance to the steelworks outside Cardiff. I’d always seen him through my father’s eyes, and my father saw

  him as icy cold – how could two brothers see their own father so differently? – the embodiment of a meaningless and yet implacable justice: whatever sin you sinned was to be rooted out

  and punished without mercy, whether you sinned knowing or not knowing. I am a born, bred and wholly convinced atheist – an orthodox atheist, you might say – and yet I have, I think, a

  religious temperament: I fear my sins, all of them, known and unknown. My father called my grandfather ‘the old man’. If a stair creaked in the dark, it was the old man come to get me.

  If I awoke suddenly in the night, it was the old man come to get me. If there was a rustle at the window . . .




  Atlas began my introduction to my grandfather’s fire by telling me what he knew about Alvah Stoke.




  Alvah was weeding full-time on a tobacco farm in New Hampshire when he was only eight years old. At twenty-six he was pulling in two dollars a day for dawn-to-dusk hard labor on the same farm.

  He’d have tried practically anything, and he listened carefully to Jason Yoxall, a traveling medicine man with a large daughter: Jason was newly married to a rich widow who wanted no part of

  her husband’s offspring.




  ‘You ever think about going west?’ Jason said.




  ‘Why should I?’ Alvah said.




  ‘You know, Alvah, my Dotter cooks and spins and keeps chickens – a fine woman, Alvah. What a wife she’d make. Eh?’




  ‘What’s her name?’




  ‘Name’s Dotter. Like I said.’




  ‘That ain’t a name,’ Alvah said in disgust.




  ‘Well, what else am I going to call her? When she gets married, she gets called Wife. Ain’t that enough?’




  ‘She can’t read,’ Alvah said. Alvah had no education to speak of, but even he could read a little.




  ‘What does a woman want with reading, you ass? Her mother left her three hundred dollars. You marry her, it’s yours.’




  Alvah and Jason fashioned themselves on the he-man of the 1850s. Take away Hollywood’s sanitized version and this much-loved hero was as brutish a creature as the pit of hell ever spewed

  forth: a humorless, ruthless, benumbed halfwit, at home with dogs, cows, horses, rifles and rotgut liquor: proud of feeding habits that belonged in a zoo, of a face as expressionless as his

  backside, of an unrivalled imbecility at conversation, friendship, love, courtship, copulation, family life, all art, all music, all learning, all words. Reading was for women: you despised the

  accomplishment in yourself, but you wanted it for your wife. Besides, Dotter’s lumpen inertia oppressed Alvah. Her face was glutinous, like uncooked rolls on a baking tin; she smoked a clay

  pipe. The money was real enough, but a man needed something like $500 to set up in the west: plows, tools, animals, that kind of thing. Where was a man like Alvah to get the $200 extra?




  ‘Dotter, come here,’ Jason said. Dotter lifted her apron and hid her face in it. ‘Look at that back, Alvah. With a back like that a man don’t need a horse. Just take a

  look at those hips – the hips of mother earth. Think of the children to come from hips like those.’




  Women often pulled plows. It was customary. Kids were for hoeing the rows; if they were lazy you beat the shit out of them. Dotter smiled: she was of her time, too – and at that, only a

  woman who couldn’t read. Her mouth curled into a Cupid’s bow, and the pipe rolled across her teeth, scattering sparks and ashes. It was a strong back, no doubt about it.

  Alvah’s heart beat a little faster, but he said nothing.




  ‘Tell you what,’ Jason said. ‘I’ll toss in a pouch of tobacco seed.’




  ‘What kind?’




  ‘Colory – the best.’




  ‘Two pouches,’ said Alvah.




  The marriage took place a week later. Alvah and Wife – or Wify as Dotter became known on her wedding day – worked their way across the country, hiring out to farmers while the warm

  weather lasted and to railroad builders through the winter. When they reached Sweetbrier the next summer, Benbow Wikin’s General Store & Post Office already carried most anything people

  wanted. Not that anybody wanted much – salt, honey, cream of tartar, molasses, vinegar and the occasional whole codfish, salted and dried, over which flies swarmed as thick and hungry as any

  newcomer’s passion for land. Benbow was the local land agent for the government; he helped Alvah find ground to squat on. Alvah, true to his chosen kind, was no man of vision. He dreamed of

  one day growing tobacco worth nine cents a pound down at New Orleans; he dreamed of one day living in a house made of wood – no more. Wify dreamed of nothing. She was too tired to dream. She

  swept, cooked, spun, wove, washed, kept chickens, grew vegetables, had babies – and pulled the plow.




  Alyoshus came first, then Cathern less than a year later; then several stillbirths. The third child who lived was George, the future Senator Stoke himself. After he was born, Wify’s great

  hips ceased to deliver. But she would not give up. Nor would Alvah: he serviced her from the rear because it was faster and because the genes that made her youngest son hideous in old age showed

  themselves early in her. No more babies came of it. Wify wept. Alvah showed no reaction. Was he a he-man of his time or was he not? But it rankled. It was breach of contract, this unexpected

  barrenness, and a breach of contract has to be punished.




  So it was as much revenge as the need for extra labor that led him to advertise in the Overland Sentinel, for a boy that wanted buying.
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  Two children waited at Benbow Wikin’s that Saturday afternoon in September of 1865 after the ad appeared. As soon as Alvah arrived, Benbow drew him aside.




  ‘You don’t want that one, Alvah.’ Benbow gestured toward a scrawny child with fever spots on his cheeks. Alvah nodded agreement.




  The second child had black hair that curled over his collar and blue eyes that looked out eagerly at everything around him. This is conjecture: this is what I was like as a child – or so

  I’ve been told anyway. The child chattered to himself, swinging back and forth at the end of a bearded man’s arm.




  ‘That’s your boy,’ Benbow said.




  ‘Wikin Store. Wikins Tor,’ the child chattered. ‘Rudabega and Potata—’




  ‘What’s he talking about?’ Alvah asked Benbow.




  ‘Don’t know – always going on like that. Don’t mean anything.’




  The child skipped in a small circle around the bearded man, who turned in a circle himself to keep hold of the child’s hand. ‘No, no. No tomato. Bega, tata, no

  tomata—’




  The bearded man’s ragged uniform and battered army boots told Alvah most of what he wanted to know. He kneeled down beside the child.




  ‘Mama makes a baked potata – mama bakes—’




  ‘Quiet,’ Alvah said, laying his head against the bib of the child’s overall. The little boy held still. Alvah thumped him on the chest and then on the back.




  ‘Kinda small,’ Alvah said. He pressed open the child’s mouth and peered at his teeth. ‘Ain’t no six years old. Four at most.’




  The veteran said nothing.




  Alvah got to his feet. ‘Fifteen dollars,’ he said.




  The veteran looked down at the child, up at Alvah and back to the child again. Then he nodded.




  Benbow drew a sheet of paper out from under his till and bent down to write. The veteran watched without moving. The little boy danced around, peeking into sacks, squeezing himself between

  barrels, chattering as before. Then Benbow said, ‘What this document says is this: “For a payment of $15 to Daniel Carrick, Private, US Army, the boy Jonathan Carrick is bound out to

  Alvah Stoke until the boy is age 21 years.”’ Benbow glanced at each of the men in turn. ‘“When 21 years, he gets $25 and a saddle. Signed Alvah Stoke and Daniel

  Carrick.” Acceptable?’




  Both men nodded.




  ‘Well then, that’s official. Sign here, Alvah.’ Alvah lettered his name. ‘And here, Daniel Carrick.’ The soldier drew a cross.




  So it was that my grandfather was sold and bought as a slave, and so it is that I, who am as white as they come, can lay claim to kinship with most American blacks. There are many others like

  me: bounding out – although comfortably forgotten these days – was a common practice in its time. There’s more than just the fact of slavery, too: my family tree stops short at

  this deed of purchase. Nobody ever located the bearded man again. Nobody even knows for sure that Daniel Carrick was his name.




  Alvah took his new acquisition out to the wagon. As he drove away he found doubts forming. Why had the veteran been so willing? The more he thought the more it seemed to him that the veteran

  might have taken ten dollars, maybe even less. He certainly needn’t have committed himself to that saddle. He began to feel he’d been cheated.




  Jonathan sat in the back of the wagon, arranging and rearranging a few bits of stray hay in front of him. ‘Clip, clop, wagon hop,’ he sang. ‘Hip, hop—’




  ‘Shut up,’ Alvah said.




  Jonathan fell silent, but a few minutes later he began again softly. ‘Never stop. Never, never – never, never—’
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