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For Sam and Ivy






Show me a hero, and I’ll write you a tragedy.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD








CHAPTER 1 [image: ] 1843 The Canary


How large a box shall be required?

The canary is the smallest of creatures, three inches long if that. To take its precise measure would be indelicate regardless of his good intentions. So he bends to it upon its bed of linen, and he touches its cool, dry, brilliant feathers with his finger, and he subtly gauges its length against the count of his knuckles. That will be measurement enough.

What is its color? The very shade of a lemon.

How much does it weigh? Little more than its own last breath.



Birdie’s sudden passing breaks her heart. At sunup he was his usual cheery self, welcoming the morning to her bedroom with his repertoire of peeps and chirps and burbles. His song, his color—indeed, his very pulsing presence—were all so lovely and so familiar as to be utterly beneath notice. Now their absence pains her. His cage hangs empty, its black shadow a ragged latticework stain upon the blue wall.

Her father looks up from his soup plate, notes the little cloud of linen on the sideboard, and fixes it with a furious eye. “Jule,” he barks in the direction of the kitchen, “come here and dispose of that wretched bird.”

But before the slave girl can pass through the kitchen door, his daughter stops her, touching a hand to her upturned arm. In this position the colors of their skin are nearly indistinguishable.

“Did you hear me, Jule?” says the father, old Frederick Dent. “Are you bringing my tray? Will you dispose of that bird at last? I swear, it’s put me off my appetite.”

“Yes, sir,” says Jule, with a desperate glance at the hand that blocks her without exerting even the slightest pressure. The intent alone is enough.

“Jule has her hands full,” says his daughter. “I’ll see to Birdie myself.”

“I require no excuses for that girl’s shortcomings. Especially from you.” The old planter—known in these precincts as “the colonel,” although he has never served in any army known to God or man—coughs around the stem of his pipe. “Birdie,” he mutters into his mustache, giving his head a little shake, as if the poor lump of feathers and flesh does not even deserve a name. It won’t make a meal, so it had best be disposed of before it draws vermin.

He shakes his head again. Birdie. Ridiculous.

The colonel is no native to these parts. He comes from Maryland, where as a young man he found employment in the fur trade and forged a deep and unexamined sympathy with the Southern cause. White Haven is the name he gave this rich tract of Missouri farmland, and a white haven it is. Its acres yield up wheat by the bushel and corn by the wagonload along with every fruit known to grow upon twig or vine or bush. Its population of chickens and sheep and milk cows is constantly in flux and thus without accurate number. The Gravois Creek runs sparkling through its heart, teeming with fish. To maintain this Eden requires the ceaseless toil of thirty-six black slaves, to say nothing of the colonel’s occasional contributions in the way of general oversight.

The daughter and the slave girl are nearly the same age, and by coincidence they are both named Julia. The black girl goes by “Jule,” the last two syllables of her Christian name having been lopped off in the service of clarity. She makes now for the head of the table where the colonel waits, his lower lip jutting and his round belly keeping him a few inches farther from his plate than is entirely convenient. He puts down his pipe and harrumphs in her direction as she draws near, and then he harrumphs once more toward Julia as she approaches the sideboard. Jule takes up the colonel’s empty soup plate and replaces it with his entrée—fried chicken, biscuits with gravy, quivering slices of some kind of aspic—while Julia takes up the linen bed holding Birdie and squares it bravely at the level of her heart.

“So when did the creature expire?”

“Shortly after dawn. Suddenly.”

“We should expect no miracles from it, I suppose.”

“Father?”

“No resurrection, I mean. After three days of mourning.”

“Father, I shall miss him and I shall miss his song.”

“The trees are full of birds,” says the colonel, taking up a drumstick. He dismisses her with a wave of its greasy stob. “Now away with that one, before you spoil my digestion entirely.”



Julia wonders if the young lieutenant will visit today. She knows that she has no right to make even so light a claim upon him, no right in all the world, but she wonders all the same. Her mind does the knowing and her heart does the wondering and there is no clear way to reconcile the two.

She steps out onto the porch and takes a seat on the swing. Its chain creaks under her weight but then it always creaks, even in the littlest breeze. The sound of it is a constant around here, like work. She places the bird beside her and idly caresses his little round head with one finger. In life, Birdie had no patience for such treatment. That she can accomplish it now is a broken dream come true, and it draws a tear to her eye.

She dabs away the tear with the back of her hand, wondering again or perhaps still if the young lieutenant might be planning to visit today. He could be on his way even now. Anything is possible. He first came to White Haven at the invitation of her older brother, Fred, his roommate at West Point. Fred thought the world of the lieutenant and said so by way of introduction, and Julia has thus far found no reason to differ. In recent months the lieutenant’s appearances have become increasingly frequent—two or even three times a week, whether her brother is on the premises or not, he will ride the five miles from Jefferson Barracks so as to pass a pleasant hour or two—and although he always pays his respects to the colonel, she is becoming quite certain that visiting with him is not his only aim. Far from it. The truth is, he enters her father’s presence with the sturdy gloom of a man going into battle, and he takes his leave like a prisoner set free.

She dares not think that he might be coming on her account. She dares not think it, and yet think it she does. She thinks it and she desires it and she wishes it with all her bereft and birdless heart, squeezing her eyes shut and gritting her teeth and sending that message out into the ether as if the lieutenant might possess some mystical receptor that would let him detect it and interpret it and, based upon its urgency, stir himself to the heroic action of her rescue.

It takes him until the middle of the afternoon. She is upstairs, looking out her bedroom window, the bird wrapped in its white linen and lying on the sill. He arrives without ceremony astride an anonymous army horse that seems to know her way and to be in no special hurry, judging by how she idles along the farm lane, nosing at the bits of grass that sprout up around the fence posts. She turns in at the gate and makes for the wooden trough alongside the barn, and her rider permits her. He sits the horse while she drinks her fill and then he dismounts and ties her up loosely and proceeds to the house. Everyone knows him and he greets them all one after another, hired man and slave alike. He glances at one point toward her window but she cannot tell if he sees her or only the reflected world. The look upon his face in that instant—in half shadow beneath the brim of his hat—is impossible to read.

“Lieutenant Grant,” cries Jule from the foyer at his knock, and upstairs Julia hears the words with the very soles of her feet.



His old roommate’s little sister. If there could be a plainer and less romantic connection than this, she cannot imagine it. She sits on the end of the bed and looks out the window, chewing her lip and bemoaning her fate. His old roommate’s little sister. It is a poor place to start. Yet he has come once again, has he not? He can be no more than twenty or thirty feet away at this very instant, dutifully and deferentially making small talk in the sweltering oven of her father’s dim, hot, airless office. She ought to rejoice in his nearness and in the promise of his calling on her once the colonel is finished with him. She ought to rejoice in this as she rejoices in so many aspects of the charmed life she leads. She is a most fortunate girl, after all—in good health, adored by her family, and secure in the sheltered and bountiful world of White Haven. She should appreciate the gifts she has been given, and not go seeking trouble. She settles her mind on this idea and she lets her gaze drift—from the fields to the barnyard and from the barnyard to the walk and from the walk to her own windowsill, whereon lies the bird. Yes. It is Birdie’s death that has her in this wounded mood. That’s all there is to it.

She slips from the bed and puts her ear to the floorboards and can nearly make out the words that filter up from below as her father regales the lieutenant with one of his disquisitions. An occasional grunt of agreement from his young visitor serves as a kind of punctuation, but otherwise it is a solo performance. If she has learned anything in her eighteen years, it’s that once her father gets started, there is rarely need or opportunity for anyone else to put in a word. The colonel possesses refined and unshakable opinions on most everything created by God during His six days of labor, as well as a list of things He ought to have undertaken on that first misspent Sabbath.

At least, she thinks, He managed to create Lieutenant Ulysses S. Grant.

Time passes and the shadows in the barnyard begin to lengthen and the conversation from the room below, if conversation it may be called, slows and stalls and sputters to a halt. She knows from previous visits that the lieutenant shall be released at any moment, and since there are few other family members around for him to call upon today, she must head downstairs directly if their paths are to cross before he takes his leave. She very nearly brings the bird to show him but thinks better of it at the last moment, for as much as she desires the lieutenant to comfort her, she desires even more for her father to believe that she has obeyed him and disposed of the body. So she takes the empty cage down from its hook and carries that instead. She times her steps that she might meet the lieutenant in the front hall or the little sitting room or perhaps the dim parlor beyond it as he exits her father’s office. Surely enough, her strategy works.

“Julia!” he calls from the shadows. “Are you taking your friend out for some fresh air?”

She stops, lifts the cage that he may see it more clearly from where he stands, and gives him a look composed of knitted eyebrows and woe.

“My goodness,” says the lieutenant. “He’s flown the coop!”

“Worse,” says Julia.

“Worse?”

“He’s passed.”

“No.” He rushes to her side.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Just this morning.”

He takes the cage from her, and although it weighs nothing it is as if he is lifting a considerable burden.

“Lieutenant Grant…”

“Ulysses. Please.”

“Ulysses.”

He gives the empty cage an appraising look. “What has become of the body?”

“Upstairs.” She sniffs a little. “In my room.”

He studies her face. Her eyes are clear and her cheeks are pale and there is no particular sign that she has been crying, yet the overall impression that she gives is one of weariness and grief. He gives her a kindly smile and indicates the way upstairs with a tilt of his head. “Perhaps you could fetch him. We ought to be attending to the obsequies.”

She leaves him holding the cage and dashes up the stairs, her expression just a shade or two brighter than she would desire it to be in a world any less perfect than this.



He asks her to wait a bit while he takes the cage to the barn and sees about one thing or another. In the yard he finds the black stable boy and inquires as to the availability of a saw and a hammer and some little nails. Also a scrap or two of lumber. The boy advises him that although the man who does carpentry has gone to town and left his toolshed locked up, he knows where the key is hidden. His manner suggests that he knows the plantation’s every last secret, not just this one, and Grant suspects that he might. Children, regardless of their color, always know secrets.

The boy leads him around behind the toolshed but has second thoughts at the last moment. Is Grant to be trusted? There could be grave consequences otherwise. The lieutenant assures him that he will leave everything—including their secret—intact and in good order. The boy, satisfied or at least placated, scrambles around to the back of the shed and prizes away a loose board to reveal the key.

There is lumber inside the shed, white pine by the look of it, sawn thin and cut for clapboards. Its grain is straight and its lengths are without bending or warpage. He shall need only a bit. He measures out his work and scribes a few lines and saws the pieces off clean, and then he fits them together by hand as a trial. He frowns in satisfaction and makes adjustments here and there with a plane, a file, a sanding block. It takes no time at all. He goes on to prepare a flat lid for the box with a shallow rim around its edge, fitting closely but not too close. A less thoughtful individual might have resolved simply to nail the top on once the bird had been gotten inside, but that would never do.

A little jar of yellow paint on a high dim shelf catches his eye, its spilled traces glowing like the yolk of an egg. The contents prove nearly dried-up, but a splash of turpentine remedies that. He finds a scrap of wood to stir it and it yields up a thin mixture that gives the wood a faint yellow sheen more than paints it. But it dries rapidly, which is in its favor. He leaves the box and the lid to finish drying on a crate just inside the barn door and he sends the boy to fetch him back a spade, along with a Holy Bible if he can find one.



He seems to recall that the book of Matthew has something to say about birds, but when he finds the text it proves to be anything but complimentary as to their value. He chooses a psalm instead. “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.” He has heard that one read at a funeral or two, and he will live to hear it read at many more.

The boy assumes that he is to be charged with digging the grave, but Grant releases him to go about his business. He and Julia choose a sunny spot in the flower garden, just at the foot of a trellis that supports an ancient climbing rose, and he digs the hole. In the shade of the porch they arrange the body in its little yellow coffin and close the lid.

“Tell me, Ulysses,” she says as she stands before the climbing rose, the box in her hands. “Are you merely humoring me?”

“Never.”

“I mean, Father says…”

He touches her wrist. “What does your heart say?”

“Oh, Ulysses.”

“This is not for your father, Julia. It’s not even for Birdie, or not entirely. It’s for you.” He kneels and takes the box and sets it into the grave and covers it. The mound is hardly larger than his hand. The bird is gone and yet it shall be here forever. A yellow bird in a yellow box beneath a red, red rose.

He straightens up and rubs the dirt from his hands with a kerchief, and then he finds the psalm and reads it aloud. He does not linger over any of it, and when he is finished he closes the Bible like any utilitarian thing that has served its purpose. Like the spade, like the box, like his muddied handkerchief. He glances up when he is done and through the front window he makes out the silhouette of the colonel himself, paused and watching. He waits an instant in a kind of silent defiance before he looks away for good.






Forty Days and Forty Nights

Transporting him to the Adirondacks required a modified railroad car on loan from William Vanderbilt, conveying him up the heights of Mount McGregor required a private narrow-gauge train, and getting him up the path to the borrowed cottage required two men straining at the handles of an oversized three-wheeled perambulator. The apparatus, intended for seaside use by the invalid class, seems as out of place at this mountain retreat as the general feels when he must travel in it. Gone are the days when he could sit a horse, any horse, broken or unbroken, the wilder and more ill-tempered, the better.

No one knows how much time remains to him upon this earth, but the hope is that some fresh Adirondack air will buy a few additional weeks. Perhaps more. At this extremity—after a year of battling the illness that has brought him to this final outpost, a year of toiling desperately on his infernal memoirs to the exclusion of almost everything else—the margins are thin.

In the end, he shall be granted slightly more than a month. Not quite forty days and not quite forty nights, but near enough to that ancient measure of the unendurable.

The rolling perambulator stands empty on the porch just now, and the sublime mountain views that grace the cottage go largely unappreciated. He is toiling away indoors. He is conjuring. He is dreaming. He is bringing the dead, and the dead past, back to life.

His mind plays its dependable tricks of retrieval and restoration, and scenes from the war appear as if he is not just recalling them but witnessing them for the very first time. He gets almost nothing wrong, at least nothing of significance. As diligently as his son Fred searches the printed records and compares story against story, he can find few contradictions.



Dr. Douglas has taken a room at the Hotel Balmoral—luxurious, brand-new, and just up the walking path from the cottage—so as to be available around the clock. Toward the end he will rarely stray from his patient’s side. He is Grant’s contemporary and has known him for ages, although these days no one doubts that his patient will predecease him by a wide margin. Their paths first crossed at Shiloh, when the doctor was working for the Sanitary Commission. Grant plotted the destruction of the Confederates, while Douglas oversaw the delivery of medical treatment to the Union armies. Every soldier that took a ball or a blade under the general’s aegis received a bed or a dose of Soldier’s Joy at the direction of the doctor.

During the early days at Mount McGregor, the general often mutters to himself as he works. He has not lost his voice entirely, although it will slip away in time. For now, it burbles and hitches its way up from the clotted depths of his throat as he huddles in his chair, papers on a lap desk and a pencil in his hand. He is concealed beneath blankets heaped up around his neck, sufficiently invisible that an unwary visitor might think these ragged moans and mutterings an aspect of some daylight haunting. Perhaps he is trying out sentences before committing them to the page. Perhaps he is repeating things that he hears his old compatriots saying from times long ago.

Sherman in the field, dust covered and bleeding.

Lincoln in a cabin on a high bluff in Virginia.

A nameless soldier in a moonlit wood, even nearer to death than the general is now.



The present has grown slippery, but the past holds still. This suits him fine. The past is all that he needs now. As long as he retains his memories, he shall have a fair chance of completing his work.

As to the malleability of the present, this one example. He has just now heard the mantel clock strike eleven, although its hands point to twelve and his trusty pocket watch shows noon as well. He complains about it to Fred, his oldest son and lately his factotum, who sits at the table opposite.

“Fix the clock,” he says in his voice of dust. “It struck only eleven.” Before long, after his speech has failed, communicating seven such words will seem to him a tragic waste—for in taking the time and strength to write them out on paper, he would be trading away a different seven that would not find their way into the day’s writing. A man, even this man, can do only so much. It is the unpitying calculus of decline.

Fred nods and goes to the mantelpiece and leans in to fuss with the clock, as if doing so might make the slightest difference. He is only humoring his father. He heard it strike twelve, as plain as day. Where his father’s consciousness may have gone during the unwitnessed stroke is a mystery. The old general—and a general he is again, restored after so many years to the rank that he gave up to serve as president (not only the rank but the pension that went with it, both honors recovered at this late date when even the striking of the clock has become unreliable)—shows no particular sign of having drifted away. But Fred can feel it in his bones. He has felt it before. His father was elsewhere. Thank God he has come back.

Soon enough—a week, a month, says the doctor—he will be lost and gone forever.



He has just now lived through Chattanooga again. He dares to hope that when every fact from those terrible days is finally set down on paper, they will all fade from his mind—that as the waning months of the war unspool onto the page, he will grow increasingly unburdened by memory. He will be left to drift through his last days with the lightly furnished mind of a child.

Until then, he must toil away. He is obliged to history. He is obliged to the men who fought beneath him. He is obliged to Clemens. And he is obliged above all to Julia and the children. He cannot let them go impoverished into their long days on account of his mistakes. When he is gone from this earth, there will be no more charitable fundraising to offset his debts. There will be no more anonymous bank drafts slipped under the door. There will be no more benefactors housing the lot of them for nothing in a sumptuous mountain cottage like this.

All of that kindness will die with him, and soon enough. It is his duty to make things right before that day arrives and the opportunity for setting the world straight has passed forever.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] 1856 Hardscrabble


“Who ain’t a slave? Tell me that.”

The hired man’s name is Elwood Marshall, and he lives on an adjacent property gone to ruin under his attentions, and he is every bit as accomplished a philosopher as he is a farmer. He is missing three teeth that show and two that don’t and one finger that he has learned to manage without. Old Colonel Dent despises him for a rustic.

Aside from Marshall and Grant, the men working this stubborn and plaguey ground are slaves indeed, slaves for certain, slaves on loan from White Haven that they may enjoy the pleasure of breaking their backs in the service of Dent’s daughter. Elwood Marshall is the only man present who will profit a single dollar from the day’s toil.

Nonetheless, he goes on. “Those boys get bed and board, guaranteed,” he says. “What do I get?”

“You get a day’s pay for a day’s work,” says Grant.

“A day’s pay don’t even last a day.” Marshall puts down his shovel and indicates the black men. “A fellow minds his manners in their line of work,” he says, “and he’s fixed for life.”

“Then I’d recommend giving their line of work a try.”

“Don’t tempt me. I like things steady.”

“You own a farm, Elwood. That’s steady.”

“A farm’s a drain on a man. You’ll see that, you live long enough.”

Ulysses has already seen. For two years now, ever since he quit the army, he has worked to improve this property. He built the house with his own hands, aided by a pair of slaves belonging to Dent. They downed the trees and they dug the cellar and they set the foundations. They shaved the timbers and they put up the walls and they shingled the roof. It is a homely log cabin, two rooms up and two down, with space for a pigsty and a kitchen garden. The entire property is nothing but space, come to that, nothing but space stretching for eighty acres all around. Some of it will be planted in wheat and some in potatoes. Some of it will stay woodlot and some will be apple orchard.

He and Julia call the place by its truest possible name: Hardscrabble.

The slaves who aided in this feat of creation, and who work Hardscrabble still, are known as John and Daniel. They are brothers to Jule, whose duties now are to look after Grant’s wife and children. The slave woman is pleasant and capable in the extreme, if from time to time a trifle insolent. Grant does not begrudge her this eccentricity, for she has earned it by long and close service. Jule has been Julia’s companion since youth, after all, and Julia finds humor in her occasional impertinence.

These eighty acres were a wedding gift from the colonel, as is the labor of these slaves, but like most gifts they are not without attachments. No sooner does Ulysses begin to get on his feet than he is burdened with managing Dent’s White Haven in addition to his own property. He is overseer and livestock manager and chief agronomist. He balances the books and he mends the fences and he shoots the occasional fox that finds its way into the henhouse. The hired hands and the enslaved blacks witness the scope of his engagement, and while they may respect it, Dent does not. He will never draw from Ulysses enough work to balance the loss of his daughter.

Two years in Missouri have earned Grant an acquaintance with slavery, but they have failed to give him any comfortableness with it. To Julia’s family the institution is as homely and necessary as rain, but to a young man raised in Ohio according to his father’s abolitionist principles, it is a puzzle at best and an error in management at worst. White Haven and Hardscrabble could be run other ways—ordinary ways—with little loss of profit.

He resolves that when his acreage is tamed and his fortune is secured, he shall return John and Daniel to his father-in-law and hire some free men of his own. White or black, it will make no difference. Work is work and pay is pay. He will send Elwood Marshall packing as well, for the man is more trouble than the most recalcitrant slave. For now, to keep peace within the family, he will bear the shackles of this peculiar institution without complaint.

Autumn is coming on and the earth is beginning to lock down. As the day begins to fold in upon itself, he eyes the low sun and checks his pocket watch. Satisfied that he has an hour’s time before supper, he leaves the others to finish their work and hitches the old horse to the hay wagon and rattles off to make up a load of wood. He has a shed full of it stacked for his own use behind the house right now—enough to last the season, if the cabin is as tight as he believes he has made it. The wood that he will load up today will be for sale. He has cobbled together a little shelter in the southernmost woodlot, a roof without sides half-hung among the trees like some dire forest spirit, and under the protection of it he keeps logs laid up to dry. Cutting it to stove length and splitting it and stacking it is labor that seems to him like recreation in some ways, for it takes place on no particular schedule and with no demand beyond what he can get for it on the streets of St. Louis. He cuts it when he can and he sells it when he must. The money carries weight, for these old trees are nearly all of the bounty that this land has yet yielded up. He is glad to have them.

He draws a canvas over the wagonload of wood and ties it down for the return home. He has a word with Marshall regarding the work to be addressed tomorrow, and he sends the slaves back to White Haven under the hired man’s supervision. But Marshall is not ready to go, not quite. Something has come up, he says, and he requires an advance on his pay if it would not be too much trouble. Although the thing that has come up probably involves whiskey, it is no business of Grant’s to ask. His pocket is as empty as the next man’s, as empty as always, but from a lockbox beneath his desk he scrapes together just enough to suit the hired man’s needs.

He stands on the front step and watches the men go off down the lane until they vanish into a declivity. A cold breeze gusts in from the north. He steps inside and latches the door against the chill of it and presses the flat of his palm to the wall, hoping for the best. In the morning he shall take the wagon to St. Louis.



Peddling firewood by the armload is no path to great wealth. In the warm months he has few customers and they are generally as poor as he is, scrabbling city folks burdened with rent to pay and mouths to feed and a kitchen stove to keep charged no matter how hot the weather and how stifling their rooms. They pay to burn firewood when they can’t scavenge sufficient trash. Wood from his lot is in no way superior to the leg of a cast-off table fallen from the junkman’s wagon, or to the mullions of a window frame lying broken in an alley. Wood from a woodlot can be the poorer choice, in fact, because sifting through its ashes will never yield up a nail that might be hammered straight for a second use.

He would give these people his firewood if he could. From time to time he does.

The approach of colder weather brings out those with better resources, preparing in advance for hard days to come. Last night’s cold snap seems to have struck them as a signal, for they are out in force and his wagon is empty not long after ten o’clock by his watch. All told, the contents of the cashbox will fit in his pocket, and not because the bills are large. Very little of it is in fact folding money. He tethers the old horse to a hitching post and goes for a little walk around the town, which is crowded and boisterous. The doors of druggists and jewelers and general stores are thrown open to the last of the good weather. These busy people with their preparedness and their commitment to commerce get him thinking about the winter ahead as he ambles from storefront to storefront, his clothes streaked with sawdust and pine sap, a farmer in the big town with a little money jingling in his pocket.

In one window he spies a flannel nightgown that would suit Julia to perfection. He enters the shop to consider it and finds on the shelves further nightshirts in sizes to suit the children, Fred and Nellie and Buck. He wipes his hand on his trousers and tries the fabric between thumb and forefinger. How soft it is. How warm it would be on a cold winter’s night. How sweetly his wife and children would sleep.

He tallies up the cost, and his hope falters. He jingles the coins in his pocket and draws them out and counts them up again without any improvement. He frowns, calculates, frowns again. Perhaps, if he is careful and lucky and above all industrious, he could put aside enough money by Christmas. He finds the clerk and puts down the minimum required to have the garments laid by, and then he quits dallying and goes out to drive the old horse back to the farm. For a good while now he has had his eye on a couple of deadfalls weathering at the edge of a high pasture, and he reckons they may have seasoned long enough by now. Today would be an excellent day to find out.



Having arranged for Ulysses to oversee the farm, Colonel Dent now has more time to indulge his critical faculties. Nothing upon which his eye falls—the part in a man’s hair, the rhythm of a horse’s gait, the quantity of ice in a snifter of rye, the wag of a dog’s tail, the tinder expended to light a fire, the crust on a biscuit, the pepper in his gravy—nothing is entirely satisfactory. He is a Niagara of complaint.

His son-in-law wonders why a man who knows the best way to do everything has gone so long without putting a single thing right on his own property. Why he has never repaired a shutter or swept out a henhouse. Why he has not so much as straightened a curtain. Perhaps the gap between knowing what is correct and bothering to do it has driven him mad.

His complaint today has to do with a slave, and he brings it to his son-in-law at second or third hand. He has obtained it from the hired man, Marshall. Marshall has it on good authority that the man in question, an old slave named Clark, has been pilfering firewood and passing it along to a young slave woman on the next farm over. A person might think he was courting her this way if courting were the word for it and if Clark were not a million years of age. The quantities of wood are no doubt modest, only as much as a fellow might conceal in a pant leg, but regardless of that and regardless of Clark’s carnal intentions, the resources of White Haven are being sapped—worse than sapped: they are being effectively transferred to the fellow who runs the adjoining farm, a young German with a fine purebred riding horse and a haughty manner—without Colonel Dent’s approval or even his knowledge, at least until now.

“That’s an interesting story,” says Grant. “How do you suppose Marshall has come by it?”

“The men in Clark’s cabin report a shortage.”

“They complain to Marshall?”

“They complain to someone, I suppose. Someone who passes it along.”

“I see.”

“Marshall keeps his ear to the ground.”

Grant laughs. “He ought to be keeping his nose to the grindstone.”

“Be that as it may,” says Dent, “the pilferage goes on unchecked. I am being taken advantage of and no doubt mocked behind my back. It is disloyalty to a criminal degree. You must see to it.”

See to it he does. He waits until after supper. The moon is bald and lonesome in the night sky and he saddles up the old horse and rides to where the slave quarters huddle on the windy edge of White Haven. The fence line marking the adjoining property—the farm where the woman is purported to live—is not much distant, and he can see how a man could carry a little firewood out to it from time to time.

He knocks on a door so shrunken in its frame that it might as well be open. A man comes to admit him, and when he steps inside he finds six more bent around a little iron stove. They startle at the sight of him and strain to stand up in weary obeisance. The room ought to house four and wouldn’t house any if there were kindness remaining in the world. A couple of broken bedsteads and a mattress of rope burned in places and the rest of the furnishings just straw pallets on the floor. Wind whistling in through a hundred cracks and knotholes. He thinks of his own cabin, of its rough-hewn logs and its raw chinking imperfectly done, and by comparison it seems a palace.

But this hovel belongs to Dent, not to him. What goes on here is Dent’s business.

The dim red light in the shack comes filtered by ashes, but there is enough of it that he can identify Clark. He signals to him and they withdraw to the doorway and step outside. The other men watch them go and murmur to one another in a satisfied way. Misery loves company, but everything has limits. Another man’s troubles may provide at least a distraction from your own.

“Sir?”

Grant indicates the fence line and the farm beyond it. “You know anything about Keller’s place? That German?”

“Not too much, sir.”

“Is he good to his people?”

“I couldn’t say, sir.”

“Know anybody lives there?”

“Yes, sir. I do.” He brightens a little. Even in the blowing winter moonlight Grant can see it.

“Friend of yours?”

“Family, sir. She’s my sister’s child.”

“Is that a fact. Where’s your sister?”

“In the grave a long time ago. Down in Mississippi.”

“How’d the daughter end up here?”

Clark gives a shrug. “I ain’t heard about it till last month.”

“She doing all right?”

“Thank you kindly for asking. I expect she suffers some in this cold weather, coming up from Mississippi and all.”

Grant considers. The wind picks up and he shifts a few degrees to shield Clark from it. “You know that woodlot of mine?”

“Yes.”

“The one down toward the south end?”

“I know it.”

“There’s plenty down there. If the supply here runs low, I want you to make up the shortfall.”

“Sir?”

“You personally. Take another man, take a wheelbarrow, take a mule and a wagon if you need to. Bring back what you can use.”

“What about Colonel Dent?”

“It’s my woodlot, not his.”

“I see.”

“I want every soul supplied. Friend and family alike. No one should suffer in this cold.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you understand me, Clark?”

“I understand, sir.”

“Entirely?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. Make sure you take from what I haven’t already split. You can split it yourself.”

“I can.”

“Good.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Go on back inside now.”

“I will, sir.”

Grant mounts the horse and returns home. Julia has put the children to bed and caught up on some mending and finally gone to bed herself. He douses the lamp and climbs under the quilts, but it is forever before he can get warm.



In the morning he rides once more to White Haven. He finds the colonel not behind his desk but partaking of a leisurely breakfast, and although the old man frowns at the interruption, Grant draws a cup of coffee from the urn and takes a seat opposite him. He wastes no time getting started.

“If there’s been any wrongdoing as to Clark,” he says, “it was ours.”

The colonel looks stricken. “Ours?”

“Ours. We’ve shorted those men the necessities.”

“We?” says the colonel, and Grant catches his meaning. They are his men and his burden, and as long as he is above the sod, no son-in-law will begin claiming even their troubles for his own.

“Fine,” he says. “You’ve shorted them, then. Those devils are freezing to death.”

“They have shelter. They have clothing. They have provisions.”

“Only the minimum. A weak man can do little work, Colonel. A dead man can do none. And an unhappy man may accomplish more harm than good.”

“Such a man will be punished. Leather and iron, that’s the answer. Leather and iron.”

Grant narrows his eyes. “Does a wise man abuse his possessions, or does he look after them?”

“I care for those creatures like family, and they know it.”

“Families look after their own, Colonel. Clark does.”

“Tell me, exactly what has that black bastard done?”

“Nothing of any account. And as reward for his good faith, I have named him quartermaster of the woodpile.”

“Meaning?”

“He is in charge of dispensing its contents.”

The colonel scoffs. “The usual way of handling firewood has always worked perfectly well. My supplies are not without limit.”

“Damn your supplies. I told him to use mine.”

Dent scoffs. “There’ll be no end to his thievery.”

“He’ll take what’s needed.”

“He’ll impoverish you, mark my word.”

Grant shifts his weight.

“You lack experience with these individuals. You don’t know them.”

Grant sets down his cup and pushes back his chair. “I know that a man ought to care for his belongings,” he says. “I know need when I see it. And I know that a black skin may cover a true heart as well as a white one.”



Clark and the rest take no advantage as the winter goes along, but their needs are appreciable. Grant watches the woodpile as it dwindles, gauging its shrinkage against the passage of time. He watches the weather and the calendar. Market days come and often enough he chooses to stay home rather than add to the ongoing depletion. The people of St. Louis will have to do without his supply this year, and so be it. They possess alternatives that the men and women in those shacks do not.

If he is careful, and if a cold spell does not set in during January, they shall all survive until the springtime unscathed.

Christmas draws near, and the funds in his cashbox are short. He could afford the nightgown for Julia or the three nightshirts for the children, but not the entire lot. He blames himself. The problem originated with his father-in-law, and the hardship fell upon the backs of the powerless slaves, but the plan for resolving it was his entirely. There is only so much good to go around in the world. Suffering shall always be plentiful, but relief is limited and must be parceled out with care.

He rides to the city on the day before Christmas. He goes without the wagon and without a stick of wood. He goes without so much as a single coin in his pocket. He ties up the horse and enters the jewelry store beneath a bell that chimes to announce his arrival. Intensive negotiations ensue, at the conclusion of which the jeweler takes his watch in exchange for twenty-two dollars. Not a penny more.

What use, after all, does a farmer have for a watch? His work requires no more precision in the matter of time than a calendar can provide—and if a calendar is not at hand, he can make do with the moon and stars. The work is ancient, and it runs on an ancient cycle.

He enters the general mercantile and pays his balance, along with a little extra to have the garments wrapped. Then, with the packages secured in his saddlebags, he rides home beneath a light sifting of snow, perfectly content.
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