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AUTHOR’S NOTE


It is an act of presumption for any man to write the life of another—how can any of us be so sure of our own perceptions to say in print “this is what so-and-so was really like”? When the subject of a biography is a man whose life has had a revolutionary effect on hundreds of thousands of others, that presumption may seem a kind of impertinence.


Bill W. told his own story many times; he also wrote about it. Possibly because of New England reticence, the emphasis was always on the second half of his life. He gave few details of his childhood, his youth or the early years of his marriage. However, it was my privilege—my blessing, if you will—to have known and worked beside Bill during the last twelve years of his life, when he had begun to understand that his biography would be written one day, and he made many attempts in notes, in letters, and on tape recordings “to set the record somewhere near straight.”


Bill Wilson was an alcoholic and believed his alcoholism a threepronged illness, physical, mental and spiritual. Because of this he knew that a drunk’s true story must be told subjectively; otherwise it would be only an endless series of ridiculous, unmotivated episodes. I agreed. (I was younger then, and many things seemed easier and less presumptuous.)


Also Bill wanted his story aimed at the general reader, not at the academician or professional worker in the field.


Apart from Bill’s letters and the notes and transcriptions of recordings which he left, the primary source of material has been the firsthand recollections of relatives—notably his sister Dorothy and her husband, Dr. Leonard Strong, Jr.—friends and colleagues. But because of a peculiar circumstance—the AA tradition of anonymity—most of these must remain unacknowledged here.


Such a book must inevitably contain quotations from Bill’s published works: Alcoholics Anonymous, Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, AA Comes of Age, and random articles that appeared above his initials in The Grapevine. He was a man who cared about words and on occasion possessed a kind of Yankee genius for finding the apt phrase. It would have been not only arrogant on my part but foolhardy to have searched for substitutes. At times his words have been juxtaposed here, sometimes they have been blended, but none of them has been misquoted. And to cite chapter and verse would simply have cluttered his story.


Make no mistake about it; any truth that appears in these pages about the AA way of life comes not from me, but from Bill Wilson, and here I want to thank Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., for permission to quote from his works so freely.


There is one person I must thank by name—Lois Burnham Wilson. Her journey back through her memories has often been painful, but it has always been courageous, always loving … and invaluable.


I should also like to thank the AA archivist, whose kindness and extraordinary knowledge of AA’s history has been a constant help. Most especially, I want to mention the managing editor of The Grapevine. Her endless generosity and concern step by step have been the mainstay of this biography, and through her I have been given many incisive glimpses into the character and development of Bill Wilson. Also I want to thank the General Service Board and all the staff members. In fact, my heartfelt thanks go to each and every member of the Fellowship I have met for making four years of research and writing an experience I can never forget and for which I shall never be able to express my gratitude.


If there were to be a dedication to this book, I think Bill would like it to be addressed to the Fellowship. I think, too, that he would join me in repeating a phrase from his last message to the members:


“I salute you. And I thank you for your lives.”










BOOK ONE








1


When he stood beside his father Bill Wilson never felt too tall. He never felt skinny then or thought his ears stuck out too far and he was never afraid that he was going to do something awkward that would make people laugh and call him Beanpole. And now he was realizing this had been true whether they were walking in town, playing catch or—he turned to glance back at the little light shining from the shed at the quarry’s entrance—whether he was just standing, waiting. If his father was nearby there was nothing to fear. But tonight—he couldn’t help it—tonight everything was different, wild and dangerous and whatever his father was doing, he wished he’d hurry, come out and join him.


It had to be midnight now, possibly even twelve-thirty, because it had been after eleven when they’d passed the church, and once again the thought of the old clock high above the silent town filled him with a sense of wonder. Never in his life had he been awake and out riding through the night when everyone else was sleeping. And he had been warned—he tried to smile now, remembering—many times he had been warned by his mother that God did not approve of nine-year-old boys being up past bedtime. But his mother and God had no connection with what was happening here.


It was one of those clear September nights when a three-quarter moon slips slowly into the west against a sky so ablaze with stars it makes the earth doubly dark. Fir trees of every variety grew above the quarry, then sloped gradually down to frame the clearing where he waited, and all the trees were ink black now, with no shading anywhere. Indeed, the only color, the only spot of light on the mountainside, was this one open shelf, and here everything glistened. At his back, rinsed in pure white light, stood piles of marble, slabs ten, some of them twenty feet high, towering above him, one on top of the other like ramparts of a prehistoric fort. And it might have been this, the eerie whiteness all around—for now even the ground beneath his feet glittered as though covered with snow—that made the place feel so remote. The snow, of course, was only tiny marble chips, debris left by men who for generations had been chiseling and blasting out the mountain, way back even before his father’s time. Still the whiteness added to the peculiar hush that was settling over the world.


Without moving, he slid his eyes back to the window, and he listened for some indication that his father was still there. But there was no breeze to carry a sound and when finally all he could make out was the distant jangle of a harness as the mare shifted about, he turned and took several slow, tentative steps toward the shed. As he did, both his hands reached up and out before him—this almost automatic movement, with fingers spread wide, his family said, he’d been making ever since he was an infant—trying to feel and grab hold of moonlight. Tonight, however, the light had no warmth and the fingers relaxed, his hands fell to his sides. He wasn’t afraid, that wasn’t the word, yet as he drew near the shed he could feel a new shiver of excitement gripping his body. The little shed with its window half open, its sign, g. wilson, manager, hanging above the door, seemed to be waiting too, and it too seemed to be peering across the valley.


He did not understand his feeling, but as he went on, a curious sense of expectation crept over him. Something was going to happen and it had to do with him, with his father, and with the fact that no one in the world knew that they were here.


In the last few hours he had moved so far from the ordinary, so far into danger, there had been no time to review the steps that had brought him here. Still he knew the moment it had begun. He and his sister had been waiting at the supper table. Out in the kitchen they had heard voices; no words, just voices. First his mother’s voice, high and frightening, then his father, calmer, not arguing, just quietly stating some fact. On and on it had gone, but he couldn’t make out the words. Then there had been the shocking silence, and when finally he had been able to bear it no longer he’d pushed back his chair and run into the kitchen. And there he had found them, his parents confronting each other: his mother, her head high, shoulders squared, with one hand grasping the side of the table, and his father, not three feet away, looking straight into her eyes, searching her eyes.


In an instant he knew what was happening. His father had told her something, but—he could read this in the tilt of her head, the rigid stance of her body—she would not believe what she’d been told. Then, when he looked back at his father, he saw what he had never seen before. His father nodded his head, accepting her terrible judgment, and without a word, turned, went through the door and started across the yard. And Billy watched him go, and he knew, although neither of them spoke, that his mother was watching too.


At supper and afterward when they’d sat silently in the little front room, until his mother said she felt one of her headaches coming on and asked if he would put his little sister to bed, his mind had shot off in all directions, searching for an explanation. There had been arguments before and often, but this time there had been something in his mother’s tone that had made him know tonight was unlike other nights. Before when there’d been quarrels, it was usually because of something he, Billy, had done, or something he and his father had been involved in together; then his father had always spoken out in his behalf. Tonight he had stood there, he had not argued.


Long ago Billy had come to understand that his father also had to be on guard, just as Billy had to be, or he too could be placed on probation, then he too would have to think up some method of winning his way back into her affection. And somehow, knowing this had made all sorts of things easier. But now his father must have committed a wrong Billy knew nothing about.


Up in his own room he had flung himself across the bed, but he had known that he would not sleep because now there were other questions. Now he was asking not only what but why. Why hadn’t his father answered? Why had he allowed her her moment of triumph? More and more he found it difficult to concentrate; one thought that had been hovering in the corners of his mind was demanding attention. If his father could walk away and not return even for supper, then wasn’t it possible that he might one day walk away and never come back?


On the bureau by the window his alarm clock ticked off the minutes and he watched the long hand creep on an inch. Ten minutes to. Five to. Nine o’clock, and there it seemed to halt, to stand perfectly still as if he’d touched it with a finger. Then it slowly went on and started down again. When it was almost a quarter past, he heard his mother’s footsteps in the hall. She passed his door and for one moment he thought of calling out, but he checked himself and she moved on.


He hadn’t looked back at the clock, but he was sure it must have been almost ten-thirty when the front door opened. The sudden wave of relief that poured through him then was so vast and profound it seemed to take with it every particle of his strength.


Other boys had told him you could tell when a man was drunk by the heavy way he walked and stumbled around. The opposite was true of Gilman Wilson. Billy could always tell about him by the lightness of his step. Now he sat on the side of the bed and listened to the footsteps coming carefully, quietly up the stairs. At the head of the stairs they paused, but only for a second, then they moved across the hall into Billy’s room and there his father stood at the foot of the bed, swaying slightly, looking down at him.


Neither of them spoke. Their eyes met and held; then, still saying nothing, his father made a gesture, a slight jerk of the head, turned and started away, and Billy knew he was to follow.


Downstairs, he was sure they’d go out back, where they could talk without being overheard, but when instead of going through the kitchen his father opened the door and stepped onto the porch, everything, the whole world, changed. A silvery blue light flooded the yard and he could see, standing in front of the house, a horse and buggy from O’Reilly’s livery stable.


When his father had got in and had patted the seat beside him, Billy crawled up—was drawn up like someone in a dream—and together they started off through the silent town. Billy didn’t try to say anything; neither did his father. A jug of whiskey was on the baseboard by their feet and occasionally he saw his father reach down, pick up the jug and take a swig, but their eyes were always focused straight ahead.


He never knew how long the trip had taken, he never cared, for as they trotted along, then slowed to a walk, he was seeing it all—the moon, the road ahead as bright as day, the fields at the side enameled over with tiny white flowers—and he was seeing it with such awareness, such clarity of vision, that he knew, even as it happened, that it was being recorded and that he would remember it all the days of his life. Even when they reached the quarry gate, turned, and the old mare strained slowly up the mountain road, even when his father stopped, got out and, unclipping the reins, tied them together to form a halter which he fastened to a tree, even then Billy had not worried.


But after his father had disappeared into the shed and he’d been left to wait, he could no longer tell what had happened and what was part of a dream. Superimposed over the picture of his father walking away was the memory of the two of them facing each other and his father nodding, admitting she was right.


He dug his hands into his pockets, squinted and stared at the sky. How could his father give in to her and just walk away? He felt deserted, betrayed, and the thoughts he tried not to think shook the foundations of everything he’d always taken for granted.


Once when he was about to push the door open and run into the shed, he stopped himself. He was supposed to wait, that was what his father had said. In time he’d come out. Then they would talk. His father would put his hand on his shoulder the way he did and he would explain. And in that explaining everything would be made right again.


But when his father finally stepped from the shed he did none of these things. For a time they stood, side by side, looking across the valley, then he moved off a step and leaned back, his shoulders resting against a tree, and when he spoke it was not at all what Billy had expected.


“You’ll take care of her, won’t you, Billy?” he said. “You’ll be good to your mother, and to little Dotty too.” And before he could answer his father reached out a hand and mussed the back of his hair. “Sure you will,” he said. “Sure. You’re okay, Billy.” Then he withdrew his hand and Billy knew that this was it.


In his right hand his father was still carrying the jug and Billy watched him lift it to his lips and take a long, slow drink. This was it, and watching him lean down and place the jug on the ground, Billy knew that the explanation he was waiting for would not be given.


And, watching, he knew one other thing, knew it instantly and with complete certainty: this was as it had to be. His father was silent now as he had been before his mother, and Billy could see his silence was not weakness, it was strength. If he talked, if he’d felt he must put it all into words, it would have stirred up the ugliness, made it live again. Women and little children put everything into words. They had to. Men didn’t. What was more, this silence, this acceptance, in no way changed his father or made him less. And suddenly, looking at the plain bony face in the moonlight, Billy was filled with a huge and beautiful emotion. He felt closer to his father than he’d ever felt to anyone; he felt a part of him.


When Gilman Wilson began to speak again, not about what had occurred, but about what they always talked about when they were outside at night: about stars and the moon, about the wind he felt rising and about the mountains, the great Taconic range and the Green, and how they had been here even before there were men to call them mountains…as he went on now, behind the words—or was it because of them, because of the things he chose to talk about and the things he chose to ignore?—somewhere in there Billy was beginning to feel another, a deeper, meaning, and he knew he was just on the edge of grasping it but couldn’t quite understand. He knew that it was serious, that it related to him, to his body, but it was like a problem in arithmetic: as soon as he thought he had it, it would dissolve and fall apart.


Now his father was speaking about the moon again, how it changed every night, every hour, but had been here always and always the same, and now, looking up into his face, listening to the voice he knew better than any other voice, Billy made still another discovery. It came to him that he didn’t only feel a part of his father, he was a part of him—just as he was part of his grandfather and he in turn of his father. And in that same instant he understood why when they walked together through town and would meet someone and his father would say, “This is my son,” he always had that same solemn feeling inside.


He had the feeling now and as his father moved from the tree, walked over and sat on a low square of marble and, tilting his head, began to study the sky, Billy watched him with a sense of awe, aware of something—he had no other word for it—of something ancestral in himself.


And Billy listened to everything his father said now about the night, the heavens, the vast galaxies sailing through space. His father could locate and identify each constellation, each star and planet. He knew how long it took a speck of light to come down and reach the two of them on their mountain and he was speaking now of distances in trillions of miles, of age in billions of years, and he told Billy that they weren’t just citizens of Vermont or even just the United States; they were citizens of this whole tremendous universe.


Such talk, he said, could sometimes make a man despair. Against the immensity of the cosmos his own insignificance could make him feel lost and no account. But now, in this instant, Billy Wilson knew he was feeling the exact opposite. The thing he’d learned, the hard awareness of his descent and all that meant, was still with him and he knew this was actual and perfect, while everything else—the whole past of people laughing at him, of arguments and fights with his mother—was trivial and unimportant.


In time his father rose and, placing his great hand on Billy’s shoulder, he led him back toward the buggy.


Driving down the mountainside there may have been more talk, there may even have been some questions, but by the time they reached the pike Billy could feel his eyelids growing heavy and when they turned and started east toward home he shifted his weight and let his head fall back against the rough prickly tweed of his father’s sleeve. Then he slept.


Years later, after his life had been given over to the business of growing up and earning a living, when the confusion of other memories had blocked out details of this night, Bill Wilson could still remember the stars and the feel of his father’s coat.


When he awakened in the morning, his sister, Dorothy, was waiting to tell him that their father had gone away.


This was in the autumn of 1905. Billy didn’t see his father again until the summer of 1914, and by then they had discovered they had nothing at all to say to one another.
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In the town of East Dorset word of the final separation of Gilman and Emily Griffith Wilson came as a shock, but it was not really a surprise.


In fact, from the beginning there had been little that was surprising in the story of this handsome, healthy young couple who’d been born in the same year, 1870, in the same township, had attended the same schools, the same church. It was true they had been separated briefly when Gilly had gone off to attend Albany College in New York State and Emily had studied to be a teacher at the normal school in Castleton, but even then they were together for the holidays and it was not too long before they fell in love and finally married.


Even their backgrounds appeared curiously similar. The Griffiths had come to America from Wales, while the Wilsons had emigrated from Scotland to Ireland and then on to the States. Wilsons were recorded among the original settlers of Manchester Center, some nine miles south of East Dorset, and Emily’s family was in the environs of Danby long before the Revolution—one great-grandfather had marched south in the spring of 1779 to join mad Anthony Wayne and lend a hand in the taking of the garrison at Stony Point. No, there was no question that these young lovers from the oldest Yankee stock seemed in some special way meant for one another. Yet from the start—and everyone who knew them sensed this—these were two very definite and strong individuals with marked and potentially troublesome differences.


Yeats has written of “the folly that man does or must suffer if he woos a proud woman not kindred of his soul,” and herein may lie a clue. For Emily Griffith was a proud woman, and for all the apparent similarities of background and environment these two were of extremely dissimilar temperaments.


And if this was true of Emily and Gilly, it was no less true of their families. To begin with, the Griffiths were loners. When they arrived in Vermont they did not, as did the Wilsons, settle close by others, but instead chose a rugged piece of farmland just below the timberline and at a considerable distance from any town. The Wilsons, on the other hand, seem to have felt some deep need to work with and surround themselves with the warmth of others. Years later Bill was to describe the Griffiths as people of extremely high native intelligence, high-minded and hard-driving as well, with immense will, immense valor and fortitude. For the most part self-educated, they became lawyers, teachers and judges. Highly respected, they were not ever popular, nor dearly loved.


By comparison the Wilsons seem to have developed at an opposite pole. Tall, raw-boned, they were warm, likable men of tremendous geniality who laughed easily, and all of them were superb storytellers. For generations they had been quarrymen, often moving rapidly up from worker to foreman to manager of a project. Perhaps on occasion they would stay too late in the taverns spinning their yarns, matching drinks with their neighbors, and sometimes they may have arrived home slightly under the weather, but with the Wilsons such little failings were understandable and easily forgiven.


When at the close of the Civil War William C. Wilson, Gilly’s father, had chosen a bride, he had wisely chosen Helen Barrows, one of whose ancestors had built the largest house in East Dorset, a great rambling structure that stood just across from the churchyard on a plot of ground that had been granted still another ancestor by George IV. For years this had been run as an inn, the old Barrows House, but soon after the wedding William discovered that along with his work in the quarries he quite enjoyed managing an inn and the name was changed to the Wilson House.


The Wilson House may not have been the most elegant, and it certainly was not the most successful inn in the county—East Dorset was after all no more than a village with only one industry, the polishing of marble that mule teams hauled down from the hills—but it was the people who lived there and the constant stream of guests, commercial travelers for the most part, who lent it excitement and made it seem the concentrated center of all that was happening. Then, too, there was always Willie Wilson to spin a tale and offer one on the house after every third round.


Always, that is, until Willie gave up the drink. The rumor was that he’d been deeply impressed by the words of an itinerant preacher who’d passed through Dorset during a series of revival meetings, and somehow Willie had been persuaded to hit the sawdust trail. Whatever the true story, he was never known to have another drop of alcohol until his death, in the summer of 1885.


His widow, Helen, decided to continue to run the inn with the aid of her two growing sons, George and Gilman. It was congenial work, she said, making strangers comfortable.


Griffiths and Wilsons. For all the doughty New England virtues they shared, it would be difficult to imagine two more disparate ways of living, of thinking or—what was to prove even more telling—of feeling. But none of this appears to have worried either Gilly Wilson or Emily Griffith when in 1894 Gilly asked Gardener Fayette Griffith for his daughter’s hand in marriage.


Fayette had by this time given up farming. Some years before, he’d got the notion of lumbering, had bought up land above his farm, imported a group of French woodchoppers and finally had moved his family into East Dorset. His eldest daughter, Emily, was a tall, extremely handsome young woman with masses of dark chestnut hair and deep-set thoughtful eyes. In every respect a true Griffith, she had grown up an avid reader of the classics and of the high-flown inspirational literature of her day, a woman one would have thought marked off for a career of teaching and a genteel, quiet domestic life. But by one of those quirks of nature so frequent in the lives of women drawn to Wilson men, Emily found herself in love with a fellow she never truly understood. If, during their brief engagement, certain things troubled her, she was quite able to rationalize them. If, for example, Gilly seemed to be a spendthrift, she could tell herself that a young bachelor had no incentive to save; with the responsibilities of marriage all that would change. If their personalities occasionally clashed, she was still hopeful; she’d read a great deal about temperaments finally balancing. Perhaps what she was seeing in Gilly was material, raw, attractive material which she would shape, for there was no doubt that throughout her life Emily fancied herself a shaper of men. And whatever worries might have presented themselves, they were all ignored in the beautiful spring of 1894. Fayette gave his consent and in September they were married in the white Congregational church.


At the start all apparently went well. The newlyweds set up housekeeping in the rear of the Wilson House and here—fittingly enough—in a small room behind the bar, William G. Wilson was born on November 26, 1895.


The first indication that the marriage was in some trouble may have appeared during Emily’s pregnancy. She knew that she was nervous and not the best of company and knew that it was only natural for men to be restless at such a time, so it was Emily who suggested that Gilly go out alone, and quite often Gilly did go out. Later, a small room dominated by an infant’s schedule couldn’t have been much of a home, not to a man of Gilly’s energies, and he seemed more and more to be away in the evenings. By the time their second child, Dorothy, was born and they had moved to a home of their own, a neat clapboard house just a few doors south of the inn, Gilly’s advice was being sought about the feasibility of various quarry sites, and sometimes he had to make his reports up in Boston, sometimes even down in New York, which of course meant he’d be away for several nights running.


In 1902, while still overseeing two quarries at Munson’s Falls, Gilly was offered the management of the entire Rutland-Florence operation. Perhaps he hoped that life in a larger town like Rutland would be more interesting and prove more of a stimulus for Emily, perhaps it was such a splendid business opportunity he simply couldn’t resist it. Billy was seven at the time, in the second grade at the little two-room schoolhouse in East Dorset, Dorothy just entering kindergarten. Surely the Rutland public school, only two blocks from the house Gilly found on Chestnut Street, would provide a much better education. Whatever his reasoning, the move promised a change in a marriage that had begun to bog down in the stifling details of domesticity.


Emily’s life at this juncture appears to have been devoted to an effort to analyze and then in some way dominate her circumstances. It was almost as though she had begun to see others from above, as though their behavior formed part of a complex pattern which she believed her superior knowledge and training should enable her to interpret. On the other hand, Gilly’s life (or so it appeared to Emily) seemed constantly acted upon by events and experiences which he approached with no theories or preconceived attitudes. And this may have been true, for as keen as Gilly was in assaying the quality of a quarry, he admitted there was always something mysterious to him about the motives of others. He had no confidence in himself as an intellectual being, he approached the world as a healthy, contented animal with his arms outstretched, and if he were ever to understand others and what motivated them, he was sure he’d find them admirable, even lovable.


By the time they were living in Rutland these two outlooks were firmly established, and they had begun to create in Gilly a kind of disturbance he’d never known before and which he had no way of handling. And Emily did—or could do—nothing about it. She had loved Gilly, but she could not like him. She was perhaps constitutionally incapable of giving the unquestioning adulation he and all Wilson men needed from their women, and that indeed may have been all they needed.


By 1904 others had begun to notice that something was wrong with the marriage. From the start they had suspected it wouldn’t turn out too well. The responsibility of raising children might help, they said, and for a time it did seem it might not turn out too badly. But then in 1905 an incident occurred, probably while Gilly was off in New York. There was talk—an affront to dignity—and that was more than the proud Emily could stand.


Gilly left town.


Emily’s behavior remained impeccable. We were still a young country in 1905, with many inviting frontiers, and she let it be known that her husband had gone west. Everything she did, everything she said, was above reproach. In time she sent word to her father in East Dorset and asked him to drive up and collect his family. She was calm and completely herself, completely a Griffith.


In her short time alone in the house on Chestnut Street she had examined her world and plotted the future. She was thirty-five years old, a woman with a son and a daughter to look after. She would, of course, have to consult with her father about certain financial matters, but there was no reason the children could not stay in East Dorset with her parents, no reason she could not move into Boston. She was exceptionally intelligent, she could study, start over again and launch herself on a brand-new career.


Arrangements for a divorce—as shocking as that word might be to many old Vermonters—would be handled by a lawyer down in Bennington. And it would all be done discreetly, with a minimum of publicity. She would be careful to hide, even from herself, any of the scars that had been inflicted by an impossible marriage, and if for any reason Billy or Dorothy should ever have to examine the Records of Divorce, they would find nothing to upset them. There would be only a slight reference, couched in the legal terminology of the day, to Gilman Wilson’s utter irresponsibility.
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It would be like going home, his mother had said. After all, he and Dorothy had been born in East Dorset, they’d started school there and they knew everyone in town, everyone knew them. And this was true, of course, but there was a difference now and sometimes Billy wondered if his mother understood but just didn’t care to talk about it.


In Rutland they’d had a home all their own. In Rutland he’d been part of a family with a mother, a sister and a father. Now, no matter how kind and loving his grandparents might be, he was a guest. Children, he imagined, were always forced to be somebody’s guest when they had no fathers, and now it was as though his father were dead. It was worse really, because people talked to you about the dead, but no one ever spoke of Gilman Wilson. Even late at night when they thought he was sleeping and he would sneak out to listen from the top of the stairs, even then they talked about Lawyer Barber in Bennington and what he thought of the case, but they never once mentioned Gilly’s name.


In fact, it wasn’t until the day before his mother was to leave—her skirts and shirtwaists had all been washed and ironed, her suitcase packed and the steamer trunk already shipped— not until then did she tell them they were to go on a picnic just the three of them, because there was something they had to discuss, and with a terrible tightening in the stomach he knew what she was going to say.


It was a crisp, clear October afternoon and they drove up to Dorset Pond—the summer folks had renamed this Emerald Lake, but the natives still called it Dorset Pond—and it was there, while his mother and Dot spread out the Indian blanket and started to unwrap the sandwiches, that he came to understand that there are many different kinds of shock. There was the totally unexpected kind that could catch you off guard, but there was also the kind that a part of you had been expecting, but for some reason you hadn’t made any preparations for, and he guessed he didn’t know enough to tell which kind was worse.


As his mother started to talk Billy sat a little apart on a long, flat rock that jutted out into the water, his arms wrapped around his knees, hugging them to him, and his eyes studying the little patterns of ripples on the pond. But he tried hard to listen. Their father, she said, was out in British Columbia now and she’d just learned that some of the men from his old Rutland gang were going west to join him. He’d found work there, and he wouldn’t be coming back—ever.


He heard the words but—he couldn’t help it: it was as though his mind had gone numb—he was unable to focus his thoughts. He could hear but he literally could not accept what she was saying. Once when she rose to hand him a sandwich he turned and looked up at her, but now—it was the strangest thing—he wasn’t seeing her as she was, standing above him, tall, handsome, with the afternoon sun shining on her hair; he was seeing her as she bad been that evening when she’d taken him out behind the shed and had thrashed him with her hairbrush, when she had made him drop his trousers down so his bare bottom was exposed before her. He couldn’t ever remember what he’d done to provoke that thrashing, but he remembered the wild anger in her eyes and his own impotent terror as he was forced to stretch his body out, awkward, naked and ashamed, across his mother’s lap.


It was wrong, and he knew it, to be thinking about this. He should speak up. (“You’ll take care of her, won’t you, Billy? You’ll be good to your mother, and to little Dotty too.…”) Maybe it was right that he’d kept silent in the beginning, but now in his role of son and big brother more was expected of him. Yet aside from such phrases as “Don’t worry,” or “Things will work out,” which had no meaning, he could think of nothing to say.


Later, when they went for a walk around the edge of the lake and he remembered to brush aside the low-hanging branches and hold them away from his mother and Dot, he was still unable to speak and—what was much worse, he knew—he wasn’t even feeling what he should be feeling. Even driving back to East Dorset the words would not come, and after a time he stopped trying to find them and concentrated his attention on holding the reins “loosely yet firmly,” as he’d been taught.


When finally they were back before his grandfather’s house, the sun was already sinking behind the mountains. Dot and his mother went inside and he loosened the halter and secured the old mare to the hitching post. He’d even started to follow them into the house, but halfway up the path he twisted around, darted back down the road, across the churchyard and partway up the hill toward an ancient oak tree, the oldest and tallest tree he knew about in all East Dorset. There he paused, resting his shoulders against the trunk; then suddenly he started to climb—higher and higher until he reached the topmost branch that would hold his weight. Here he was sure he would not be seen by anyone, here he would not have to search his mind for words; he was gasping, panting for breath, but he knew now he was going to be all right.


In this valley between the Taconic and the Green, October days do not end as August and September days end, with evening gradually easing into night. In no time now the darkness solidified and he could no longer make out, even from so great a height, where the sky stopped and where the mountains began. Soon yellow lights were coming on in the inn and he could see lanterns being lit in kitchens all up and down the road. He could hear mothers calling children in and old Mr. Landers whistling for his dog.


Billy had never climbed this particular tree before and as a matter of fact he was never to climb it again, but from that night on the feeling of the ancient oak, the sense of being sheltered in its arms, was seldom completely absent from his mind. It became a sort of symbol: it wasn’t a hideaway or a secret private room such as he knew some boys had—it was more an escape hatch, a place he knew he could run to if and when this might be necessary.


It was during that same winter, his first year of staying with Grandpa Griffith, that he made one other simple but important discovery. He discovered that he was living on what seemed to be two separate planes, in what seemed to be two different worlds. Sometimes he thought there might even be three worlds, but the third one was made up of feelings that came and went away and he couldn’t yet explain it. First there was the world of men and of animals, of getting up and going to bed at night, of going to school and coming home, talking to people, milking the cow, doing chores. Then there was the world in which he thought, dreamed and imagined things. The third world, the one he couldn’t pin down, had to do with the things his father had talked about, with what had been here before he was born and would go on long after he was dead. But the strangest part of this discovery was that whichever world he happened to be in, a shadow from the other world, like the shadow of a cloud crossing a field on a summer day, could fall over him.


Sometimes he would look at others, especially at grownups, and wonder if they too were aware of different worlds and if this was another of those secrets they wouldn’t talk about. He was sure that one day when he was older he would understand more about it. Now he spake as a child, understood as a child, and saw, as the Bible said, through a glass darkly. But there would be a time—and these days he thought a good deal about this—when he would know as also he was known. It was as though there were a specific date somewhere ahead when he would meet the rest of himself. This was moving toward him now just as he was moving toward it.


Meanwhile he was sure it was best not to talk about it. Until he fully understood, he had a responsibility to shield it, so it couldn’t be twisted all out of shape. But even if he had wanted to talk, he didn’t know exactly whom he’d tell. Certainly not the boys in school. They were not friends, they were rivals. With them it was always a question of who was stronger, taller, who could throw a baseball with the greatest skill or swim the farthest, fastest.


In place of a confidant he guessed he still used his father—in the beginning, anyway—a character he was making up half out of memory, half of imagining, and sometimes during those first months alone in the little attic room he would carry on long conversations with this wondrous man who did perhaps drink a little too much, but who had to drink now because of the perilous nature of his work, which involved blasting with dynamite and constantly dealing with savage natives out in the wild Northwest. Some nights his father would even confide in him, telling Billy he wanted him to leave Vermont, run away and hitch a ride west because he needed him now. But for some reason instead of feeling better after these conversations, he often felt much worse. He knew that they were becoming what his father in reality would call “indulgence,” something babies or little girls might do, and in time he grew self-conscious and gave them up.


Of course he knew he might talk to Rose or Bill Landon, who were just next door, or even with old Frank Jacobs, Rose’s father, who had come to stay with them now that he had given up working.


Old Frank had been the town’s shoemaker. A short, grizzled, not very talkative old codger, he always seemed to be waiting whenever Billy stopped by. Frank hadn’t had much education, but he knew just about everything there was to know about nature, and it was from him that Billy learned how to track down honeybees to their stores and the name of every flower, every shrub and tree. They would sit sometimes for hours on end without speaking, and together they would wait for special birds that could be seen only on certain days of the year and only at certain hours of those days.


Bill Landon, Frank’s son-in-law, was as voluble as Frank was still, but somehow he too could always find time for Billy and he soon took it upon himself to train and make a crack shot out of the boy—even persuading the Griffiths to invest in a 25–20 Remington, a rifle Billy was to keep and love all his life.


The supreme moment of Bill Landon’s life had occurred some forty years before when he was a sergeant on the staff of General Philip H. Sheridan down in the Shenandoah valley. Since then Landon had become an incorrigible monologist and often seemed compelled by some inner passion to share every instant of his famous afternoon at Cedar Creek. The rebel forces had crushed all Union resistance until the meadows and lanes around the creek had become a chaos of wagons, stragglers and fleeing men. Then, shortly after one o’clock—Bill knew every detail—down the broad highway from Winchester, a beautiful jet-black charger had appeared, bearing his master. The road was so totally blocked the general had been forced to take to the fields to appraise the situation, but suddenly above the din they heard Sheridan cry out, “Back. We will go back and retake our camps!” and sweeping off his hat and vaulting his horse over a low stone wall, he galloped to the crest of the field. “We will go back.…” Bill Landon would repeat these words as if they were some holy incantation, his voice reverberating like organ music. In a matter of minutes, he declared, no more, the men broke into a cheer, a line of regimental flags arose as if coming up from the earth itself and new lines began to form.


With Sergeant Landon that afternoon had stood two future presidents of the United States: on the left of the road Colonel Rutherford B. Hayes, on the right, Major William McKinley, and together they watched Sheridan, hat still in hand, still barking out orders, move to the front of his men. When, a short time later, the rebs opened another attack, our troops were ready. Union infantry moved forward, the cavalry swept in behind.


Ignominious defeat had been turned into victory and all through the action of one man, Philip H. Sheridan. Never again would our national capital be threatened by rebel hordes. And— think of it—Bill Landon had been there. At the start of the attack a minié ball had struck his musket, passed clear through and had stuck in his skull just above one eye. The sergeant had simply plucked it out and continued with the charge. Now he had one rather drooping eye, occasional poor vision and a deep scar across his forehead to back up his story. But no minié ball had affected his recall. As Billy listened, drinking in every word, he could see the gray columns retreating, stampeding horsemen, the foam that flecked Sheridan’s noble black stallion; he could hear the roar of musketry and smell the gunpowder.


That winter and on into the spring, ambling home from school, Billy was no longer moving along an old Vermont dirt road. He was on a wide valley highway near Cedar Creek, Virginia, and in the evening, when his grandparents would look out to see him charging up a hillock behind the house, his Remington at the ready, he wasn’t after a rabbit or a squirrel; he was responding to a sacred admonition. “Back. We will go back and retake our camps!”


If old Bill Landon with his beautiful wild rhetoric was the first to feed Billy’s second world of dreams and imaginings, still there were others who contributed, and not the least of these was Landon’s wife, Rose.


Barefoot Rose, as she was called, was no ordinary next-door neighbor. The rumor—and it was true—was that Rose had not only been a great beauty, but had in her day possessed a remarkable voice, so remarkable that a man in Albany had wanted to finance her with the idea that she might sing at the opera house in New York. But things had not worked out for Rose. Instead of going to New York she’d married Landon and they’d had a great number of children, all of whom were grown now and seldom came around.


Billy got to know Rose through a series of errands she sent him on. “You, Willie,” she’d call out. “The well’s ’most dry again,” and he knew this meant he must make the run down to the drug store. There he’d be handed a small packet wrapped in tinfoil. Her “surcease,” Rose called it, and once on his way back to the house he unfolded the tinfoil and examined its contents. It was a chunk of something that looked like beeswax with a lot of white dust all around and it smelled—at first he couldn’t place it, but then he recognized the odor—it smelled exactly like a bunch of poppies. Rose always kept one of these in her apron and occasionally as they talked she’d nibble at it. Sometimes in the evening, when they’d be sitting on the porch, she would suddenly moan, rock back in her chair and lift her head in such a way that the blue of her eyes would completely disappear and he’d be looking only at the whites. Then, it was true, Billy would be a little frightened.


But he kept going back to visit Rose because she was the only person who might tell him about his father. Rose, of course, knew all about the divorce and, not surprisingly, tended to side with Gilly. But she was always careful not to speak unkindly of Billy’s mother. Gilly’s fault, she declared, if fault it was, was that he couldn’t love just one special woman; Gilly Wilson loved all people, all men, all women. And she would say this as though she spoke of a rare and most admirable quality.


Yet strangely, no matter how late they talked on the porch, Rose never expressed any sympathy for Billy’s loss. She had had troubles too and she was enough of a New Englander to assume that any person of stamina would not wish to dwell on such subjects.


Then suddenly, and possibly without realizing she was doing it, one summer afternoon she was able to offer Billy a way out, an escape every bit as exhilarating and as hallucinatory as her opium.


A gentleman from Manchester riding in a fine buckboard arrived in East Dorset looking for a place to open a traveling library. Rose, hearing of this, suggested her father’s empty cobbler’s shop, and the following Saturday five hundred books were in the shop and Barefoot Rose Landon was the town’s librarian.


Until now Billy had been a casual reader. He’d done his homework and he’d written book reports with occasional excursions into Heidi and the Alger series. But now suddenly all manner of new and indescribable excitements entered his world. Rose would lend him any book he wanted, often letting him take five or six at a time, and, alone in his room or wandering home from school, it was no longer a matter of being a recruit with the Union forces in Virginia. With Ulysses he was viewing the carnage of Troy, with Sydney Carton he looked down at Paris.


There was one other peculiar sensation he didn’t understand and that was that many of the novels Rose lent him seemed not only written especially for him, but about him too. The settings and some of the lesser characters might be alien, but he felt so close to what the hero was going through, it was as though he were reading a part of his own story.


But after a time, while he realized that reading could offer a perspective, a clarity, this wasn’t always the case. When he’d close certain books he’d find himself with questions. And often these were the most tremendous questions—about justice and truth and sometimes even about the wisdom of God Himself. And again he had no one to turn to with such problems. He thought of writing his mother—letters from her were coming regularly from Boston—but he knew she had her troubles and it didn’t seem right to burden her further. Moreover, he wasn’t sure she’d approve of his asking; one still had to be on guard with her. So often, as he’d close a book, he again turned to his father.


Only now, whenever he spent any time thinking of Gilly, there always seemed one overall question that could change the whole climate of whatever world he was in. Dimming the lantern, he would lie back in bed and stare at the ceiling, his sense of aloneness, of being a guest at its most acute. It still seemed incredible to him that his father would want to be away, that he wouldn’t even write a letter.


He searched for explanations. It was something in him, he was sure, that had caused this to happen. But what? Was it something he had done—or something that he lacked—that had made his father leave and stay away? For this was the fact of his life now. Gilman Wilson, unlike any father he saw or knew about, had walked away—walked away not only from his mother but from him.


If only his parents had loved him more they wouldn’t have separated. And this meant if he had been more lovable, it never would have happened. It always came around to that. It was, it had to be, his fault. He was the guilty one.


After a while these late-night questionings invariably ended in the same way. Finding no answer on the ceiling, unable to absorb the feelings of rejection, the nameless guilts he could never honestly pin down, he would get out of bed, walk across to the bureau and stand for a while studying himself in the mirror. Then his bony face would set its jaw, his eyes would flash back into his own. So his father wanted no part of him; he wanted to cut him off from his life.… Very well. Very well, he could do some cutting off himself. He would show him. He’d show them all.


And as though he’d found the answer he’d been seeking, as though this put a period to the subject, he’d repeat the words: “I’ll show them all,” get into bed, turn up the lantern and begin to read again. Though at first the words mightn’t make sense, he’d read stubbornly on and on. He was training himself to focus all his thoughts on what he was doing. If he didn’t, he knew he’d be completely lost.
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There was nothing in any way eerie about Fayette Griffith. But there were times—and Bill was to become increasingly aware of this—when the old man seemed able to read his thoughts.


One evening in the late summer of 1907, Fayette looked at the boy and it was as though he sensed the immense determination that was beginning to form, and as though he understood that such a passion must be given some direction.


“It’s an odd thing,” he said, and he said this casually as if it were no more than a passing thought. “I’ve been reading a good deal about Australia lately and no one seems to know why Australians are the only people in the world who are able to make a boomerang.”


There was a pause, then Bill looked up into his eyes. “The only people?”


That was all that was said. But the next day Bill borrowed two books from the library, both about Australia, and that night he carried the second volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica up to his bed; the second volume contained several columns on the history, uses and design of a boomerang.


On Saturday he crossed the highway to visit a French woodcutter and spent the entire afternoon talking with him. Then there were more books, other conferences with other Frenchmen, all having to do with grades of lumber and which would be best for shaping a weapon three feet long and weighing no more than eight ounces.


As summer began to shift into fall, every scrap of paper in the house seemed to be covered with diagrams and figures and the boy was spending more and more time shut up in the shed beside the house, where there was a constant sound of wood being sawed, carved, whittled. What had started as an interest was developing into an obsession. Chores were neglected, the cow was never milked on time, eggs were seldom collected, and in November a note came from Miss Milot, his teacher. She did not understand. Bill was failing all his subjects.


Now his grandmother grew concerned. It was plain silliness, it was unnatural and, what was more, she had read some of his books and a return boomerang was no plaything. It was a deadly weapon that could prove as dangerous to the thrower as to the subject at which it was thrown. She spoke to Willie severely. And to his grandfather.


Fayette nodded and said he’d have words with the boy. But this wasn’t quite the time. The time for worry would be when Willie gave up, when he would have to admit failure.


Fayette Griffith, a man of honor and a man of quiet faith, was to become the most important person in Bill Wilson’s young life.


But at sixty-four he was also a deeply troubled man. He had taken on the responsibility of rearing two children at a time of psychological and spiritual crisis—though he would have been slow to admit that such words could apply to him. In fact, great reader that he always was, Fayette Griffith found it difficult to express any of his feelings about himself, his family or his country.


He’d been only a young infantryman in 1862 when he heard Lincoln’s message: “We shall nobly save or meanly lose the last, best hope of earth.” And that pretty well summed it up, defined his place. If the Union could be saved, then he believed—and believed it with complete certainty—that other nations would follow our example and someday the world would be one great republic with free men everywhere. And after the war he knew that he was not alone in this idea. Like a great wind down from the mountains, this feeling was sweeping across the land and he was a part of it, it was a part of him. To some, democracy might seem almost mystical in its concepts, but to Fayette it was as plain and practical as the kitchen table.


He always thought of those years after the war as his confident, glad years. Glad, not easy, for they had been years of endless work—up before daylight and never to bed before ten, plowing, hoeing, planting in stubborn rock soil on a side hill farm, then watching and doing battle with every kind of pest. Fortunately he had married a strong woman—by some standards you could say his Ella was stronger than he—who bore him three children, two daughters and his boy, Clarence. She was never ill a day in her life, or never let him know it, and was up with him each morning, seeing to the dairy, in winter fixing breakfast for twenty choppers and often as not driving them over snowbound roads in zero weather so work on the mountaintop could begin at first light.


There had been little money in those days but they had had what they needed. Ella made their clothes, every stitch the children wore, and they were both mindful of the small amenities that make a family a family. No matter how late supper had been, there was always time for reading aloud, and then a time for Fayette to be alone with his books, his Gibbon and his Blackstone.


Then, as things had eased and he was able to buy up more timber land and so farm less, they had moved to the house in East Dorset. But nothing of importance had changed. Indeed, if a life can ever be divided into moments, Fayette thought that his most satisfying moments might have been during those intervals at night when his boy would move into the next room and take out his violin. Fayette would sometimes sit for an hour, listening to him play or listening to him practice, Clarence knowing that certain passages were difficult, but knowing too that there was only one right way to play them. Clarence was a good boy; his father was proud of him, believed he would go far. And alone at night, hearing the comfortable sounds of daughters upstairs preparing for bed and in the next room the sounds of a young man’s vigorous, hopeful striving, he knew this was part of the whole, his link with the future.


And this place where he had chosen to live was peculiarly right for him. To a traveler riding up the highway, East Dorset might have seemed a not very prepossessing town tucked away in the valley, but to the Griffiths it was a place of beauty with its vast purple mountains towering on either side and, best of all, a place of good people with a reputation for good law. Fayette knew the Lincoln theories about democracy were not only taken for granted here; he saw them in practice every day. And that belief in self and in the future gave warmth and meaning to his days and was part of the legacy he would hand on to his son.


Then, in 1894, came the tragedy. Clarence had not been well for two years. It was his lungs, Dr. Bemas said, and the doctor in Rutland agreed. The Vermont winters were too severe for him, but he’d surely improve in a milder climate. So they sent him out to Colorado. In December a telegram came. Clarence was dead. His body was shipped east to be buried in the family plot.


Fayette had gone on. One does, he wrote later, not because one wills to, but because one must. In time he had prospered. In the late eighties and early nineties he had been buying up mountainside acres, usually at tax sales, then holding them until someone wanted to order, say, a certain amount of spruce; he would drive up, take a look at what he had and make a deal; he tried to be honorable in all his affairs.


In time Emily married Gilman Wilson and had her children. Millie married Perry Fairfield and went to live in New Hampshire. With more free hours now, Fayette read more, even sending off to the city for special books. His beliefs were still there, but now they were no more than intellectual, all theory. And he noticed that he felt cold so much of the time. When he pulled his chair close to the fire and stared down at the flames, it seemed he could never clear his mind of one picture, of Ella putting the violin away in the trunk in the attic or of the sound of her locking the trunk.


He went on, read his Bible, supported the church, but there was a verse from Matthew that would return to torment him when he finished his reading: “If the salt have lost its savour….”


Then Emily brought her children and left them while she moved on to take up her studies. They were bright children and they were kind. And Fayette tried. He knew, in theory, what they needed. But there is a difference, and it is not simply a matter of age, between a grandfather and a father. There were many things he felt he should be saying, but even as he tried to form the words in his mind they sounded hollow and he left them unspoken. He had heard a cynic say that it was the duty of old men to lie to the young, and there was doubtless some truth in this. The young, he knew, need to believe.


Sometimes he would stand by the door of the shed and watch Bill working, so concentrated on his three-foot slabs of wood he’d not even realize he was being watched, or he’d walk with him out to an open field and listen to his description of the proper stance a man must take to throw a boomerang. “You must pivot on your spine, that’s the trick, then make a half turn before you let go.” And he would stand and watch the boy, his long legs spread wide, the weapon in his right hand as he’d eye the field. Then, slowly stretching his arm into position, he’d whirl round on his left foot and let the missile spin out. It would go curving off thirty, forty, sometimes fifty feet, Bill’s eyes following its every inch, his body hanging in the air; he’d forget even to draw back his arm. Then after a perfect half circle—and the same thing always happened—as if the missile had spent itself, it would fall with an ugly crack. Bill’s arm would drop, he’d shake his head and move out to retrieve his weapon and the whole procedure would begin again; back to the shed he’d go to start work on another kind of wood.


Why, Fayette wondered, why did the arm always stay in the same position even after he’d thrown the weapon? Did he believe he was actually helping, willing it along? And what was it that fed this dogged industry? On many occasions he’d looked deep into the boy’s eyes and he had always found the same thing there, intense determination and intense self-doubt. He had tried to do something about the self-doubt by suggesting little projects, and, in part, the boy had responded. The first winter there’d been skis and sleds; Bill had made an iceboat, which they’d sailed up and down the icy roads. But whatever he did easily or well he immediately lost interest in. Fayette knew Bill hated to do things that were difficult, but it was as if the boy sensed he had to go at them, as if he understood he would find no peace until he conquered them.


But where could this lead now? How would that extraordinary drive accept its failures? The boy seemed goaded by some dark and mysterious desire that his grandfather could not understand. And the projects were no answer. They were diversions, interesting perhaps, and good for a growing body, but they had no connection with a man’s true nature, or where that nature might be tending.


Finally Fayette saw that the problem he was facing had nothing to do with Bill. It was in himself and it grew out of the bitterness in his own soul, because the boy he was rearing now was not his Clarence.


Late on a cold February afternoon the change occurred.


That afternoon Bill led him not out to the open field, but to the graveyard beside the church. Fayette would always remember the day because that morning Ella had discovered that a three-foot plank had been cut from the headboard of Bill’s bed and it had taken some doing to quiet her. It was almost six months since his remark about the Australians and their boomerangs. That had been in hot summer; now it was midwinter.


They stopped by a tombstone at the edge of the churchyard. Bill took his stance, legs spread, the weapon in his hand. Then, after a moment in which neither of them spoke, the boy stretched out his arm, spun his body round and the boomerang flew out, curving farther and farther over the graves. But this time it kept on. Instead of spending itself, it seemed even to be taking on momentum as it kept going in a perfect circle until—there was no question about it—it was definitely returning, coming back, right back toward them. With the long, low whistling sound of a giant beetle shooting through the air, it was circling back nearer and nearer and straight toward them. Suddenly Bill let out a yell and they threw themselves forward, flat out on the ground, as the boomerang dipped and cracked against a headstone close beside them.


For a full minute they lay side by side on the frozen earth, panting, hardly able to take in the magnitude of what they had witnessed. If they had not ducked, if they had remained standing, they might well have been decapitated. Then very slowly they both sat up, turned and looked at one another. Still neither of them smiled. “I did it,” Bill whispered. “I did it.” Then with a wild leap he was on his feet and the banshee cry he let loose could have been heard in Manchester. “I did it.…”


That evening little else was talked about at supper, but the thing that struck Ella was not the account of the triumph, nor even their close call with injury or death; it was the miracle of change, the quickening of old Fayette Griffith. Her husband never stopped talking. “The very first American to do it. Our Willie. The number-one man.”


After the meal Fayette calmed down a little as the young folks babbled on, and for a time he stood by the window looking out at the cold, empty road. But even with his back to the room, even standing still, there was a new look about him, a new aliveness in his body.


When finally he turned back, his voice was quieter, but there was no mistaking what he said. He said he would like her please to give him the key to the trunk in the attic.


As she fetched the key, as Fayette gestured to Bill and then led him up the stairs, he began telling him about his uncle Clarence, and how he used to play for them in the evenings and it did seem a pity to have a violin locked away, not doing anyone any good.
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The creation of the boomerang marked a turning point for both Bill and his grandfather. In Fayette it seemed to bring forth a kind of joyous opening out. He’d found someone he wanted to be with, to talk to, someone for whom he could feel a deep, wholehearted respect.


And respect, of course, was what Bill needed most. He had been born with a bright, healthy and naturally curious disposition and he’d been born into a family where, despite the disorder of parents separating and a gnawing sense of isolation, there had still been nothing to curb or in any way block his curiosity. Now a new stimulus was added to this young, inquisitive nature.


Bill said later that there is no true learning without a need to know, and at this point his need was urgent. It had come about through a startling insight that night at the supper table. While his grandfather had been praising him, Bill heard himself called a “number-one man.” And at that moment all the lights in the room seemed to come up brighter. He was filled with a kind of power, and when they went on about his accomplishment he could feel it growing, spreading, through his body, as if some potent drug had been released.
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