

[image: ]




ACCLAIM FOR MARK SLOUKA AND

GOD’S FOOL


“Few books in recent memory have offered as much in terms of fully-formed characters, and fewer authors share Slouka’s gift to render the extraordinary in ordinary terms without sacrificing its potency.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“A gifted stylist.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A poetic rumination on love and family.… We are constantly moved to tears by Slouka’s spare and heart-breaking novel.”

—Anniston Star




“Exceptional … fascinating … powerful.”

—Library Journal







Mark Slouka

GOD’S FOOL

Mark Slouka’s story “The Woodcarver’s Tale” won a National Magazine Award in Fiction for Harper’s in 1995. He is a graduate of Columbia University, and he has taught at Harvard and the University of California at San Diego. He currently teaches at Columbia and lives in New York City with his wife and children.




BOOKS BY MARK SLOUKA

Lost Lake

God’s Fool



[image: ]




[image: ]

FIRST VINTAGE CONTEMPORARIES EDITION, JULY 2003

Copyright © 2002 by Mark Slouka

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 2002.

Vintage is a registered trademark and Vintage Contemporaries and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

The Library of Congress has cataloged the Knopfedition as follows:
Slouka, Mark.
God’s fool / Mark Slouka.—1st ed.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-78975-4
1. Bunker, Chang, 1811–1874—Fiction. 2. Bunker, Eng, 1811–1874—Fiction.
3. North Carolina—History—Civil War, 1861-1865—Fiction.
4. Rural families—Fiction. 5. Married people—Fiction. 6. Siamese twins—Fiction.
7. Freak shows—Fiction. 8. Farm life—Fiction. 9. Brothers—Fiction. I. Title.
PS3569.L697 G63 2002
813′.54—dc21         2001053975

www.vintagebooks.com.

v3.1





For my wife, Leslie, and our children, Zack and Maya,
who make this world all a man could want,

my parents, Olga and Zdenek,
who know about the ties that bind,

and for Sacvan Bercovitch,
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Into the air, as breath into
the wind. Would they had stay’d.
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PART ONE




I.

In a vertical world, a world of men like pines, or posts, more separate than they know, we were born with a bridge. A small, fleshy bridge, a hand span long and half as thick (thick enough for a boy to march his soldiers across if he watched their steps and they kept in file), forever connecting our two principalities like an act of God, the will of the citizens to hate one another be damned. If a life were measured by the number of metaphors it gives occasion to, the opportunities it presents to journalistic hacks and carnival barkers, ours has been rich indeed; in the field of grammar alone we have been wealthy beyond measure, a veritable primer made flesh. We were the hyphenated twins, as that nice young man writing for La Quotidienne once put it. We were a living conjunction, an if or an and or a but where a full stop would have been both correct and kind. We were separate sentences spliced with a comma, an error come alive. I could go on.

The day we were born, the midwives ran from our monstrous birth, leaving our mother to cut her own cord, untwist and bathe us. Twenty years later, the citizens of two continents came running to stare. I despised them about equally. I never changed. I see this now as my essential trait: Pushed to the wall by man or God, I pushed back. If the world showed its teeth, I rubbed it against the fur. I was born that way, and if I were to live to be as old as Methuselah, I’d be that way still.

Little Charlie Stratton, who could stand in a teacup, once preached me a sermon on Christian acceptance. “We must accept our fate with humility and gra-titude,” he hectored me in that mad-duck voice of his, and I remember being tempted to add, “and milk it like an udder until it runs dry,” but didn’t, distracted, I suppose, by the furious little digit he poked at my stomach with each stressed syllable (ac-cept our fate with hu-mi-lity and gratitude), like a schoolteacher trapped in a child’s dream. Oh, but how he made us cringe, Barnum’s “little brick,” posing and primping for councillors and queens: now Romulus bravely attacking a vase, now Cain with a club the size of a quill, now Crusoe in furs like a shipwrecked squirrel. But we were separate cases, Charlie and I. Humility is prudent when you’re the size of a hat.

Acceptance was not in my nature. Even as a young man it seemed to me that everywhere the world conspired against the heart, and though I knew the heart would lose, I couldn’t bear to call it right. It seemed unjust to me that those we had come to know should have to leave us, that the mowers resting in the shade had to rise, that perfection passed. Gideon liked to claim that my melancholy grew the more I watered it, but it wasn’t the wine that made the passing of things so hard for me, just as it isn’t the port by my side that makes me miss him now. No, like God, I had a jealous nature. I would have kept him here, you see. Drawn a circle around him, as I would around all the ones I’ve known and loved. And some besides. And in that circle, their heads thrown back through a warm ray of sun (the mark of my benediction), the mowers could laugh forever, one leg up and one leg out as the handles of their tools slowly moldered to dust and the blades of their scythes sank down in the grass. But the circle didn’t hold. I couldn’t hold it. Except once, maybe.

Before the attack on Cemetery Ridge, they say, Pickett’s men waited in the woods by the edge of the open fields, watching the milkweed drifting in the air like a lost squall. They knew. Every man and boy among them. Some scribbled quick notes against the stocks of their rifles or their brothers’ backs or the stones of the old mossed walls that ran through those woods like a stitch through a quilt, marking borders long forgotten—“To Miss Masie,” “To My Father,” “In Case of My Death”—then pinned them to their shirts. Most just sat with their backs against the trees, their caps hung lightly on their bayonets, waiting.

No one spoke. A bee buzzed on a turtlehead blooming in the damp, climbed up the tongue. A hot blade of sun lit the moss on a boulder, cut the toes off a boot. Here and there men lay sprawled on the previous season’s leaves, staring up through the layered branches as if into the milky eye of heaven itself. Further off, where an old road cut light through the roof of leaves, a photographer in a black vest and a wide-brimmed hat went about his business, hurrying back and forth from a small, square wagon.

Suddenly a canteen went over with a clank; a cut leaf twirled slowly to the ground. Like sleepers waking, they raised their heads. A private’s hat flew from a branch. They leaped to their feet. The floor of the forest, an overgrown orchard, was stippled with apples, small and hard as hickory nuts. Within seconds the shade was alive with joyful, savage shouting. Men sprinted for the breastworks of pasture walls and broken trees, one hand holding their caps to their heads, the other cradling their bulging shirts, lumpy with ammunition. Some said afterward that a strange sort of dream seemed to come over that glade. For a short space of time, they one and all seemed to forget where they were. The wavering heat, the ridge, the order—soon to come—to advance across the open fields (an order Longstreet himself would have to give with a nod, unable to bring himself to speak): All these faded away like distance on a summer afternoon, and they played. As children will play. As though death were a story to scare them to bed, and scarce worth believing.

And I ask you: What manner of God would stop them? Would bring down his foot? Would turn them, laughing, to blood and bone?

I see Christopher there, my little boy grown tall and lean, his wrists protruding a full three inches from the sleeves. I can feel his thrill at a solid hit, the sting of a little green ball in his side. I’ve imagined myself there so often now that my imagining has taken on the color of memory. You say this is wrong? Who was it, I want to know, who first divided history from dream, who ran his finger down the ranges of the past and decreed a frontier where none had been? When was the treaty that gave us this damnable map, and who gave it authority? No, I’ll say it once and be done with it: There is no frontier, in this world or any other, that love or desire or pain can’t cross.


II.

He’s asleep, the old fool, his face pressed into the crimson pillow, his hands hanging between his knees. How he grumbled and spit when I woke him, sitting on the edge of the bed like a big gray child, fumbling with his buttons, grousing at the cold. The fire started quickly. We have a good store of applewood left from the fall. He asked if it was the pain again. I lied. I’ll not go traipsing about the country of a night like this. The sound of the ice comes in from the dark; the dogs’ bones have welded themselves to the dirt. As though the Yankees, having imposed their will on us, now felt free to impose their weather as well.

Gideon could tell me what it is that clenches my heart like a tomato in a vise. With Gideon dead I’ll as soon stay where I am and trust to fate, though looking at my brother sleeping next to me, his white-whiskered face an inch from my shoulder, his nose abloom with tiny red roads, I wonder at my faith. Perhaps like an old dog I prefer the familiar kick to the unfamiliar smile, the uncertainty of a new allegiance.

Restless, restless, my head full of whisperings I can’t make out. Waking into the dark tonight, still half in my dreams, I heard the creak and boom of doors closing deep in the core of things. The lake, adjusting itself. Breaking to the wheel. Or, like me, resisting that accommodation.

He twitches his paws in his sleep, then shifts with the cold. I adjust the blanket, drawing it up around our shoulders.


III.

In the summer of 1856 the road to Kernville was little more than a dirt track, soft as talcum, and when the last rain came it raised puffs of dust like bullets all along the way. Dark little circles appeared on the wagon, the harness, the children’s feet. And then stopped. The dust joined the layers already whitening the roadside brambles wagon-high and wagon-deep like blight, and stayed. We clung to the things we knew—the smell of rain, the splintered helve, the weight of slops or stone—but even these, it seemed, struggled to escape us. Nothing came easy. The corn was slow that year, barely knee-high by August.

And yet I think back on that time fondly. We all still lived in the house at Mount Airy then, Addy and Sallie making out as best they could, the children always underfoot. Christopher was barely eleven, seemingly convinced the world had gone deaf, forever climbing, like a cricket in a jar, to the top of anything handy. Josephine and Catherine were ten and inseparable. Natural mothers to man and beast, quick with the salve and the sticking plaster, they spent their days nursing what the dogs didn’t kill—mainly three-legged tortoises with stars on their shells—in the hospital hard by the chicken coop. My Nannie, marshaling the younger ones—James and Susan, Patrick and Victoria—would arrange funeral services for those who succumbed to her sisters’ ministrations, as well as for the parade of cat-killed moles and newborn possums left each night like vestal offerings on the doorstep or the parlor rug.

By the time we awoke, the procession would be winding its way through the locust trees and past the sheds to the bald spot by the garden. There the deceased would be laid to rest with appropriate solemnity (unless one of the dogs happened to make off with him, which would change the spirit of the proceedings considerably) under a cross of twigs tied together with twine. Everyone had a role. James would always dig, I remember; Susan would cover; Patrick or Victoria would drop the sweaty little handfuls of violets or phlox. And saddened but virtuous, they’d make their way home. What sweet days those were. I’ve never had tomatoes like the ones that grew there, trellising themselves on the children’s crosses, bearing them down with the weight of their fruit.

Hindsight is the Almighty’s compensation for brittle bones and shattered sleep. We grow crisp and crotchety, fully half our organs ignore our commands—whistling to themselves, as it were, while we struggle to bring them to attention—but to balance the ledger we are allowed to dwell on the past, revisit the sites of our old humiliations, reread (without the aid of spectacles) our own misjudgments. And we do, believing that it was there, in our past, that our last best chance for happiness lay hidden; that somewhere in that thicket, now dense with self-recrimination and foolishness, trickled a freshet of joy powerful enough to redeem us.

It’s been fifty-eight years since Chee-kou died, but I can still feel the warmth of the feathers in the hollow of her back, see the place on the bank of the Meklong where we taught her to hop on one leg and quack for food and walk across a wire—her wings out like a tightrope walker—straight into my arms. Sitting here I can see the saplings to which we tied the wire. I can smell the mud, the fish rotting in the roots, feel the sun like a fevered hand resting on the back of our necks. And there!—like a quick stab, so sudden, so unutterably familiar—our mother’s voice, calling us back to the boat and home. I can see her glance up from her work—Where are they?—unaware that her boys are doddering old men sitting before a fire a lifetime away, who, dreaming their old men’s dreams, suddenly hear her calling their names.


IV.

We’d had no rain to speak of since May that year. The livestock barely moved, the flies were unbearable. My brother was untroubled. Divine dispensation, he said, looking at the rows of bolted lettuce in the garden. I could hardly argue. The Lord in His Whimsy had apparently decided to cook us all, sinners and saved alike.

Our morning sessions on the porch had begun by then, and twice a week and once on Sundays we would repair outside, my brother to study the wisdom of God, I to contemplate the many roads to damnation, as he so neatly put it. There was little help for it. I can still see us there, like clerks behind the old dining-room table, he quietly mumbling his way through Deuteronomy, I trying to calculate approximately how long it might take him, having pushed off from Egypt, so to speak, to reach the land of Canaan. In the first hour he turned the page once, I swear, then turned it back, apparently having missed something. Eventually Aunt Grace would waddle out and ask if there was anything we’d be wanting. “Deliverance,” I would say. My brother would say nothing, secure in my torment.

A summer of nights, as I remember it now. Everything that happened that season seemed to happen between dusk and dawn. Our slaves, laboring under the overseer’s less-than-vigilant eye, topped and suckered the tobacco at dawn, scraped the rows by lantern light. On Sunday nights we would allow them to go down to the sandy little beach that used to lie just below the bluff before the floods erased it in ’62. Even on the darkest nights you could see it from the rise—a wide, sharp tooth, floating in the dark. The women would lay out the food on the bank (you could see the watermelons like a clutch of great, dark eggs, cooling in the mud), then wade slowly into the current with the smaller children on their hips, their dresses momentarily blossoming around them, then trailing off downstream. They walked with a slow, pushing motion, their arms swinging in a loose arc as if sowing the river with the cornbread or honey cake they offered now and again to the babes on their sides. If you watched from the trees, as Eng and I did, early on, you would suddenly notice one of the older men standing waist-deep and still, a seam opening in the river just below his hips, staring off toward the opposite shore. Lost in the shadows, holding his hat to his chest like a supplicant, he would look just like an old, half-flooded stump, only the smear of pipe smoke lifting away from the current giving him away.

I wonder what they thought about out there. Were they remembering some woman in a cornfield after dark? Or the children they’d lost? Were they coming again to a particular crossroads, half a century back—willing their feet to turn, turn now, while they still had the chance? Or did the road seem straight as a shovel handle to them—men born slaves—pruned of all possibility? Standing there, the current gently pushing at their legs, did they find themselves marveling at the speed with which the cards had been dealt and played? Or were they thinking instead of how expertly the deck had been rigged before they ever entered the game?

Useless questions. Were one of them to appear before the fire tonight—ugly and knowing as a terrapin, running his hand over his scarred and crinkled scalp—perhaps I’d ask him.


V.

What can I say about him now? What can any father say about his son?

I could say that we understood one another, knew each other, in a way that had nothing to do with our daily lives, but ran beneath that landscape like a vein of iron ore. Or that his smile was as familiar to me as anything I’ll ever know. I could say that he was my first—the world made right, whole-limbed and single. But these things cannot begin to sum him. On the night he was born he looked at me through his watery, reddened eyes and I felt some small, furious thing inside me suddenly still. He was my peace, my understanding, my key. He was my answer to questions I barely understood. He was beautiful.

Though I punished him enough, God knows, I was loath to disappoint him. Or stand in his way. Not that it would have been that easy, necessarily. More than anyone else I ever knew, Christopher had his own mind, and quietly obeyed its dictates. Defiance—for its own sake, at least—had nothing to do with it; he would accommodate me when possible. Having made up his mind to do something, however, nothing would move him. He would go his way. I could wear out my arm—and had, more than once—to little effect.

I still remember my surprise the first time I saw him there among them. He couldn’t have been more than eleven at the time. A strange sight, my boy among all those blacks—I don’t know that I ever got quite used to it. Yet I let it go. The late nights by the river didn’t hurt him; his lessons were as strong the next day, his chores completed no more slowly than usual. When I noticed that he had struck up a friendship with Lewis’s son, Moses, I did not discourage it. They were friends for years. I can still see them leaping down the grass slope to the stream, or coming out of the corn, the rope between them heavy with whiskery bullheads. Once, when we came across them wrestling in the dust, tearing their clothes and cursing in ways we hadn’t known they knew, we quietly backed off and left them to it. I might have felt differently had it been someone else.

We’d bought Lewis, his father, in Richmond for six hundred dollars. Fourth on the block that still, sultry morning, after two sickly looking boys and a comely wench in a blue dress, there was something about him (though he had to be held up by two men, having recently been beaten) that caught my attention. A certain look. Eng, though skeptical, allowed himself to be convinced, and after assuring ourselves that no permanent damage had been done and that his general state of health was good, we bought him from a bulgy, uncooked-looking individual who claimed to have seen us in a show, years earlier. He’d thought we were fake, he said.

“Did you?” I remember my brother asking.

“I sure did,” he said. “There was a little midget there too, quick as a cat. Figured he was real enough. And a woman, big as a house.” He slapped at a horsefly that had lit on his neck, crushed it between his fingers without looking at it, and tossed it in the dirt. He scratched the reddened bite. “I seen the Living Skeleton too. Arms no bigger round ’n this,” he said, extending a finger with a long, untrimmed nail. “They had to bring him out in a chair.” He nodded, remembering. “Well, good luck with the nigger,” he said. “Glad to be shut of him, myself.” And with that he left.

•     •     •

We brought him back in irons, I remember, lying on a bed of straw we spread over the boards of the wagon. An hour or two into our journey I turned around to find him sitting up with his back against the sideboard, watching the country pass. He didn’t move. Though I knew he must have seen me turn (he was looking almost directly past me), he refused to even glance my way, but just sat there, his head lolling slightly on his neck with every jolt and roll of the wagon, staring out across those hot Virginia fields as if acknowledging my presence wasn’t worth the effort required to turn his head.

I waited. Nothing. I stared at him, willing him to turn. A bluebottle lit on his face, just below the split lip. Nothing. I watched it walk up to the edge of the cut. And suddenly I knew, with absolute certainty, that he would never turn so long as I wanted him to, that we could circumnavigate the globe a dozen times over, my poor oblivious brother at the helm, and, unless something interfered, remain precisely as we were, a sculpture in flesh and bone, a study in stubbornness: Chang Contemplating the Bust of a Slave.

His pride—if that was what it was—infuriated me. It seemed almost contrary to nature, like a mole chattering at a mastiff, or a rabbit showing its teeth. Yet there was something fascinating in it as well. Trapped by circumstance, a slave for life, he would defend his collection of invisible dignities to the death, stake his claim to a pebble in the ditch—not that one, this one—and obstinately refuse to budge. I had heard of condemned men refusing to eat their last meal without a napkin, or stubbornly refusing to duck their heads into the noose. This was no different. It made things difficult. It changed nothing.

And then it came to me. I would give him his napkin, so to speak, let him place his own head in the noose. I would speak first. “Are you thirsty?” I remember saying to him.

He turned to me then as though seeing me for the first time, his face swollen, his head wobbling only slightly. Something—some inscrutable Negro mixture of surprise and disdain—passed across his face. And in that moment, though I had the distinct urge to strike him across the face, I knew we understood each other—that we had found a ground on which we could both exist.

He nodded, and I dipped a ladleful of water from the barrel we kept in the back of the wagon, and he drank.

He married Berry late that fall—a steady, yellow-skinned wench we’d acquired some years before. Moses, if I remember rightly, was born the following summer. Perhaps the natural fear of losing his family played a part. In any case, his nature changed. Whatever rage he may have had left he turned, with admirable success, to work. He became a steadying force, a decent husband, a good father to his son.

No one was better at sniffing out a game trail or reading the dogs. No one was better at pushing the bucks out of the briar thickets on a drive, or finding the places where the does bedded down in the heat. When Moses and Christopher were old enough to feel for catfish in the deadfalls at night, it was Lewis who taught them, who showed them how to keep from winding up like Toner Hugg who, three years earlier, had lost his hand in the craw of a big-river blue as big as a sow; a fish with a head the size of a horse, whiskers thick as a man’s thumb.

That same summer, when Christopher, feeling about between the sunken boards and branches, pulled his arm out of the river with a twenty-pound flathead attached to the end of it, it was Lewis who moved before anyone knew what was happening, who jammed a stick through its gills before it could wrench the boy’s arm out of its socket, who stuck a knife through its skull while it thrashed about in the dark without cutting through to the small hand inside its mouth.

Christopher lived off that fish all year. As I did later. For whenever I tried to tally all the happy moments of his boyhood, as I did sometimes in the years that followed—counting them over in the small hours of my nights as though by counting, and counting again, I might arrive by some miracle at a different sum—that long-gone catfish ran high on the list.

That summer no other boy could come close to him. Lewis hacked off the big whiskery head and laid it on an anthill by the back orchard and when the bones were clean, gave it to Christopher, who hung it on a nail in the tobacco barn after first trying to hang it over the doorsill to the main house. It was a thing they had between them. It hung there for twelve years, I remember, long after either of them was there to see it.
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