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			My mother once told me that when she and her brother, my uncle Tim, were growing up, their father led them to believe he was the most famous writer who ever lived.

			This was an absurdity, of course, but not to the degree it may at first seem. My grandfather MacKinlay Kantor wrote innumerable works of fiction, including thirty-one novels, one of which, Andersonville, won the Pulitzer Prize. Another novel, Glory for Me, was the basis for the movie The Best Years of Our Lives, which took seven Oscars, became the highest-grossing film since Gone with the Wind, and is often ranked among the greatest American movies of all time. These successes played out over more than three decades, during which Mack, as everyone called him, rose from near-starvation poverty to considerable wealth, performed on popular television shows, and made cameo appearances in movies. He “discovered” Oscar-winning actor and folksinger Burl Ives, mentored the crime novelist John D. MacDonald, and hung out with the likes of Grant Wood, Gregory Peck, Stephen Vincent Benét, Carl Sandburg, James Cagney, and Ernest Hemingway.

			My first clear memories of my grandfather are from the late 1950s, when he was still at the height of his fame. He was fifty years old in 1954, the year I was born, already acclaimed on the front of The New York Times Book Review for having reinvented the historical novel and two years away from his Pulitzer. When he came to visit us in our suburban New York home, often between long sojourns in Europe, he arrived in a limo. Maître d’s in swank New York restaurants fussed over him and gave him primo tables. I was mightily impressed, both with the chauffeur-driven limos and the kowtowing factotums, but also painfully uncomfortable when, after the third or fourth cocktail, he would grow loud and demanding, and could be counted on to make a profanity-laced scene if some product, service, or individual fell short of his expectations.

			We all knew that he had overcome a difficult childhood. We’d been told the story in bits and pieces, which I’d always suspected were a little too lurid to be entirely true. They added up to this: His father, my great-grandfather John Kantor, was a con artist who had abandoned his family (Mack, his sister, and their mother) before Mack was born, barely staying ahead of the sheriff, rose to wealth and power in corrupt political machines in Chicago and Montreal, hobnobbing with characters out of a gangster film, and ultimately did time in Sing Sing prison for one or more of a series of scams. My grandfather talked often of his bitter hatred for the man, who continued to hold out the possibility of love and support throughout Mack’s youth, only to betray his hope over and over. But to us great-grandkids, John Kantor was merely a splash of spice on the family tree, an object of curiosity and irony, an off-color genealogical punch line. We didn’t take him seriously, just as, in the years to come, we wouldn’t take Mack—his bluster, his fame, or his literary accomplishments—entirely seriously.

			When we were young, he was simply Grandpa. Once each winter, my parents; my brother, Michael; my sister, Susan; and I would board a train at Pennsylvania Station in New York City and make the overnight trip down the East Coast and through the swampy wilds of Central Florida to Sarasota on the state’s southwest Gulf Coast, where we would be met by Mack and my grandmother Irene Layne, a petite woman with dyed-blond hair who was a fairly accomplished amateur painter and still daintily pretty well into her fifties. They would pull into the gritty small-town train station in a late-model canary-yellow Lincoln Continental. Grandma, dressed in pastels, would enfold me in a hug smelling of gardenias, oil paints, and the little cigarillos she smoked and kiss the top of my head while Mack stood back, puffing on his pipe. When the cuddling was out of the way, he’d stick out his chest and offer a firm handshake, man to man.

			We’d load the luggage into the trunk and Mack would whisk us off to Siesta Key and the rambling beach house he’d built in 1936 with the proceeds from his first big literary success. As he drove, he took long sips from the cocktail glass parked in the custom-made cup holder he’d had installed on the dashboard—this was long before the days when such things came standard. The house, built with termite-proof pecky cypress lumber and a pair of coquina rock fireplaces, was hidden down a long shell driveway on three acres of beachfront jungle. We’d park in the carport and my sister, brother, and I would burst from the backseat and race through the open, airy house, out the sliding glass doors, through the screened patio, across the palm-studded lawn of prickly Bermuda grass, and straight down to the beach. We’d toss off our city shoes and splash into the gentle swells rolling from the Gulf of Mexico into Big Pass as Mack mixed drinks for the adults.

			Most days after that he spent in his study with the door closed, and woe be to any child or canine (of which there were always one or two) whose boisterous vocalizations disturbed him. But when the study door, just off the living room, opened at precisely five p.m.—cocktail hour—we were free to explore the big room with its book-lined walls and eclectic museum of mementos. The very atmosphere altered when we entered. The air seemed stiller, somehow, infused with an intoxicating bouquet of pipe tobacco, sea salt, seasoned wood, and the musty aroma given off by hundreds of bookbindings slowly decaying in the unconditioned Florida humidity. Hanging above the volume-crammed shelves and on every bare wall was a Boys’ Life fantasy of artifacts: black-and-white photos of bombing runs taken from the bombsight of a B-17, the impact of the bombs evident in a trail of tiny black mushrooms erupting from the distant surface; rough-and-tumble group shots of louche pilots lounging before sheet-metal hangars—the men of the bomber groups he flew with in World War II and Korea; framed Saturday Evening Post covers featuring his short stories; a photo of the bronze plaque containing a poem he’d written embedded in a wall on the eighty-sixth-floor observation deck of the Empire State Building; Nazi spoils of war, including German helmets, a dummy potato masher, uniform insignia, and, most intriguing, a bullwhip; original prints of Civil War battle scenes; a red, white, and blue sign that said FUCK COMMUNISM; and a scale model of a B-52 jet bomber perched atop a metal stand, which I coveted most of all.

			His mahogany desk backed up to a picture window overlooking the deep green lawn, which was studded with palms draped in long links of sausage-like cacti that made excellent targets for the archery sets Mack bought for us, much to my mother’s horror. The cacti’s juice-filled segments clung to the spiky palm trunks and threw out fragrant white blossoms. You could smell them through the open windows to either side, and hear the surf sliding along the beach beyond.

			Sometimes after dinner we’d all be summoned to the living room to find Mack enthroned in the middle of an aqua-blue sofa, a stack of onionskin typing paper beside him—the product of his day’s work. He’d read aloud, and we understood that even shuffling our feet loudly would bring down God’s own wrath on our heads. I don’t remember actually listening, just pretending to listen.

			Though he could be gruff with us—he once provoked a huge fight, prompting my parents to drag us off in a huff to a hotel, when he declared that we kids would have to vacate the premises entirely to eliminate any possibility that we would interrupt an adults-only party—he could also be kind and entertaining.

			Once, he showed us how they made floating lanterns when he was a kid in Iowa: He folded a newspaper into a box shape, turned it on one pointy end, and lit the bottom with a match. As it burned, the hot air filled the unlit end and made it rise like a balloon, the thin paper lit briefly with a flickering golden light before being entirely consumed. I always wondered how many forests had burned because of that little trick, but the lanterns’ beauty, lifting into the dusk against the dark silhouettes of palm fronds, was moving. He wrote us long letters including stamps from the many exotic places he visited, and brought home spectacular gifts—like the miniature replica of a Scottish castle with a working drawbridge and metal soldiers wearing tartan kilts that I have preserved for half a century.

			The year I turned fourteen, my parents moved us from the New York suburbs to a house on Siesta Key, less than a mile from my grandfather. He became a fixture in my most formative years. We’d have inevitably comical weekend dinners in which Mack, Irene, my mother, and Tim would argue with increasing passion and volume over the exact words of an alternate verse of some nineteenth-century ballad or whether they had spent the summer of ’47 in upstate New York or Southern California. (My grandmother, absent the loud gene herself, always threatened to write an autobiography titled I Learned to Shout.) When I was in high school, Mack would let me pitch a tent on his beach, where I camped out with friends. He’d often show up as night fell, puffing on his pipe in the firelight, telling us this or that anecdote about his war experiences or his childhood adventures in the Midwest outback as we listened politely. He even pulled strings to get me a job as a copyboy with the Sarasota newspaper. When I turned it down because the job would have required working Saturday nights—date night—his disgust, so justified, was shockingly brief.

			—

			Preoccupied with my own adolescence—the football team, the girls, the parties, the endless sun-saturated days on the beach—I barely noticed his slow decline. But I did increasingly notice his reactionary politics. He was a great friend, admirer, and ghostwriter of the “autobiography” of Air Force general Curtis LeMay, who had urged John F. Kennedy to bomb the Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba—which likely would have triggered World War III. He famously threatened to bomb North Vietnam “back into the Stone Age” and ran for vice president on a third-party ticket headed by segregationist George Wallace. We even once picnicked with LeMay and his family at a ranch east of town, which was the first and only time I shot a living thing with a rifle. As Mack and the general watched approvingly, I put the .22-caliber barrel to the head of a toothy garfish struggling at the end of a hook and blew it back to the Stone Age, from whence, no doubt, it had come.

			My own political awakening was proceeding in the opposite direction, which reinforced my sense of my grandfather as a discordant relic from a bygone era. My brother and I had always viewed him with the arrogant skepticism typical of youth—especially the youth of our particular generation. We cringed at what seemed to us to be his egotism and his need to be the center of attention. At one large gathering of family and friends, he interrupted the lively party chatter in his impossible-to-ignore voice to tell a long story, glaring at anyone who didn’t appear rapt. The tale went on and on. And on. Finally it reached a somewhat unsatisfying conclusion, and in the embarrassed silence, our smart-ass friend said: “Great story!” Then he pointed at me. “You remember the first half and I’ll remember the second half.”

			That brought down the house, and Mack stormed out. I laughed with everyone else, but felt sick inside.

			It wasn’t just his conversational style I considered old-fashioned. I was quick to judge his writing—though I’d read little of it—as overly mannered, alternately tediously detailed and overwritten, and sometimes downright hokey. I simply didn’t have the patience or the interest to give it much of a chance. Unfortunately, I represented the times well.

			Mack saw this creeping disdain of a new era and raised it. He went all in, railing against modernity with a bitter intensity. My father liked to say that Mack was born in the wrong century, and Mack took that as a badge of honor. But he somehow failed to understand that the flooding cultural tide would sweep him out to sea.

			Being a teenager, I never discussed this with him, of course, but through my mother and Tim, who both grew increasingly worried about their parents as the 1970s progressed, I understood that he had thought his royalties would keep rolling in forever, and that he could always get a big book advance or a movie deal. But his florid writing style and obsession with earlier centuries had gone out of fashion, and people stopped buying most of his books—followed by the publishers who’d been stung by disappointing sales on the heels of big advances.

			I discovered only recently some criticism from that period that pretty much summed up what was happening. One reviewer wrote of Mack, “Your grandfather and grandmother would take him to their respective bosoms. Your present-day college son and daughter would find him strictly from ‘Squaresville.’” Another called one of his novels “embarrassingly jingoistic.”

			At the time, I merely had a vague sense that he wasn’t as famous as he seemed to think he was, and that there was tension around money. As the big paydays dried up, he kept living high. He couldn’t conceive of himself as anything other than the famous author of the past. He insisted on going on a monthlong luxury cruise because he said he couldn’t write at home. He picked up every check. He ran through his money and mortgaged his property. He had to rely on friends to keep from default. We eventually learned that John D. MacDonald, the perennially best-selling detective novelist who was a Siesta Key neighbor and longtime drinking buddy, had come to the rescue with an infusion of cash.

			By mid-decade, Mack’s life of hard drinking and his ever-darkening prospects had predictable effect and his health began to fail. In the late summer of 1977, he landed in a stark hospital room, dying of congestive heart failure and other complications of long-term alcoholism.

			I was twenty-three, just embarking on a writing career of my own at my first newspaper job in Fort Myers, another beach town, to the south. I was about to become a father—my daughter was due any moment—when my mother called to say that Mack wouldn’t last much longer. I begged off work and jumped in my car to drive the two hours north to Sarasota Memorial Hospital. My mother had warned me not to expect any kind of recognition: He’d descended into a near coma and hadn’t spoken a word for days. As my car rolled nearer, the familiar landmarks accumulating, an urge grew inside me to turn around. What was the point, I asked myself, if he was simply lying insensate, this man who had always been so full of words now completely devoid of them? But I forced my foot down on the gas pedal as if I were holding my hand over a candle flame, ashamed of the cowardly impulse to turn away from what mortality was doing to this man whom I had always loved, if not fully appreciated.

			When I arrived at the hospital, I expected to meet my mother and uncle there. I emerged from the parking lot into an empty waiting room. There were no cell phones in those days, so I had to live with the mystery of their absence, naked in my aloneness. I got the room number from the pink lady at the reception desk and took the extra-wide elevator to the floor she’d indicated. I hadn’t seen him for several months, and I tried to steel myself for what I would find as I walked reluctantly down the long, oddly empty corridor past doors opening on scenes from various circles of hell. I slowed as I counted down the numbers to his room. The door was swung nearly shut. I gave it a tentative shove with my hand, and peered inside.

			He lay on his side on a bed by the window, lit by the bone-colored light of an overcast afternoon. His body had shrunken horribly, his skin sallow, his breathing ragged. Tethered to a web of tubes, he looked like one of the inmates of the Andersonville prison he’d written about—tortured, starved, barely alive. I forced myself toward him, to the space between the window and his bed.

			His eyelids, blue-veined, translucent, fluttered like moth wings nearing a flame. I recoiled from the scene, a panicky voice in my head again arguing that I was punishing myself for no reason, as he couldn’t possibly realize my presence, much less recognize me.

			One arm, the arm that had an IV needle stuck in it, was above the white sheets. I put my hand on the bare skin that had once covered a bicep. “Grandpa,” I said. “It’s Tom.” My name caught in my constricting throat. I swallowed hard. “I love you,” I said. “I’m so sorry you have to go through this.”

			He drew two more ragged breaths. I almost jumped when his eyes popped open. He looked straight at me.

			“Grandpa?” I said. “It’s me, Tom.”

			His eyes looked wild, his crusted lips worked as if he were trying to speak.

			“What is it?” I asked. “Do you want me to get you something?”

			His lips kept twisting. I leaned in closer. And then I heard a strangled croak from deep in his throat.

			“Horrible,” he said. “Horrible!”

			After millions and millions of words, these were his last.

			—

			The years piled on like so many shovels full of earth on my grandfather’s grave in his tiny hometown of Webster City, Iowa. He had been cremated, but his ashes weren’t interred with the remains of his mother and grandparents until two years later. As family farms sold out to corporate farmers and local factories closed, the town of eight thousand souls struggled to survive, hanging on to the idea of my grandfather’s fame as a slender claim to its own. The city council erected a plaque in the city park, a historical marker downtown, and a road sign bearing his name at the intersection of a cornfield and an industrial warehouse on the edge of town. Everywhere else, the passing years merely confirmed that his celebrity had been fleeting. All but a tiny handful of his books fell out of print, and even the once mighty Andersonville only sold at a trickle. Most college graduates would never hear his name.

			Though my mother and my uncle kept trying to push the significance of their father’s biography and accomplishments on us, we rolled our eyes and mostly ignored them—glanced at the old newspaper clippings without reading, thought about what we were going to do after dinner rather than listen to yet another story from the distant past. Though his many books lined a shelf in my bookcase, I never so much as cracked open a cover, save for Andersonville, the 350,000-word book which I attempted twice, and both times failed to penetrate beyond page 30.

			For so many people, maybe even most—and it’s certainly true of me and my siblings—even extreme dramas in family history beyond one generation removed become a kind of white noise, tuned out until it’s too late. I can’t remember the exact moment it occurred to me, but at some point a question popped into my head about my grandfather and I realized nobody alive could answer it.

			Even as the details of my grandfather’s life evaporated from the reservoir of human memory, my questions about him grew more numerous and insistent. I couldn’t explain why it had never occurred to me that my desire to become a writer, or the fact that I had, to some extent, succeeded in that rather ludicrous ambition, might have something to do with my heritage, and specifically my grandfather. If anyone ever asked me why I wanted to write, I remembered a moment in an eighth-grade English class poetry section when the teacher chose my poem to read, and my chattering, snoozing classmates actually sat up at their desks, stopped talking, and listened. But suddenly, a half century tardy, I remembered that, around the time I was learning to read, I would corral a tiny portable typewriter—a functional toy (and who gave their five-year-olds typewriters as toys?)—roll in a sheet of crisp white paper, and attempt, letter by letter, to copy the text from The Cat in the Hat, mesmerized by the idea that by assembling words together, one typed letter at a time, one could actually create that magical thing called a book.

			When I did the math in my head, I realized that this unusual childhood literary fetish would have coincided perfectly with the moment of my grandfather’s maximum fame. Could I really believe it was unrelated? Had I been predisposed by nurture or nature, or simply by imitation, to tie my identity to the written word? Could so complex a skill as writing possibly be passed down in Grandpa’s DNA? Could it be mere coincidence that my most fervent dreams of accomplishment were precisely those things my grandfather in fact accomplished?

			I had only too late considered the possibility that I might have been formed or even influenced by the abilities, proclivities, or eccentricities of my near and distant forebears after the firsthand sources of knowledge about them had forever vanished.

			Who arrives at maturity without experiencing that regret? Why, I wondered, do most of us have these dual and conflicting tendencies, resisting our genealogical past as if it were an existential threat, yet ultimately pining to connect with it, even as it vanishes before our eyes?

			Suddenly, questions about the past, your past, and your family’s past begin to flood in, questions that could have been so easily, or at least profitably, answered during the lifetimes of your parents or their parents, but have become literally unanswerable, lost forever behind the impenetrable veil of death.

			Tracing one’s lineage, a persistent psychological impulse through the ages, has also become a cultural mainstay. A 2013 Time magazine story called genealogy the second most popular American hobby after gardening, and the second most visited category of websites after pornography. Popular reality TV shows are filled with genealogical sleuths digging through crumbling registers and handwritten census documents. The portraits they manage to draw with great effort, even when they make lucky finds, are mere outlines providing in the end little more than ancestral stick figures.

			I realized I had an advantage, a big advantage—if not unique, at least exceedingly rare: In the Library of Congress of the United States, which happened to stand less than twenty-five miles from my home, was a room stacked with 158 boxes filled with 50,000 items; countless pages of indexed correspondence, contracts, manuscripts, photographs, journals, tax returns, paraphernalia, and even an unpublished autobiographical novel—all of it by or about my grandfather. This vast cache—collected because a committee at the Library in the 1950s determined that my grandfather represented a “typical American writer”—was supplemented by the forty-some books that he had published, including at least two autobiographies, as well as a memoir about him written by my uncle—almost none of which I had ever read.

			What secrets, what forgotten calamities and unremembered triumphs, what surprising revelations and shocking truths could be pried from those cardboard file folders, all that slowly disintegrating cellulose and black ribbon ink? Was it possible, forty years after his death, that I could get to know my grandfather, not as a teenager might remember a sometimes garrulous old man, but as a contemporary could come to know a living, breathing intimate? More than an intimate—someone whose blood ran in mine, whose most primal makeup mixed in quarters to make me who I am. In learning about my grandfather’s life, what would I come to discover of my own? What would I gain from studying the minute realities of the history of a man from a now-distant era whose life and mine bore such obvious parallels? What could I learn about writing from my grandfather’s mastery of words, his huge success, and his ultimate failure?

			And what would that tell me about why any of us care about our ancestors? Are we blank sheets of paper, waiting to write our own stories? Or are we merely appendixes to lives already lived and largely forgotten?

			But mostly I wondered if I could discover the meaning of those awful words—that one word, repeated—the final words my grandfather ever said to me, or to anyone. What was it that was so horrible? Was it the futility of accomplishment—the fame, success, and money that had promised so much, but in the end mattered so little? Was it the realization that ultimately his writings would not reach that high and durable orbit of the immortals, but fall ignominiously earthward to serve as footnotes in obscure histories and turn to dust in attic boxes?

			Or was it simply illness and death itself—the inevitable, inescapable pain and ugliness of physical destruction that awaits us all, and, possibly, erases all good?

			The answers I found were not what I expected, and far more than I bargained for. My grandfather turned out to be a deeply flawed man, in ways both anticipated and that I never would have imagined. He was also far more worthy of admiration than I could have known. I discovered a series of astonishing parallels between our lives that defied chance and made me see myself in a new light. I ran smack into stark differences that provoked insights both powerful and uncomfortable. I thought I would merely be pulling at the threads of my grandfather’s life, but soon realized I was clinging to the tail of a tiger as it careened through two centuries of an outrageous American saga.

		

	
		
			TWO
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			Just after noon on a beautiful June day in 2014, dry and breezy and not too hot, I boarded a train at the origin of the Orange Line Metro near my Northern Virginia home. I sprawled across two seats in the nearly empty car, wondering how many trips to the Library of Congress it would take to go through 158 boxes filled with the practically uncountable number of documents that comprised the MacKinlay Kantor Papers collection. I had no idea what I would find, or how relevant or revealing any of it would be in my quest to know my grandfather. As the train lurched to the east, my iPhone swooshed: a message from my thirty-something niece, who had no idea where I was or what I was doing.

			“I thought you’d be interested,” she began. “As you know, we’ve been in our house for almost five months, and we are still going through boxes. I just came across a copy of Andersonville. It is an autographed limited first edition with a personal note to my grandma and grandpa [i.e., my parents]. To make it even better, there are articles neatly folded inside the book, including the New York Times book review. Now—if I wasn’t feeling guilty before (for not actually ever reading it!!) I’m really feeling guilty now!”

			Perfect, I thought. Her timing was eerie, and the sentiment on point: the guilt of ignoring a notable family legacy. My guilt was ever greater, of course; one generation closer, I had known my grandfather well into my young adulthood. A great-granddaughter who was born after he died could be forgiven for having failed to read his seminal work. But here I was embarking on an intensive study of his life, and I had done no better.

			In the e-mail, she included a scan of the October 1955 New York Times review. It took up most of the front page of the Sunday Book Review.

			“Onto the warp of history,” wrote Henry Steele Commager, one of the great American intellectuals of the mid-twentieth century, “Mr. Kantor has woven with the stuff of imagination an immense and terrible pattern, a pattern which finally emerges as a gigantic panorama of the war itself, and of the nation that tore itself to pieces in war. Out of fragmentary and incoherent records, Mr. Kantor has wrought the greatest of our Civil War novels.”

			—

			I’d never seen that sixty-year-old review. I had always understood that Andersonville had been critically acclaimed, but this was no mere good review, it was epic. A surge of conflicting emotions surprised me. I was buoyed at the evidence that my grandfather had been, at least once upon a time, such a big deal. But there was a minor note underlying that, a squeamish bit of discomfort, and it took me a minute to pin it down: As a writer myself (and just like every writer who ever tapped a space bar), I had dreamed of getting a review like that, by a reviewer like that, in a paper exactly like that. After years of downplaying my grandfather’s literary significance, I suddenly found myself comparing it to my own. If he was ultimately insignificant, what was I? Until that moment, I hadn’t fully realized just how personal a search this had already become.

			—

			The James Madison Memorial Building—naming it after the founding father and fourth U.S. president was the cheapskate, afterthought alternative to building a proposed separate memorial to Madison—is the largest library building in the world; 1.5 million square feet of floor space. It’s big, all right. And ugly. The design, a chilly, Bauhaus interpretation of neoclassical architecture, is as derided as the original Library of Congress building, named after Thomas Jefferson, is beloved. The domed, mosaic-tiled, and mural-laden Jefferson building is a century older, all grace and beaux arts exuberance to the Madison’s dour, almost Soviet utilitarianism.

			I would soon discover that the Library of Congress had been a frequent home away from home for my grandfather, who spent weeks and months researching the minutiae of American history with which to fill his novels. Adored by the library’s staff, even before he was designated a “typical American writer” and invited to immortalize his desk debris there, he was given special treatment, a private work space, and fawning assistance. But that would have been in the Jefferson building—the Madison was only completed in 1980, three years after my grandfather died.

			My experience with the Library’s manuscript division, headquartered in the Madison building, was in keeping with the Spartan surroundings. The reception at security and in the reading room itself was as chilly as the architecture. No welcomes, or even a hint of a smile—just an arm’s-length, squint-eyed skepticism that made me feel like an imposition, as if they thought I might leave mustard stains on “their” materials. But I couldn’t argue with the efficiency.

			The Library stored my grandfather’s papers “off-site,” a euphemism for a warehouse in Maryland where they stuck the collections that rarely drew interest from researchers. I ordered the maximum allowed, 40 of the 158 boxes, which were transferred to the Madison’s reading room within forty-eight hours. Here I could view them at one of the wooden tables arranged in neat rows and separated by aisles just wide enough to navigate a rolling cart laden with boxes. After entering the building through metal detectors, then depositing my backpack and coat in the lockers at the reading room entrance, I produced my research credentials at the front desk and took a seat in the third row. I snuck a peek at my neighbors: The woman to my right picked through boxes labeled EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY; the man to my left communed with the documentary leavings of the politician-diplomat W. Averell Harriman.

			I learned at the desk that only four boxes could be brought to the table at a time. Since I had no idea what I was looking for, I ordered boxes numbers one through four, figuring I might as well begin at the beginning.

			The rolling cart arrived within minutes. I lifted box number one from the cart and plopped it on the table. Immediately, a librarian loomed above me, tsk-tsking: You have to leave the boxes on the cart, I was scolded. Remove only a single file at a time, mark its place in the box with an oversize slab of cardboard, then examine the documents inside the file one at a time, being careful not to disturb their order.

			Okay, got it.

			I put the box back on the cart, opened the hinged top, and pulled out the first folder. How many of these files would I need to shuffle through before I found something of interest?

			I flipped it open.

			The top document, covered in plastic, was clipped to a hand-addressed envelope postmarked April 24, 1945. Inscribed in ink on the envelope was handwriting I instantly recognized after not seeing it for nearly forty years.

			It said: MacKinlay Kantor, war correspondent.

			I had remembered all those photos of bombing runs and bomber crews on his office wall—how could I forget?—but somehow it had escaped me that he was not a crew member but a “correspondent.” I had never thought of him as a journalist.

			I carefully removed the letter: a single piece of onionskin paper, typed roughly with a fading ribbon and crudely corrected with a black pen.

			Dear Irene,

			I hope you can read this. The ribbon is very faint, and some of the letters are misplaced on this queer German typewriter (made in Leipzig, not so very far from here). If anyone ever tells you again that the atrocity stories are a lot of hysterical propaganda, just tell them politely to shut their big traps. I am sitting here in some damn German family’s upstairs sitting room, with oil portraits of Grossmutter and Grossvater staring stupidly from the wall: there is the smell of a good dinner being gekuchen—but I can hardly smell it—the smell of death is too persistent in my nostrils . . . the smell of the prison camp some five miles or so away—the sour-sweetish odor of rotten bodies, of pallid dead skin, of burnt bones and flesh—the perfume of burning, typhus-ridden rags and shoes, the latrines oozing with their rich concentrated filth, the old and new pools of vomit covering the ground. There are nineteen thousand prisoners still in the camp—nowhere else for them to go until a transportation path is opened through the battle lines, for many of them are Russians, Czechs, Poles and Jugo-slavs. They are being moderately well fed for the first time in months and years, but their poor wizened stomachs can’t take it—they keep vomiting up the stuff they eat. And the people who come to the camp—a lot of them vomit, too.

			We stood and stared at the piles of dead, scores of them, heaps, trucks with the newly dead who could not survive the shock of liberty and salvation. We poked about among great stacks of half-consumed human bones, and saw bodies still half-burnt in the none-too-efficient cremation furnaces (the good Germans ran short of fuel recently: ja, ja, they have shortages over here too). They looked like broken, shriveled black weenies that someone had forgotten and left on the grill too long.

			But worst of all, to me, was the children’s quarters—both in the hospital (smile when you say that, pard) and in the regular children’s quarters. The dear Teutons—think how they enriched the language: they gave us the word kindergarten. A true child’s garden was this. “This section for children from five to fifteen.” Boys, all of them—just boys in this camp—I kept imagining Tim there. It was not too delightful, as you might say, but I imagined it. The marks of the children’s last meal could be seen, if you poked around the wooden tables and filthy old comforters long enough. And good enough for them I daresay: potato peelings, all dried and curly now—gut vegetable for der kinder, ja?—and square biscuits which were part of the dog food for the Dobermans and shepherds of the SS guards. The kids had tried to cook those thick, brown bone-meal crackers. And in the middle of the mess was an eggshell. Whence came that egg? From the Easter Bunny, without a doubt.

			I saw a lot of pulverized cities today—smashed, ruined, pounded to extinction. I wish to God that all of Germany was laid in such ruins.

			I can’t write more now. Good night, baby and children. Bless you all. See you soon, I hope.

			Mack

			I read the letter twice, amazed. Clearly he’d been present at the liberation of a concentration camp—unnamed in the letter—a fact I had never known. Though my Jewish ancestors—on my father’s side, not Mack’s (I didn’t know anything about his father’s Jewish roots, and his mother was anything but Jewish)—were several generations removed from the Europe of the Holocaust, I’d always been haunted by its miasmic shadow, by the sense that what had happened was less the product of an aberration than an indelible stain in the human genome. It seemed odd to me that Mack could have been present at such a historic moment and that I would have never heard of it, either from him directly or from my mom or my uncle Tim. And yet, a simple Google search using the reading room’s Wi-Fi very quickly turned up several references to MacKinlay Kantor being present at “the liberation of Buchenwald.” In fact, some of these references said it was his motivation for writing about the notoriously cruel prisoner-of-war camp at Andersonville—to show that Americans were not immune from inflicting such cruelties themselves.

			“There were two smells,” he said in an interview I found later, “pine smoke and vomit, with a little bit from the dead bodies mixed in. . . . So I thought, for all intents and purposes, I’m standing in Andersonville right now. Then I knew I was going to write it.”

			This origin story conflicted with what I did remember him saying: that he’d researched Andersonville for twenty years—which would have meant long before the war. But there was an abundance of references to his presence at the liberation of Buchenwald. And also a problem: His letter was dated April 24. The first American troops, under the command of Captain Frederic Keffer, arrived at Buchenwald on April 11, 1945, at 3:15 p.m. (now the permanent time of the clock at the entrance gate).

			I reread my grandfather’s letter and found that, while there was no reference to “I did this this morning” or “yesterday,” it clearly referred to something that had happened recently enough so that the outrage—the smell of it—still lingered, raw and powerful. Much later I would find this quote attributed to my grandfather, which only compounded the problem: “I probably wouldn’t have written Andersonville if I hadn’t happened to set foot in Buchenwald a day and a half after we captured it.”

			I began to wonder if he later exaggerated his proximity to the moment of liberation. The incongruous date on the letter nagged at me like a loose thread, and I pulled at it. On a hunch, I searched for “liberation of Buchenwald” and the date of the letter, April 24, and I got this on a site called scrapbookpages.com:

			After the liberation of Buchenwald on April 11, 1945, the rotting corpses were left unburied until General Dwight D. Eisenhower could arrange for a contingent of American congressmen and a group of newsmen, led by Joseph Pulitzer of The St. Louis Post-Dispatch, to fly to Germany to view the camp on April 24, 1945.

			By then, the original naked corpses had been left out in the sun and the rain for almost two weeks. The shortage of food and the typhus epidemic in the camp had resulted in so many deaths before the liberation of the camp that the crematorium ovens could not keep up with disposing of the bodies. Since the liberation, the epidemic had not abated and more sick prisoners were dying each day, although some were dying from eating too much of the rich food given to them by the Americans. Their bodies were added to the pile, so that by the time that the Congressmen and the newsmen got there, there were many more corpses.

			There was even a photo of a scrum of journalists gathered around a stack of naked corpses, noses buried in their flip notebooks, eyes obscured by the brims of their ever-present hats. I examined the photo carefully, but between the blurry image and the damn hats, there was no way I could pick out my grandfather. So I went back to searching, this time adding “Kantor” to “Buchenwald” and “April 24.” I got just one hit: a Louisiana State University doctoral thesis on the portrayal of the Civil War in literature. As regards Mack’s visit to Buchenwald, it was the only Web reference that appeared to get it right:

			When MacKinlay Kantor walked through the gates of Buchenwald concentration camp on April 24, 1945, American soldiers had been liberating Nazi death camps and enslavement factories for five months.

			The PhD thesis went on to push one of those silly, overwrought hypotheses common to English departments—that Mack had hidden a propagandistic message in the heart of Andersonville, one aimed not at the Civil War but at the Cold War. By peopling his novel with an evil camp commandant and sadistic guards, but with noble, sympathetic civilians surrounding the prison camp, helpless to stop the horror, he was actually trying to sell the American public on the idea that German scientists who stood by and did nothing to stop the Holocaust they were contributing to were not evil themselves. He was making this case, the thesis argued, in support of the U.S. military’s project of rehabilitating German scientists to help in America’s rush for postwar military superiority.

			I skimmed all that nonsense. (One thing I know from ample personal experience with my grandfather is that such critical overthinking would have driven him to apoplexy. I can see him now, scrunching his nose as if smelling something rotten and raising his voice to a falsetto in a mocking, sneering imitation of whatever errant theory he’d gotten scent of.) But I kept combing through the thesis, looking for any details of use in my own quest. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for. I would have been happy with any tidbit I happened to bump into. Instead, I slammed into a boulder. It was an aside concerning Mack’s association with General Curtis LeMay, noting what some LeMay biographers had said about the 1968 third-party vice presidential candidate’s single most notorious comment: that the North Vietnamese had better stop their aggression, or we’d “bomb them back into the Stone Age.”

			This riveted my attention. In the spring of 1972, as a freshman at the University of Florida, I was still facing the possibility of being drafted. I remember lying on my narrow dorm bed in the dark, staring at the ceiling, horrified by the thought that in a matter of months I could be carrying a rifle into some Vietcong-riddled jungle in the middle of what I believed to be an unjustified intervention in a foreign civil war. I identified strongly with the antiwar movement, moved by the destruction of lives, both American and Vietnamese. I remember the feeling, like all the air being sucked out of my lungs, when on March 30, 1972, instead of ending the war, Richard Nixon vastly extended it, announcing a massive bombing campaign against North Vietnam. As I walked around campus on a bright, beautiful North Florida spring day, everyone I encountered seemed as anguished and enraged as I was. A common idea infused the students who’d come out to protest: that our country, which had saved the world from Nazism, had morphed from hero to villain and was conducting atrocities in our name. I’m sure I must have repeated the “bomb them back into the Stone Age” quote that day to represent the epitome of the brutal, and brutally wrongheaded, mind-set of the Neanderthals forcing this war down our throats.

			Before evening I would be caught in a stampede as riot-clad police charged a peaceful gathering of outraged students. Later, I choked on tear gas sprayed from an armored car at students manning impromptu barricades at the main campus intersection. Time and again, police charged and the students ran like a panicked school of fish. At one point I saw a crowd of students breaking and running in my direction. As I ran with them, my heart thumping, I felt more than saw a heavy object fly past my head, followed by a sickening thud. I glanced over my shoulder, my legs still churning. A uniformed cop dropped to the ground. I wanted to make everything go in reverse, but I just kept running.

			That helpless feeling of the ground shifting beneath my feet came back strongly as I read this sentence: “LeMay’s most recent biographer denies LeMay wrote the infamous and oft-quoted bluster at the end of [his autobiography] that advised the North Vietnamese to ‘draw in their horns and stop their aggression, or we’re going to bomb them back into the Stone Age.’”

			In fact, the biographer, Thomas Coffey, wrote that LeMay maintained that his actual position had always been to use all force necessary to win, but no more, saving lives on both sides. The “Stone Age” quote, the general claimed, was “overwriting” inserted into his autobiography by his ghostwriter.

			The ghostwriter wasn’t named, but of course I knew it was a real ghost, my ghost: MacKinlay Kantor.

			All these years later I had met the enemy, and he was my grandfather.

			First box. First file. First document.

			—

			I assumed, of course, that such a significant find with my first cast into this paper ocean had to be a fluke—just like getting my niece’s e-mail about finding the copy of Andersonville at the exact moment I was embarking on my first research trip. In fact, I discovered that the stunning Buchenwald letter probably shouldn’t even have been in the first box, much less the first file. As I continued to flip through the documents, I realized all the rest concerned Mack’s childhood and adolescence. What I knew about this period in his life was fragmentary and episodic. He had grown up with his mother, Effie McKinlay Kantor, whom he had adored, and his older sister, Virginia, in the idyllic early twentieth-century middle-American village of Webster City, Iowa, which I’d never visited but always pictured as Mayberry on The Andy Griffith Show. I knew his father had abandoned them. I knew he and his sister grew up poor, and that Mack worked odd jobs from very young, keeping the pennies he’d earned to buy candy—an addiction that ultimately rotted his teeth (a story he told while gleefully flipping out his upper plate to drive home the moral). And I knew that he had been an avid collector of butterflies—because he’d shown me how to net them, euthanize them in jars tainted with ether, and arrange them on collection boards.

			Otherwise, his early life was pretty much a mystery to me.

			One of the first things I came across was a postcard with a photograph of Webster City’s main street, circa 1910. It was no rustic paradise, but an unlovely looking slice of early twentieth-century small-town America; a couple of blocks of unadorned two- and three-story buildings that, to my eye, bordered on bleak, but that Mack apparently saw as the epicenter of a mythic American boyhood.

			Mack’s commentary on the picture of downtown Webster City made it clear that he had studied this photo minutely, reading it as if a sacred relic. He said this: “An excellent picture of the corner of Des Moines Street and Second Street as it appeared during my boyhood. I delivered Freeman-Tribunes to almost every building on this street, and for years. . . . I assume we are looking south, about five o’clock on a summer Sunday morning [because] A) the shadows thrown from the east to west are very long, B) the trees at the end of the street and the vines on the hotel porch are in full life, C) only two vehicles in sight, only two or three people sitting on the hotel porch, and . . . no pedestrians. That is not a man who is standing in the deep center of the photograph behind the telephone post, that is Emil Beck’s life size tailor sign.”

			I resolved to make a trip to Webster City at some point to see that intersection for myself and wondered how transformed it had already become by the time he had written those comments in the late 1950s. Something about the way he parsed that humble little downtown streetscape, the almost theological intensity of his analysis, ignited a powerful flash of nostalgia for my own distant past—exactly as far gone from me now as that image was for Mack when he wrote the annotation. The peculiar innocence of the 1950s suburbia of my childhood flooded into my mind’s eye: the packs of roving kids playing kick the can or hide-and-seek until dark; the spinning stools at the drugstore lunch counter; the no-adults-involved, after-hours pickup ball games in the schoolyard; the big, powerful gas-guzzling cars driven without apology or guilt; the belief, never true, that we were living inside one unified and undifferentiated American culture, which anyone could define in an uncomplicated way. All of that was not just past, but nearly vanished, a world that very soon would recede beyond memory.

			I stared at Mack’s Webster City a long time, trying to imagine the ways in which every street corner, every storefront, would have brought forth a rich web of personal history for him. But even more revealing than the photograph itself was the discovery of these annotations. As Mack gathered and packaged his papers for shipping to the Library, he had taken the time to write several hundred pages of notes, commenting on the items enclosed. Among the first of these I ran across was this: In 1957, as he was boxing up and cataloging huge piles of old manuscripts and personal correspondence detailing his sometimes painful struggles to get a book started or finished, he wrote, “I find myself appalled at the demands of the writing business. Nonetheless, I wish I were working on a book at the moment rather than doing this.”

			I came up against the ingrained skepticism with which I regarded my grandfather. What instantly came to mind was: Well, why weren’t you working on a book then?

			His comment struck me as disingenuous. My grandfather was not big on humility. We knew, even as kids, that he gloried in the idea that his every letter would be enshrined at the Library of Congress. I suddenly remembered that when one of us kids got a letter from Grandpa—a letter we knew he had kept a carbon copy of, as he did with every letter he wrote by that time—we would only half-jokingly say that it was clear he was writing it more to the Library of Congress than to us.

			But as I thought about it, I realized I was being unfairly harsh. I knew all about the powerful desire to do something, anything, other than work on the book you desperately wanted to write, but even more desperately wanted to avoid writing. When I created a writing/editing website, this is how I chose to introduce myself on the home page: “I’m sure there are writers who don’t find writing to be a bone-crushing, nausea-inducing festival of self-loathing. I just don’t happen to be one of them. Faced with a blank screen, I am invariably seized with the overwhelming desire to clean out my garage, give myself a root canal—do anything other than write.”

			Who was I to criticize a man who managed to publish more than forty books in his life—ten times my total.

			His output should have been ample evidence that, when he said he’d rather be writing a book, he probably meant it. And who could resist the flattery of being asked to comb through all your files, everything on and in your desk and closets, to (in theory at least) immortalize even the most minute records of your existence? As a time waster, that beats the hell out of cleaning your garage. Actually, it includes cleaning your garage, and sending the whole shebang off to Capitol Hill.

			Mack must have spent weeks or even months on those annotations. One of them that immediately caught my eye was clipped to a two-page printed menu, grandly titled:

			Dinner Given by

			MR. JOHN KANTOR

			in Honor of the Arrival of His First Grandson

			The date on the menu was 1925, twenty-one years after John had abandoned his pregnant wife, Effie, and his three-year-old daughter, Virginia, offering only sporadic and insufficient support in the following decades. Mack was twenty-one when his sister, Virginia, then twenty-five, had her first child—the grandson for whom John was allegedly throwing the lavish banquet aboard the RMS Berengaria, a Titanic clone.

			The menu listed six courses, in French, each said to be prepared “à la” a family member—including Hors D’oeuvre Parisienne Oeufs Caviar à la Uncle Mack.

			Although he hadn’t been invited to the dinner—none of the family members it was supposed to be honoring had—the taste of it was still bitter on “Uncle Mack’s” tongue nearly thirty-five years later.

			“My father kindly sent copies of this little menu to all of us in the Middle West, evidence attesting to his affection for his dear daughter and darling first grandchild,” he wrote with dripping sarcasm in his annotation. “At that time dear daughter could probably have done with a new winter coat, and dear great grandparents could have done with having their coal bin filled for the winter. . . . Anyone who examines my life and cannot understand why I hated my father with the hate of hell just hasn’t really examined my life, or isn’t quite bright.”

			I could imagine how galling this was—this “let them eat cake” shipboard dinner thrown for John’s cronies when the new mother and grandson were barely scraping by in Iowa. It was almost comic-book-villain galling.

			I took a closer look at the guests listed on the menu, and began to do a little research. I laughed out loud when I got this hit on the distinguished guest with top billing, a “Mr. J. Factor” in 1925 Chicago:

			John Factor (October 8, 1892–January 22, 1984), born Iakov Faktorowicz, was a Prohibition-era gangster and con artist affiliated with the Chicago Outfit.

			He later became a prominent businessman and Las Vegas casino proprietor, owner of the Stardust Resort and Casino. It is alleged that he ran the operation on behalf of the mob, with a lifetime take of $50–$200 million.

			His friends knew him as “Jake the Barber.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			[image: ]

			
			So maybe John Kantor’s villainous nature hadn’t been as greatly exaggerated as I’d always assumed.

			I went home and stood on a chair to get to the high bookshelf, where a dozen of my grandfather’s books had stood untouched since they were placed there fifteen years earlier—a transfer from yet another bookshelf where they had long stood similarly undisturbed. They were, not surprisingly, coated in dust. I knew that he had published a book about his childhood, and that it had been titled But Look the Morn, but I couldn’t find it until I got close enough to smell that oddly unique odor of old books gradually disintegrating. There it was. Upon close inspection, what appeared to be a blank blue spine actually had a few specks of gold ink still upon it. The letters they once delineated were unrecognizable, but beneath it I could barely make out the subtitle: The Story of a Childhood.

			I took it down and opened it carefully—the binding was fragile, beginning to separate from the yellowed pages. On the first, blank page there was that familiar, legible, but not prissy left-slanted handwriting: To Layne, Bill, Mike, Tommy, Susie, Charley and Buster—Love, MacKinlay Kantor.

			I smiled, remembering suddenly how it had amused us that he never signed his books Dad or Grandpa or Mack, but always with his full name. “Because they will be more valuable that way,” my mother explained—which seemed a funny way to look at it. Layne was my mother, Mack’s daughter, whom he had always called Layne-o, from the refrain to a song he used to sing to her when she was a fussing baby and he was trying to write: “Layne-o, the bane-o of my life.” (It really stuck: Even to my brother and me, she was never “Mom,” always Layne-o.)

			Bill was my dad, a New Yorker of German Jewish descent who was in the building business with his father in New York City. Mike and Susie were my older brother and younger sister; Charley (I would have spelled it “Charlie”) and Buster were my Lassie-lookalike collie and mustard-colored tabby cat. I could have dated it from the roster of pets alone. He’d signed the book in 1964, though it had been published in 1947. Maybe he thought at twelve, ten, and eight, the three of us kids were now old enough to read it. I never did.

			Finally, exactly a half century later, I began to read.

			It didn’t take me long to find a mention of John Kantor. Ten pages in, Mack describes the circumstances of his birth. “I had a grandfather who was angrily engaged in losing the tiny fortune which it had taken him nearly forty years to accumulate. I had a grandmother adjudged to be dying of cancer. I had a father adjudged by society as a pompous and treacherous scapegrace. I had a three-year-old sister, and a mother who lay in childbed without security . . . her young life torn into ribbons. . . .”

			Even so, he wrote, Effie Kantor joked during the prolonged and difficult delivery. In the political debate of the day between those who supported expansion of the nation to the limits of the continent and those who favored consolidation, Effie declared herself—huffing and puffing between contractions—a passionate adherent of the expansionist cause.

			When that expansion allowed a new infant into the world, “They put me into a wicker basket and called me John,” Mack wrote. “Not for long, thank heaven.”

			On his birth certificate it says his name is Benjamin McKinlay. The Benjamin he rejected outright—except as a joke name used with old friends. The McKinlay he altered as he entered adolescence to MacKinlay, because he thought it looked more authentically Scottish with the added a. (Despite the fact of my middle name—which happens to be MacKinlay—I have never thought of myself as having a Scottish origin. My guess is because my last name, and my father’s heritage, was less complicated—German Jewish all around—that’s how I identified. Also, I never had any definite picture of that Scottish connection until I discovered it on a “find-a-grave” website: Mack’s maternal great-grandfather, my great-great-great-grandfather, had been born in Dunfermline, Fife, Scotland, in 1828. The entry, along with a photograph of his substantial tombstone, noted that William McKinlay had been a carpenter and lumber dealer, and one of the founders of the tiny Iowa town of Epworth.)

			Of the non-Scottish side of his family, MacKinlay, with an a, wrote: “My father had ‘run away.’ That was what people told me, though it was not the literal truth. Rather, my mother had left him, driven by practical and economic necessity. . . . It seemed simpler, if definitely unjust to the father, to tell the child that his father had run away. I had a mental picture of him, running as I ran, a specter cloaked and featureless, scampering past the edge of the garden.”

			I was shocked to learn that “abandonment,” the bedrock of the Bad Father story I had always been told, may not have been pure, literal truth. But Mack had no doubt that it was at least abandonment of all responsible behavior. Effie met John as a student at the nearby Drake University in Des Moines. It was a small Christian college, where John, avowing himself to be a recent convert to Christianity whose wealthy Jewish parents had disowned him as a result, must have created quite a splash. Physically imposing, well over six feet tall with a wild effusion of black hair, he would have appealed especially to a young girl like Effie, whose sharp mind and adventurous spirit would have been excited by John’s exotic origins, foreign-tinged accent (he had been born in Sweden to a long line of Jewish rabbis originally from Portugal), and fluency in five-dollar words.

			Effie married John in 1899, barely twenty. A photo of her in her wedding dress suggests why she might appeal to someone who could have had any number of women. Thick, dark hair braided down her back; dreamy eyes under perfectly arched eyebrows; a flawless complexion shaped by high cheekbones and punctuated with a pert nose and Cupid’s-bow lips.

			The wedding took place in Webster City. The humble McKinlay home had been tricked up with flowers on the mantel for a small reception. John’s parents were not present. He had lied about their wealth—they were immigrants who had never even regained the modest status they’d enjoyed as merchants in Sweden.

			It was only the first of an unending flood of lies he would tell.

			From the moment of those wedding vows to 1904, the year of Mack’s birth, “their story would not bear repeating,” he wrote. “[It was] an ugly montage of lost jobs, new jobs, American Beauty roses never paid for, scrofulous hotel rooms, jail doors opening and closing and opening again, baffled tearful trips back home to Webster City, furniture dumped out on sidewalks, letters, telegrams—and always check after check written by my grandfather, checks written with a crabbed hand.”

			In fact, I would discover, it was immensely worse than Mack knew. Surely, if he had ever become aware of the story printed on the front page of The Webster City Tribune on January 3, 1902, there would have been some trace of that almost unbelievable account in the thousands of bitter comments he made about his father throughout his life. But in his lifetime, of course, that small-town newspaper was neither digitized nor searchable. Nothing he ever said or wrote in any of his autobiographical writings or in the scores of letters in the Library of Congress files that refer to John Kantor suggests that he ever knew about this:

			JOHN M. KANTOR’S UNIQUE CAREER

			J. M. Kantor, the young man who was arrested at St. Paul on Christmas Eve . . . on a charge of having swindled the Des Moines Life Insurance company out of several hundred dollars, has . . . enjoyed an illustrious career before landing in the Polk county jail. In fact Kantor has just come back [to Drake University, where several years ago] he wooed and won one of the most beautiful girls in the university, who is now his wife. But a few weeks [ago] Kantor is said to have deserted her and her baby daughter and started for Minnesota with a young woman of prominence. . . . Efforts to carry out this plan have been foiled, but when arrested in St. Paul . . . Kantor is said to have been engaged to [yet another] young woman . . . and about to marry her.

			The abandoned wife—one of the most beautiful girls at Drake University!—was my great-grandmother Effie, and the baby daughter was Virginia.

			The story, which fills half the front page, continues to sketch an astonishing chain of events. After enrolling in Drake in 1897, “claiming to be a converted Jew,” John said he wanted to enter the Christian ministry. He took Bible and oratory classes, and impressed his teachers as bright, but lazy. Early in John’s academic career, a liveryman complained to faculty members that John had hired a horse and buggy for the day, then abandoned it in a neighboring town without paying his bill. When confronted by the faculty, John denied the claim and insisted he was being persecuted because of his Jewish origin.

			The faculty decided to accept his word that it was a misunderstanding fueled by prejudice.

			Before his studies were complete, John applied for ordination as a minister. He was turned down for insufficient qualifications, but managed to persuade a small-town Iowa church to hire him as a pastor anyway. He brought Effie and Virginia there to live with him, but the job lasted barely three months until dissension among his flock forced him out for mysterious reasons.

			The young family returned to Webster City, where John occasionally delivered sermons at the church there, which the newspaper said were received enthusiastically as “eloquent and convincing.”

			He also sold insurance, but instead of giving the premiums to the insurance company, he pocketed them, leaving those he’d sold policies unprotected. When he thought one company might be catching on, he switched to another.

			When not cheating his customers and insurance companies, he played poker—“a fiend for card playing and a most clever player,” the newspaper said.

			On one insurance-scamming trip out of town, the local minister was so impressed by John, he not only purchased the bogus insurance he was selling, he invited him to give a guest sermon at his church that Sunday. On Saturday night, John convened a poker game with a group of fellow traveling men. “They continued their sport until 5 o’clock in the morning, when Kantor had cleaned up the whole crowd. . . . It was then Sunday morning, and Kantor . . . stated that he guessed he would stay up and be ready for church. . . . About 10 o’clock Kantor emerged from the hotel, smooth shaven and well dressed, and walked to the Christian church, where he is said to have preached a sermon worthy of a more eminent divine.”

			Afterward, he claimed to have received a telegram urging him to return home immediately because Effie was ill. He told a traveling companion with family in town that he’d already sent all his money home to his wife and was in need of an emergency loan for travel expenses. His trusting companion vouched for John to his father, a well-off farmer of that town, who agreed to lend them money to pay their hotel and livery bills, with enough left over to fund a trip back to Webster City. But when the young friend awoke in the hotel the next morning, John was gone, the money was gone, the bills still unpaid.

			In Webster City, the story said, John had “made many friends among some of the leading citizens, who but recently have discovered that their friendship was misplaced. For some time past residents
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