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"Midway upon the journey of life

I found myself within a forest dark

For the straightforward pathway had been lost."

(Inferno, Canto I, Dante Alighieri, trans. H.W. Longfellow)

––––––––
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Prologue: Antechamber

––––––––
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As I stand at the gate of this final journey to the end, I confess I am a very inadequate narrator. Having passed through the dark valley of a lost war, a dark cause, I fell into the company of an aged soldier, but recent recruit, a pilgrim companion most unlike myself. Older, blind in one eye, returned from the sea only to be swept up into that Valley of Death. We helped each other survive through conversations on the literary arts and the South of yesteryear.. After the Surrender we stumbled out into an even darker day where our former selves no longer belonged. Worse, entanglements from that alienated past drove us much farther away to unwelcoming lands. We only truly met though after the War in the between times, at an inn at port of tempting escape.

Stranger it is that of the writers mentioned within, the story should spill forth in splotches from MY scratchy quill. What I had not witnessed myself you may assume comes from the diatribes of my partner in troubles, William.
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Chapter One: First Circle: 1849: Baltimore
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“You task me sir,” drawled the man from the coast. The coast, but not the sea, he possessing no experience of water, including the tavern glass refilling and draining during this interview. The two men studied each other warily, mirroring discomfort at what each discovered. A mirror broken, revealing shattered Fairyland, best described their mutual reflection. Though both suits were threadbare, the guest’s green suit boasted garish pretensions, while the brown suited man in tight postured gentility, all surviving buttons fastened, wore a threadbare scarf that must have been uncomfortable in the summer heat. His guest was polishing his vest watch and chain on a napkin, a stage prop timepiece set to be right twice a day that would have disappointed any pickpocket.

The brown suited host noted that and other clues covering the other, such as: a red, rudely tailored, Moroccan patterned vest cut from some upholstery, painted shoes bound with leather strips not much different than his own repairs, glittery cuff-links of the same “metal” as the watch, the use of colorants and dyes on the hair and some hint of makeup on the eyes and face. An actor. He had seen many, but not this fellow before. Therefore a recent arrival on the scene. Splendid. The host glanced around before speaking softly. “Sir, I risk being indelicate, under the circumstances, because of the mutual venture I have just proposed. It is propitious indeed you should have that light Virginian tone of speech and obviously some experience of the acting arts. Yet, despite that providential miracle certain details arise that may prove more vital. I say you act, but here you are, unknown and unemployed. Is the drink the result of misfortune, or perhaps- if I may be so impertinent- the source? I shall share with you my special interest considering that your visage has broad similarity to my own. Might all these...coincidences...spring from some hidden branch of our family tree?”

The stranger laughed, took another swallow, and time to think. “Who is really able to prove definitely even their closest ancestry? I could swear that any close accident is impossible, but further back in the brambles, who could tell even if we seemed twins separated at birth? But come, this has nothing to do with inheritance claims, or reputations of those not at this table. By the way, your overall physical condition suggests to me that it should be I, not you, taking the rigorous path to the California El Dorado.”

“Twins in mind we are!” said the Other. “I have the contacts to achieve this passage, but little money and that needs to remain for the care of Mother with some part left for a caretaker who can continue my chief interests. Once gone, I may be ruined by the jackals and leave several ambitious projects fatally disrupted. But here YOU are! You say you hate the sea and risky travel. Also, long separation would not improve MY golden California prospect since you would have no need at all to return, contract or oaths notwithstanding. Should I not return, I would most likely in the event be dead, and then- if I were you- ‘Mister Wilson’- you should heed my written notes and stage your own exit from which you may profit by a secret codicil in my will. It would not be the intended, the happiest, or most effective result, but it may rescue both my reputation and my familial responsibilities. As I have said, read these notes, take this trunk of papers- a scrupulous match to my own by the way- and then decide. Humor me though with a sample of writing, a piece of spontaneous verse. There may be certain unforeseeable demands on you than the enclosed documents could answer- or your Thespian wizardry dispel.”

“Wilson” smiled as he took the pen. He could use either hand, had seen some of the Other’s lettering. No need to try amateur forgery though. Poetry? Of course. He could rattle off Shakespeare or some bar song, but why pose? He shrugged. Dipping the quill and blotting the excess on his napkin, he let the ink flow, whistling an operatic tune. Then he leaned on the back legs of the chair watching the Other reading his improvisations. The eyes of the man in the brown suit danced in merriment. They both laughed. Even that sounded like a dying echo.

"And the horse you rode in on!" Wilson mocked.
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Chapter Two: Second Circle: 1864 Boston
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Two men in another tavern: an older, haunted looking man, a black leather patch over his left eye, that side of face drooping disastrously, wild white hair and beard, tanned skin like ancient parchment, dressed in rough sailor clothes- the younger man, like an ordinary city clerk, had the collar of his long brown coat pulled up around his face and his black hat brim pulled down to shade his eyes. They both had been silently reading books, so distractedly that neither remembered who had sat down first.

“You need to flee the environs,” the old one-eyed man stated. “I could tell by your manner and appearance- and other clues. But don’t be alarmed! Whatever else, I recognize a fellow veteran and Southerner, the unmistakable shadow of the defeated-and hunted. Please hear me out before you start sneaking off.”

He leaned forward and glanced around in a mocking, conspiratorial fashion. “I am all alone at present and have need of assistance on a venture of fortune overseas. It involves a common interest perhaps. Literature, not violence or crime. Nor anymore the rigorous poverty of sailing the world! I have lost enough on that wide Styx. Just one more trip that has much to recommend it, not the least to remove certain handicaps that would hinder me here. It would in fact, if rightly done, constitute a triumph that could only draw attention to the destitute plight of the sole remaining responsibility I had so long abandoned, a lady whose good fortune I also seek to restore.”

“Literature?” I(that younger man) replied with a twisted smile. “Creating memoirs, perhaps? Then employment as mercenary officers for some small nation or sultan?”

The Other’s hand shook with palsy as he reached into a small trunk beside the table. “As I hand these to you, imagine the effect upon a very influential European who has made himself exactly the champion and translator of the writer these unpublished scrolls note.”

Yes I, both narrator and that young veteran, did know enough of what these manuscript pages described. They were valueless in currency, considering the disrepute of the particular Southern author the would be co-conspirator hinted at. Of the “European” I knew nothing. As for escorting a harmless madman? My mind turned uncontrollably to  the simple need to escape- without plan or prospects. Was he not harmless as well? Was he not more innocent? Why not help the old man? What better to bore a Pinkerton detective than the childish plot Wilson proposed undertaking?
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Chapter Three: Third Circle: December 1865
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Spinning backwards to the critical events, first- it must be understood- I, your narrator, was ill. My fever, ague and general nausea are set forth as a coloring mood, a limiting condition. In no way is this an apology for incorrect chronicling that the reader may charitably humor as the prattled dreams of a raving convalescent. True, the vicissitudes of modest ailments propel the fevered mind through a fantastic perspective more conducive to art than the discipline of history. Still, I had been long wandering in strange lands, clawed at by dangerous seas, calamitous fear, homeless, and prone to the wildest fancies prior to this final coach leg of the journey. I shrank my perspiring carcass back within the unclean heaps of old blankets provided by our taciturn coachman, shivering as though striving to quell an earthquake in my aching bones each time the cold November wind pushed through the cracked window, icing my forehead. The democratic equality of temperature within the coach and outside left the grimy pane largely transparent, so that the dreary scenery starkly painted by a harsh full moon could distract me somewhat from the disquieting gaze of the man opposite me- he whom destiny had ordained my companion in exile. William Wilson.

Different fevers raced through his blood. The glacial ice of life’s harshest winter had frosted his high brow. In addition to his years, Wilson had been hardened by years of sea voyaging into a gaunt kernel of a man; the scarred and raisin shell still tough enough to bind the spirit of fire within, all without bestowing much robust fitness.

I believed the coach must shortly crash or shake to pieces, which it seemed to my swimming head to be occurring even as I imagined it. Wilson would likely then calmly stride from the wreckage, retrieve his black travel trunk, take out pen, and resurrect some old poem or tale from the yellowed rolls. His bewitched single eye would glare at the cold moon as it did now in the coach. And he would write in the storm- or rant against the wind’s fury..

I wished such an impending disaster would swiftly put me out of our misery, both body and soul! Two Americans cheaply conveyed to Belgium in such desolation of weather and desperation of situation should move even Nemesis to mercifully end the drawn out charade, to put a period to the final sentence. It is only in civilized Christian times that the fated are hounded to their grave, and then forever beyond! I suppose it is the threat of the redeemer’s forgiveness, the unlikely intervention of angels, that spurs on our pursuers to lay vigilant siege to the grave, and then add more layers of rocky soil to impede our resurrection.

Even this economical, shoddy coach had racked our finances to the borders of Belgium and penury. We might as well have been shipwrecked naked at Le Havre for all the resources we now commanded. The warped, splintering wheels bounced and slid frantically over the icy roads in a manner madly emblematic of our daring gamble: Wilson’s master plan to recuperate our lost lives through one last profitable venture. I think it is called a long shot, a forlorn hope. A final gamble.

Wilson desired more than the money, therefore not worshipful enough in the pursuit of Mammon ever to be rewarded by that demon. For Wilson, currency of any sort remained merely the means to some quixotic end. He would without doubt have loved the secure and luxuriant life of the gentleman, but had so long been removed from the remote prospect of wealth that it was less than the vaguest dream of repose. As such it paled before the fame, the plaudits that might yet be achieved by the performance of pen and good reviews. Words. Music. Power. Glory. Satellites whirling around his wholly internal Empyrean of the Black Rose. Ink on paper could create it. Money and fame would blossom from the dark garden.

“The moon, the world, the wheels,” he chanted of a sudden. “Why is it those things made expressly for the comfort and desire of man- like this conveyance- should revolve so wickedly compared to the smooth grandeur of nature? The spinning of the spheres is not fast enough for us, but this headlong careening signifies a frantic imitation of celestial purpose. I trust modern times will grind us beneath mankind’s own juggernaut wheels, desperate shoddy things of twisted iron and rotting wood. Oh, we have had chariots and wagons these many centuries. Their small artificial turnings grew customary by increments, plowing rocky earth, speeding armies. Now? Now we go mad within the avalanche roar of progress. We boil and torture water in great engines to turn our wheels against the churning sea, belching black oily clouds against the sky. Such rebellion against nature, blasphemous mimicry, is not well enough rewarded- or justly punished- yet.”

It was more like a planned magazine article than ordinary coach and tavern talk, so I did not bother to reply. His constant repetition, with editing refinements into my burning ears, was the only thing that enables me to recreate it at its distilled age. At that time, I kept silence, fearing I might end up being engaged as a recording secretary again, and in this cold quaking conveyance that would be fruitless torture, a tossing of inky spray on a blank beach. No Boswell I!

“Did I tell you my most singular disappointment upon taking to the sea was to behold those infernal noisy, smoke-spewing wheels spreading ashes into those beautiful sails?”(Yes, many times William.) “After a while though, let me tell you, I thanked the violent times that sped us so swiftly on our way. I had bitten hard into the modern apple of paradise and might have withered into some final small contentment, a blessed forgetfulness. Much good has striving done me in this world.”

After that, my own internal ravings increased so I cannot faithfully claim to report any further words of Wilson until we reached the last way station before Brussels. In retrospect, I suppose the most important thing to say was that the energy of Wilson saved my life then. I was lifted or helped out of the conveyance into something I had no eyes or wit to note. The good host, a strong man in the proof, himself set me before the publican hearth and shrouded me with better blankets. From then on, everyone, except Wilson, kept a respectful distance from my illness. My burning eyes were restless. In order to quell my disturbing mutterings that might yet alarm our tolerant host, Wilson eagerly pushed the unlikely palliative of a manuscript into my trembling hands, quietly narrating and interrupting my own dizzy reading by guiding sips of ambrosial chicken broth through my chapped lips.

The fire of the hearth settled behind my eyes and raged against my weary lids each time they dared droop. Nor did the pages on fire with Wilson’s tormented prose, their suggestive, shifting shadows, allow me to drift to dreamy inattention. The fever would not die, Wilson’s finger and recitation would not stop, and the hearth kept getting fed. By the time the fictional lighthouse lamp was quenched, I feared I might follow its lead, for I was ill, it was winter, and the briefly interrupted Coiste Dobhar ride had proved as arduous and dangerous as any our poverty could afford. I read pages at an angle to the flames so as to spare my flickering eyes as much direct light and heat as possible; though in truth there was no comfort to be had anywhere. The wooden bench racked my bones and the odor of smoke was as kind to my lungs as Lucifer’s sulfurous perfumes.

If only. If only my spirits were not so thoroughly damned, the growing pain would not have swallowed me whole. If only the pages plucked from Wilson’s trunk had rustled from a breath of hope. Instead, they were a long moan I could not block out, a relentless itch of dark curiosity until I should reach the rotted bottom, if bottom there were. All too many of the scraps in that small black trunk were fragments and ramblings, old snakes twisted upon the nourishment of their own tails and shedding crisped skin. Curls and spirals. Ashes to be.

More circles turning within circles. Spiraling down. Wheels braked at what dread destination?

How could I read with eyes as hot as the coals in the hearth? How could I sit still under the glare of Wilson’s solitary eye, hideously expectant of achieving some effect upon me with his manuscript? How could I go on with nearby warm beds beckoning upstairs or far sweet home forsaken across the sea? There were terrible answers to such desperate choices, but the oppressive grip of illness held sway. Only the reading of the story momentarily occupied my fever blown thoughts. Wilson’s eye, the fire and the snow outside, walled my cell of concentration. I had never read a story that consumed my lost soul so completely. It burned itself into my weak brain like melting iron in a white hot furnace.

It must be added that never did I enjoy a story less, or been so confused or drained by a cataclysmic conclusion. Nor had I been so helpless in its power.
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Chapter Four: Fourth Circle- The Tower by the Sea
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"O Mort, vieux capitaine, il est temps! Levons     l’ancre!

Ce pays nous ennuie, ô Mort! Appareillons!

Si le ciel et la mer sont noirs comme de l’encre,

Nos coeurs que tu connais sont remplis de       rayons!

Verse-nous ton poison pour qu’il nous réconforte  

Nous voulons, tant ce feu nous brûle le cerveau,

Plonger au fond du gouffre, Enfer ou Ciel,       qu’importe

Au fond de l’Inconnu pour trouver du nouveau!"

(Charles Baudelaire)

Bereft and alone, in doubt of myself, bewildered by a beleaguering world, having escaped the clamor of adulation by the most meticulous application of failure, scandal, and the more than occasional dose of spirits, I sought... yet more solitude. You might deride this as the cowardly retreat of a deservedly defeated has-been. I care no longer what anyone might think. True Fame always soars over an abyss of ignorance. The mind’s hidden eye must need reflect backward to darkly vision forth a future return to a corrected life. My dreamy hopes assured me I was traveling to gather some strength, recruit some army of words with which to triumphantly reclaim my false kingdom. I would have my glory- and my revenge! In such a manner this universe stretches and scatters to the empty borders of Night before it ebbs upon a giddy tide back to unity- to Godhead.

How reassuring then, on that infinite, storm tormented shore to find a dwelling place tall and strong with a singular brilliant eye to sweep round the darkness. I would live in the house wedded to this immortal rock with its Tower of the Eye safeguarding commerce on that eldritch lit, penultimate sea. I would be the Lighthouse Keeper, mystical custodian of the Light of Man, defender against the breakers that moat the dark worlds men move in. In that proud tower I would strive with myself for mastery of the interior Universe of the soul, so bitterly divided and unjustly accursed.

DeGrät promised this would be the hardest trial for a man like myself, a man too sensitive and well bred for either workaday routines or monkish trials.

“If you do not end up longing for an end, you will nonetheless only be saved from madness by Nature forcing you from your morose preoccupations. Solitude resembles freezing to death. When you surrender to its warm nepenthe you will never wake again. The mind melts as the body freezes. Listen, I know you also as a man of sense even in your most excited states. Keep the diary faithfully. Watch for the signs of a dangerous progression of mental decline. Then hop onto the next packet boat home. None will blame you. For God’s sake man; don’t get too wrapped up in yourself and that...that book! Even the disciplined routines of this job hold danger for the mind. Solitude is merely Entropy gazing into a mirror. Something must always come to unsettle such horror into a deadly chaos. A lonely sword will cleave your soul in two.”

That last sentence being some hoary Norwegian proverb or prophecy, I suppose.

This would be a modestly salaried position. As such, I could enjoy a quiet satisfaction as the funds were applied like balm to my more mundane, financial wounds while in this sanctuary, completely removed from the diminishing clamor of my baying creditor hounds. One might go mad from grand passions and romance, but I have found the demons of penury can corner one in bedlam just as well! In fact, I welcomed the freedom to sample spiritual madness in this ancient tower, striving heroically against the stormy night. I would laugh down the winds, save the unfortunate on their desperate journeys like a young sea god! An interesting story would birth like Venus from the foam of the breakers, stronger and more vital than the current froth of the popular urban journals. The majestic melancholy tide of the Northern Sea would raise me up again. A hero’s home indeed! The Muses of the dead Titans would reconquer imaginary wastelands of petty print. True experience is the soil of the imagination.

However, old doubts harshly assailed my lonely soul during the ride on the packet boat, St. Clare. She was a trim little one-master of the nondescript harbor class. Whatever place she once held in some illustrious port of yore, her entire existence of late was bound in buzzing about the treacherous coast in her seasonal routine, maintaining the crude ties of society between various watch posts of the custodial lighthouse keepers whose ranks I was employed to join.

There was a formidable spur connecting the lighthouse to the island of Moskene. Most inhabitants clung to the eastern side of the island, shielded from the brunt of the harsh southeast polar winds. A sturdy path of stairs and solid railings created a foot road through uninhabited, picturesque barrens of gorse and sand up to the rimy bleached tower of my employ. The brine and frost in the pale light gave the long winter a deadly ashen aspect. At this time of the year, the winds and the ice made this a slow and less satisfactory means of approach than from the mooring by the sea. That was the opinion of the boat-master, Captain Henryk Nilson who faithfully kept an unexplained vow never to touch foot on land at any of the rugged points of his circuit. Neptune or a fish might have shared with equanimity such a prejudice, but I had not then, as I would have later, occasion to compare the perils afforded by the overland approach. The seas were black and enormous rising sheets, like enormous luminescent specters whose ectoplasm formed the spumy lace of the surging waters. Thunderous waves pounded the daunting ramparts of irregular rocks that rendered this place so deadly to weather-blinded vessels beating their way home.

On calmer seas we might have made a try at setting a dinghy over the side and aiming for the small dock among the rocks just below the lighthouse. Prudence led us to a sheltered cove; the station of the lifeboat crews who lend the last hope to floundering vessels that otherwise would perish only a short distance from safety. Short it might be for a gull, a safe enough walk on any kind of land- but this sea! A sailor at its mercy might as well room in a thatch cottage on the walls of hell and resign himself to the daily intrusion of roaring sea demons.

(All right. I promised DeGrät a diary. The dated entries will interrupt whatever progress I am making on my work of fiction. I know I shall confuse the papers eventually so both will twin the same paper womb until the time of birthing when I shall cut them apart. Each shall have a life, but which will turn out the greater in weight- or be the firstborn? What features will they share in common? The author parent and editor surgeon eagerly awaits.)

Journal Entries:

January the 1st- 1796: This day- my first on the lighthouse- I make this entry in my diary as agreed upon with DeGrät. As regularly as I can keep the journal, I will- though there is no way of telling what may happen to a man all alone as I am- I may get sick, or worse..... So far well! The cutter had a narrow escape- but why dwell on that, since I am here, all safe
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