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The World Behind The Book

The House

This novel grew out of a house and the long work of
learning how to read it. My wife and I bought the house
that informs The Recluse in 2000. It did not come to us as
a picturesque inheritance. The old barn was gone. A chain-
link bear cage still stood in the yard. The house had been
cut up, covered over, and left in a condition best described
not as romantic ruin but as accumulated misuse: missing el-
ements, poor alterations, concealed damage, deferred main-
tenance, and the discouragement that settles over a place
after decades of being handled without understanding.

The Grinnell piano in the parlor is biographical. It was
not original to the house — it came from my family, owned
since my mother’s childhood. The Grinnell Brothers factory
operated in Holly. That the piano should end up in the
Fortress felt less like invention than recognition.

We have spent the twenty-six years since then repairing
it, living in it, and learning how to read it.

That process was not only carpentry and masonry,
though it involved plenty of both. It was also archival.
Over time, copies of old photographs surfaced. Stories
arrived in fragments. I spent hours in the Holly library and
at the county looking through old newspapers, title records,
and other public documents, trying to understand not only
what the house had been physically, but who had passed
through it, what had been lost, what had been altered, and
what had survived by accident, by stubbornness, or by care.
The labor of restoration and the labor of reconstruction
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turned out to be inseparable.

The Recluse comes out of those years. Every patched
joist, sealed opening, old photograph, and courthouse record
became part of the same grammar. I recognize it because I
have lived inside its result.

What the Novel Changed

The house at the center of The Recluse is not purely
invented. It is rooted in a real historic structure and in
the accumulated feeling of such structures as they are ac-
tually encountered: not as museum pieces, but as working
houses altered by time, weather, labor, neglect, thrift, grief,
family adaptation, and practical necessity. Old houses are
compound statements, written in additions, patched foun-
dations, altered openings, reused materials, and rooms that
have outlived the purposes for which they were first made.

That fact mattered to me. I wanted the house to be leg-
ible not merely as setting, but as record. A floor tells you
where people walked. A patched joist tells you where some-
thing failed. A sealed opening tells you what was once nec-
essary and is no longer. These things are not atmospheric
garnish. They are sentences in the grammar of habitation.

The compound’s three-era structure is real in the orig-
inal. John C. Garner built the log cabin on the Section
11 mill site around 1850, moved it onto a dug cobblestone
cellar in 1853, and built the brick middle house in 1856.
His son-in-law, Civil War veteran John M. Gardner, built
the Gothic Revival head — the dominant addition with the
pointed attic window and arched lintels — in 1877. Three
generations of building, each era readable in the compound
today. You can read the family’s history in the building’s
own progression. That reading is not the novel’s invention.
It is what the building actually is.

The house in the novel has been altered in layout,
chronology, and architectural relation to serve the design
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of the book. Interior spaces have been intensified, certain
adjacencies sharpened, and some structural conditions
made more dramatically legible than they would be in
life. The Fortress as rendered in The Recluse is not a
documentary transcription. It is a reading — the same
kind of reading the novel asks Elias to perform on the
evidence inside it.
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The Series

The Rose Covenant is eight volumes long. It moves back-
ward through time: Vol. T is 2025, Vol. VIII is 1780. You
read it in the order it was written — which is the order in
which causes come after effects.

This is not a narrative trick. It is a claim about how the
past actually works. We encounter history the way Elias
encounters the house: as residue first, as accumulated con-
sequence, as a record whose originating events must be re-
constructed from what they left behind. The damage comes
before the decision that caused it. The name survives before
the person who carried it is recovered. The hinge corrodes
before the hand that forged it ever appears in the narrative.
To read the series is to work backward through a long chain
of inheritance, arriving at origins only after you understand
why they matter.

The central question that runs through all eight volumes
is simple to state: what does it mean to belong rightly to a
place?

Not to own it. Ownership is a legal category, and the
series is full of legal categories being honored, contested, vi-
olated, and erased. To belong rightly is something different.
It involves an ongoing relationship of obligation, attention,
and accountability that does not end with the deed and does
not exempt the holder from the ground’s prior claims. Don-
ald VanDeusen cannot sell the creek because the creek is
not his to sell. That sentence, which appears in Vol. II, is
not a legal claim.

Each volume approaches that question from a different
era, a different protagonist, and a different formal regis-
ter. The Recluse is a dossier — evidence accumulated,
conclusions withheld, a record reconstructed from material
residue. Earlier volumes will be different in form. The re-
verse sequence is also a formal argument: each era calls
for a different relationship to language and record, because
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each era held a different relationship to writing, record, and
spoken memory.

What ties the volumes together is not plot continuity
but buried continuity — the objects, names, decisions, and
ground conditions that recur across eras, each time carrying
altered moral weight. A fossil found by a child in 1905 is
sealed into a chimney wall in 1983. A land patent signed
in 1837 determines the shape of a conversation in 2025. A
woman named Clara exists only as a shadow in Vol. II and
will have her own volume, her own voice, her own moral
reckoning, somewhere earlier in the sequence. And the Coda
closes with Elias in a Fen cabin, setting a pen down: the
document he has spent forty-two years building toward —
his own record of what the ridge held, bearing the same
title as Ben East’s manuscript — is the form that witness
takes when the series reaches it. The investigation begun in
February 1983 does not end when Elias departs the Fortress.
It ends when the writing is done. The connections arrive
partially, fragmentarily, across gaps that no single genera-
tion can close.

The series requires fiction because the historical record
— for Rose Township, as for most rural communities — is
thin. The names survive. The dates survive. The acreages
survive. The inward lives do not. The history of this land-
scape is, in the official record, a series of transactions: land
entered, transferred, mortgaged, foreclosed, subdivided, re-
stored. What that record cannot carry is what it felt like to
be the person who made those transactions — who refused
one, who accepted another under duress, who chose badly,
who chose well and was not recognized for it. Fiction is
the instrument by which that gap is crossed. It is not the
same as history. It is more honest about its inventions than
bad history is. And at its best, it gives a reader not what
happened but what it cost.

Eight volumes. Two hundred and forty-five years. One
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ridge, one creek, one set of families, one landscape moving
through time. What the ground keeps, what it gives back,
and what it finally asks of the people who stand on it.
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The Ground: Rose Township and Holly

Rose Township and Holly are the conditions of the
novel’s imagination, not its backdrop. I have lived long
enough in this community to feel the unacknowledged
dignity of places often overlooked by larger historical
narratives. Such places rarely lack history; they more often
lack forms adequate to carry it into living speech. Their
histories remain dispersed among minutes, plats, deeds,
church records, family recollections, township lore, ceme-
tery stones, county memory, and the practical knowledge
of people who stayed.

Fiction tries to reanimate rather than merely preserve.
There is a difference between preservation and what the
novel attempts: making local history felt as pressure rather
than information. Rose and Holly in The Recluse are there-
fore both themselves and not themselves — geographically
and morally recognizable, but subjected to the condensa-
tions that fiction requires. A road may be shifted. A bound-
ary simplified. A chronology telescoped into pattern. This
is not done to escape truth, but to serve another kind of
truth: the felt coherence of a world under moral and histor-
ical strain.

The Township

Rose Township was established in the 1830s as Michigan
opened to settlement following the treaties that cleared fed-
eral title to the land. It sits in northern Oakland County, a
landscape of oak-hickory ridges, glacial kettles, and spring-
fed lakes left by the Saginaw Lobe of the last ice sheet.
Buckhorn Creek rises near the township’s southern edge and
drains north through Section 11 before turning west. The
ridge along Hensell Road runs north-south above the creek,
just elevated enough to catch winter light and July wind —
and isolated enough, when the snow comes in, to feel like
the edge of the world.
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The plat records Elias consults in Chapter 2 are real doc-
uments. The 1837 land entry grid for Rose Township records
the first claims in every section, including the Voorheis and
Garner entries in Section 11 and Section 24 — documents
that survive in the county archives and are legible today as
the original assertion of title over this ground. The county
maps that follow — 1857, 1872, 1896, 1908, 1947 — trace
the passage of the land through successive generations. The
Garner and Gardner name holds Section 11 continuously
from the 1850s through the mid-twentieth century. The
consolidation of Section 11 (160 acres, Township 4 North,
Range 7 East) and the appended Section 10 woodlot (40
acres) into a single 200-acre holding is documented in the
public record exactly as the novel describes.

Holly

Holly is a small village in northern Oakland County,
about two miles northwest of the VanDeusen property. It
sits at the intersection of Saginaw and Maple Roads, at the
edge of the kettle-moraine country that defines the north-
ern townships. Incorporated in 1865, it retains more of its
nineteenth-century built fabric than most communities its
size — the hotel, the library, the churches, and the res-
idential streets near the mill pond carry the character of
a Victorian village that did not entirely surrender to mid-
twentieth-century redevelopment.

The 1892 brick library where Elias works is a real build-
ing, in continuous operation as Holly’s Town Hall. The
Holly Area Historical Society and its home at the Hadley
House are real as well, though their precise institutional
form in 1983 is uncertain; the novel treats both as function-
ing in that year without claiming certainty.

The Holly Hotel is the most important qualification.
The building is real — a landmark on Battle Alley dat-
ing to 1891, with a history that includes more than one fire
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and more than one reinvention. A fire in 1978 ended the
hotel’s residential operations. By 1983, Holly Hotel had not
been a functioning inn for five years. Elias’s stay in Room
204 is therefore the novel’s invention. The building and its
character — the bar, the kitchen, the presence of the hotel
as a village institution — are real. The guest rooms are
not. This was a deliberate choice: the hotel’s actual history
of burning and of reinvention made it indispensable to the
book, and the anachronism is acknowledged here directly.

Holly’s relationship to the surrounding landscape is
what any service village has to its farming townships:
banking, commerce, churches, legal records, the newspaper,
the school. The county’s memory passes through it.

Ben East

Ben East (July 18, 1898 — August 1, 1990) was a real
Michigan outdoorsman and writer. Born in Rose Township,
Michigan, he became one of the most widely read outdoor
writers in the country through his work for OQutdoor Life
magazine. He was a celebrated naturalist and conservation-
ist whose career spanned more than fifty years. The real
East had a cabin in Rose Township later in life; its precise
location is not known. The novel places it on Fish Lake
Road — that specific location is a fabrication. The fictional
East’s connection to Section 11 is through the adjacent fam-
ily farm of his boyhood — the East parcel where he and
Donald cleared fieldstone together in 1905. He suffered a
stroke in December 1979 and spent the last decade of his
life incapacitated; he died in 1990, aged 92.

East’s career was built on the landscape he came from.
The Rose Township farmland, Buckhorn Creek, the kettle
lakes and oak ridges of northern Oakland County — these
were the ground he learned to observe before he learned to
write. His subject for fifty years was the same Michigan: its
rivers, its wildlife, its wilderness, and the forces — devel-
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opment, pollution, bureaucratic indifference — that threat-
ened each. His conservation campaigns were not abstract.
He fought for specific places he knew and named.

The fictional East in The Recluse shares this ground and
this vocation, and less than that might suggest. The real
East wrote both fiction and nonfiction throughout his career
— outdoor adventure in both registers, in roughly equal
measure, most of it set in Michigan, all of it rooted in the
landscape and what it demands. His was a literature of
encounter and extremity: man against storm, animal, cold,
and the physical fact of wild country. In that body of work,
Michigan is not backdrop. It is the test.

The Witness is a different kind of book. It is not ad-
venture. It is testimony — a record of one man’s private
relationship to a piece of ground, to an artifact, and to an
event that left no public record. The fictional East writes
not about what men do in extremis but about what one
man kept, and why, and at what cost. Nothing in the real
East’s body of work, in either register, points toward that
kind of manuscript. That is the novel’s central invention
where East is concerned: not that he wrote fiction, but that
he wrote this. His name, his period, his Holly origins, his
cabin on Fish Lake Road, his relationship to the landscape
of northern Oakland County: these are real. His relation-
ship to Donald VanDeusen, to the Dragon Stone, to the
event of 1905, and to the manuscript that carries his name:
none of it happened. The author chose to use his real name
because East’s actual presence in this landscape — his birth
here, his return here, his lifelong attention to this ground
— made the fictional relationship between him and Donald
feel possible in a way that an invented character could not
have sustained. That choice carries an obligation. This note
attempts to meet it.
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The Deep Geology

The Recluse is set in a particular place, and that place
sits on particular ground. The oil company’s offer in 1964
was not an abstraction — it was a response to what actually
lies beneath Section 11 of Rose Township, Michigan. The
Devonian carbonates, the brine formations, the extraction
pressures that turned the artesian well toxic: these are real
geological facts. Donald VanDeusen’s moral universe was
shaped by what was under the ground as much as what was
on it.

What Lies Under the Ridge

The ground beneath Section 11 is layered in geological
time on a scale that makes the 1837 land patent and even
the Garner cabin feel recent. The surface is Pleistocene —
the glacial deposits left when the Saginaw Lobe retreated
roughly twelve thousand years ago: till, outwash, the kettles
and ridges that give the township its characteristic topog-
raphy. Below those surficial materials, the bedrock.

In Oakland County, the bedrock is Devonian-age car-
bonate rock — the Dundee Limestone and the Traverse
Group, laid down roughly 375 to 385 million years ago
when Michigan sat near the equator and was covered by
a warm shallow sea. These are the formations that deter-
mine drainage, aquifer character, and the county’s general
relationship to groundwater. Beneath those, the Silurian-
age Niagaran reef complexes: porous limestone structures,
roughly 415 to 420 million years old, that trap oil and gas.
Still deeper, the brine-saturated formations — naturally oc-
curring saltwater locked in the rock since the Silurian, under
artesian pressure, waiting for a drill bit to release it.

The oil company knew all of this in 1964. The offer was
not speculative. It was a response to what was actually
there.
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Michigan Oil Country

Michigan was among the first states in the country to
produce commercial oil. The Port Huron field, opened in
the 1880s, established the pattern that would repeat across
the Lower Peninsula for the next century: a rural landscape
sitting atop economically significant reserves, exploited by
companies whose interest in the surface ended at the well-
head.

The mid-twentieth century saw significant drilling across
southern Michigan, including Oakland and Livingston coun-
ties. The 1964 oil lease Donald signed against the truck
hood in the driveway was not unusual for the region or the
era. It was the norm. What made his situation unusual was
not the lease itself but what happened afterward.

The legal structure matters. Mineral rights in Michigan
are severable from surface rights. A landowner can own the
soil, the trees, the buildings, and the water at the surface
while someone else owns the oil, gas, and brine formations
below. Donald signed both the lease and a surface damage
agreement — a standard document that compensates the
surface owner for disruption to crops, fences, and drainage.
The royalty structure would have delivered a percentage of
production. None of this was unusual. What was unusual
was what came out of the ground, and what Donald chose
to do about it.

The Blowout and the Seal

Oil exploration on the VanDeusen property is real.
Whether a brine blowout of the kind the novel describes
actually occurred is less certain — the incident as rendered
in The Recluse is the novel’s version of something that may
have happened, in a form consistent with what does happen
when drilling in this region penetrates a pressurized saline
formation.

When a drill bit enters an overpressured zone, the
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formation fluids — brine, gas, oil — can migrate up-
ward through the borehole and along fractures into the
freshwater aquifer above. The contamination is typically
sulfurous, not potable, and absent active remediation it is
effectively permanent. A well so contaminated is not an
inconvenience. It is a loss.

The copper-brazed seal in Chapter 4 is a real method.
Copper is used in well capping because of its resistance to
corrosion in saline environments. The technology is cor-
rect. What the novel added is Donald’s response: haul
creek water. Not remediate, not litigate, not declare the
contamination an act of God. Haul water. That choice is
not logistically realistic over any extended period, but it is
morally precise. It is the acknowledgment that the ground’s
loss was his fault, and that its inconvenience was therefore
his to carry. The book treats that as penance.

Deep Time and the Moral Argument

The novel begins not with Elias’s arrival but with the
ground itself — because the moral history of the house is
first a history of ground, and you cannot fully understand
what Donald refused to sell until you understand what was
being offered.

The oil company’s offer in 1964 was, in geological terms,
a proposal to convert four hundred million years of accumu-
lation — the sea, the reef, the brine, the slow compression
of organic material into fuel — into a royalty check. That
conversion is the central temptation of the novel’s economic
imagination. The check would have been real money. The
ground under it would have been gone, or contaminated, or
permanently altered in ways that no surface-damage pay-
ment could address.

Donald’s refusal was partly the refusal of that conver-
sion. The ground is not a resource. It is the condition of
everything else — of the water, the drainage, the bearing
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capacity of the foundation, the quality of the aquifer, the
ecology of the kettle lakes. The Prologue insists on this be-
fore the investigation begins, and the copper seal confirms
it after it ends: some things you do not sell. Some damage
you carry yourself, with water hauled from a creek, because
the alternative is to pretend the ground belongs to you in a
way it does not.

The Devonian carbonates were deposited 375 million
years before Donald VanDeusen was born. The ridge will
outlast every family that ever claimed a deed to it. That is
not an argument against ownership. It is a condition of it.

76



The World Behind The Book

What Came From Where

The three writers named here did not influence The
Recluse the way influences are usually catalogued —
sources traced, models identified, techniques borrowed.
They shaped the way the novel thinks. Their influence is
structural rather than decorative.

John Steinbeck and the Land as Moral Participant

Before The Recluse had a character or a plot, it had a
relationship with the land — and that relationship came
from Steinbeck.

What Steinbeck understood, and what The Grapes of
Wrath demonstrates at full length, is that land is not back-
drop. It carries moral weight. What a man does with the
ground he holds is not an economic or agricultural question
but a moral one: whether he tends it or strips it, whether he
passes it forward or converts it, whether he keeps faith with
what the ground asks or surrenders it to what the market
offers. Donald VanDeusen’s entire existence in this novel is
a version of that test. He refuses the subdivision. He hauls
creek water as penance for the well. He paints the flue cover
and seals the archive for a generation he cannot name. All
of it is, in Steinbeck’s terms, what you do with the land.

Steinbeck also taught a specific physical discipline: a
character’s hands are their biography. He describes them
with clinical precision — not to characterize symbolically,
but because hands are the part of a body that cannot lie
about the life that made them. Donald’s hands holding
Lizzie’s plate in the 1958 flashback are rendered in that
spirit: the knuckles enlarged from cold and work, the care
in the grip having nothing to do with the plate.

Steinbeck’s interchapter form gave the novel its struc-
tural model for the Prologue. The interchapters of The
Grapes of Wrath — the turtle crossing the highway, the
dust settling into the Oklahoma fields — place the intimate
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human story inside geological and agricultural time without
apology or explanation. The Prologue to The Recluse at-
tempts the same move. What the interchapter form gives
is license: to begin with the ground before any character
arrives, and treat that beginning as prior to everything that
follows. The ridge described in the language of soil science
and hydrology is not preamble. It is the condition under
which the investigation takes place — the oldest testimony
in the case.

The copy of Fast of Eden on Donald’s library shelf is
not incidental. FEast of Eden is the model for The Rose
Covenant’s structural ambition: a family’s moral history
told through a specific place across generations, where the
landscape is not a setting but a condition — the ground that
makes certain kinds of people possible and certain kinds of
failure inevitable.

John Gardner and the Art of Fiction

John Gardner shaped this book at the level of the sen-
tence.

Two instructions from The Art of Fiction mattered more
than any other critical source. The first is his governing
principle: “The most important single notion in the theory
of fiction I have outlined is that of a vivid and continuous
fictional dream.” The directive is strict: do not break the
dream. Authorial commentary, labeled symbols, explained
meaning — all of these remind the reader that a writer is
present and puncture the effect. The governing method of
The Recluse — evidence accumulates, conclusions are with-
held, the narrator does not interpret aloud — is an attempt
to hold that dream unbroken across the full length of an
investigation.

The second instruction concerns what Gardner called
filter words: phrases that “put the veil of the character’s
consciousness between the reader and the thing described.”
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He meant constructions like “she noticed,” “he felt,” “she
saw” — reminders that the world is arriving through some-
one rather than arriving directly. The corrective is to cut
the filter and give the thing. In this novel, the wear path in
the kitchen floor is given as measurement and material be-
fore it becomes meaning. The ding in the brass is described
as displaced metal before it becomes evidence. The garnet
beads are handled before they are interpreted. The disci-
pline is not coldness; it is the precondition for the reader
feeling what the character feels, rather than being told to
feel it.

C.S. Lewis and the Sacramental Permission

The Recluse operates in two registers simultaneously:
forensic and sacramental. The word “sacramental” requires
explanation. It does not mean religious in the formal sense.
It means that matter can bear the weight of something that
exceeds it without ceasing to be matter. A hinge is still a
hinge. A fossil is still a fossil. A kitchen floor is still a floor.
They are also, in this novel, something more — not instead
of their physical reality, but through it and inside it.

That permission came from Lewis.

What Lewis understood — and what I found not pri-
marily in the Narnia books but in the essays, particularly
The Weight of Glory — is that the ordinary world is not
simply the ordinary world. It is the ordinary world pressed
against something that it cannot contain and cannot quite
name. His best pages are not about escaping matter. They
are about matter suddenly becoming almost unbearably it-
self. The longing that beautiful things produce is not in
the things — it comes through them. The wardrobe is still
a wardrobe. What is through it is real. The wood is still
wood.

The Recluse does not write allegory. The jar does not
stop being a jar to become a reliquary; it becomes one by
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being fully a jar.

The discipline is to hold both planes simultaneously
without collapsing one into the other. The forensic detail
does not yield to the sacramental meaning. The sacramen-
tal meaning arrives through the forensic detail and remains
accountable to it. The iron pin is still iron. The copper
seal is still copper. Donald is still a man with sixty-pound
buckets and cold mornings and aching shoulders. None
of that yields. And through all of it, the moral weight
accumulates.

Lewis gave me permission to believe this was possible.
Whether he would have recognized The Recluse as work-
ing in his mode is less certain. He might have found it
too Steinbeckian, too withheld, too cold for grace to enter
clearly. But his argument — that created things are never
mere things, that matter can be a medium for what it can-
not contain — is the argument the novel trusts.
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What Is Invented

The following sections account for what the novel took
from the historical record, what it adjusted, and what it
preserved intact.

The Landscape: Confirmed and Adjusted

The primary parcel — Section 11, Township 4 North,
Range 7 East, 160 acres — is real and correctly described.
The appended Section 10 woodlot, 40 acres, is also real.
The 200-acre total is the historical record. Hensell Road
is a real road, running diagonal to the north-west through
the northern half of the property. The novel’s description
of the ridge above Buckhorn Creek, the orientation of the
compound, and the winter light from the west are drawn
from the actual site. Holly is about two miles northwest.

The bear cage was real and present at the property as
recently as 2010. Its presence in 1983 is accurate. Its re-
moval happens in the novel; it had not happened yet when
Elias arrives.

The Holly Hotel had not been a functioning inn since
a fire in 1978. Elias’s use of Room 204 in the novel is a
deliberate departure, acknowledged in the Holly section of
this chapter.

The Hadley House and Holly Area Historical Society are
real institutions. Their precise form in 1983 is uncertain; the
novel treats them as operating in that year.

The oil lease years in the novel do not align precisely with
the documented history of exploration on the property. Two
real pipelines cross the land. Their approximate installation
dates informed the novel’s timeline, but the chronology is
compressed for narrative design. The second pipeline ease-
ment, installed around 2010, became in the novel the 2011
windfall — the one payment Donald might have accepted
without compromise, arriving a generation too late.
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What the Novel Did Not Invent

The walnut dining room doors, saved from the 1981 fire,
are real. The char at their base is real.

The dead north flue is real. The entire north chimney
is currently capped, and the flue entrances in the parlor,
dining room, and both upstairs bedrooms are covered or
plastered over. The flue as it exists today is not empty —
high-efficiency furnace PVC pipes now run out through the
chimney shaft, an anachronism the house carries as a wound.
The sealed flue that Elias opens in the novel reflects the real
condition of the chimney before that intrusion.

The 1837 land patent, signed during the Van Buren ad-
ministration, is a real document. The county archives hold
it.
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