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I am not more certain that I breathe, than that the assurance of the wrong or error of any action is often the one unconquerable force which impels us, and alone impels us to its prosecution. Nor will this overwhelming tendency to do wrong for the wrong’s sake, admit of analysis, or resolution into ulterior elements.


—Edgar Allan Poe,
“The Imp of the Perverse”


The original is unfaithful to the translation.


—Jorge Luis Borges,
“On William Beckford’s Vathek”
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A scream shattered the night. At first it sounded feral, inhuman, even unworldly. I leaped up from my wingback reading chair in the study, dropping my book on the wide-plank floor, and heard my husband’s studio door jolt open at the back of the house. When he found me waiting in the front hall, he was gripping his letterpress composing stick, still wearing his stained apron with its rich scent of printer’s ink. We said nothing, just waited in shaken silence. Our sash windows were raised both upstairs and down to let in the evening air, and outside noises, we both knew, often seemed closer in the dark. Still, the scream was so sharp it seemed to have emanated from nearby, maybe even from the unmowed yard out front. I wondered— hoped, really—if coyotes were about to chorus, as the local pack sometimes did upon being prodded by the single wailing cry of an alpha individual. But no other voices joined in. By the time we opened the door of the farmhouse surrounded by enveloping black maples, the world was calm again aside from moths and nameless insects thudding against the porch light, and, from indoors, the faint continuation of a piano concerto by Saint-Saëns on the radio.


“Maisie?” I shouted, peering into the near darkness past the overgrown hedge of lilacs that bordered the yard as I called our daughter’s name.


Moths and Saint-Saëns were joined by the drone of crickets from every quarter of the woods and fields around the house. Nothing else. Often, I reminded myself, the lone coyote who isn’t answered simply moves along. Or perhaps what we’d heard was the death screech of a rabbit being killed by one of those same neighborhood coyotes. In Ireland once, I heard a hare being snatched from life, probably by a hungry fox, and the bloodcurdling scream that ripped the night in half was one I’d never forgotten.


My husband called her name again, louder. “Maisie!”


Our older daughter, Nicole, who still lived in our East Village apartment, wouldn’t join us upstate until the weekend, several days hence. But young Maisie was spending her August here as she had done for half a dozen years running, at the restored farmhouse in the Hudson Valley where we’d made it our annual custom to take off work the last month of summer and flee the city for greener terrain. Earlier that afternoon, she had biked, as she often did, the couple of miles to town—if a church, gas station with deli, antiques barn, and roadside bar can be so designated—to hang around with friends, play video games, stream movies, maybe cook out. Her girlfriends sometimes came here too, even though we couldn’t provide them with a decent Internet connection, and the joys of bird-watching, picking wild blueberries, and swimming in the nearby water hole only went so far. She should be heading home at any moment.


Whereas the scream unsettled us before, now it was the throbbing quiet. At half past eight this time of year there was still light, if faint and swift-fading. Without exchanging a word—Will and I had been married some two decades and often intuited each other’s thoughts— we hastened down the steps, across the uneven bluestone path, and out to the country road, where we headed in the direction of town. Whether consciously or not, he still brandished his metal composing stick, a classic tool used by centuries of letterpress printers and one, I expect, rarely if ever used to fend off a possible assailant.


We hadn’t gone fifty paces before we caught sight of her coming toward us, dully luminescent against the murky backdrop. Not racing on her bicycle, as that shriek—now I knew it had been human—might have led me to expect, she was walking it along with an oddly deliberate, slow, rigid gait, her head tilted forward. When we reached her, I saw the determination set on her tear-streaked face, ashen as pumice in the waning light. My words tumbled over Will’s as we stood together in the unpaved road, hugging the girl, stiff with fear, between us.


“Maisie, what happened? Was that you? Are you hurt?”


“Your brother,” was all she said in response, her voice reedy and breathless, gripping the handles of her old Schwinn Black Bomber, which she had spotted at a yard sale several summers before and lovingly restored with her father.


Looking over at my husband, I saw that he was as bewildered as I.


“You mean Uncle Adam?” I asked, as gently as I could, glancing around in the growing darkness, feeling at once alarmed and a little foolish.


“He was just there,” she insisted, voice tight, and pointed back down the road in the direction she had been coming from.


“But, Maisie. My brother’s been gone since before you were even born. He’s not with us anymore. You know that.”


She shook her head violently, like a much younger girl. “He was, though. I know he’s dead. But he looked just like in the photos.”


“Stay here,” Will said, and walked back into the gloaming—beyond where we could see him—less to confirm whether my dead brother was inexplicably, impossibly, lurking there than to convince Maisie that the road was deserted.


When he returned to us, striding with a bit of fatherly exaggeration, he assured her, “Nobody’s down there, honey. No ghosts, no nothing. Even the birds have gone to bed.”


“Please, I want to go inside,” was all she said in response.


Without another word, my hand on Maisie’s shoulder, I marched next to her toward the house. Will, wheeling the bicycle on her other side, kept glancing back into the dark, apparently pantomiming his concern, as if to reassure her no one was following. Ahead, the familiar windows of the house were illuminated with an amber glow that on any other evening would have filled me with a sense of peace. Tonight, the long ribbons of shadow and light they cast across the lawn had instead an intimidating noir effect.


As my husband leaned the bicycle against the porch rail, Maisie retrieved something from the basket. It wasn’t until we were up the steps and into the entrance hall, with the door closed behind us, that she spoke again, her dark eyes averted. Choking back tears, she managed, “He said to give this to you,” and held out a thin, rectangular package wrapped in butcher’s paper and tied with bakery twine.


Will scowled as he took the package from her hands. “Who said?” he asked, before slipping it into the wide front pocket of his apron.


Now in the warm light of the hallway, it was plain that Maisie had taken a nasty fall. Her right forearm and elbow were abraded and caked with bloodied dirt, and her thin, tanned right leg and both knees were scraped. I interrupted, “My God, what’s this? Maisie, you’re bleeding all over.”


She looked down at herself with reddened eyes, examining her knees as if they were someone else’s. “I guess I must’ve fallen off my bike harder than I thought.” At that, I saw both palms were also chafed.


“You guess? Let’s get you cleaned up,” I said, again hugging her to me, not only to comfort the girl but to steady myself as well. “That looks like it hurts.”


“A little,” was her benumbed response as we walked, Maisie limping a bit, down the foyer into the kitchen, where I washed her wounds with warm, soapy water. To my relief, her lacerations appeared to be superficial, but I fought to hide the anger welling in me, crowding out my earlier fear. I applied antiseptic ointment and bandages, crushing their wrappers in my fist.


Distracted and looking pale himself, my husband set his composing stick on the counter, removed his apron and draped it over the back of a chair, then sat down with us.


“Do you want some cold water, Maze?” I asked, noticing that Will was staring at me instead of at our daughter, his breathing a bit labored. “Or, I think we have some apple juice?”


“Water’s fine,” she said.


Tossing the crumpled bandage wrappers into the wastebasket under the sink, I poured a glass from the tap, dropped in ice cubes, and sat next to Maisie at the round oak pedestal table that centered our kitchen. “You’re safe now, all right?”


She nodded and took a drink.


“I’m confused,” I said, placing one of my hands on her uninjured arm. “It couldn’t have been my brother who gave you this. Your scream, it sounded like—can you say who did this to you?”


“He said you’ll know.”


Will and I looked at each other with even greater alarm, as part of what had happened suddenly became as clear as a shard of broken crystal. Slowly, quietly, I asked her to tell us once more what she saw, in whatever detail she could manage.


Maisie shifted in her seat, wincing, looking embarrassed. “He just, this man came out of nowhere. I was riding, saw the house lights up ahead. Then he was there, like that. I had to turn really hard to miss him, and I skidded and fell. I thought he was going to kill me.”


“Did he have a weapon?”


“No, I don’t know,” she said. “He just surprised me. Like in a nightmare. He had this weird white smiling face. I’m sorry I screamed.”


“Don’t be silly,” I consoled her, hiding my own horror as I smoothed aside a stray strand of hair that had fallen across her forehead and caught on her eyelashes. “Believe me, I would’ve screamed bloody murder too.”


Will was sitting rigid in his chair. Now he asked, “Did this man say anything to you, Maze? Was anybody with him?”


Gingerly wrapping her hands around the ice-chilled glass, Maisie answered, “Not that I could see. He warned me that if I knew what was good for me, I’d get it to you safely.”


“That was all he said?”


“He was kind of in a hurry to get away.”


I noticed the Saint-Saëns concerto had ended and a string quartet had taken its place, probably by Haydn, though many of that era’s string quartets sounded much the same to me. It had the disconcerting effect of briefly becoming a kind of soundtrack, one that made everything in our otherwise very real, very lived-in kitchen, with my collection of copper pans, vintage Amish baskets, and homegrown dried herbs hanging from the rafters, seem like a scene from a movie, a scene I didn’t want us to be actors in.


Will, clearly stricken by Maisie’s description of the man’s threat, reached behind him to remove the package from his apron pocket and place it on the table. “Can’t you tell us more what he looked like? I mean, beyond any resemblance to your uncle Adam?”


“It was too dark, happened too fast,” she explained, brushing tears from her eyes and glancing from the glass of water over at the parcel. For a moment we all studied it in silence. A thin dun mailer, the kind you would send a sheaf of photographs in, or perhaps a children’s book, with a cream-colored envelope secured beneath the knot. Will’s name was written on it with a calligraphic flourish. On either side of his name were skilled pen-and-ink drawings of what appeared to be black flowers. Black tulips. I saw a fleeting look of curiosity pass across Maisie’s face as she regarded the decorations on the envelope, rendered in an elegant art nouveau manner that belied, it seemed to me, the meanness of this act of terrifying a young girl.


Maisie reached over to touch the tulips on the mailer, then snatched her hand back as if to avoid being bitten. Glancing at Will, she continued, “He came at me from behind a tree, or bushes along the road, I’m not sure.”


“How old do you think he was?”


“I don’t know. My headlamp wasn’t working.”


“That we’ll fix in the morning, but about this man. Was he thin? Short-cropped hair, maybe bald?” he pressed. I shot him a glance meant to suggest he needed to ease up, but, intent on Maisie, he appeared not to notice. “Could you see what he was wearing?”


She shrugged her shoulders, jutted her delicately cleft chin. “He came out so fast, and then I was on the ground and he was standing over me with his smile. Then he just shoved that package at me, told me to give it to Will—”


“Wait, so he specifically said your father?”


Maisie nodded; I felt awful for the poor girl. Her cheeks were blushing crimson with confusion and guilt at not being able to answer Will’s salvo of questions.


My husband, who was seated on her left with his arm on the back of her chair, stood up as if to go somewhere, breathed in and out, then sat down again. I waited for him to speak, but he had fallen mute, agitated, preoccupied. For a moment it seemed he wasn’t fully with us in the room, while the wall clock continued indifferently to tick, the refrigerator hummed away, and the faucet softly went on dripping into the sink, as in my haste I hadn’t completely closed the spigot.


“Do we call the police?” I asked him, gently squeezing Maisie’s slender forearm.


Abruptly alert again, he said, “And tell them what? That a man, possibly a ghost, who didn’t at any rate identify himself, gave our daughter—who has no idea what he looks like other than your dead brother—a package on her way home from her friends’ house?”


“Will,” I warned.


Hearing me, and all of a sudden self-aware, he turned to Maisie with a concerned frown, and quietly asked, “Look, I know he frightened you. But did he touch you in any way?” He leaned forward and clasped his hands tightly, prayerlike, on the table.


In that moment, I was forced to admit to myself that my husband, three years shy of sixty, seemed even more unnerved by the incident than eleven-year-old Maisie. This was not a criticism but a fathomable truth.


“No,” she said, shaking her head. “At least, I don’t think so.”


“Would it make you feel better if we reported this to the police?” briefly overcoming his stubborn reluctance— the result of a serious encounter years ago—to have anything to do with the authorities.


“No,” she repeated, surely to Will’s relief, and took another swallow of water. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her wrist and forced a smile meant to let us know that she’d answered every question as best she could. “I’ll be fine. Can I go upstairs now?”


“I’ll go with you.”


“Meg, honestly. I’m all right.”


Sometimes I still wished Maisie felt comfortable calling me Mom instead of by my name—though I wished far more that her biological mother had lived to raise the girl herself. My best friend, Mary Chandler, was the only person for whom that appellation would ever make a natural fit. Maisie wasn’t bothered when we referred to ourselves as her parents. But just as she rarely called Will Dad, I would always be Meghan, her loving, stand-in mom, even though I mothered her as naturally as I did our natural-born Nicole.


“There’s an analgesic in that ointment that should help with the pain,” I said, aware that I needed to let her retreat to her room. Unlike Nicole, Maisie, for all her friends, was a private soul, and I’d learned there were times, like now, when I could minister to her afflictions only so far.


“You’ll let us know if you need anything,” Will added, his supplicating expression revealing to me, if not to Maisie, that he was displeased with how he’d handled her disturbing experience. Her eyes still red, she gave him an oddly wise and forgiving smile—the kind only the young can offer to the old, the innocent to the informed— pushed her chair back, and rose.


“Everything’s good. Don’t worry about me.” And with that, she left us sitting at the table looking at each other.


My thoughts were addled as I tried to make sense of what was going on. Why the man had chosen Maisie to be his messenger, the blameless handmaiden of a convicted criminal, I could only imagine. But if he was who Will and I both tacitly assumed he was, I knew he’d have no qualms about terrorizing anybody associated with my husband. Given the thick woods surrounding the front and sides of our house, as well as our isolation here, it wouldn’t have been much of a challenge to spy on us for a time and mark our young daughter as his target. I got up, poured each of us a glass of Scotch, and set them on the table, thinking it was likely cowardice behind the assailant’s decision to make Maisie deliver the parcel on his behalf. Or at least a disinclination to confront Will face-to-face, unannounced, after such a long time and given the bad blood between them.


When I’d heard Maisie close her bedroom door and knew she was out of earshot, I asked Will, my voice lowered, “Henry Slader?”


“Who else could it possibly be,” he said, sipping his drink.


“Is he even out of prison?”


“So it would seem. I’ve spent as little time thinking about him as humanly possible.”


He was right. Slader’s wretched name had rarely come up since his trial and conviction for his brazen assault on my husband years ago.


“But Adam didn’t look anything like Slader,” I said.


“Who knows what he was up to. The question is why he’s doing any of this now.”


We sat at the kitchen table for a time, as the music faintly continued and the clock calmly ticked. I broke our silence.


“Aren’t you going to open the package? Or at least read what’s in the envelope?”


Will hesitated, swirled the contents of his glass, intent upon its golden hue. “You know, it’s entirely possible he’s out there in the yard looking at us.”


An owl, a great horned that nested nearby, hooted. It reminded us both that while, yes, we were sitting in the relative privacy of the house, the world just outside the windows was very much with us. In the distance, a lower-pitched female owl faintly answered our neighbor’s call.


“Maybe we should pull the shades,” I said, eyeing a kitchen window through which I could see nothing other than inky darkness.


He shook his head. “And give him the pleasure? No, I’m sure nothing he’s written or sent needs immediate attention. Damn his eyes anyway. Attacking Maisie, even if he never laid a finger on her, tells me more than I need to know at the moment. I’ll open it in my own good time, when I’m sure he won’t be able to watch.”


I felt bad for both of these people I loved, even as I was petrified about what was to come. More than anything, I hoped Maisie would not retreat back into her defensive shell as a result of this incident. In the first years after she was orphaned she’d been a bit of a loner, withdrawn and diffident, so any circumstances that helped her to blossom and reenter life were ones we encouraged. We’d all worked so hard to get her this far, to where she truly felt she was a member of our family, appellations aside. As for my husband, I worried that he too might withdraw into paranoia from days long gone, paranoia he’d struggled with considerable success to bury. I knew he would share with me what Henry Slader—if indeed it was Slader who’d accosted Maisie—had delivered in this coercive, cryptic way, once he’d had time to digest the tectonic shift that had just unsettled our placid lives. I rose, put my hand on his shoulder, told him I’d shut the first-floor windows and lock up, then left him alone as the string quartet flowed on, a whisper of empty encouragement from a distant century.


When I went to secure the screen door on the front porch, I saw someone stirring on the far side of the road, just beyond the perimeter of light. No body was visible to my eyes, just the vaguest nimbus of a face afloat out there like an illusionist’s trick in a blackened theater. I was reminded of lonely No-Face in Miyazaki’s Spirited Away, or those enigmatic flat-faced Cycladic sculptures I loved to see whenever we visited the Met. But this wasn’t some anime film figure staring at me or an ancient visage carved from limestone. It was palpably real, gradually withdrawing into the woods, never looking away.


My natural impulse was to call out, demand an explanation. But I didn’t dare. For one, my family had been through enough tonight. What was more, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. As the gaze that was fixed between me and the mystifying face continued for a troubling minute, maybe longer, I realized Maisie was right. The face’s features, however ambiguous and shadowy in what postdusk light remained, resembled those of my brother, Adam, dead these twenty-two years. Murdered and laid to rest without his killer’s ever having been brought to justice.


Impossible. Ghosts were for children and dime novelists. But this apparition was real, and my mind was not playing ghoulish tricks on me. Was the face, so rigid, slightly smiling as Maisie had said? Did I hear soft laughter, or was it the whispering breeze that ruffled the maple leaves and pine needles? I glanced behind me to see if the sound might have come from the hallway. No one was there. And when I turned back again to look across the yard, the face had vanished. Ignoring any fears I felt, I ventured outside and down the steps, where I hesitated by Maisie’s bicycle, clutching the newel post at the foot of the railing. Blinking hard, hoping to see something further, I realized the visitation, or whatever had just happened, was over. I looked up toward the stars, but none were visible. The overcast sky promised rain by dawn.


After lingering another moment, I returned inside, locked the doors, extinguished the porch light, and went upstairs to bed. It wasn’t until the following afternoon, when curiosity drove me out across the front yard in my slicker and into the wooded thicket on the far side of the lane, that I discovered evidence I’d not been hallucinating. An oversize black-and-white headshot of Adam lay propped against the trunk of an ash tree, its eyes neatly and nightmarishly cut out and an elastic string fixed on either side so it could be worn as a mask. Unthinking, I wrapped my arms around myself as if taken by a sudden, fierce chill. This image was one I’d never seen before. My brother looked relaxed, carefree, happier than in most photos of him as an adult. It seemed to have been taken in the last year of his life, given the pronounced crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes and the deep wrinkles on his forehead. I was afraid to touch the photo mask—it looked like a freakish religious talisman out here among the tiny wildflowers, club moss, and orchard grasses beneath the shimmering canopy of damp leaves.


Strange, I thought. The glossy photograph hadn’t been damaged by the rain that had fallen off and on, a fitful deluge, most of the day. The way the mask had been placed, protected from the elements against the fissured bole of the old tree, seemed, however morbid, almost like a shrine. Not wanting to handle it, distressed that anybody would have been cruel enough to use it to torment us, I left it where I’d found it. As I hurried back through the woodland toward the house, the world before me began rivering, wavering, growing more and more indistinct. No sooner had I brushed away my tears than they welled up again. I hoped against hope that neither Maisie nor Will, nor anybody else, was watching as I made my hasty, unsteady way home.





 


 


 


Once a forger, always a forger. For twenty long years I had been an exception to that truism, never practicing the dark art I had once loved so well, the mystical crafting of a new reality with ink and a steel-nibbed wand. Until I was arrested for injecting countless beautiful faked literary manuscripts and inscriptions into the bloodstream of the rare book trade, I had quietly earned my living as a master mimic, an impersonator on paper of some of the most revered writers in the canon. So fully had I escaped my past, I’d almost forgotten that I myself was my own best forgery. But now my nemesis had returned, angrier, it seemed, crazier than before. If my wife and daughters were the foundation of my life, and the leafy lushness of our upstate house was meant to be free of strife, free of cares, then his message to me tonight was that I was living in a fool’s fortress. One in which barely perceptible fissures could easily open, zigzag from the roof of the building to its base, causing everything to collapse and swallow me whole. We all have demons. Some imaginary, others flesh and blood. Mine had resided for years as an ugly memory, one so suppressed it seemed unreal. Would that it had stayed in the realm of nightmares.


I lowered the wooden blinds, despite my reluctance to convey fear to the man I imagined might be lingering outside in the pitch-dark field, and slowly opened the envelope string-tied to the package Maisie had delivered. Though my wife and daughter were surprised I hadn’t opened it immediately, I couldn’t possibly have risked revealing its contents in front of them, given that I had no idea what Slader had secreted inside. Alone in the letterpress printing studio I shared with Nicole, set up in an extension at the rear of our house, I unfolded the letter.


Dear Will-o’-the-Wisp, it began, We both knew this day or, better yet, night, would eventually come, did we not? Before reading another word I folded it back up and returned it to its envelope. The handwriting, I immediately recognized, was impeccably that of Edgar Allan Poe. My gut went hollow.


I hadn’t bothered to track this man, the true author of the letter, after he had been arrested, tried, and imprisoned back in the late 1990s for his attack on me while I slept with Meghan in our cottage outside the fairy-tale Irish village of Kenmare, near the Ring of Kerry in the southwestern elbow of the country. After I’d made my barest minimum of statements to the authorities, I did my best to cut—sever, slash, cleave—the assailant Henry Slader from mind and memory. Meg and I had moved to Ireland in order to live quietly, simply, above reproach and outside the turbulent, churning stream of life, of which he was a small if virulent part. Pipe dream, I suppose. But then, most dreams are. Still, I never imagined my past would catch up with me in the hinterlands of Eire in the form of a man attempting to butcher me in bed, hacking at me with my own kitchen cleaver, any more than I imagined it would find me again here, a hundred miles north of New York City on a narrow road in the upstate sticks.


Meghan was seven months along in her pregnancy then, so I had more than my share of reasons to get well, or at least functional, as soon as possible. Our idyllic haven having turned out to be anything but, we were set on returning to New York to have the baby. Before our ship sailed back across the pond, I plodded through weeks of recovery and long hours of rehab each day to learn how to work with a partially severed, if nondominant, right hand. My physical therapist, an amiable young woman named Fiona, who filled our time together with tales of a Galway childhood and her passion for bodhrán and fiddle playing in pubs, was more than skillful at her day job. And I, her patient and pupil, strove to make my work with her proceed apace. A southpaw since youth, I hadn’t realized how much I had relied on my right hand to do simple quotidian tasks. Buttoning my shirt, tying my shoes, buttering my bread—these were paltry acts I did unthinkingly before my injury. Now they all became bedeviling problems that needed to be solved. Motor skills had to be learned anew as I healed, methods of compensation practiced and mastered. Many were the frustrating hours when I had to remind myself that going through life with a fleshy crab’s claw at the end of my right arm was better than having no hand at all.


Thanks to Fiona’s expertise, and that of my doctors both in Ireland and stateside, as well as the support of my devoted wife, I succeeded bit by bit. No doubt, my own vinegary stubbornness played its role as well. And on a wet February morning, as freezing rain blistered the windows of the sublet Meg’s friend and former store manager, Mary, had found for us, Meghan, with the help of a midwife, gave birth to a healthy, bouncing, elfin baby girl. At Meg’s insistence we named the child Nicole, in honor of my mother, who I knew would have been thrilled by her granddaughter, though not by the events that had led up to the baby’s father having to flee a would-be assassin. An amateur assassin, quite literally a hatchet man, whose motivations, I had to admit to myself though not to those who held him behind bars, were not entirely without reason.


After Nicole’s birth, I continued my work with a physical therapist on Union Square through the rest of that winter and deep into spring. Meghan and I were bewitched, if run a bit ragged, by the presence of little Nicole in our lives. Insofar as things could settle back to normal after such upheaval, they did, and the fear of Henry Slader that had haunted me slowly began to dissipate, like thinning mist under a strong morning sun. Stretches of time passed now and then without his coming into my waking mind or even visiting me in dreams. His name had surfaced in the local County Kerry papers for a brief period after his crime was made public, but he and his victim soon enough slipped from view. Which was fine by me. Memory is gossamer. Most of us have, I always believed, the attention span of a kitten rushing from one toy to another. Once the food is set down, the string and the tinfoil ball are swiftly forgotten. Whether my theory is true or not, I hold it as close to my heart as a mackintosh in mizzle.


Spring came and went, as did summer, before Meg and I truly adjusted to having left Kenmare. We loved it there, but told ourselves that enchanting as rural Ireland was, young Nicole should have the advantages of the culture and diversity of experience that life in a metropolis would afford her. Besides, it wasn’t as if there weren’t expanses of bucolic forests, beaches, and mountains just a few hours’ drive from Manhattan. One could, to be sure, make a reasonable argument that growing up in such a pastoral, sane, kind-spirited place as rural Ireland was superior to the hardships of urban living. But we figured we could always visit the old country whenever we liked, once she was old enough to travel. What was more, hadn’t we gotten a little homesick for the grit and genius of the city?


By autumn’s end, I was more or less healed. Functionally, at least. As I’d told Fiona when we said our goodbyes, I would always be scarred, but thanks to her and the surgeon who salvaged much of my hand, my life had been given back to me. What I hadn’t anticipated in Kenmare, or even in New York, when the bandages were finally removed for good, was that missing my middle fingers and some of my pinkie would prove less physically than emotionally onerous. Getting through my days without feeling the embarrassment of being maimed was something I hadn’t worked on in physical therapy. It was hardly necessary, as my friends and even people I didn’t know personally in tight-knit Kenmare had heard about what happened, so there was nothing to explain or feel defensive about. In the big city, it took a while, but eventually I learned there was no need to keep hiding my hand in my pocket. Manhattan, home to its fair share of the mutilated, was forgiving that way. And if I did happen to notice some ignoramus staring at me, maybe finding sick amusement in my misfortune, I could always raise my phantom middle finger in their direction and they’d never be the wiser.


Meghan and I eventually took up more permanent residence in our old neighborhood, the East Village. Our fond plans of living off the grid in Ireland having been upended by the assault, we craved familiarity. These were the streets, shops, and restaurants we knew so well from our earliest days together. Not to mention that Meghan’s brainchild used-book shop, which she had sold to Mary and the other employees around Thanksgiving the year before our return, was nearby. Its doors were always open to us, and while the new owners had expanded to include first editions of literary gems housed in tall barrister bookcases, the place retained its same homey feel. Mary even kept Meghan’s favorite overstuffed chair in the office, with its whimsical upholstery depicting antique handwriting that was meant to look like the Declaration of Independence or some such. Ugly artifact, in my eyes, but like a pair of old shoes that have stood one in good stead over many miles and difficult terrain, it was comfortable, reliable.


What we sought was just like that, a known quantity, a safe refuge, an embracing asylum. So when the rental agent showed us a walk-up in a brownstone not far from Tompkins Square with lots of light and lots of room, we leapt at it. Squeaking hardwood floors, old-school kitchen with a commercial six-burner stove and cupboards that clung like foolhardy mountaineers to the walls, electric outlets partly shrouded by layers of paint from generations before us—what was there not to love? We shared a bottle of champagne to complement the Cantonese takeout that first night in our new flat, while the baby cooed in her crib, blessedly oblivious to her parents’ noiseless lovemaking after dinner.


Once Nicole had graduated from bassinet infancy, Meg was thrilled to be invited to take on a part-time role at the bookshop, which was doing well enough that it had opened a second floor with nicely worn Oriental rugs, built-in shelving for more stock, even a brick-walled gallery space for antiquarian maps and prints. As a result of her exposure to the wide-ranging interests of others on the staff, she began branching out beyond her earlier specialties in art and culinary books. I couldn’t have been happier for her. Mary Chandler, who’d been closest to my wife when Meghan had sold the shop, was the primary force behind the store’s growth and widened focus. A blessedly incurable book addict, Mary, who had tucked away a substantial nest egg while working in corporate law, had, after a few years, fled the mercenary grind of contracts and NDAs to devote herself to her true love, plowing her money and energy into expanding and deepening the quality of the shop’s inventory. Word was that she had also benefited from the help of a private backer, which had allowed her to buy out the other co-owners during a time when the going got rough with the business, but I never knew one way or the other. Mary had been the first person Meghan hired, a couple of years before my future wife and I met, and now, roles reversed, it was Mary who happily asked her friend and former supervisor to rejoin the family.


Things went well. Meg was back in her element. While she used to come home from work talking vintage cookbooks by Julia Child or Marcella Hazan, or works illustrated by Marc Chagall or William Blake, now it was an inscribed copy of an early Ernest Hemingway or Agatha Christie she’d tell me about, or the two-volume first edition of The Mayor of Casterbridge in its original cloth bindings, or The Pickwick Papers with its printed pale blue wrappers, published in weekly parts. Fortunately for us both, ours was a marriage of unabashed, unrepentant bibliophiles. I reveled in her newfound enthusiasms and did my best to stay out of her way and Mary’s, even though my own knowledge of rare books and manuscripts ran deeper than theirs. Despite my flawed background, I was invited to join the staff as an adviser, or cataloger, or in whatever capacity I might have liked, but I wisely kept my distance. If asked about a book, or the authenticity of an autograph, or any other bibliographic point, I was glad to oblige. But they were riding high on their own, I felt, and didn’t need me for ballast.


So, what then? For myself—while refurbishing the old Wolf stove, anchoring some better shelves to the kitchen walls I’d stripped and repainted, and generally sprucing up our new place—I proved to be a far better father than I might ever have expected. We had enough savings that I could devote myself to Nicole for the first passel of years back in the Village, and I loved nothing better than to help feed her, teach her vocabulary, join her with her coloring books and, early on, with her astonishing calligraphy. Just as I’d excelled at the latter under my mother’s tutelage, so did Nicole under my watchful guidance. Despite my mixed feelings, not to mention Meghan’s, about teaching her the very skills that had gotten me into such dire straits—though by then my path was straight and narrow—by the time the girl began elementary school, she was a precocious natural. Her ability to focus, tongue caught in the corner of her mouth, was a sight to behold. Tracing different alphabets in block and cursive letters, along with basic calligraphic patterns, gave her joy. No other word for it—joy. Nothing made me happier than to watch her mature, believing fully and not without reason that she would never use her instincts and gifts for anything nefarious.


With Nicole in school, it became clear I needed to leave behind the self-protective cocoon I’d spun for myself using my daughter to some degree as my excuse. I wished I could reach out to an old bookseller acquaintance up in Providence for advice, but that was out of the question. Where we’d left things two decades earlier was not unlike a happy marriage ending in acrimonious divorce. Atticus Moore and I hadn’t needed a restraining order to understand just how strange things might have become if one of us approached the other. An orchard’s worth of olive branches wouldn’t have sufficed to prevent some inevitable nastiness, unpredictable and damaging, from coming down on one or both of us. He had sent me a sizable cashier’s check with no accompanying letter nor any memo of explanation, and we both knew it represented a comprehensive apology and a warning not to question his role in the ugly things that had happened to me, or to ask him for explanations. If money talks, Atticus’s check shouted. It fairly howled.


Be that as it may, I found myself one morning, after Meg had left for work, looking him up on my wife’s laptop—that electronic anathema I’d always despised but finally capitulated to using—to see if he still had his store in Rhode Island. He did, and even boasted a website—seems Atticus too had merged Gutenberg with Gates—that offered some beautiful first editions of mostly nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature. Scrolling through his online catalog, marveling at this offering and that, I was reminded again, as if I needed reminding, what impeccable taste the man had. After my father, a consummate rare book aficionado whose own tastes weren’t limited to books from the past two centuries but went all the way back to the Elizabethan era, Atticus was the only bibliophile who had truly ever been a soul mate to me. At a book fair in San Francisco once, over drinks at the Fairmont Hotel, he had even floated the idea that I become a partner in his rare book firm. Over the years, I sometimes found myself wondering if I’d made a mistake declining his offer. Water under the Golden Gate Bridge at this point. Still, whatever bad blood lay spilt between us, thanks in no small part to Slader, even now I missed our camaraderie. But that was where I supposed I needed to leave it.


Assuring myself that nothing providential awaited me in Providence, I logged off. Later the same day, I set up an appointment with an old colleague at a Manhattan auction house where I’d worked some years earlier as an expert in literary and historical autographs. While before I had labored in their dignified, well-lit rooms under the cloud of being a confessed forger—the Frank Abagnale of literature, as it were—now I presented myself as fully reformed, a responsible father happily married to a woman admired in the industry, and by every measure among the most discriminating and informed experts in my field. As it happened, one of their specialists was winding down toward retirement, so I started soon afterward. To say I was exhilarated to be back in my element—verifying inscriptions, ferreting out fakes, researching provenance, collating and meticulously cataloging lots that would go on the block for thousands of dollars—would be a gross understatement. Nor was I tempted to undermine my newfound position at the house by making the slightest false step.


Even when one of my own early forgeries came over the transom within the first month of my employment, I flagged the book. It was a first edition set of Henry James’s The Europeans, which I had embellished with an inscription from the master to George Eliot upon his visiting her country house at Witley, Surrey, in 1878, two years after she published Daniel Deronda and two years before she died. The quality of the forgery was every bit as refined as its existence was improbable. For all I knew at the time I faked the autograph association, James may well have given Eliot The Europeans, which had been issued right around the time of his social call in Witley. But I hadn’t bothered putting in the research to find out one way or another. If he had, this was not that copy. In the interest of continuing my path on the right side of the law, I expressed my concerns to the head of the department, telling him—without confessing to my own handiwork—that the inscription seemed off. I didn’t like the formulation of several letters in the phrase With the warmest possible regards of, and even questioned the phraseology itself. James, who famously referred to Eliot as a “great horse-faced bluestocking,” yet one whose intellect and passion he admired, wasn’t much of a warmest possible kind of guy.


As it turned out, however, the seller, who’d consigned a number of distinguished books to the house on this particular occasion, insisted on its legitimacy. He had acquired it in England from a seller with impeccable credentials, who himself evidently purchased the set at auction in London. My ambitious youthful forgery, it seemed, had made quite a journey before arriving back in its fabricator’s hands. I was overruled, which was neither here nor there as far as I was concerned. When the lot came up on auction day and surpassed its high estimate by a tidy sum, it was everything I could do not to laugh out loud. I wished I could share the whole absurd story with Meghan that night—how one of my past bastard creations had orbited into my world once more, like a comet looping around the sun, then ricocheted back into the darkness of the universe, its icy tail burning bright, proud, and false.


Instead, I kept my own counsel, privately thinking, Godspeed, simulacrum! Nor would George Eliot’s copy of The Europeans be the last time such a situation arose and a forgery of mine would continue its vibrant life outside the precincts of reality. More often than not, when I threw shade on the genuineness of a manuscript or signature, my colleagues heeded my advice. I must confess, though, that whenever one of my early forgeries was debunked and removed from circulation, the moment was less professionally satisfying than personally bittersweet.





 


 


 


We hadn’t seen such ceaseless gray skies and persistent rain since our days in County Kerry, and the morning after Maisie’s confrontation and my odd encounter was no different, with fresh showers pelting the eaves and overrunning the rainspouts. She and I both came downstairs later than usual, having slept in, unawakened by even the slightest hint of a sunrise. Will, long since stirring, had brewed a pot of coffee and disappeared into his studio with a cup, no doubt to read the letter and open that mysterious parcel in the light of day, however dim. I considered wandering out to the garden and collecting some fresh zucchini flowers to fry, but it was too soggy to bother. Fried squash blossoms weren’t at the forefront of anyone’s thoughts anyway. I offered to make a tomato frittata instead, knowing it was one of Maisie’s favorites, if she would set the table.


“How are you feeling this morning?” I asked, reaching out for her right hand, then frowning at her arm, where she’d suffered the nastiest of her injuries.


“Much better,” she said, crooking it to show me her elbow as well.


I peeled away her bandages and was relieved to see that, aside from constellations of pitted punctures, some of which had begun to scab over, it looked like she was going to heal apace. Wasn’t it Picasso who said, “It takes a long time to become young”? While Maisie was in many ways old for her age, her ability to heal was strictly that of a healthy kid. “Were you able to sleep all right?”


“Well, I sort of got my nightmare out of the way before I went to bed.”


Not coming up with any good riposte, I told her I was glad she was doing better but we’d still keep a close eye on her wounds over the next few days. With that, she began to set out plates and silverware, as I reached down a cast-iron pan from the hanging rack and prepped eggs, shallots, tomatoes, and prosciutto for breakfast. This morning it was Claude Debussy on the radio, a marathon celebrating his birthday. But for the disturbing memory of what had transpired the night before, a memory that hung over us like the very dampness outside, it would have been a typical start to one of our August days.


When Will joined us, he looked neither shaken nor relieved. Confused was more like it, bewildered.


Maisie wasted no time asking. “What was in the package, anyway? Guess the guy didn’t know they have post offices for that sort of thing.”


Post offices, I thought, have security cameras and postmarks, both of which he must have wanted to avoid. A twilight country road was far preferable to a post office suffused by fluorescent overheads.


Will said simply, “I could use another cup of coffee.”


“Well, who is he?” Maisie continued. “Are we even safe here?”


She had a valid question. When, last night, Will had finally come to bed, later than usual after sequestering himself in his studio with the accursed package, I was still awake thinking about my brother, wondering as I had myriad times over the years if Slader had been behind his homicide. The way Adam’s hands had been severed at our bungalow on the beach in Montauk so eerily mirrored Slader’s vicious, partly successful attempt to amputate Will’s at our cottage in Kenmare that it seemed impossible the assaults were coincidental. Yet while the authorities apprehended Slader for his attack on my husband, they were never able to bring charges against him in my brother’s case.


I had whispered, “It’s Slader, isn’t it?”


“The handwriting is Edgar Allan Poe’s, and a damn good forgery of it, I have to admit. Beautiful, in fact.”


Surprised by his candid admiration, I’d switched on the bedside lamp. Earlier, I had drawn the curtains, something I rarely bothered to do, given we had no nearby neighbors with prying eyes to hide from at bedtime. “If they gave him pen and paper, he had plenty of time to practice in prison.”


“If you offered a thousand inmates pen and paper, and ten years to practice, they’d never attain this level of craftsmanship.”


“Am I hearing a note of jealousy?” I asked.


“Maybe a little,” he admitted, turning toward me. “Just because forging isn’t something I do anymore doesn’t mean I can’t admire formidable artistry when I see it.”


All I could do was sigh. “So what does he want? How bad is it?”


Dressed for bed, Will slipped in beside me. “I couldn’t bring myself to read the damn thing beyond his greeting line, which was oozing with self-satisfied bravado, all chuffed up like a perfect imbecile. So much for crime, punishment, and rehabilitation—”


“You want me to read it?”


“It can wait until morning,” he said, not hiding his exasperation. “We both know his game anyway. It’s just a matter of what the maniac wants now. Either way, he’s not getting so much as a penny or a paper clip. He’s literally gotten his pound of flesh from me, and that’s more than I ever owed him to begin with. By the way, did you move Ripley’s food and water bowls?”


“Of course not. She’s your spoiled stray, not mine.”


“They’re missing from the studio doorsteps out back. For that matter, so’s Ripley.”


“Will. It’s night. She’s making her catly rounds,” I assured him. “Maisie might have brought the bowls in to refill and forgot to put them back.”


“When? She was out with her friends.”


“You need to sleep. Ripley’s fine,” and I extinguished the light.


Now, this morning, back at the kitchen table, I saw the worry that clouded Maisie’s face and realized we owed her an explanation. Especially given that she, through no fault of her own, was part of the whole loathsome narrative. “You remember what we said when you asked about your father’s hand? That he’d lost his fingers in an accident?”


“I remember.”


“Ever since you first came to live with us when you were five, we’ve always tried to be truthful with you, Maisie,” I went on, as Will busied himself with cooking our breakfast; this was a confessional moment he had hoped might never come. “After your mother was diagnosed with cancer and asked us if we’d be willing to raise you like you were our own daughter, we made a pact with her and ourselves that we would do our absolute best, and that included always being honest with you. I hope you’ll forgive us for eliding on just this one matter.”


“What’s eliding?”


“Means omitting things,” Will spoke from over at the stove. “In this case, fudging.”


I may have nodded, I’m not sure. “The truth is, many years ago, your father had some business dealings with a man that didn’t go well. This man—”


“Guy last night?”


“That’s what we’re assuming. We think he’s the one who attacked your father, hurt his hand, and ended up in jail. I hope you’ll understand that one of the reasons we didn’t tell you the whole story is because you’d had enough of your own hardships, and we didn’t want to burden you with another that happened before you were even born. We figured he was out of our lives forever, so why torment you with it?”


Maisie stared at Will’s hands for a moment, then at her own. “Who was my real father?” she asked, her voice tight, quiet.


That was unexpected. But then, everything seemed bent toward the unforeseen since the night before. I glanced at Will, who shrugged his assent. Seemed the time had come for this as well.


“Your mother always dreamed of having two things, Maisie. One was the bookshop that I started and she developed into the wonderful mecca it’s become. The other was to have a child. To have you. Since there wasn’t anyone special in her life she could raise a baby with, she found a donor and had you herself.”


“In other words, I don’t have a flesh-and-blood father. Strictly speaking.”


“Strictly speaking,” Will said, “you do. But probably not one you’ll ever meet.”


Maisie pondered this for a moment. Her oval face, prominent tall brow, and silky reddish-chestnut hair reminded me so much of her mother, while her brown eyes, cleft chin, and lanky figure—Mary’d had bottle-green eyes and a medium build, not short but not as tall as Maisie promised to become—were clearly from her bio-dad’s genes.


“I’m afraid,” Will added, “your paternity may always be a mystery.”


Undaunted, she asked, “You think you ever met this donor?”


“Your mom was a very private person, Maisie,” I said, wishing I could offer more.


For not quite half a minute, the kitchen clock ticked louder than I’d ever heard it.


“I understand,” Maisie said finally, expression unreadable as she reached over to squeeze my hand before getting up, walking around to the stove, and giving Will a sideways hug. “Thanks for explaining. So now what’re we going to do about this man?”


That was it? That was all? Mary Chandler, I reminded myself, had been like this. Settle an issue great or small, and move on. No sitting around, Rodin-style, with chin on fist. I always admired her for the trait, even envied her a little. When she fell ill, she transferred ownership of the bookshop to me and, in trust, to Maisie without so much as a second thought. Like Mary, her daughter— now ours—was often tougher, more stoic, than I sometimes credited her with being.


Will carried the platter with the frittata to the table and set it down. “I’m going to make a couple of phone calls today to check on the status of the man who did this to me years ago”—holding up his right hand as he dished a slice onto Maisie’s plate with his left—“and who we think accosted you last night. Meantime, if you want to visit your friends after dark, Meg or I ought to drive you until we know what that was all about.”


Impatient now myself, I interjected, “So what did the letter say?”


“He wants to meet.”


“What? No—no way are you going to do that.”


“Not sure.” He hesitated. “The situation’s exponentially more complicated than I might have guessed. More complicated and, truth to tell, more intriguing. Believe it or not, good could come of it, if I’m understanding correctly.”


“Will, the man is treachery incarnate. Look what happened in Kenmare when you agreed to meet him but refused to do the dirty work he wanted,” I argued, raising my voice higher than intended. Maisie gently asked if I was all right, but nothing was right. While she was putting on a brave face, I knew she’d been badly shaken. As for my husband, he wasn’t making sense. “Will, listen. If Slader’s on the up-and-up, why forge the letter in a hand that can’t be traced to him?”


“Because that isn’t who Slader is,” he said. “Be like asking a vampire to spend a day at the shore, sunbathing. Not in his nature.”


“But you’ll happily go meet this pathological vampire for a drink?”


“Not happily. Just, let’s say, unavoidably,” sitting down and blowing on his coffee. “Let’s eat, please.”


“I want to know what was in the package.”


“Honestly, I’d rather not show you. But it’s in our house now.”


Outside, the rain was finally beginning to taper off. Through the back windows I could see skeins of mist lifting off the wide field that led down to a curtain of second-growth trees ranging along the perimeter of our land. Beyond that were tumbledown drystone walls that early farmers, who originally owned sizable swaths of this county, had built after they cleared meadows from rock-strewn forests. Everything was glistening, like diamonds winking in the greenery. On normal days, no matter how distressed I was—whether it was some problem at the bookshop, with one of the girls, even with Will—I found I could look out on this expanse of rolling grassy earth, stretch my eyes, and recenter myself. Even today, fraught as matters were, I gazed down at the meadow in search of calm.


One of our wisest decisions when we reverse-emigrated from America to Ireland, twenty years ago this summer, was really a nondecision. While we’d incrementally divested ourselves of most of our possessions—Will, his many books; me, my bookshop—we hadn’t gotten rid of this farmhouse, which had been his late parents’ cherished retreat. On a long-term lease to the family of one of his father’s closest business associates and friends, the property had brought us a steady monthly income. Besides, Will felt it would have been a betrayal to them, as well as his father’s memory, to attempt eviction and list the place. When, about a decade ago, the Cunningham family had begun to disperse and, well, die off, we found ourselves in a position to take it over again. Will, who loved little better than to restore, renovate, and revive, had spent every possible waking hour away from his job in the city working on the house. Other than a few family heirlooms, including several of his mother’s watercolors, my Augustus John drawing in a gilt frame, and an ultrarare literary artifact—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s own fountain pen, inherited from Will’s collector father and given to Nicole on her sixteenth birthday—this was pretty much all that remained from earlier days. And, for my part, long after disposing of my own childhood bungalow in Montauk after the murder of my brother, I made this getaway mine too. Yes, we considered ourselves New Yorkers, city folk. But each of us felt most comfortable in our own skin when we were here.


The sun had begun to peek out as we finished breakfast. Time had come to see what was in the parcel. As we walked down a corridor from the kitchen, past the mudroom in back, toward the studio, Will said, “I hope you’ll forgive me for stating the obvious, but it’s important that none of us mention a word of this to a soul. Nobody, not a hint of it to anyone. Can we agree on that?”


Maisie and I assented, she more readily than her mother. Being asked to enter into a pact of secrecy only raised my suspicions. Some toxic old sentiments fought to rise to the surface, but I tamped them down.


“We’ll tell Nicole when she comes,” he added. “Goes unsaid.”


An addition to the house—once Will’s father’s lair, outfitted with leather club chairs, antique rolltop desk, stacking mahogany bookcases—had been converted into a small-press printing studio that Will shared with Nicole, who passed many productive hours with him here whenever she was upstate, helping with one of his, or rather their, projects.


Back in Ireland, when apprenticing at Eccles & Sons’ stationery and print shop in tiny Kenmare, Will fell in love with letterpress printing, a skill he developed over the years, one that nearly matched his staggering, if troubled, talent as a calligrapher. When we settled into the farmhouse, he rolled up his sleeves, joined by Nicole, who’d learned the gentle art of letterpress printing at the elbow of her craftsman father. Together, they dedicated themselves to hand typesetting and printing limited-edition fine press chapbooks, which they sold under the imprint Stone Circle Editions, named in honor of the Bronze Age stone circle known as the Shrubberies in Kenmare. A pair of gifted obsessives, they made just enough from these sales to buy more ink, paper, and other supplies. So it was that Will’s father’s club chairs came to be replaced by a Vandercook proof press. Where the rolltop desk once stood was now home to a pair of large vintage Hamilton cabinets filled with various fonts of metal type. Where before his father had stored first-edition rarities in glass-front bookcases, industrial metal shelves now housed cans of printer’s inks, tympan paper, press oils, and the like. There were objects as large as a beautiful Jacques board shear they bought at an auction in the Berkshires and as small as intricate little reglets, quoins, and loupes. And paper, lots of drawers choked with a full-blown menagerie of paper. While my engagement with books had always been as a reader, learner, buyer, and seller, I’d never felt compelled to make a book. Marveling at their workshop—their biblio-laboratory, as Nicole called it—I sometimes wished it were otherwise.


He also kept his calligraphy pens and inks here, but rarely if ever used them anymore. Knowing his forgery days were behind him, I once asked Will why not throw that stuff out or give it to Nicole? “You’re like a recovering alcoholic keeping a stock of favorite liquors around.” He said he wasn’t thirsty, and not to worry about it. For the most part, I didn’t.


I suppose I should not have been surprised that Will had locked Slader’s package in his fireproof safe overnight. But I was surprised by what, with the great delicacy only a person who has handled rare books and manuscripts his whole life displays, he pulled from the heavy-card mailer. Swaddled in tissue, which Will neatly unfolded and set aside, was a drab, nondescript pamphlet, a bit the worse for wear. The kind of ephemeral detritus most people would recycle with yellowed newspapers and outdated catalogs, or else use to line the bottom of a tiny birdcage. Its edges were somewhat tattered and its tea-colored cover was lightly spotted along the bottom with what looked like old water stains. At about half a dozen inches tall and maybe four and a half across, it was altogether unmemorable.
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