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    Advance Praise for

    The Night Archer


    “Historian and diplomat Michael Oren has at long last returned to fiction with an extraordinary collection of stories that sparkle with wit, intelligence, tenderness, and penetrating honesty. The luminous prose is best savored slowly, but most readers will undoubtedly devour The Night Archer in a single sitting and then eagerly await Oren’s next offering.”


    —Daniel Silva, New York Times #1 bestselling author


    “That hum you hear when you read Michael Oren’s gorgeous short stories is the song of humanity pushing against all of its innate limitations. Oren delivers a heartfelt and heartbreaking account of who we are as a species—flawed, fearful, and lonely but always open-hearted, always trusting that transcendence is possible, if not imminent. This is what optimism for adults looks like, and this is the book you should read if you need a dose of unfettered hope.”


    —Liel Leibovitz, author of A Broken Hallelujah: Rock and Roll, Redemption, and the Life of Leonard Cohen
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    Introduction



    Coming home from school one day when I was twelve, sitting at my desk and pulling out pen and paper, I suddenly discovered freedom. It came in the form of a poem, “Who cries for the soul of the pigeon?” What freedom! But while reveling in it, I also encountered a truth. That poetry was not a ramble of unbridled thoughts, but a vision bound by structure, meter, and rhyme. Real freedom, I internalized even then, was only attainable through limits.


    That paradox has generated friction, even conflict, throughout much of recorded history and is still destabilizing today. But controversy cannot detract from the timeless need to counterbalance liberty with law. Overly fettered freedom is tyranny, but untethered freedom is chaos. And as in society, so, too, it is with art. A symphony, a novel, or a sculpture becomes transcendent precisely by remaining within its framework, its tempo, genre, and space.


    As a beginning poet, I understood that writing free verse meant first mastering form. Many years would pass, though, before I realized that achieving freedom through confinement was more than just a method. Rather, like monotheism and universal morality, it was an eminently Jewish idea.


    It is an idea enshrined in Exodus, the story of the Jewish people’s liberation from slavery in Egypt. No sooner do we escape then we lapse into debauchery and golden calf-building. Not until Moses receives the law on Mount Sinai and imposes it on our people is our freedom fully guaranteed. Consequently, the Jews dedicate an entire holiday to freedom—Passover—but celebrate it with strict ritual and dietary rules. For that reason, the Hebrew language has as many words for freedom (hofesh, herut, dror) as it does for law (hok, din, mishpat). For Jews, mitzvah means both commandment and blessing.


    The freedom-limit paradox can be confounding but also intoxicating. A friend who was born Jewish but hated his heritage accompanied me once to synagogue. It was the holiday of Simchat Torah, marking the conclusion of the year-long Torah reading, when Jews dance and sing while embracing the scrolls. My friend was flummoxed. “They’re celebrating a book that tells them all these things they can’t do?” he asked. “I don’t get it.” For days he walked around bewildered, unable to grasp the contradiction. Finally, in desperation, he began to study the Bible and then the Talmud, and eventually became observant.


    The paradox was yet another Jewish gift to civilization. It deeply influenced the Founding Fathers who hardwired it into their Constitution and the system of checks and balances. Along with proscribing absolute power and protecting the weak—two more Biblical concepts—it laid the basis of American democracy. But it also informed Zionism. While aspiring to transform the Jews into a “free people in our own land,” as we sing in Israel’s Hatikvah anthem, Zionism also worked to curb that freedom with statutes. Perhaps that was why I was drawn to Israel at the same age that I began to write poetry. I wanted the dizziness of freedom along with its sovereign responsibilities.


    In Israel, I indeed found freedom but also accepted limits, paying taxes and obeying the national rules. I continued to write poetry and fiction, and, with increasing frequency, history. Writing history, I found, could be a liberating experience, provided it complied with the standards of accuracy and notation. The best compliment I received for my history books was that they read like novels.


    But Israeli life often restrained my freedom. For years, I was a soldier, carrying out orders, unable to do or even dress as I chose. And then I entered government service, first as an ambassador and later as an elected official. I forfeited not only my independence but the right to speak my mind entirely. Israeli law, much like its American counterpart, forbids certain representatives from publishing books while in office. Yet nothing prohibited me from writing, and I did so virtually every morning before work. Much of this collection was written then, as a personal assertion of freedom.


    If, as a preteen, poetry was my gateway to expression, now I found the same route through stories. Much like verse, short fiction imposes draconian strictures on the author, necessitating constant discipline. A writer must present fully-drawn characters, a developed plot, a resolution and meaning—within as little as a single page. But while relentlessly confining, stories afford a vast creative scope. I could be anywhere—on a New England beach, an Asian jungle or a spaceship. I could be a homicide detective or a Holocaust survivor, a conquistador or a hitman, a human or an animal. I could be an adult or a child, woman or man, living today or thousands of years ago. What exhilarating freedom!


    But what control. The result is stories which aspire to be both concise and audacious, structured yet wild. They are American in their candor and Israeli in their zeal, yet always, paradoxically, Jewish. They are my way of celebrating the end of slavery but also of accepting the law. They are the way I embrace limitation while dancing and singing unchained.


     


    Michael Oren


    Tel Aviv, 2020

  


  
    Ruin



    First off, we don’t boo. We don’t rattle chains or—give me a break—wear sheets. We can’t move things, not books or candlesticks, not even the skateboard that some idiot teenager left at the top of the stairs. All that we can do is watch, silently, powerlessly, at most raising a few cold bumps on your skin. Sorry if this sounds disappointing. We don’t shriek, we don’t whimper. We merely observe and bear witness.


    Ghosts, you see, aren’t scary. People are scary. Walter Ackerman, for example. Wally. With his hairy shoulders and rolls of neck, arm, and belly fat. Observe him bouncing up and down on Sylvia Ricco, also known as his sister-in-law, whose butt reminds me of a half-deflated basketball. And not in the dark, either. No, these two ghouls go at it in the early afternoon when the wife and kids are safely out of the house, when no one can hear his snorting or her screeching like a cat becoming roadkill—when every vein and every pimple is hideously displayed, and every wattle highlighted. Frightened by nights of the living dead? Try seeing days of the dead living.


    For that’s what Wally and his family are, suburban zombies. Alice, a.k.a. Mrs. Ackerman, with her two-bottle-a-day Chardonnay habit and her bustling schedule of therapists, new age spiritualists, and Corsican golf instructors. The children, Pace and Jason, the first a community college drop-out and tattoo parlor apprentice with a magenta Mohawk and more body piercings than St. Sebastian, and the second, a zitty seventeen-year-old geek more concerned with code than with girls or his own cleanliness. A typically damaged family in a rather undistinguished aluminum-sided house that just happens to be haunted.


    How I got here is a mystery. I know nothing of my previous life or lives, no sense of where I came from. Yet clearly there’s forethought involved. I’m culturally appropriate, not haunting some hut in Somalia, God forbid, or an igloo. All I know is my name, Ruin, which I suppose means something, but I’d rather not contemplate it. I’d prefer, in fact, to think that it’s actually Rouen, like that pretty town in France, but that’s just a poltergeist’s quirk.


    No, the Ackermans are familiar to me, almost kin, and I can sympathize with Wally’s need to pawn his mother’s jewelry to pay off gambling debts or his deepening flirtation with the mob. I can understand why, when he’s not snorting up or bonking Sylvia, he’s locked in the bathroom weeping and bashing his head against the sink. Life is not what you think, I’d like to whisper to him. And guess what, neither is death.


    For the inescapable truth is that there is no truth. At least not as humans perceive it. If one ghost exists, then there must be millions. And not only ghosts but fairies, brownies, genies, and nymphs. Throw in leprechauns, too. If reality is a skein and its fabric gossamer, then all people fret about—mortgages, stature, security, orgasms—is chimerical. If Ruin roams the Ackerman house, then countless other homes are similarly possessed and by ominously-named apparitions.


    And so, I filter. Up to the attic where Wally’s degrees—duly framed by his father—are kept in a dust-encrusted locker. Around the garage and the garbage bags in which, under the camouflage of crumbled napkins and soda cans, Alice disposes her bottles. The closets are fun but could be more so if I could access Pace’s stash. I could infiltrate Jason’s computer if I wanted to, tinker with its code—who knows, maybe erase his hard disk. Ruin runs ramshackle everywhere in the Ackerman abode, all except for the basement.


    That’s the one place even I’m afraid to visit. With those spooky jars of screws and nails, the rusted toboggans, the soup tureens and bowling trophies shrouded in cobwebs. The basement: home to the sump pump and the boiler, the thermostat and the fuse-box, its ceiling scored with drippy pipes and long-dead electrical wires. You know a place is creepy when it even gives ghosts the creeps. Wally, I notice, also avoids the basement, as if there were too many memories hovering there, and one too many temptations.


    I long to tell Walter that all is not lost, that he hasn’t squandered his youthful promise and sold his soul to thugs. Perhaps there’s no cure for the male pattern baldness, I imagine explaining, but you still have your heart and other vital organs, your brain, and the occasional erection. And you’re not devoid of kindness. There’s your support for the local little league, the weekly visits to your mother in the home, though it’s years since she’s recognized you. Redemption is possible, Wally, I want to say, and the chance you have is as least as good as a ghost’s. I yearn to impart these wisdoms because somehow, I know him and feel I can help him exorcize.


    But, alas, I’m incapable of a boo and can’t prevent his self-devastation. I cannot deter him from sniffing the last of his blow, from leaving Sylvia’s panties for Alice to find, and from telling his loan shark to fuck off. When he drifts into his children’s empty rooms and wails over their childhood mementos, I’m floating behind him, helpless. I’m fluttering above him still as he opens the basement door and descends the shrieking steps. Into the dark and miasma of moldy wicker and mouse droppings. If sheets were indeed my wardrobe, I’d be shaking them now, and rattling the clunkiest of chains. I’d pull the chair out as he climbed onto its seat and clip the wire looped around his throat.


    Howling, I’d pull at his threadbare shirt and shiny trousers, hold him under the armpits as the chair tipped away and he plummeted. His gagging and gurgling would be mine, if only I could possess them. Silently, Walter swings, and powerlessly I witness. The meaning of Ruin is known to me now and the purpose of this particular assignment. More horrific than a thump in the night or a hatchet in the back is the specter of human anguish. Ghosts do not in fact visit households. On the contrary, it’s the living who haunt the dead.

  


  
    Liberation



    Confined by tubes, strapped down and caged to prevent him from falling off, Lev Levitsky lay wheezing. Radar-like, monitors tracked his departure from life. Above the bleeps, though, through strata of consciousness, he could hear his doctors consulting. The issue wasn’t medical, it seemed, but promotional. Never had they treated a man so revered. Not only a literary colossus but a moral giant whose existence justified everyone’s. The pluses for the hospital were obvious.


    “We could hold a press conference,” one of the physicians was saying. “Release a statement.”


    But a second doctor objected. “No, we’ve got to keep the press away. Some jerk’s liable to get in here with a camera, and nobody should ever see him like this. Least of all them.”


    “Them,” Levitsky understood, referred to the patient’s admirers peering through the ward’s porthole window, crowding the hallway and the staircase and spilling outside into the hospital’s parking lot. All they wanted was a final word from him confirming that evil would not, in the end, triumph, and was simply no match for love.


    “Ironic, though,” yet another voice—younger, Levitsky judged, a resident’s—remarked. “He looks just like he does in that picture.”


    The picture he referred to, a photograph actually, was taken of Levitsky more than seventy years earlier, at the Ohrdruf concentration camp. Though only sixteen at the time, he looked ancient, desiccated, rags scarcely binding his bones. More mummy than man. The hollow eyes, the gaping mouth—a face that witnessed the unwatchable. Yet the expression he brought toward the camera showed more than horror. There was also gratitude and, beyond that, an indomitable conviction. “There is goodness in the world,” his gaunt, shit-streaked cheeks improbably insisted. “I still believe in people.”


    The resident would never know the irony of that image. No one would. Only Levitsky, tied to his bed and only intermittently awake, could confess that he had not been gazing at the photographer at all that day but at the soldier standing behind him. A burly American sergeant, florid-faced beneath his helmet, a Tommy-gun slung on his arm, smiled at the prisoner and pointed at the barbed-wire gates. They parted, revealing pastures and forests, a sapphire sky, and the sun like a diadem. “Hey, buddy, look,” the sergeant called out to Levitsky. “You’re free!”


    He stumbled out of those gates and into a world that was anything but dazzling. A mortally wounded world, it oozed with people much like him. Aimless, alone, uncertain of how or why to live. He staggered through the ruins of once-quaint cities, picking up debris that might be sold on quirky post-war markets or odd jobs with the various Occupations. He acquired languages as well, and with an ease that surprised him as much as it did the local editors who began buying his articles.


    He had never written a paragraph before and yet they, too, came naturally. The first were merely news items—the defusing of an unexploded bomb, the reunion of siblings long presumed dead. But then came more thoughtful pieces. Half-baked views on life spiked with his own experiences in the camp.


    Such stories were especially lucrative. Like the demand for black market soap and scrap metal, Levitsky learned, people craved hope. They could read about his parents being shot in front of him or how many of the survivors’ stomachs burst when first filled with G.I. milk, just as long as they also heard tales of compassion. The former prize fighter who shared his rind of bread with a starving orphan, the women who, against maniacal odds, managed to nurse a baby born in their barracks. Throw in a little midrash, a little Buber and Buddha, even—he dared not admit it—some Christ, and, voila, he had a sale.


    If his approach seemed cynical, the world, he reasoned, deserved it. In the camps, he stole, he groveled, and writhed maggot-like in the mud, yet he survived. So who was anyone to judge him now that he made money tweaking people’s emotions?


    And so, cynically, he wrote. In his oversized clothes and unkempt hair, a cigarette pasted on his lip, he frequented the cheaper Paris cafes. He drank and womanized with abandon.


    Levitsky might have persisted like that, destroying his body as not even the Nazis could, sullying his soul. And perhaps that would have granted him forgetfulness. He might have died on his own terms, dissipated but free.


    Then, five years after liberation, he wrote a book. Not a novel, exactly, or a memoir, but an extended version of one of his articles. Mass death combined with a singular humanity, barbarism with grace. “Dusk,” he called it, evoking the interface between radiance and darkness. Told in hauntingly simple language, detached yet gripping. The publication, he imagined, might pay for some of his bar bills. Within hours, though, the first edition sold out.


    And, overnight, Levitsky became an icon. He found himself suddenly a source of wisdom for countless people he’d never met, a wellspring of righteousness. Letters poured in from bereaved parents, jilted lovers, the lonely and oppressed. Celebrities boasted of corresponding with him, and school children crayoned little notes of thanks. Duly, he replied to each one, reiterating his faithful message, afraid of letting them down. Unable, he realized, to let himself out.


    It soon became clear that he could never go back to his bohemian lifestyle, never return to being Lev Levitsky, freelance nihilist, the drifter in charge of his fate. Once an assertion of liberty, his shabbiness was now a brand. His suffering, formerly a license for indulgence, sentenced him to virtue. Fame and admiration impounded him.


    Relocating to Manhattan, Levitsky found himself at the head of Upper East Side guest lists, a speaker in constant demand. In a voice barely audible over the praise, he affirmed his gospel of rebirth. Perhaps, too, he began to believe it, or at least to forget the time when believing or not was an assertion of will.


    At one gala reception, he was introduced to Vera. Terribly thin and quiet, Vera, despite Auschwitz, retained a ghost of her former beauty. Saintly Vera, the ideal partner for Levitsky, the sage. Their wedding, attended by religious leaders and toasted by the mayor, was newsworthy. The couple’s book-insulated salon on York Avenue served as a hub for truth-seekers. More bestsellers followed, more tributes that stifled his walls, two introverted children, and a reputation for rectitude which—according to a Time magazine cover-story—rivalled the Pope’s.


    Here is Levitsky at sixty-five: rich, celebrated, sought out by global leaders. At home, Vera stood sentry-like over their lives, over their bed, it seemed, allowing no passion to enter. Each morning, he locked himself in his office, alone except for the assistants who kept his desk spotless and penciled in every hour of his day. The morning bagel they brought was toasted just right and the coffee exactingly sweetened. His writing time—between eight and two—was sacred.


    At 2:01, precisely, each day one of those assistants stuck a head into his door and asked if he needed anything. And just as invariably he shook his now peppery flop, “No, thank you, no.”


    Only once did the answer differ. One time, he did not even get a chance to respond. Rather, the assistant—an unpaid intern, he later discovered—marched into his office, planted herself in front of him and asked, “My God, how do you stand this?”


    Levitsky, dumbfounded, shrugged.


    “This,” she said and drew a hand over the barrenness of his desk. “Not a paper, not even a paperclip out of place. I’d go nuts.”


    Strangely, in a voice he scarcely remembered, he sighed, “What makes you think I have not?”


    A second passed, an endless second in which the two of them gazed at each other. The wizened writer in his gray, out-of-date clothes, and the intern, short and compact yet jack-in-the-box sprightly and keen. They stared and then, with uncanny coordination, they laughed. They roared while the intern spread papers, bagel wrappers, and half-empty coffee cups before him. “There!” she trumpeted. “Now we know, a human being works here.”


    They were chuckling still when one of the regular assistants appeared and, with arms akimbo, barked, “Sidney!”


    “A nice Jewish name,” she explained the following day, after he hired her. “But you can call me Sid.”


    “Sid,” he repeated, as if trying on some new-fashioned suit. “Sid…”


    No more than his, her own clothing never varied. High-end jeans and close-fitting sweaters that outlined her buxomness. Pumps or sneakers that seemed to him too tiny to actually contain feet. Soon, though, he stopped noticing such things. In time, there was only her eyes and lips, green and crimson, and her puggish nose that shed freckles across her cheeks with the slightest smile. And her hair. Especially her hair at which braids and clips flung themselves trying to contain an auburn vastness in which pencils—imaginably even hand tools—vanished.


    “Sid,” he’d call out, usually for no specific reason, and instantly she’d come bouncing. “Sid,” he’d chuckle. “Mess up my desk.”


    A clever, intuitive girl, she knew to retire in Vera’s presence, deferring to her imperious gloom. She hung back when Levitsky’s grandchildren played tag around his office. Grasping authority, she kept the other staff in line and for the most part out of his sight. Days could pass with just the two of them alone—Sid or, frequently, “my Sid,” and “Leave,” as she insisted on mispronouncing his first name, as if to command or beg him.


    That relationship continued uninterrupted until the evening when the rest of the staff had already gone home. Set to receive yet another honorary doctorate, Levitsky stood in front of her and jokingly asked, “How do I look?”


    She replied, “Seriously? You stand hunched over with your fingers tucked into fists. Like you were carrying two heavy suitcases or something. Your hair is a mess, your ears and nose need clipping. And this thing—this…” She pinched the lapel pin that signaled some government’s highest esteem. “It’s going to fall off any minute.”


    She re-fixed the pin, aligning her nose with his Adam’s apple and then, looking up, took in the sorrows of his eyes. Then, on sneaker tips, she rose and kissed him. He kissed her back, kissed as he never had, even in his Paris days, insatiably. Somehow, a sweater came off releasing upturned breasts. Supple legs escaped from jeans. Tie, vest, a worsted suit—all flung to the floor—and papers seesawed above the desk on which the two of them first made love.


    The next times would be in her apartment, amid the high school and college mementos, or in the hotels where their rooms were routinely adjacent. No one suspected. Here was a man nearly old enough to be her grandfather, and not just any man but one almost unanimously deemed above reproach and therefore beyond desire.


    Yet the desire became boundless and so, too, did Levitsky. Lying beside her, filing his fingers through her uncontained hair, he for the first time vented his rage at those who had stolen his youth and butchered his family. He wept for the parents he still believed—irrationally—he could have saved. Howling, he unleashed the passions imprisoned inside him for years. Ear on her breast, he recalled the thump of approaching Allied artillery and the dream that someday his captivity would end.


    And soon it would, he promised her. He would divorce Vera, give up the titles and the accolades, and escape into the world beside her. “Think about it,” he said with his head still on Sid’s chest and his hand sunk in her hair. “We could go to restaurants together. Movies. Take a cruise!”


    Expectantly, they set a date. Days passed, together with dozens of loving notes. The office functioned as usual. Until word arrived—by special courier—that Levitsky was to receive the President’s Freedom Prize. The press headlined the news. Congratulations gushed in and well-wishers gathered on the street below.


    “How can we do this now?” Sidney asked in tears. “To her. To them?”


    His voice also cracked. “How can we not do this? For us.”


    The night arrived, the White House aglow with personages and photographers. A famous violinist performed Mendelssohn and a choir of Yeshiva boys sang dolorously in Yiddish. Vera looked grave but elegant while Levitsky, wan in black tie, could have passed for both undertaker and corpse. The President gushed about the author’s gift for inspiring millions, his irrepressible faith and belief in the human heart. The medallion, which Levitsky accepted with a dip of his disheveled head, reminded him of the sun he once saw beaming just beyond the gates of the camp.


    They were scheduled to meet the following Monday, at the sole time not penciled in. But, though he asked and asked, no one had seen Sidney at the office. The phone in her apartment went to voicemail, her doorbell rang unanswered. Levitsky was clueless about texting—Sid always ribbed him—yet he tried that too, futilely.


    That Monday passed, and many more after, and still the cubicle outside his office remained vacant. Trapped behind his immaculate desk, Levitsky wrote nothing and spoke to no one. The lines that crisscrossed his face deepened and his suits hung rag-like from his frame. His coffee and bagel grew cold.


    His fame, though, only blossomed. More state visits, more schools and scholarships inscribed with his name. Twenty years on, he was accepting some of the world’s most illustrious prizes for the second time when news came of a different distinction. Even his disease was unique.


    “So it’s decided, then,” one of the doctors was saying. “No press conference. No photos. We release a statement, period.”


    “Period. You write it up.”


    The voice Levitsky assumed was the resident’s protested, “Why me?”


    “Because you’re the last one here to take freshman lit,” the senior physician snapped. “You probably even read his books.”


    And then there was silence, except for the chirp of his monitor. Only some time later, as the bleeps stretched into a drone, did he feel another presence in the room. Not Vera, he knew, who died a half-decade earlier, or his grandchildren who were somewhere off at college.


    Levitsky fought for awareness. Perhaps she’d come back to him after all. Choking on his oxygen tube, straining at the straps on his bed, he managed to open his eyes. Yet what he saw hardly surprised him. After all, Sid must be a middle-aged woman by now, living on the other side of the country—he vaguely recalled hearing—with a husband and three teenaged kids.


    Instead of sneakers and jeans and exuberant hair, there appeared before him a helmet and tommy-gun. Light spangled through the porthole in the ward’s doorway which silently swung open. With a meaty thumb, the sergeant gestured toward a landscape greener than any Levitsky could bear. “Hey, look, buddy,” the soldier informed him. “You’re free.”

  


  
    D



    Pressing his face between the slats of the wooden play bridge, he smiles. At least I think he smiles, or I prefer to believe it. In fact, he may have grimaced or merely screwed up his face for some inscrutable, mechanical reason, and the expression—smile, grimace, whatever—was not meant for me at all or even intentional. It could be that Douglas, who has now stomped along the bridge and barreled into the bright orange bulb that serves as the terminus for several slides and ladders, does not even notice that I am looking at him. It could be that he is utterly unaware of his father’s presence.


    What does awareness mean for him, I wonder? Not, certainly, of the other six-year old boy he pushes past, sending him plopping hard on his butt. Does he hear the kid’s bawling, I ask myself, or the shriek of the girl whose ponytail he yanks so that he can replace her at the top of the slide? I watch and want to say something, if for no purpose than to pacify the parents who may also be looking on and getting angry. But I see that Dougie’s naughtiness has gone unnoticed. The plastic playhouse becomes an echo-chamber of cries that he flees with a high-pitched wail of his own.


    What is his world like—confused, indecipherable, ironic? He’s grinning still as he scampers past me on route to the sandbox. His blue ski jacket, unzippered, flails behind him, as does his strawberry blonde hair. A hailstorm of freckles, fists like wind gusts pounding the air. So I experience him at that moment, a freaky turn of weather. Other times he’s ice and others still he’s fire. And always I feel off-guard, exposed and inappropriately attired.


    Douglas, Dougie, or merely D—these are the names I call him, though I’m not sure he knows them completely or understands that they signify him. Other words have been attached to him, strangely beautiful words like “echolalia” and “spectrum,” and he is strangely beautiful in his detachment. Just look at him, clutching handfuls of some preschoolers’ castles and launching them skyward, inscribing sand angels above his head. Look at him circling the box, first clockwise then counter, his orbit recorded by untied shoes.


    And what am I supposed to feel? Devotion, of course, flesh of my flesh and all. Love, though love like a shout, bellowed urgently over a canyon that swallows it without a murmur. Anger? Resentment? Fear? Or is it like on those college exams: D, all of the above? And yet every emotion ends with guilt. For I made him, and Dougie is what he is and will be, long after I can no longer look after him on the playground.


    Today, though, I track Douglas’s peregrinations, from the sandbox to the swings and then to a type of whirligig, a carousel powered by little feet or weary parents. None of these attractions holds his interest, though; none, perhaps, has an existence beyond his mysterious own. For me, they are merely hazards that could swipe Douglas’s head or pitch him face-first into rubbered turf. Or opportunities for hurting others, children who come to the playground to play, innocent of the dangers posed by a seemingly harmless peer who sees them not as beings or even things but, I believe, images that take up space. They are not separate from him but part of a larger, undefinable whole, an impenetrable is-ness that exists without dimension or feeling.


    For Douglas does not feel, not entirely. He runs, he falls, stands and trips again, his shoulder ramming a sliding pole with a force that would send most children screaming. Yet he does not sob, not even a whimper. He does not grind his eyes and raise his tear-glistened cheeks to the darkest clouds and howl out loud for his father.


    For if he did, I would come racing. I would sweep him into my arms and hug the hurt and loneliness out of him. I would kiss each freckle and rustle that strawberry hair, zip his jacket and double-knot his shoes. I love you, Douglas, I would whisper first in one button ear then the other. I love you, Dougie. I love you, D. And he would say, I love you, too, Daddy, and grace me with a real son’s smile.

  


  
    Fossils



    Two sets of footprints, one wide, deep, and purposeful, and the other meandering and petite, trailed them on the beach.


    “If you were a painter, what colors would you choose for that?” Beatrice asked, sweeping her hand across the horizon.


    Eleanor shrugged. “Pearl-gray, I guess. Metallic.” She eyed her companion peevishly. “That is such a you question.”


    But Beatrice went on, still wielding an imaginary brush. “Oh, if only I’d been an artist. Capturing the blue-green of the sea, the beige of this sand—the essence of it all. If only I’d been talented in something.”


    “You were a teacher,” Eleanor snapped. “Not a brilliant one, maybe, but good enough.”


    “And you were a fine principal. Dedicated if sometimes waffley.”


    The peevish look turned querulous. “What do you mean, ‘waffley?’”


    “You know, discipline-wise.”


    “Discipline-wise,” Eleanor stiffened, “I was a rock.”


    Beatrice bent down to pick up a shell. She collected shells, pretty stones, pinecones, all of which, she knew, annoyed her partner. “Rock, really?” she questioned, examining a tiny conch and depositing it in her pocket. “How about the time with that Horenstein boy?”


    “He was a special case.”


    “He was a pain in the rump. Always pinching the girls and getting into fights during recess. You should have suspended him, expelled him, but, no, you had a soft spot for the little brat, didn’t you?”


    Eleanor huffed. She often huffed when defensive. “He showed promise.”


    “He showed,” Beatrice needled her, “disrespect.”


    “I suppose today they’d call it creativity. Initiative. Innovation, whatever.” Eleanor gazed at the waves as they rose expectantly and crashed. She squinted down the beach, empty at this late afternoon hour. “Today, they’d give it some fancy medical name, AD something or other. What did we know back then?”


    “I wonder what he’s doing now?”


    “Who?”


    “The Horenstein boy?”


    “Pumping gas, probably,” Eleanor chortled. “Or making movies.”


    The old women glanced at each other, smiled almost, and kept ambling. The one block-shaped with her steel wool hair cut short—too butch for Beatrice’s taste—and the other painfully thin with great wisps of gray whirling around her head. While they both wore muumuus, Eleanor’s was the duller and more shopworn. She never minded how she dressed, even as a principal. Always the same brown houndstooth suits, the same square-toed flats. Beatrice, though, displayed a weakness for fashion—for tight-fitting, above-the-knee skirts, and heels that clacked on the school’s linoleum floors. Her blouses tended to accentuate her bust, which required no emphasis.


    Perhaps that contrast, far more than their kindred desires, united them. Beatrice, a timid substitute just out of a Catholic junior college, terrified enough by the thought of a classroom of unruly fourth graders but also grappling with urges she could neither condone nor define. And Eleanor, ten years her senior, seemingly sure of herself and of the façades she needed to maintain.


    So did the entire staff of Pleasantdale Elementary, all of them women except for the sixth grade’s Mr. Hatchwell, who was actually more womanly than the rest. The oldest were holdovers from the Depression years, when schools hired only single people who did not have spouses to support them. This left the unmarried women—spinsters, society branded them—who, behind the blackboards, forged secret, desperate, bonds.


    And none was faster or more frenzied than Beatrice and Eleanor’s. The principal promptly took the newcomer under her protection and, eventually, during one drizzly Christmas break, into her bed. The flattery, if not the attraction, was mutual. If not drawn physically to the short, broad-hipped Eleanor, her features strictly functional, Beatrice admired her authority. She envied the diplomas on the principal’s office walls that boasted of a real education. But what Beatrice brought to the bed surpassed any stature or pedigree. She brought youth—sprightly, innocent, curious—and a thirst for untapped intimacies.


    So it continued for many years, the two of them keeping proper distances during the school day and, on the weekends, slipping away to a bungalow in the mountains. There were some trips abroad—to Spain and the Grecian Islands—and many Thanksgiving dinners. Yet the most cherished passage of their lives came at the end of each summer, at the beach where the other vacationers had already fled the too-cold water. Often, they were the only couple strolling there, with no one to bother them or to wonder why two retired schoolteachers, their age difference now undiscernible, would sometimes hold hands.


    And sometimes, too, they would argue. Bicker, mostly, but occasionally Beatrice would berate Eleanor for her slovenliness and Eleanor would dismiss her younger friend as immature. They could raise their voices, even swear at one another—not that it mattered, as nobody was likely to hear.


    No one heard, then, when Eleanor, after several moments’ silence, sneered, “If I was less than a rock, you were…chalk dust.”


    Beatrice laughed. She could still chuckle like a schoolgirl. “Why, because after that first year, I wasn’t afraid of you?”


    “No.” A wave sucked loudly as it folded, lowering Eleanor’s tone. “Because you couldn’t resist her.”


    “Oh, please, not her again.”


    Eleanor bent, filled her fists with sand, and in front of Beatrice’s face, opened them. “In her hands, that’s just what you were. Dust.”


    The “her” was Melanie. Another junior college graduate, complete with mini-skirt and beehive hairdo, vinyl boots and lip gloss, assigned to the second grade. Eleanor had her down as a ditz, convinced she wouldn’t last the year. But others hoped she would—most visibly Beatrice. Suddenly, the principal noticed, both women were missing from the teachers’ room. Little notes, even gifts—hairbands, Troll dolls—were left in their mailboxes. The small, black dents that Beatrice’s heels made in the linoleum lead straight to Melanie’s classroom, long after the recess bell.


    Eleanor’s suspicions were justified. Beatrice was in love, or so she fantasized. Furtive embraces in the supply room, urgent stares at lunch; she and Melanie mimicked a romance. Over the phone, whispering on the weekends so that Eleanor wouldn’t hear, Beatrice would plan Melanie’s escape. The two of them would resign from Pleasantdale and move to Canada, to some small, ice-bound town where the locals would revere them as educators and never ask a question.


    The date was fixed for the following summer, still several months away. But then Eleanor stepped in. It began with a summons to the principal’s office. Melanie’s dress was utterly inappropriate for the school, she was scolded, and would she kindly wear a colorless bra. Later, into her file went a complaint, purportedly submitted by a parent, alleging unspecified yet unbecoming activities. Other teachers started gossiping, and soon the young woman was all but banished from the coffee lounge.


    No longer so innocent, Beatrice knew exactly what Eleanor was up to, yet she could say nothing. And didn’t, not even when Melanie failed to show up for school for an entire week, and another week after that. A month passed, and it was clear to everyone, above all Beatrice, that the student teacher had left town. Perhaps to that little schoolhouse in Canada. Beatrice might have followed her, tried to track her down. But perhaps she was not as in love, or not as grown up, as she assumed. Instead, she remained at Pleasantdale and, that summer, reunited with Eleanor on the beach.


    “Chalk dust, indeed,” Eleanor triumphed. “And I, I was a rock.”


    Beatrice watched a seagull skimming the surf. What was one woman’s love—all human love—compared to the ocean’s vastness, she wondered. “Yeah, a rock,” she sighed, and picked up something from the beach. “Well, will you look what I found.”


    Eleanor did not look. Still, Beatrice in her old teacher’s voice, pronounced, “A fossil is the petrified remains of a prehistoric plant or animal.”


    “What are you babbling about?”


    “Over vast stretches of time, tissues are replaced by minerals. The result is a record of that organism which is no longer alive but is now much harder.”


    “Let me see that.” Eleanor snatched an eraser-sized object from Beatrice’s grip and studied it. Embedded in the coral-colored brick was a coiled shell whose contours were intricately preserved.


    “Maybe I should save it to show my class,” Beatrice giggled.


    “Maybe,” Eleanor snorted. “You should grow up.”


    Beatrice went silent. She let the fossil drop from her hand and fall between the twin stitching of their footprints. Her bare feet, toes painted, dragged in the sand for a pace or two, until they touched another precious shell. Crouching, she retrieved it and brushed it clean. “I wonder what color I’d paint this?” she asked, seemingly to Eleanor, but really to herself. “Cobalt? Robin’s egg?”


    “Cobalt.” Eleanor answered from several steps behind. Her own feet—ungainly, misshapen—had ceased leaving prints. Her thick hands reached down. “Cobalt, definitely,” she repeated as she retrieved the fossil and secreted it away in her smock.

  


  
    Afikomen



    The light in our living room looks as yellow as the little prayer books I can’t wait to get through. The pages are stained—bright red with horseradish, brown with gravy, and purple with the wine we guzzle this time every year. Passover? Passed out is more like it, from the shit-shaped piece of fish I can’t bear to look at much less eat, and the matzah I can’t swallow. And parsley? Supposed to remind us of the bitterness of Egypt, they say. Well, it does the trick. Stuck at this table, waiting too long to be served too much crappy food and forced to read words I can’t understand and listen to conversations I wish I didn’t, that’s just what I feel like. A slave.


    Why is this night different from any other night? I’ll tell you why. On all other nights, my rich uncle is too much of a bigshot to sit with my father, who my mother just usually ignores. And Dad does his best to come home late. On other nights, I can watch Star Trek reruns or play with the model cars I steal just about every week from the department store but which no one around here ever asks me about. On other nights, I can press my ear to the bathroom door to listen in on what my sixteen-year-old sister, Carol, is doing in there with her dumbass boyfriend, or sneak outside and meet up with Randy and spray-paint stuff on the sidewalk. But instead of doing anything cool, tonight I have to sit here while dorky cousin Steven—thank God he’s younger than me—stands on his chair and sings the Four Questions. Why is this night different from all other nights, he croaks, and I’m dying to answer him. ‘Cause this night truly sucks.


    There are some fun things, though. I can pretend to drop my napkin and reach under the table to get a peek at Cousin Marjorie, who’s fourteen and wears mini-skirts so mini her panties practically hang out. I can drink glass after glass of Manischewitz without anybody counting or dip my finger inside and zap the Egyptians with plagues. But the best part comes at the end, when my sister and my cousins and me go off looking for a broken piece of matzah that my mother hides somewhere in the house. I have no idea why we do this, only that my dad has to buy it back from whichever kid finds it. He has to “redeem” that cracker—so the prayer book says—for five or even ten bucks.


    The matzah hunt feels like hours away and, until then, I have to sit here while Uncle Harold rails on and on about Watergate.


    “He’s a fascist, that’s what our president is. A fascist and a crook.” He slams a fist on the table next to my dad’s fork, making it jump. “And you voted for him.”


    Auntie Rita, Harold’s wife, looks on nodding while Mom spoons another matzah ball into her husband’s soup. Yet Dad doesn’t touch it. He doesn’t say a word but drinks his wine even faster than I do and gazes into the candles.


    “A fascist, a crook, and an anti-Semite, if you ask me,” Uncle Harold’s still shouting. “Haldeman, Ehrlichman—sounds like the goddamn Nazi party. Except for that Kissinger shmuck, the ass-licker. Feel good about that, Artie? That’s who you wanted in the White House?”


    And still no answer from Dad. Instead, he slumps further down on his chair. The prayer book says we’re supposed to do that, slump, or at least lean, for some reason to remind us how free we are. But Dad’s not looking too free. He’s looking caught between his brother whaling on him and his wife heaping a second lump of fish on his plate.


    I look at my dad and feel funny about him. Sad and angry. Embarrassed and afraid. In old photographs yellower than these prayer books, he looks a lot like me. Not too tall but no shrimp, either. No fatso, quick with any ball, probably, or at sneaking model cars under his sweatshirt. Same hair, shorter maybe, but just as kinky, and the nose like a tipped-over question mark. Not the kind of kid who Laurie Finkelstein would go steady with, no way, but no one you’d want to piss off.


    Then why is everyone messing with my father? Is it because his belly’s gotten bigger, the nose, too, while the kinks are mostly gone, his head shining in the candlelight? Why, when Uncle Harold yells at bad guys in court, does my dad get yelled at when all he wants to do is sell furniture? And why does my Mom, every night except this one when she has to put on a show for the relatives, treat him like Laurie Finkelstein does me, like he doesn’t deserve to breathe?


    Those are my four questions, but no one bothers to answer them or even listen. Uncle Harold’s still ranting, “Invaded Cambodia. Fire-bombed Hanoi. Fire-bombed—what are we, in the Middle Ages?” His face is the color of those stains in our prayer books. “All that you’ve got on your conscience.”


    Dad takes another gulp of wine and nods at me. “Your turn to read,” he says, and from too much wine, maybe, I groan.


    “No, please,” he practically begs me and for a second sits up in his chair. For a second, he looks almost happy, the candles for once sparkling in his eyes. “You’ve got a Bar Mitzvah coming up in a year or so. It’s good practice.”


    I think about the Bar Mitzvah, all the gifts I’ll get and the chance to slow-dance with Laurie. Shrugging, I read. I read about the wise son and the simple son and the son who did not know how to ask. I can’t really tell the difference between them—they all sound clueless about what we were doing around that table talking about plagues and eating crackers. Which was why I kind of liked the wicked son, the only one with guts. “What’s all this weirdness about,” he wants to know, “and do I really have to put up with it?”


    Finally, it’s mealtime. Chicken with matzah stuffing that makes the chicken taste like talcum powder. Dad hardly touches it but that doesn’t stop Mom from giving him second helpings, even thirds. More wine. Auntie Rita, making moon-shaped motions with her pocket-mirror, checks her hairdo and makeup. Carol and Marjorie play with one another’s hair, whisper to each other, and giggle. Steven’s curled up in a corner—six years old and still sucking on his thumb. Jesus. And I’m about to conk out myself, thanks to Mr. Manischewitz. Thank God, then, when Mom announces that it’s time to search for the matzah.


    Stevie’s a no-show, and the girls complain that they’re too old for silliness, but I’m already hunting. Behind the couches, under cushions, inside the magazine rack. Mom may not do much during the day—she’s a secretary who can type, she says, eighty words a minute—but she’s a demon at hiding matzahs. Once, I found one lying beneath the television antenna only to have her tell me that she hid it there two years ago.


    I pretty much cover the dining room and kitchen and so make my way up to the bedrooms. There’s Carol’s with its pink telephone and posters of the Grateful Dead and my own, a mess of empty spray cans and broken model cars that I’m always being told to clean up. Not even Mom would think of stashing things there. Which leaves my parents’ room.


    The satin blanket, the puffed-up pillows, the lamps growing out of vases and the corner’s porcelain dog—nothing looks disturbed. I go through their drawers only to come up with socks and t-shirts and Fruit of the Loom underwear. But no matzah and no five or ten bucks to redeem it. So I set to work on the closets.


    Mom’s rattles as I open it, with the belts and necklaces hung on the back of the door. She’s got a jungle of dresses in there that are thick with her smell but nothing else. Dad’s closet, on the other hand, brings up this cool pair of army binoculars, a wooden box of tie-clips and cufflinks, and piles of sweaters he never wears. Climbing up the cubby holes on the far wall, I reach the highest shelf. Here he keeps his high school album and a bowling ball and then, under some old furniture catalogues, a leather folder.


    Magazines. That’s what’s inside. Two fistfuls of magazines with crinkled covers and a couple pages that are hard to separate. Picture magazines of men without clothes on and doing things that I imagine Carol and her boyfriend do in the bathroom. Things I can’t even daydream about doing with Laurie. But these are men and the magazines are in a folder way in the back of Dad’s shelf.


    My head feels like it’s spinning. Not from the wine anymore but something else. Confusion. Excitement. I want to look longer and don’t want to look at all, ever, and while I’m deciding, I hear my name being called.


    Back into the folder the magazines go, but not before I tear out a single page and fold it into my pocket. How much would that be worth, I wonder. Fifty dollars? One hundred? My name gets hollered again and I holler back, “All right, already, I’m coming!” and head downstairs.


    I’m already thinking about the model cars I can buy for once and not steal, and a charm bracelet for Laurie. I’m thinking about my father’s face when later, after everyone’s gone home, I show him what I’ve got in my pocket. I’m thinking about it still when I enter the dining room and its stained, yellowed light.


    They sit there—Mom and Uncle Harold, Auntie Rita and the girls—all growling. Tired, bored, too full and drunk to move, but desperate to get it over with. Only my father smiles at me as he places his wallet on the table.


    “What’ve you found, my little man?” he asks me. “And how much will it cost me to redeem?”

  


  
    Metaxis



    Captain A. Biddle, at Skookum Bend, To Samuel Rutledge, Colonel in command of Fort Prudence. Dispatch communicating details of the Caracal Canyon massacre.


    Headquarters of the Blackstone Redoubt


    March 30, 1841


    Sir—I have the honor, if such a word here applies, to record the events surrounding the arcane case of the mountain man Howell, an innominate being, and the deaths of eight of my men.


    The concatenation began approximately three months ago, in the depths of a winter dark even for these crepuscular regions and cold enough to freeze one’s bones. Shortly after reveille, I was bestirred from my quarters by the westward watch. Scaling the stockade, still buttoning my tunic, I refused the picket’s offer of a glass. What I saw was easily ascertainable by the naked—I might say denuded—eye.


    It was a mule, Sir. A scrofulous animal favored by the natives as well as by those misanthropes who prefer primitivity to civilization and the company of varmints to people. Only this mule was unlike any I had seen and hoped never again to witness.


    Spasmodically it whirled, pasterns kicking up snow, snorting steam and sprouting white beards of foam from its muzzle. The eyes, if not anchored by their cords, might well have leapt from their sockets. Admitting such a brute within our confines was unthinkable and, fearing some rabid contagion, I ordered it destroyed. A single ball from Pvt. Keaton, by far the garrison’s best shot, straight to the heart at one hundred yards, sufficed to fulfill my command.


    The incident might have been forgotten, even in the lassitude of this post, but for another that fell upon us some evenings later. Once more the sentry’s bell sounded and drove me from my bunk. Once more, I gained the parapet to peer through the ramparts and espy yet another four-legged creature wobbling from the tree-line and into our field of fire. The mist that nightly shrouds the mountains served to obscure my vision but only for moments before I discerned that here was not another raving ass but a pair of savages staggering across the snow.


    Buckskinned beggars, they were, from one of the surviving tribes in these ranges, sickly and starving and with none of the nobility imagined them by people back East. Except for some off-beam missionary, they endangered nobody and certainly not the town of Blackstone, whose inhabitants I often wished scalped.


    Nevertheless, in accordance with our orders, Sgt. Moriarty called the men to arms. The dragoons mounted and the infantry, all twelve of them, stood with rifles presented as I motioned for the gates to open. Into the compound, barefoot and blue from the cold, the Indians shuffled.


    Like the mule before them, they appeared deranged. Eyes bulging, bodies twitching, their mouths no longer instruments for communicating but caves from which ghostly wheezes rose. No sense could be made of their stammering, not even by Crow, our Shoshone scout. Yet one word kept repeating itself, and that barely intelligible.


    Maxemista, or so it sounded. Maxemista, the redskins babbled, which Sgt. Moriarty, also present at the interrogation, promptly Hibernicized into MacMaster. The name caught on with the men, and I confess to likewise citing MacMaster when addressing them. Intimately, in my own mind, though, I recalled long ago one of my father’s lengthy lessons. From the Greek, cited in Plato’s Symposium. Metaxis.


    Do not, Sir, conclude that by drawing on this text I, in any way, wish to flaunt my classical education. My father, a beacon of our faith, countenanced nothing else outside of Scripture. Later, seeking asylum from those bonds in the ranks of another, exchanging preacher black for martial blue, I would gladly have bartered my learning for some such as yours, gleaned at the Academy. Yet there is little escape from notions implanted in the cradle. So, Metaxis it remained and thus shall persist throughout this dispatch as it recounts what subsequently ensued from the woods.


    Animals—deer, boar, even an elderly she-bear—all frothing, limbs a-jerk, skittered forward. Their manifest aim was the Skookum River immediately to our rear, to salve their frenzy or drown it. Pvt. Keaton ensured that none reached the banks, much less this post, with numerous well-aimed balls. The sole survivors were three execrable squaws who arrived clutching their papooses, teetering and sputtering those same inscrutable syllables which the troops once again rendered MacMaster and their commander, discretely, Metaxis.


    So it continued for well over a month, each day yielding aberrant processions. I had no choice but to double the watch with muskets loaded and primed. Respectful of the days’ exertions, I retired early but in full battle dress with nothing but a brazier and bottle as solace. I lay listening to the roof beams crackle under the weight of the snow and the wind which, howling, can drive even mountain men berserk. Proof of that arrived one moonless February night when my solitude was once again interrupted.


    Another figure was approaching the stockade, reeling and shrieking. A bison, it seemed, at first inspection, but at closer range was discerned to be a man. A trapper, if such can indeed be called a man for he, alone among the Lord’s creation, is devoted to the killing, skinning, and fleshing of fellow beings solely for the pleasure of those who shall never know the carnage involved or the loathsome ogres committing it. Though often hearing of such hunters, I rarely laid eyes on one myself and then only fleetingly. Their custom was to bypass the post and ford the Skookum to Blackstone, there to trade their pelts for victuals and liquor, powder and chaw, and spend the remainder at establishments off-limits to my soldiery. This trapper was headed not for Blackstone, though, nor even for the Skookum. He limped, rather, right up to the gates and with unquotable indelicacy ordered them opened.


    A horned man, fittingly, but one whose cornets fell along with his buffalo robe once he was warmed by our fire. That light illumed a specimen of indescribable filth, char-fingered and yellow-toothed, his beard a gallery of all that he had eaten or spewed. The hides he wore were of such a state as would scandalize their original owners. Only his eyes showed signs of humanity and those, through red-rims and rheum, appeared to have glimpsed the inhuman.


    Inquiring of his name and the whereabouts of his weapon, I learned that Filkins dwelt in the barrens beyond Hoatson’s Gulch and there remained his piece, his bear’s claws and snares, none of which were of any use. Not against that. Defining what that meant, however, required further probing, lubricated by stew and long draughts of rum.


    That, Filkins, plate and flagon trembling, admitted, was like nothing I never gandered ‘fore, not nigh thirty years in these here hills. Neither man nor beast but something betwixt and bigger, a behemoth. Hair, fangs, and hunger but not for food, Filkins said, but for the butchering of it. For what it killed, it left to rot, with neither meat nor pelage taken, and the dead no longer recognizable as once living. No carcasses just…muck. Without a roar or the softest growl, nothing to warn its victims, only a trail of viscous liquid the color of pus and a breath like hellish zephyrs.


    Harkening to this tale, as yet remaining speechless, I glanced in Sgt. Moriarty’s direction. That strong-jawed face, unschooled but wise, and projecting a power I often envied, fathomed my meaning at once. MacMaster, he said aloud, and I must have murmured Metaxis for Filkins’s utensils at once clattered to the floor. Skeletal hands groped for his robe and his head, too, looked skull-like, stripped and blanched by fear. His eyes, reflecting the flames, blazed terror.


    Howell, he stammered. Howell, the spelling of which is my conjecture, another recluse of his ilk but more isolated yet, setting his traps above Hoatson’s Gulch, in the barrens where no white man ever hazarded, nor red man either. Caracal Canyon, mountain folks called it, though never penetrating it themselves. Too many bobcats, Filkins claimed, chasms and deadfalls. Only Howell, deprived of Christian name and any civil intercourse, remained, season after season, alone. Surely now, though, he would have company and of the most abominable sort. Save him, General, Filkins pleaded, woefully inflating my rank. Save him while ye kin.


    The sergeant and I again exchanged expressions. A solitary question seized our minds: to what extent our duty? Situated on the banks of the Skookum, protecting the civilians within its bend, our redoubt was not designed with rescue in mind and certainly not of the nature suggested by Filkins. Yet thinking of that sinkhole, as I often did, that denizen of cardsharps and cutpurses, rapscallions and curs; thinking of Blackstone, like a sluice gate collecting the impurities leaking West, I wondered who was protecting whom and from what—the townsfolk from the forest or the wilderness from the wild?


    Another exchange with Sgt. Moriarty, no less resolute for its silence, supplied the answer. Thus it transpired, Colonel, that at sunrise the next day, three of my dragoons and five of my foot stood for inspection. The force, I deemed, was more than adequate for our mission, to remove this Howell from any danger and meet all threats, hominid or other. To this end, I placed Moriarty in command, brevetting him to third lieutenant, and included Pvt. Keaton, the marksman, in his party. In addition to caplock rifles and pistols, carbines and swords, the detail bore the redoubt’s deadliest ordnance—a blunderbuss which, though antique, expended canister with withering impact.


    From the stockade I watched as, through the enveloping mist, Crow guided the expedition toward the tree line. From there it would follow the Nonoma Trace to Hoatson’s Gulch and, from there, up the mountain passes to the canyon. Duties required me to remain at the redoubt, otherwise I would have gladly ridden at the head. Nevertheless, I remained sanguine that the troop would return well before drawing its full week of rations. Of the forty cartridges in each man’s pouch, none, I reckoned, would be fired.


    For whether we called it MacMaster or Metaxis, such fantastical creatures did not, in fact, exist. Of that I was certain. Tethered from birth to two traditions, the Christian and the classical, revelatory and rational, I elected for the latter, much to my father’s distress. Logic can lead to a better life, Agathon, he lectured me, but God alone admits you to Heaven. Right though he was, alas, dreams of paradise have little place in a presidio or barracks nor, I imagine, on the battlefield, and even less on this frontier where detachment from reality can prove fatal. No, phantasms and reveries are luxuries reserved for our countrymen back home, secure before their hearths and pulpits. Here, there is only survival and death and the thinnest string dividing them. In the mountains, I knew, there was a grizzly on the loose or a masqueraded shaman, a medicine man turned murderous by his peyote. Mexican bandits, French marauders—numerous candidates arose—rather than incubi and spirits. Whether ursine or outlaw, this Metaxis was assuredly mortal.


    Firm in that conviction, I listened daily for the sentry’s bell and at night frequented the stockade, with glass to eye searching for the troopers’ return. Yet there was only the mist, pierced here and there by conifers, and the hoots and caws of the forest. Seven days passed and as many sleepless nights, and still not a token. With nearly two weeks gone, I had no choice but to contemplate mounting a search. Before I could, though, one evening whilst reading my Plato, a singular commotion aroused me. Hastening out to the compound, I beheld the ghastliest sight.


    Crow, or who I presently deduced was Crow, appeared at first as a blood-soaked totem, torn and lacerated, with scarcely a patch of unmutilated skin. Lips shredded, nose reduced to a stubble, and his remaining eye staring blank. At once, I sent a rider to Blackstone, there to fetch the doctor who was no doubt lying drunk across some billiards table and who, in any case, was unlikely to arrive in time. In the dwindling hours, perhaps minutes, of his life, our faithful scout must speak.


    Laying him before the fire, infusing him from my personal flask, I knelt beside this once stalwart brave. Courageous he remained, mustering his terminal breaths to relate the details of the expedition’s end. His gasping echoed my own.


    Through Nonoma Trace and then up Hoatson’s Gulch, the company passed without incident, not even encountering predators. Indeed, the entire forest seemed divested of life, with neither wolves nor deer nor pronghorns in evidence, as if driven off by scourge. No lynx observed the soldiers’ ascent into Caracal Canyon, though Crow sensed they were being followed. Something, someone amid the height-stunted trees, behind the snaggletooth rocks, this Howell, perhaps. Testaments to a trapper’s presence soon surfaced, in the form of stretching hoops and a pot of the beaver brains used for tanning. A streak of purulent liquid and a foul-smelling odor were remarked upon, but of the man himself, no sign.


    It came, Crow panted, fast. I lifted his head toward mine and peered into that surviving eye. It? The word he uttered sounded like Maxemista or perhaps MacMaster, but it was lost in his subsequent screams. From these, I pieced together a sequence of horrendous shrieks, of horses neighing and men beseeching God, gunshots bursting haphazardly. Only Sgt. Moriarty retained his composure, Crow said, ordering his men into a firing line and commanding Pvt. Keaton to aim straight for the heart, which he did. But it had no heart. No body, either, only fur and fangs and an unquenchable craving to kill. How many? I pressed him, mercilessly shaking that head as the last of the air rattled out of him. He managed one word, All.


    There comes a time in any officer’s life, as you, Colonel, undoubtedly know, when circumstances dictate decisions. Mine was made by Metaxis. Without the month it would take to bring reinforcements from your fort, I ordered the bulk of my troops to gird. The others, mostly invalids, would be left behind to man the stockades and appear to guard Blackstone, which had nothing to fear but itself.
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