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Set in the wild, seamy and extremely strange America of the nineteenth century: a historical novel so richly involving and so touching that you never want it to end.


Young Ren is missing his parents and a hand and doesn’t know what happened to any of them. So he is beginning to fear that he will never be claimed from his cold New England orphanage: that his dream of a family – of a life – will come to nothing.


But one day a glamorous stranger arrives at the orphanage. To Ren’s astonishment, the charming Benjamin Nab says he is his brother, come to bring him home. And even when his stories grow more and more extraordinary, when he puts Ren’s life in danger again and again and sets him first to theft and then to grave-robbing, Ren cannot quite abandon hope. That one day all the hunger and danger and unwanted excitement will be worth it, that he will find a family. But whether Benjamin is to be trusted is another story . . .
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If a man can write a better book, preach a better sermon, or make a better mousetrap than his neighbor, though he build his
            house in the woods, the world will make a beaten path to his door.
     

      Ralph Waldo Emerson






      PART 1






      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      THE MAN ARRIVED after morning prayers. Word spread quickly that someone had come, and the boys of Saint Anthony’s Orphanage elbowed each
         other and strained to catch a glimpse as he unhitched his horse and led it to the trough for drinking. The man’s face was hard
         to make out, his hat pulled so far down that the brim nearly touched his nose. He tied the reins to a post and then stood
         there, patting the horse’s neck as it drank. The man waited, and the boys watched, and when the mare finally lifted her head,
         they saw the man lean forward, stroke the animal’s nose, and kiss her. Then he wiped his lips with the back of his hand, removed
         his hat, and made his way across the yard to the monastery.
     

      
      Men often came for children. Sometimes it was for cheap labor, sometimes for a sense of doing good. The brothers of Saint Anthony’s
         would stand the orphans in a line, and the men would walk back and forth, inspecting. It was easy to tell what they were looking
         for by where their eyes went. Usually it was to boys almost fourteen, the taller ones, the loudest, the strongest. Then their
         eyes went down to the barely crawling, the stumbling two year olds – still untainted and fresh. This left the in-betweens – those who had lost their baby fat and curls but were not yet old enough to be helpful. These children were usually
         ill-tempered, and had little to offer but empty stomachs and a bad case of lice. Ren was one of them.
     

      
      He had no memory of a beginning – of a mother or father, sister or brother. His life was simply there, at Saint Anthony’s,
         and what he remembered began in the middle of things – the smell of boiled sheets and lye; the taste of watery oatmeal; the
         feel of dropping a brick onto a piece of stone, watching the red pieces split off, then using those broken shards to write
         on the wall of the monastery, and being slapped for this, and being forced to wash the dust away with a cold, wet rag.
     

      
      Ren’s name had been sewn into the collar of his nightshirt: three letters embroidered in dark blue thread. The cloth was made
         of good linen, and he had worn it until he was nearly two. After that it was taken away and given to a smaller child to wear.
         Ren learned to keep an eye on Edward, then James, then Nicholas – and corner them in the yard. He would pin the squirming
         child to the ground and examine the fading letters closely, wondering what kind of hand had worked them. The R and E were sewn
         boldly in a cross-stitch, but the N was thinner, slanting to the right, as if the person working the thread had rushed to
         complete the job. When the shirt wore thin, it was cut into bandages. Brother Joseph gave Ren the piece of collar with the
         letters, and the boy kept it underneath his pillow at night.
     

      
      Ren watched now as the visitor waited on the steps of the priory. The man passed his hat back and forth in his hands, leaving
         damp marks along the felt. The door opened and he stepped inside. A few minutes later Brother Joseph came to gather the children,
         and said, ‘Get to the statue.’
     

      
      
      The statue of Saint Anthony sat in the center of the yard. It was carved from marble, dressed in the robes of the Franciscan
         friars. The dome of Saint Anthony’s head was bald, with a halo circling his brow. In one hand he held a lily and in the other
         a small child wearing a crown. The child was holding out one palm in supplication and using the other to touch the saint’s
         cheek. There were times, when the sun receded in the afternoon and shadows played across the stone, that the touch looked more
         like a slap. This child was Jesus Christ, and the pairing was proof of Saint Anthony’s ability to carry messages to God. When
         a loaf of bread went missing from the kitchen, or Father John couldn’t find the keys to the chapel, the children were sent
         to the statue. Saint Anthony, Saint Anthony, come bring what I’ve lost back to me.
     

      
      Catholics were rare in this part of New England. A local Irishman who’d made a fortune pressing cheap grapes into strong port
         had left his vineyard to the church in a desperate bid for heaven before he died. The brothers of Saint Anthony were sent to
         claim the land and build the monastery. They found themselves surrounded by Protestants, who, in the first month of their
         arrival, burned down the barn, fouled the well, and caught two brothers after dark on the road and sent them home tarred and
         feathered.
     

      
      After praying for guidance, the brothers turned to the Irishman’s wine press, which was still intact and on the grounds. Plants
         were sent from Italy, and after some trial and error the brothers matched the right vine with their stony New England soil.
         Before long Saint Anthony’s became well-known for their particular vintage, which they aged in old wooden casks and used for
         their morning and evening masses. The unconsecrated wine was sold to the local taverns and also to individual land owners, who sent their servants to collect the bottles in the night so that their neighbors would not see them doing business
         with Catholics.
     

      
      Soon after this the first child was left. Brother Joseph heard cries one morning before sunrise and opened the door to find
         a baby wrapped in a soiled dress. The second child was left in a bucket near the well. The third in a basket by the outhouse.
         Girls were collected every few months by the Sisters of Charity, who worked in a hospital some distance away. What happened
         to them, no one knew, but the boys were left at Saint Anthony’s, and before long the monastery had turned into a de facto
         orphanage for the bastard children of the local townspeople, who still occasionally tried to burn the place to the ground.
     

      
      To control these attempts at arson, the brothers built a high brick wall around the property, which sloped and towered like
         a fortress along the road. At the bottom of the wooden gate that served as the entrance they cut a small swinging door, and
         it was through this tiny opening that the babies were pushed. Ren was told that he, too, had been pushed through this gate
         and found the following morning, covered in mud in the prior’s garden. It had rained the night before, and although Ren had
         no memory of the storm, he often wondered why he had been left in bad weather. It always led to the same conclusion: that
         whoever had brought him there could not wait to be rid of him.
     

      
      The gate was hinged to open one way – in. When Ren pushed at the tiny door with his finger, he could feel the strength of
         the wooden frame behind it. There was no handle on the children’s side, no groove to lift from underneath. The wood was heavy,
         thick, and old – a fine piece of oak planed years before from the woods beyond the orphanage. Ren liked to imagine he felt a pressure in return, a mother reaching back through, changing her mind, groping wildly, a thin white arm.
     

      
      Underneath Saint Anthony’s statue the younger boys fidgeted and pushed, the older ones cleared their throats nervously. Brother
         Joseph walked down the line and straightened their clothes, or spit on his hand and scrubbed their faces, bumping his large
         stomach into the children who had fallen out of place. He pushed it now toward a six-year-old who had suddenly sprung a bloody
         nose from the excitement.
     

      
      ‘Hide it quick,’ he said, shielding the boy with his body. Across the yard Father John was solemnly approaching, and behind
         him was the man who had kissed the horse.
     

      
      He was a farmer. Perhaps forty years old. His shoulders were strong, his fingers thick with calluses, his skin the color of
         rawhide from the sun. There was a rash of brown spots across his forehead and the backs of his hands. His face was not unkind,
         and his coat was clean, his shirt pressed white, his collar tight against his neck. A woman had dressed him. So there would
         be a wife. A mother.
     

      
      The man began to make his way down the line. He paused before two blond boys, Brom and Ichy. They were also inbetweens, twins
         left five winters after Ren. Brom’s neck was thicker, by about two inches, and Ichy’s feet were longer, by about two inches,
         but beyond those distinguishing characteristics it was hard to tell the boys apart when they were standing still. It was only
         when they were out in the fields working, or throwing stones at a pine tree, or washing their faces in the morning that the
         differences became clear. Brom would splash a handful of water over his head and be done with it. Ichy would fold a handkerchief into fourths, dab it into the basin, then set to work carefully and slowly behind his ears.
     

      
      It was said that no one would adopt Brom and Ichy because they were twins. One was sure to be unlucky. Second-borns were usually
         considered changelings and drowned right after birth. But no one knew who came first, Brom or Ichy, so there was no way to
         tell where the bad luck was coming from. What the brothers needed to do was separate, make themselves look as different as
         possible. Ren kept this information to himself. They were his only friends, and he did not want to lose them.
     

      
      Standing together now the twins grinned at the farmer, and then, suddenly, Brom threw his arms around his brother and attempted
         to lift him off the ground. He had done this once before, as a show of strength in front of two elderly gentlemen, and it
         had ended badly. Ren watched from the other end of the line as Ichy, taken by surprise, began to recite his multiplication
         tables, all the while struggling violently against his brother, to the point that one of his boots flew into the air and sailed
         past the farmer’s ear.
     

      
      Father John kept a small switch up the sleeve of his robe, and he put it to work now on the twins, while Brother Joseph fetched
         Ichy’s boot and the farmer continued down the line. Ren put his arms behind his back and stood at attention. He held his breath
         as the man stopped in front of him.
     

      
      ‘How old are you?’

      
      Ren opened his mouth to answer, but the man spoke for him.

      
      ‘You look about twelve.’

      
      Ren wanted to say that he could be any age, that he could make himself into anything the man wanted, but instead he followed what he had been taught by the brothers, and said nothing.
     

      
      ‘I want a boy,’ said the farmer. ‘Old enough to help me work and young enough for my wife to feel she has a child. Someone
         who’s honest and willing to learn. Someone who can be a son to us.’ He leaned forward and lowered his voice so that only Ren
         could hear him. ‘Do you think you could do that?’
     

      
      Father John came up behind them. ‘You don’t want that one.’

      
      The farmer stepped back. He looked confused, then angry at being interrupted. ‘Why not?’

      
      Father John pointed to Ren’s arm. ‘Show him.’

      
      Now the other children leaned forward. The priest and the farmer stood waiting. Ren did not move, as if somehow he could wait
         this moment out until it transformed into something else. He stared past the farmer at a maple tree just beyond the stone
         wall, its fall leaves beginning to turn. Soon those leaves would be a different color, and then the wind would come, and the
         tree would look like something else completely. Father John’s hand disappeared into the sleeve of his robe, and then the switch
         came down, leaving a thin red line that smarted enough to make the boy give up his secret.
     

      
      He was missing a hand. Ren’s left arm simply ended, a piece of skin pulled neatly over the bone and sewn crookedly in the
         shape of a V – the scar tissue raised but healed. The skin was white in places, the stitching like the legs of a centipede,
         fanned out, frozen and fossilized.
     

      
      Somewhere between his entry into the world and his delivery through the door of Saint Anthony’s, Ren had lost it. He wondered
         where the hand was now. He closed his eyes and saw it clearly, palm open, the fingers slightly curled. He imagined it behind a dustbin, inside a wooden box, hidden in the grasses of a field. He did not consider size. He did not think that
         it would no longer fit him. Ren simply looked at his right hand and thought about its match waiting patiently somewhere in
         the world for him to retrieve it.
     

      
      The farmer tried not to react, but Ren could see the disgust hidden in his face as he turned away and moved down the line.
         When he chose a boy from the other end, named William, with red hair and a bad habit of chewing his fingers, the man acted
         as though it was the only decision he’d made.
     

      
      Ren watched as the farmer lifted his new son into the wagon. The man patted William on the head, then turned and counted out
         some money and handed it to Father John, who quickly slipped it into the sleeve of his robe. The farmer climbed up onto the
         driver’s seat and made ready to leave, but at the last moment lowered the reins and glanced back at the statue of Saint Anthony.
     

      
      ‘What happens to the ones no one takes?’

      
      ‘They are conscripted,’ said Father John, ‘into the army.’

      
      ‘Not an easy life.’

      
      ‘It’s the will of God,’ said Father John. ‘We do not question His ways.’

      
      The farmer looked down at the priest, then at his new son, nervously biting the skin on his thumb. He released the brake on
         the wagon. ‘I do,’ he said, and then called to his horse and started off down the road.
     

  



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      IN THE BARN Brother Joseph poured himself a mug of wine and settled into his seat. Underneath his robe was a foot warmer – a small tin
         box full of coals from the kitchen fireplace. He put one sandal on it and then the other as he supervised the children working.
         Occasionally he would fall asleep and his robe would catch on fire. Somehow he always woke in time to douse the flames with
         his sampling cup.
     

      
      Around him the boys de-stemmed, pressed and strained the grapes. It was fall, and the harvest was nearly over. Brother Joseph
         supervised as they added the sugar and yeast to the collected juice, covered the pails with cheesecloth and set them aside.
         Later they would skim off the sediment, pour the liquid into the wooden casks, add a bit of finished wine and leave the batch
         to ferment. The final step was to siphon the wine into bottles and cork them. Three months later it would be ready to drink.
     

      
      Brother Joseph did not excuse Ren from any of this work, but he did find ways to help him. He tied a basket to Ren’s waist
         when the boy was picking in the fields; he showed Ren how to steady the skimmer using the crook of his arm; he placed the
         funnel between Ren’s fingers and the empty stub of the boy’s wrist. Sometimes it took Ren twice as long as the other boys
         to accomplish the tasks, but Brother Joseph offered small words to encourage him, and this usually gave Ren the heart to finish.
     

      
      Now the monk peered into his mug and inspected the dark residue collecting at the bottom. Then he looked at the children, going
         about in the silent way they always did after one of their group had been chosen, their faces somber and resentful. Brother
         Joseph set his cup on the floor and pushed the foot warmer aside. ‘I think we should all say a prayer for William,’ he said.
     

      
      ‘He doesn’t need one,’ said Ichy.

      
      ‘We all need prayers,’ said Brother Joseph. ‘Especially when something good happens to us.’ He sighed. ‘Bad luck follows anything
         that’s good. And bad things always happen in threes.’
     

      
      The boys contemplated this as they continued with their work. And more than a few were secretly glad.

      
      ‘What kind of bad luck do you think William will get?’ Ichy asked.

      
      ‘That’s hard to say,’ said Brother Joseph. ‘It could be anything.’

      
      ‘I’ll bet they get robbed on the way home,’ said Ichy.

      
      ‘And when they get there,’ said Brom, ‘their house is on fire.’

      
      The other boys joined in, each with his own vision of bad luck for William and his new father. They were caught in swarms
         of bees and chased by packs of wolves. They were given the gout, the chickenpox, the plague.
     

      
      ‘That’s enough!’ said Brother Joseph. ‘It’s only supposed to happen three times.’ But the boys kept at it, imagining worse
         things, giddy with their own meanness.
     

      
      Ren tried to think of his own bad fate for William, but he could not get past the image of the farmer lifting the boy into the cart. He wondered if William would write, once he was
         settled. Some of the boys who were adopted sent letters, detailing their new lives, the warm beds and clean clothes and special
         meals their mothers prepared for them. These letters were cherished and passed from boy to boy until the pages were torn and
         the ink had faded.
     

      
      Ren pictured the supper waiting for William at home. The farmer’s wife would have taken out the good plates, if they had good
         plates. Yes, Ren decided, they would have good plates. Plates of white porcelain. And there would be a small bowl of wildflowers,
         picked from behind the kitchen door, pink and blue with tiny yellow buttercups. There would be bread, still warm, sliced and
         covered with a napkin in a basket. There would be stew of some kind, hot and full of meat that had been rubbed with herbs,
         tender and soft to chew. And a mountain of potatoes. And corn scraped from the cob. And glasses of fresh milk. And cooling
         on a windowsill, just behind the farmer’s wife, who was standing in the door frame now looking for her husband’s wagon, would
         be a blackberry pie. Just for the three of them.
     

      
      She would not have minded his hand. She would not have minded at all.

      
      Ren sat on the floor of the distillery and sorted grapes, pulling leaves and bits of vine from the flesh, tossing the damaged
         and unripe fruit to the side. There were always spiders in the baskets from the fields, and clouds of gnats, and sometimes
         thin black snakes. Ren’s fingers were stained with red. It would be days before the color faded from his skin.
     

      
      When he was through, he dumped the grapes over the top of the wine press, an enormous contraption that held court in the center of the barn. The children huddled by the chutes at
         the bottom, holding buckets, collecting the juice, while others pushed the crank, which was set in the middle of the press
         like a windmill on its side. It was heavy work. The oldest boys were assigned to the crank, one on each arm, walking in circles.
         In another year, Ren would be one of them.
     

      
      Only a few boys had grown old enough and been passed over enough at Saint Anthony’s to be sent into the army. One was named
         Frederick, a stout child who had trouble breathing and would often faint, crumpling to the floor with barely a sound. The
         soldiers came in the night and took him. From the window of the small boys’ room, Ren had seen the men drag Frederick across
         the yard and through the wooden gate, his body limp, his feet bouncing off the cobblestones. He was not heard from again.
     

      
      Another was named Sebastian, a boy remarkably pale and thin. Six months after he’d left with the soldiers he appeared at the
         gate of the orphanage, and he was so changed that the children did not recognize him. His face was haggard, and both eyes
         had been blackened. His lip was split in two and his leg appeared to be broken. Sebastian pushed open the little wooden door
         in the gate, the same one he had been passed through as a child, and begged the brothers to take him back. Father John approached,
         murmured a prayer, and threw the extra bolt. The boy stayed out there for three days, crying first, then pleading, then shouting,
         then praying, then cursing, until he fell silent, and a wagon came, driven by three soldiers, and they put Sebastian in the
         back of it and carried him away.
     

      
      It was rumored that Father John accepted payment from the soldiers, and also signed a contract of some kind, giving over ownership of the boys. A day did not go by that Ren did not think of this, and whenever he did, the scar on his arm began
         to itch. Every time he was passed over in the line of children, every time he watched another boy taken, and every year he
         grew older, it itched more.
     

      
      To make up for this, Ren stole things. It began with small items of food. He’d stand in front of the cook after cleaning out
         the fireplace, and the man would glance at the boy’s scar, and then turn and study a pile of cabbages while shouting for someone
         to wash the beans, and it was just enough time for Ren to slip one of the pieces of bread left out on the counter into his
         pocket.
     

      
      He never took anything that couldn’t be easily hidden away. He stole socks and shoelaces, combs and prayer cards, buttons,
         keys, and crucifixes. Whatever crossed his path. Sometimes he would keep the items, sometimes he would return them, sometimes
         he would toss them down the well. In this way Ren was responsible for most of the lost things being prayed for at the statue
         of Saint Anthony.
     

      
      The items he kept were stashed inside a small crack about a foot from the edge of the well. Leaning over the stone wall, Ren
         could fit his hand inside the hiding place, his breath echoing back to him from the water far below. There was a broken piece
         of blue and white pottery, a snake skin he’d found in the woods, a set of rosary beads he’d stolen from Father John, made
         from real roses, and, most important of all, his rocks.
     

      
      Every boy at Saint Anthony’s collected rocks. They hoarded stones as if they were precious objects, as if the accumulation
         of feldspar and shale would pave their way to a new life. If they dug in the right places, they found rarer things – pieces
         of quartz, or mica, or arrowheads. These stones were kept and traded and loved, and sometimes, when the children were adopted, they were
         left behind.
     

      
      That afternoon, when Brother Joseph had fallen asleep, William’s rocks were spread out across the floor of the barn, and the
         boys began to argue over how to divide them. There were perhaps thirty or forty pieces. Rocks that gleamed like metal, or
         had brown and black stripes, or reds and oranges the color of the sunset. But the best of the collection was a wishing stone,
         a soft gray rock with an unbroken circling band of white. Good for one wish to come true.
     

      
      Ren had seen only one before – it had belonged to Sebastian. He’d shown it to Ren once, but he wouldn’t let anyone hold it.
         He was afraid of losing the wish. He was saving it, he said, for a time when he was in trouble, and he’d taken it with him
         when he left for the army. Later, outside the brick wall that surrounded the orphanage, his lips cracked from the sun, Sebastian
         told Ren through the swinging door in the gate that someone had stolen the wishing stone while he slept. ‘I shouldn’t have
         held on to it,’ he wept. ‘I should have used it as soon as it came into my hands.’
     

      
      The rafters of the barn caught the boys’ voices and sent them back, louder and more forceful as they bargained over William’s
         collection. A few had already noticed the wishing stone. Once the rocks were divided, Ren was sure to lose his chance. He
         edged closer to where it lay on the ground, rolling up his sleeve as he went. Then he pretended that someone had shoved him
         from behind, and threw his body into the center of the group, scrambling on the floor, the stub of his left arm covering his
         right. The group elbowed him to the side.
     

      
      
      ‘Shove off.’

      
      ‘Leper.’

      
      ‘Get out of the way.’

      
      Ren moved to the back of the room as the boys continued to argue, the stone safe in his fingers. He opened his palm and glanced
         down. The wishing stone was the color of rain. The edges smooth. He felt the indentation where the ring of white began and
         thought of all the things he was going to ask for.
     

      
      Brom and Ichy whispered to each other, then left the group and followed Ren. They knew he had taken something. They were his
         friends but they wanted their share.
     

      
      ‘What’s that in your hand?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Give it here.’

      
      The rest of the children began to notice. First Edward, with his runny nose, then Luke and Marcus. Ren knew he had only a
         moment before they would all be upon him. He punched Brom, the weight of his friend’s chin hard against his knuckles. Then
         he ducked under Ichy’s arm and burst out of the barn, running as fast as he could to the well, hoping he could reach it in
         time to hide the stone, praying all the while that the boys wouldn’t come after him. But they did – they were close behind,
         Brom in the lead and nearly grabbing Ren’s shoulder, and then he did, and they both fell to the ground.
     

      
      Ichy sat on Ren’s chest and Brom twisted his arm until his fingers opened. Ren tried to kick them off, biting and scratching,
         but he knew in his heart that he was going to lose, and he felt the stone slip out of his hand. The boys left him panting
         in the dirt and clustered around what they had taken.
     

      
      ‘I want to wish for an arrowhead,’ said Ichy.

      
      
      ‘That’s not good enough,’ said Brom.

      
      ‘For candy then.’

      
      ‘For Father John to break his neck.’

      
      ‘For toys!’

      
      ‘To get picked from the line.’

      
      ‘For a hundred wishes instead of one.’

      
      Ren listened to his friends. He had never hated anyone more. He thrust himself forward and snatched the stone back. If he
         couldn’t use the wish, then no one would. The twins grabbed hold of his shirt and he pulled desperately away, the hate inside
         giving him strength, more than he’d ever had before, and he leaned over and threw the rock down into the well. There was no
         sound as it descended, just the echo of Ren’s own breathing in the dark, and then the smallest splash that told him it had
         hit water.
     

  



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      FATHER JOHN’S STUDY was on the second floor of the monastery. From this small room came dictations and benedictions, portion sizes and bedtime
         procedures, prayer schedules, catalogs of sins, a rotation of privy duty, and the sounds of these rules and regulations being
         enforced. Ren had been caned there three times for hoarding food, six times for leaving his bed at night, fifteen times for
         being on the roof without permission, and twenty-seven times for cursing. He knew the room well and was sure that the priest
         whipped him less harshly – he’d seen welts inches deep on others.
     

      
      Father John chose a volume from a shelf on the wall: The Lives of the Saints. He walked over to his desk and began to read while Ren stood in the corner, watching and waiting. Thirty minutes passed.
         Father John sometimes kept the children for hours this way. The waiting was always worse than the punishment.
     

      
      In his own way Ren was a believer. It came as easily as breathing. There was a stream in the woods behind the orphanage. Ren
         liked to put his hand in and feel the water rush through his fingers. He watched leaves and twigs floating downstream and felt the tug of the current on his wrist. It was the same pull that came sometimes when he prayed – the sense
         of being carried on to a deeper place. But he never had the courage to follow it through. As soon as he felt the urge to let
         go, he’d take his hand out of the water.
     

      
      The priest turned a page in his book. He ran his finger along the center of the spine and began to read aloud: ‘“In Padua
         a young man named Leonardo kicked his mother in a fit of anger. He was then so remorseful that he confessed to Saint Anthony.
         The saint told the young man that he needed to remove the part of himself that had committed the sin. Leonardo went home and
         cut off his foot. Saint Anthony, upon hearing this, went to visit the injured man. And with one touch he reattached the foot.”’
         Father John closed the book but kept his finger in the page. ‘I thought you might be interested in that story.’
     

      
      Ren knew not to answer, not to say a word. His left eye was swollen, his face smeared with mud where Brom had pressed it into
         the ground. The twins had pulled his hair until he told them where his collection was hidden, then made off with all that
         he had saved, slipping back into the barn before Brother Joseph had stirred. Father John had heard the fight from his study
         and discovered Ren alone by the well, bruised and bloody and weeping at what he had lost.
     

      
      ‘Sin does not only reside in the flesh.’ Father John stood and walked across the room. ‘It is an indelible part of your soul.
         Each transgression a black mark that cannot be removed, except by holy confession and the sacred fire of God’s judgment.’
         He closed the book and slid it back into its place on the shelf. ‘The saints are examples for the rest of us. You should think
         of them the next time you are tempted.’ The priest pulled the switch from his sleeve and inspected it, pulling a small hair from the bark. ‘It is what I always do.’ He pointed to the whipping
         stool, and the boy walked over and lowered his trousers.
     

      
      The whipping stool had held Ren’s weight and the weight of many other boys over the years. Ren remembered the first time he
         had taken his place across it, after he was caught in a lie by Brother Peter. Now there were even more scratches in the wood,
         places where the joints were failing. It seemed close to falling apart.
     

      
      ‘Who hit you?’

      
      The first strike was always a shock. The boy tried not to move as it seared into his skin. Sweat gathered on his lower back.
         Between his legs.
     

      
      ‘Who hit you?’

      
      Ren tried to think of other things. He could feel the edges of the cuts begin to separate, the sting working its way across
         his body. Saliva dripped from his mouth and pooled on the floor.
     

      
      ‘Food will be rationed until you reveal their names. The shoes and blankets for the winter returned.’

      
      Ren gripped the stool. He waited for it to break. Every year there was talk of new shoes and blankets. And every year they
         never arrived.
     

      
      The small boys’ room was a long, narrow attic space lined with cots and bits of bedding, with slanted walls and a ceiling
         that ran like a stripe down the length of it. There were two latched windows, one by the door and one at the far dark end
         and it was by this particular window that Ren was trying to sleep, the backs of his legs still burning.
     

      
      
      The room smelled like boiled fish. It was the same oily smell that covered the rest of the orphanage. This oil came from the
         bodies of the children and seeped into the tables and chairs, into the stone walls of the building. The boys were washed twice
         a month, along with their linens, by a group of charitable grandmothers. On those days the brothers would prop open the doors
         and windows, trying to air the place, but it did little good. By the end of the first night the smell would return – a combination
         of bedwets, worry, and sickness.
     

      
      Brom and Ichy were in the next bed, as they had been ever since they were first brought to Saint Anthony’s. Ren still remembered
         the night when Brother Joseph had shuffled into the room, the twins bundled in his arms. The little boys were soaking wet,
         their bodies shaking. Ren had watched as Brother Joseph set them on the bed and began to unwrap the blankets.
     

      
      ‘The mother drowned herself.’ Brother Joseph threw the wet clothes onto the floor, muttering into the dark. ‘Nothing but bad
         luck. No one’s going to want these two.’ He rubbed the boys’ arms and legs. ‘They need to get warm.’ And with that he slipped
         first one, then the other into Ren’s bed, then hurried down the hall to look for something dry to put them in.
     

      
      The boys squirmed against Ren under the blanket. They were perhaps a year younger, but took up twice the room, and he considered
         kicking them out onto the floor. Ichy grabbed hold of Ren’s nightshirt, as if sensing this, and promptly stuffed the piece
         of fabric into his mouth. Brom sobbed with rage. Ren thought of their mother, floating in the river. He wondered what color
         her hair was. He decided that it was blond. He decided the color of her eyes (blue) and her skin (pale) and the print of her
         dress (pink), until he could see her standing before him, dripping with water. Her shoes were caked with sludge, her hair tangled with branches. She crossed her arms, as if she
         were chilled, and it took a few moments before Ren understood that she was waiting for him to do something.
     

      
      ‘What do you want?’ he asked. But she would not answer. So he began to whistle, just to hear the sound of something in the
         room. Beside him, the twins stopped their crying and went still. They went so still that Ren worried they might be dead. He
         sat up and watched their sleeping faces until he was sure that they were breathing. When he turned around their mother had
         disappeared.
     

      
      Now Ren shifted his stinging legs and tried to ignore the pain. Father John was right-handed, and because of this he favored
         the left when leaving his marks. Ren turned to one side and then the other. The skin around his eye throbbed and his arm was
         sore where Brom had twisted it. He picked at a scab starting to form on his knee and sucked his breath between his teeth as
         it came loose.
     

      
      ‘Does it hurt?’ Ichy whispered from the next bed.

      
      Ren did not want to seem a coward. ‘No.’

      
      ‘You shouldn’t have punched me,’ said Brom.

      
      Ren turned and looked out the window. He was not ready to be friends again.

      
      ‘Do you think William’s home by now?’ Ichy asked.

      
      ‘He must be,’ said Brom.

      
      ‘Unless he was captured by pirates,’ said Ichy.

      
      The twins were silent then, and eventually their breathing became shallow. Ren rested on his side and thought about Saint
         Anthony reattaching Leonardo’s foot. He wondered if the skin was left scarred, or if the saint had been able to make the ankle
         completely smooth again. He slid his hand underneath the covers and took out The Lives of the Saints.
     

      
      After Father John had finished the beating and turned to put the switch back into his sleeve, the boy had reached out and
         lifted the volume from the bookcase. He’d hidden it underneath his shirt, curling around the book on the whipping stool until
         he was dismissed. He’d kept the leather binding next to his skin and now it was warm, as if it were a living thing.
     

      
      Ren propped the volume with his elbow so that he could get enough light from the moon to read. He turned to Saint Anthony’s
         feast day, June thirteenth, and learned that Leonardo’s foot was not his only miracle. Anthony also lived in a walnut tree
         and magically transported himself from country to country. He preached sermons to fishes, sent angels after thieves, and made
         mules reject hay for consecrated hosts. He saved fishermen from storms, converted thousands of heretics, guided nuns through
         Morocco and, perhaps most impressively, brought a boy back from the dead.
     

      
      The boy had been found buried in the garden of Saint Anthony’s father. The saint’s father was arrested and charged with murder.
         But then Saint Anthony came, and touched the dead boy, and brought him back to life. The child opened his eyes and named the
         real killer. The book didn’t say what happened next, and Ren was left wondering if the boy had gone back to his grave. It
         didn’t seem fair. If you had to die, Ren thought, you should only have to die once.
     

      
      There was weeping at the other end of the small boys’ room. Ren listened for a few moments, and then slid his book carefully
         underneath the blanket. The other boys began to stir; he could hear one or two mumbling, half-asleep. Brom sat up and shouted
         for quiet. Another boy cursed. Then someone got out from under their covers. Ren could hear the footsteps crossing the floor.
         There was a moment when all the children held their breath, and then a loud, hard smack. The crying stopped, and the footsteps
         returned to bed.
     

      
      They were all awake now, staring up into the darkness of the rafters, listening. The children took turns crying at night. It
         was only a matter of time before another boy began. And when those small sounds started, Ren knew that it would be hours before
         he could read again.
     

      
      He shut the book and closed his eyes. He imagined the wishing stone resting at the bottom of the well. He had held it, even
         if it was for only a moment. Ren pulled his hand into a fist, trying to remember the shape. He could feel the blood pulsing
         there, underneath the skin, and for a moment the heat of the stone was against his fingertips again, all of his possible wishes
         spread out before him. Ren moved his hand into the moonlight and slowly opened it, half-expecting the stone to reappear. But
         there was no magic in the small boys’ room that night. Only Ren’s open palm, empty and cooling in the dark. A few rows over,
         another boy began to cry, and Ren pressed his face into his pillow. He was glad he’d thrown the stone away. Now no one would
         ever be able to wish on it again.
     

  



      
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      BROTHER PETER’S CLASSES took place each day in the front room of the monastery. What these classes were meant to teach the boys varied on the occasion
         and, it seemed, the weather. On rainy days he pulled out maps and talked about where things were in the world. When the sun
         was out, he recited poetry. In the snow he removed an abacus from his desk and discussed numbers. And when the wind was strong
         he did nothing at all, but simply stared out the windows at the trees blowing back and forth.
     

      
      It had been decided that the brothers must give the children some knowledge; at the very least enough language to read the
         Bible, and enough arithmetic so that the Protestants could not cheat them. Why this task of education was given to Brother
         Peter, the boys did not know, for more often than not he would simply rest his forehead on the table before him and ignore
         the children completely. Much of what the boys had learned had been transferred from child to child like a disease, and mostly
         concerned bits of New England history: minutemen and the North Bridge, Giles Corey and Crispus Attucks.
     

      
      Today the boys practiced writing and rewriting psalms on tiny bits of slate, which they passed around and shared. The psalm was 118, verse 8: ‘It is better to take refuge in the Lord
         than to trust in man.’ Brother Peter had just put his head on the table when the boys began to whisper and point out the window.
         Ren looked up from the words spelled out before him. There was a stranger crossing the yard.
     

      
      The man wore glasses. He had straw-colored hair tied with a ribbon that made him look like a student. He had no hat, but he
         was wearing boots and a long dark coat with a turned-up collar, like a coachman’s. Brother Joseph was leading the man toward
         the priory, and the children watched as the stranger paused in his step for a moment and leaned to one side, as if his leg
         pained him. He had a slight build, and before he slipped into the building, Ren could see that his hands were pale and thin.
         He was no farmer.
     

      
      Fifteen minutes later Brother Joseph burst into the classroom, out of breath, his robe stained down the front with wine. He
         scanned the room of boys and said the words they were all waiting for: ‘Get to the statue.’
     

      
      Ren scrambled out of the room and dashed toward Saint Anthony, feeling somehow that his luck was running out ahead of him.
         He took his place in line along with the other boys. Brother Joseph passed in front, tucking in shirts and fixing collars,
         while across the yard the door to the priory opened.
     

      
      Father John approached the children with the same uncomfortable posture he took before beating them. In one hand he held some
         papers. The other was tucked into his sleeve, which meant he was carrying his switch. The stranger followed at a short distance,
         his long coat trailing in the dirt.
     

      
      He was a young man, his face rugged and handsome, his ears a bit too large for his head. When he came to the statue of Saint Anthony, he folded his arms and leaned against it. He looked
         at the boys over the top of his glasses. His eyes were blue, summer-sky blue, the bluest eyes that Ren had ever seen.
     

      
      ‘This is Mister Nab,’ said Father John. He glanced at the paper in his hand, then turned to stare at the stranger, who was
         now standing on one foot and twirling his ankle in the air.
     

      
      ‘Old war wound,’ the man said. ‘When the weather turns cold, it aches a bit.’ He put his foot back on the ground, stomped
         it once, then once again, and opened his mouth into a broad, bright, beaming smile. It was winning, and he turned it with
         force, first on the priest, then on the line of boys.
     

      
      Father John collected himself and turned back to the paper. ‘Mister Nab is looking for his brother, who was sent this way
         as an infant. He says that he is approximately eleven years of age – is that correct?’
     

      
      ‘I believe so. Although it’s been so long now it’s hard to remember.’

      
      ‘Well,’ said Father John, pausing for a moment. Ren could see that he was losing his patience. ‘Do any of these boys look
         familiar?’
     

      
      Benjamin Nab stepped forward and gave each of the children a thorough going-over. He seemed to be looking for something, but
         it was hard to say what it was, for with each boy he searched in a different place. He took hold of their chins and tilted
         their faces into the light. He felt their necks, measured the length of their brows with his finger, and twice lifted a patch
         of brown hair to his nose.
     

      
      ‘Too short,’ he said to one boy.

      
      ‘Too tall,’ he said to another.

      
      
      ‘Show me your tongue.’ Marcus stretched it out into the sunlight, and the man considered it, then shook his head again.

      
      Ren could sense the twins fidgeting next to him. Brom’s hands were clenched into fists. Ichy lined up his feet perfectly.
         But Benjamin Nab did not even take the time to examine them. He moved further around, as if he knew their bad luck and was
         afraid of catching it. Then he came to Ren.
     

      
      Benjamin Nab poked the boy once in the shoulder. It was a hard poke, as if he’d caught Ren sleeping.

      
      ‘You look like a little man.’

      
      It was said like a compliment, but Ren was worried it might mean something else. He knew that he was smaller than the other
         boys. Benjamin Nab stepped forward, his blue eyes passing over every inch of Ren’s face, neck, and shoulders. Ren waited,
         his heart hammering in his chest. He stood as straight as a board. He tried to flex as the man reached down and squeezed his
         arm. Then there was a sudden stillness, and Ren knew that Benjamin Nab had noticed the missing hand.
     

      
      The man closed his eyes, as if he were trying hard to remember something. And then he was on his knees, his arms thrown around
         the boy, and Ren’s face was pressed into the coachman’s collar, which smelled of sweat and dirt from the road, and he could
         hear Benjamin Nab’s voice crying out: ‘This is him. This is the one.’
     

      
      Ren barely knew what had happened. One moment he had been a part of the line and the next he was caught up in the stranger’s
         embrace, shouts and exclamations ringing in his ears and kisses being planted on his forehead. The rest of the boys exchanged
         glances. Ren could feel ripples going out from his place in the line, spreading across the courtyard. When it became clear that he’d been chosen, that he had a family now and would be leaving the orphanage forever, he felt a surge of joy through
         his body, flushing his cheeks, until, just as suddenly, it turned into an overwhelming dizziness, and he vomited onto the
         ground.
     

      
      Benjamin Nab shoved the boy away from him, then pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to wipe at his coat for
         a few moments, a look of revulsion on his face, before glancing at the priest, and smiling again, and passing the handkerchief
         to Ren. He gave the boy a tap on the head.
     

      
      ‘Didn’t mean to get you so excited.’

      
      Father John stood by, watching this unfold, and then did something unusual. He invited Benjamin Nab in for a cup of tea. Through
         his nausea, Ren felt a tug of fear that Father John was planning on talking the stranger out of taking him. He held the man’s
         handkerchief but was too ashamed to use it, and so wiped his mouth as he usually did, with the back of his sleeve. He prayed
         that his sickness had not changed things, and when he looked up, God seemed to have answered, for Benjamin Nab had not moved
         down the line. He was still wearing the same strange smile as he reached over and plucked his handkerchief back.
     

      
      In his study Father John settled behind the desk and gestured for Benjamin Nab to take the only other chair – the whipping
         stool. The man drew it to the center of the room, positioned himself, and leaned back, so much that Ren feared it would collapse. The
         boy took his regular spot in the corner, but Father John gave him a stern look, and he realized he had a new place now, next
         to Benjamin Nab.
     

      
      Once the tea was brought, the priest sipped quietly, as though he did not expect any conversation. Father John used this kind
         of silence to draw confessions from the boys, but it did not intimidate Benjamin Nab. The man seemed perfectly at ease as he
         slurped the tea that had spilled into his saucer. He smacked his lips, put down the teacup and then told them how Ren had
         lost his hand.
     

      
      ‘It all started when our father took us out West on the wagons. We cleared a field near one of the outposts – Fort Wagaponick
         – do you know it?’ Father John said he did not. Benjamin Nab looked to Ren, and the boy realized he was waiting for his answer
         before continuing the story. Ren shook his head.
     

      
      ‘Well,’ said Benjamin Nab. ‘You used to know it. But you were too little to remember, I guess. There were trees there that
         were as big as houses, so wide it took twenty men to circle them with their arms. The birds that lived in those branches were
         as large as donkeys and would take away dogs and children to feed their young a mile high in the sky. The mountains touched
         the clouds and created their own kind of weather – snow in the summer and desert heat in the middle of January. That’s where
         you were born, in the valley just below, between the woods and a river full of danger.
     

      
      ‘Our father was all dreams. Always trying to get to the edge of nowhere. Well, that was it. Nothing but wildness and things
         you don’t know the names for – strange little scuttlings that moved through the leaves in the woods and big gallumps that
         went past in the night. I was a lot bigger than you,’ he said, nodding at Ren, ‘but I was scared to go looking for water.
     

      
      ‘We bargained with trappers and local soldiers for labor and raised our first cabin. It was dark. There was no glass for windows,
         and the logs were smeared with pitch to keep the wind out. We made a fireplace from piled stones, with a pipe to take the smoke that never worked. All the same, we’d sleep around it at night, on mattresses stuffed with corn husks, our
         eyes burning. You got sick from it. Terrible sick and coughing. Mother was so worried she moved with you to the fort for a
         week to try and clear your lungs.’
     

      
      Ren took a deep breath, in and out. He could feel the smoke lingering in the corners. Spots of soot in the back of his throat.
         He imagined his mother’s long walk through the forest, his body tightly bundled in her arms, the sensation of her hurried
         gait beneath the blanket.
     

      
      ‘When spring came, we were able to keep the fire outside. The few seeds we’d planted before the frost began to show themselves,
         and the river that had frozen over began to break loose and run again, pieces of ice collecting along the waterbank. The days
         got longer, and with all that light we turned over five acres, axing trees, clearing rocks and roots, chasing out woodchucks
         and rabbits, foxes and field mice, deer, bears, elks, and weasels.
     

      
      ‘Our father was happy. He dreamed of building us a castle, of digging a moat and filling it with alligators. He said there’d
         be giant beds and rugs on the walls and chandeliers full of candles and thousands of rooms; we could live in one for a day
         and just leave it behind. There’d be servants, of course, and dozens of cooks ready to make us whatever we wanted. There’d
         be peasants to tend the fields. There’d be new clothes for the winter. There’d be cows and chickens and pigs and horses and
         wizards to weave spells so we’d never get old.
     

      
      ‘You learned how to walk that summer,’ said Benjamin Nab. ‘Mother kept you tied so you wouldn’t wander off. She was afraid
         a wolf would get you when her back was turned. But it wasn’t a wolf that came. It was an Indian.’
     

      
      
      The air in the room went still. Ren had never seen an Indian before, but he could almost feel one now, hidden in the shadows
         of the bookcase, the native’s body strong and marked with paint, his stale breath close enough to smell.
     

      
      ‘I’d been off to fetch some water,’ said Benjamin Nab. ‘Two buckets on my shoulder, and when I got to the cabin I heard this
         strange sound, sort of like bed moans. So I rested my buckets and stayed in the trees and when I got closer I saw a group
         of Indians. They were small brown men, and they were wearing women’s nightgowns – white with ruffles, like our mother’s. Only
         one had it on properly. The others wore theirs around their shoulders, and one had tied the arms around his waist like an
         apron. They were standing over something in the vegetable garden and hacking at it with their clubs. It was Father. I could
         tell when one of them picked up his leg to remove the shoes.
     

      
      ‘The moans were coming from Mother. There was blood on her face and she was stretched out on the ground, holding on to your
         ankles. An Indian had you by the hands, pulling you away, dragging Mother behind in the dirt. They went right past the woodpile,
         and I saw Mother grope for the ax, and before I knew it she had swung it down over her head and cut your arm in two.’ Benjamin
         Nab looked Ren in the eye. ‘I believe she was aiming for the Indian.
     

      
      ‘She took down three men before the others reached her. It gave me time to snatch you up and get away. You were screaming when
         we reached the woods. I had to stuff my shirt in your mouth. I took us into the river and I swam for it. Kept your head up
         and let the current take me when it could. Cold water’s the only reason you didn’t die.’
     

      
      Ren put his arms behind his back and cupped his right hand around the stump. It was tingling, as if it were touching ice. Father John was leaning forward. The heavy wooden beads he
         kept on his belt swung with a light clack against the side of the desk, in and out with his breath.
     

      
      ‘I gave you to a wagon full of people returning East, cutting their losses. I asked them to put you in a good home. Somewhere
         civilized, where you could get an education.’ Benjamin Nab’s face turned serious. ‘Then I went after those Indians.
     

      
      ‘I learned how to shoot. Learned how to drink and how to gamble. I joined up with Indians – good ones – and spent a few years
         hunting buffalo and living in tents, all the while searching for the ones who’d done it. I learned how to find water where
         there wasn’t water, learned how to find a trail where there wasn’t a trail, learned how to find hiding places when there was
         no place to hide.’
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