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Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, ché la diritta via era smarrita.


—Dante
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EDITOR’S NOTE


Of the thirteen leather-bound notebooks discovered in 2007 after the death of the indigent calling himself William James Henry, these final three have been the most difficult to read and, if I’m being completely honest, the hardest to put into cogent form. At certain points, the manuscript is nearly indecipherable, physically as well as contextually. There are passages where I can’t make out the words and other sections where the words make no sense. There are snatches of poetry and page upon page of expletives strung together and notes scrawled in margins and even some doodles laced throughout the narrative, and I use that term loosely. It took months to tease out the coherent from the incoherent here. I have removed the most shocking language and the interminable asides on a dizzyingly array of esoterica, from recipes for the perfect raspberry scone to mind-bogglingly intricate discourses on Greek philosophy and the history of organized crime. I added punctuation where absolutely necessary (the author drops all attempts at it midway through), though in some parts I’ve left the “errors” alone, granting the author some latitude when I thought he might have a reason for breaking the rules. As the careful reader will note, there are shifts in tense layered throughout that I have left intact. Sometimes grammatical imperatives must give way to dramatic necessity. I am also the one responsible for dividing the text into sections, which I call cantos, in honor of the many references to Dante’s masterpiece.


Wrestling with the demands of the physical text, however, was not my greatest challenge.


I will be honest: When I finished the last folio, the only word that fit my reaction was “loathing.” The second thing I felt was betrayal. Will Henry had betrayed me. He had been playing me for a fool. Or had he? There had been signs and warnings, hints here and there. After living with the first ten folios for so long, how could I not have seen where Will’s journey was taking him—taking me? Deep inside, I think I knew early on what lay at the end of his long descent. He had written: I understand you may wish to turn away. And you can, if you wish. That is your blessing.


After I calmed down, I went back through all thirteen notebooks, and I ran across this passage from the ninth folio:


She hated him and loved him, longed for him and loathed him, and cursed herself for feeling anything at all.


That’s it, I thought. That sums it up nicely.


R. Y.


Gainesville, FL


March 2013
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FOLIO XI


Judecca


IF HE WAS ONCE AS BEAUTIFUL AS HE IS UGLY NOW,
AND LIFTED UP HIS BROWS AGAINST HIS MAKER,
WELL MAY ALL AFFLICTION COME FROM HIM.


—DANTE, THE INFERNO
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Canto 1



ONE


I reach for the end, though the end will not reach for me.


It has already reached for him.


He is gone


while I, locked in Judecca’s ice,


go on and on.


If I could name the nameless thing


My father burns, and living worms fall from his eyes.


They spew from his sundered flesh.


They pour from his open mouth.


It burns, my father cries. It burns!


His contagion, my inheritance.


If I could face the faceless thing


From the fire’s depths, I hear the discordant duet of their screams. I watch them dance in the final, fiery waltz.


My mother and father, dancing in flames.


If I could pull the two apart


If I could untangle the knot


Find one errant strand to tug


And lay out the thing from end to end


But there is no beginning nor ending nor anything in between


Beginnings are endings


And all endings are the same.


Time is a line


But we are circles.
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TWO


After they died, I was taken to the constable’s house.


Clutching my father’s gift to me, a tiny hat that reeked of wood smoke. And the constable’s wife washing my face with a cool cloth, and my voice silenced by the ones who dance in fire and the stench of their burning flesh and the crunch of ravenous red jaws and the naked stars above me as I ran. Red jaws, white eyes, and the worms that mocked the sacred temple: white worm, pale flesh, red jaws, white eyes.


Their end my beginning.


Time in a knot.


And the evening and the morning were the first day.


I hear his voice before I spy his face:


I have come for the boy.


And his shadow falling hard upon me. His face a cipher, his voice the manacles clamping down.


Do you know who I am?


Clenching the little hat to my chest.


Nodding. Yes, I know who you are.


You are the monstrumologist.


You have no claim to him, Pellinore.


And who else might, Robert? His father died in service to me. It is my debt. I did not ask for it, but I shall repay it or perish in the attempt.


Forgive me, Pellinore, I do not wish to insult you, but my cat would make a better guardian. The orphanage . . .


I will not see the only child of James Henry consigned to that horrible place. I shall claim the child, as unfortunate circumstances have now claimed his parents.


Bending over me, shining a bright light into my eyes, the monstrumologist the shadow behind the light:


He may be doomed; you’re right. In that case, his blood too will be on my hands.


Those long, nimble fingers, pressing against my abdomen, beneath my jaw.


But what shall you do with him, Pellinore? He is only a boy, hardly suited for your work—or whatever you call it.


I shall make him suited.


“You will sleep up here,” the monstrumologist said. “Where I slept when I was your age. I always found it a cozy little nook. What is your name again? William, yes? Or do you prefer Will? Here, give me that hat; you don’t need it at the moment. I’ll hang it on the peg here. Well? Why do you stare at me? Did you forget my question? Do I call you William or Will or which is it? Speak! What is your name?”


“My name is William James Henry, sir.”


“Hmm. That could prove rather unwieldy in a pinch. Could we shorten it a bit?”


I turned my head away. There was a window above the attic bed, and through the window the stars turned in the night sky, the same unblinking eyes that had watched as I ran from the fiery beast that consumed them.


“William . . . James . . . Henry,” I whispered. “Will.” Nearly choking, something caught in my throat. “James . . .” I tasted smoke. “Hen . . . Hen . . .”


He sighed long and loud. “Well. I don’t suppose we must settle on a name tonight. Good night, Will—”


“Henry!” I finished, and he took it as a decision, which it was not—and yet it was, for it had been decided.


“Very well, then,” he said, nodding somberly, appreciating something that I could not. “Good night, Will Henry.”


And the evening and the morning were the second day.


He was a tall man, lean of frame, with dark, deep-set eyes that seemed to burn with their own backlit fire. Careless in appearance and forever, it seemed, in need of a shave and a trim. Even when still, he seemed to vibrate with hardly contained energy. He did not walk; he strode. He did not speak; he orated. Ordinary conversation—like almost every other ordinary thing—did not come naturally to him.


“Your father was a steadfast companion, Will Henry, as discreet as he was loyal, so I doubt he spoke much about my work in your presence. The study of aberrant life forms is not something particularly well suited to children, though James said that you are a clever boy, in possession of a quick, if not particularly well-disciplined, mind. Well, I don’t require genius of you. I require but one thing, now and always: unquestioning, unhesitating, unwavering loyalty. My instructions must be followed to the letter, without fault, immediately. You will come to understand why as time goes along.”


He drew me to his side. I flinched and tried to pull away as the needle came close.


“Really? Afraid of needles? You shall have to overcome that fear—as well as nearly every other one—if you are to serve me. There are much greater things to fear in the divine creation than this little needle, Will Henry.”


The name of my contagion scrawled in his nearly illegible hand upon the file beside his elbow. My blood smeared upon the glass slide. And a soft, self-satisfied grunt as he squinted at the sample through the magnifying lens.


“Is it there? Do I have it too?”


Worms spilling from my father’s bleeding eyes, boiling from his bleeding boils.


“No. And yes. Would you like to see?”


No.


And yes.
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THREE


When he spoke of it, and that was not often, he called it my “peculiar blessing.” His chief piece of advice was this:


Never fall in love, Will Henry. Never. Love, marriage, family, all would be disastrous. The organism that lives within you, if the population remains stable and you do not suffer the fate of your father, will grant you unnaturally long life, long enough to see your children’s children pass into oblivion. Everyone you come to love is doomed to die before you. They will go, and you will go on.


I took his advice to heart—for a little while, at least—until my heart betrayed me, as the heart will do.


I still carry her picture, the one she gave me when I left her to follow the monstrumologist to the Isle of Blood. For luck, she had said. And for when you are lonely. It’s cracked and faded now, but over the years I have stared at it so many times that her face is indelibly stamped into my memory. I do not need to look at her to see her.


Three years passed between the day she gave it to me and the evening when I saw her again. Three years: an eternity in the life of a sixteen-year-old. A blink of an eye for a resident of Judecca, trapped in the infernal ice.


“I have determined that this will be my last pre-congress soiree,” Warthrop remarked on that night, raising his voice to be heard over the music. The band was not very good—it never was—but the food was abundant, and, to add to its irresistibility (for the doctor, at least), entirely free. He displayed a truly monstrous appetite when not on a case; like a wild animal Warthrop tended to gorge in preparation for leaner times. At the moment he was polishing off a platter of oysters, melted butter dripping from his freshly shaven (by me) chin.


He waited for me to ask why and, when I declined, went on: “A roomful of dancing scientists! It would be humorous if it weren’t so painful to watch.”


“I rather enjoy it,” I said. “It’s the one evening of the year when monstrumologists actually bathe.”


“Ha! Well, you don’t act as if you are enjoying it, glowering in this corner as if you’ve lost your best friend.” Crinoline skirts trailed across the gleaming boards, hiding the delicate toes stepping quickly to avoid being squashed by the clumsy feet of dancing scientists. “Though I beg you to hold your temper in check until ten forty.” He checked his pocket watch. Warthrop had not won the pool in more than sixteen years—longer than I’d been alive—and clearly hoped his time had come. So desperate was he to win, I think, that cheating was not out of the question. Starting the fight himself would disqualify him from the pool, but there was nothing in the rules to prevent his faithful assistant from throwing the first punch.


The lights sparking in the chandelier. The clinking of silver against porcelain. The red curtains and florid necks above stiff white collars and bare shoulders gleaming golden-skinned and bouquets in crystal vases and everywhere the scent of possibility, of unfulfilled promises and the way a woman’s hair falls against her back.


“I have no temper to check,” I protested.


Warthrop would have none of it. “You may be indecipherable to most, but not to me, Mr. Henry! You noticed her from the moment you walked through the door and haven’t taken your eyes off her since.”


I looked him squarely in the eye and said, “That isn’t true.”


He shrugged. “As you wish.”


“I was a bit taken aback, that’s all. I thought she was in Europe.”


“I was mistaken. Forgive me.”


“She is a very annoying person and I don’t like her.”


“More trouble than she’s worth, I agree.” He tipped back his head to down another oyster, his sixth. “Writing you long letters while she’s been away, each one requiring your response, taking up time better spent on your duties to me. I have nothing against women in general, but they can be quite . . .” Searching for the word. “Time-consuming.”


She wore a purple gown with a matching ribbon in her hair, which she had let grow while she was away; it cascaded down her back in a waterfall of corkscrew curls. She was taller, thinner, a chubby little girl no longer. The sun has risen, I thought, rather incoherently.


“It is the ancient call,” he murmured beside me. “The overarching imperative. And we alone have the ability to recognize it. And, by recognizing it, we can control it.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.


“I am speaking as a student of biology.”


“Do you ever speak as anything else?” I asked crossly. I grabbed a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter: my fourth. Warthrop shook his head. He never partook of spirits and considered those who did mentally, if not morally, weak.


“Not any longer.” He smiled wanly. “But I was a poet once, as you may recall. Do you know the difference between science and art, Will?”


“I am not as experienced as you in either,” I responded. “But my sense is you cannot reduce love to a biological necessity. It cheapens the one and demeans the other.”


“Love, did you say?” He seemed astonished.


“I am speaking in the abstract. I do not love Lilly Bates.”


“Well, it would be rather extraordinary if you did.”


Turning, turning, under the glittering chandeliers. He isn’t a bad dancer, her partner. He does not watch his own feet; his eyes are upon her upturned face; and her face follows the turn of her bare shoulders as he spins her lightly over the floor.


Dear Will, I pray this finds you well.


“Why?” I asked the monstrumologist. “And what business is it of yours?”


With dark eyes glittering: “As long as you are in my care, it is entirely my business. You must trust me in this. There is no light at the end of that particular tunnel, Will Henry.”


I stared back at him for a long moment, and then snorted, and the edge of the glass was cold against my bottom lip. “You would be the first to tell me not to take lessons from failure.”


He stiffened and replied, “I did not fail in love. Love failed in me.”


What nonsense! I thought. Typical Warthropian gibberish posing as profundity. There were times when smashing my fist into his face was a temptation nearly impossible to resist. I set down my glass and straightened my cravat and ran my palm over my splendidly gelled hair, while across the room one who danced far better than I spun her across the floor: black jacket, purple dress. Loud music poorly played, the coerced laughter from boring men, and white linen stained with the drippings of slaughtered beasts.


“Where are you going?” he asked.


“I am not going anywhere,” I answered, and launched myself into the breach, getting knocked about like a bit of flotsam in the churning tide, then tapping him on his broad shoulder, and across the hall Warthrop checked his watch again. Her partner turned about, and his thin lips drew back from his crooked yellow teeth.


“Next song, chum,” he said in a slickly refined English accent. Lilly said nothing, but her startling blue eyes danced more merrily than she.


Dearest Will, Please forgive me for not writing more often.


“You’ve hogged her enough, I think,” I said. Then a direct appeal to her: “Hello, Lilly. Spare a single dance for an old friend?”


“Don’t you see she’d rather with someone who actually can? Why don’t you crack open another oyster and leave the dancing to real gentlemen?”


“Quite so.” I smiled. And then I smashed my right forearm into his Adam’s apple. He dropped straight down, clutching his throat. I finished the job with a quick downward jab to his temple. Hit a man hard enough in that spot and you can kill him. He crumpled into a ball at my feet. He might have been dead; I did not know or care. I seized Lilly’s wrist as all around us the fists began to fly.


“This way!” I whispered in her ear. I shoved through the throng, dragging her behind me, toward the buffet tables, where I spied a red-faced Warthrop stamping his foot in frustration. It was not quite a quarter past ten. He had lost again. A chair sailed across the room; a man bellowed, “Dear God, I think you’ve broken it!” over the din; and the music broke apart into a confusion of discordant shrieks, like a vase shattering; and then we were out the side door into the narrow alley, where a trash fire burned in a barrel: gold light, black smoke, and the smell of lavender as she struck me across the cheek.


“Idiot.”


“I am your deliverer,” I corrected her, trying out my most rakish grin.


“From what?”


“Mediocrity.”


“Samuel happens to be a very good dancer.”


“Samuel? Even his name is banal.”


“Not like the extraordinarily exotic William.”


Her cheeks were flushed, her breath high in her chest. She tried to push past me; I didn’t let her.


“Where are you going?” I asked. “It’s positively reckless going back in there. If you’re not struck by a serving platter, the police will be here soon to clear the place out. You don’t want to be arrested, do you? Let’s go for a drive.”


I wrapped my fingers around her elbow; she pulled away easily. My mistake: I should have used my right hand.


“Why did you hit him?” she demanded.


“I was defending your honor.”


“Whose honor?”


“All right, my honor, but he really should have yielded. It’s bad form.”


In spite of herself she laughed, and the sound was like coins tossed upon a silver tray, and that at least had not changed.


I was urging her toward the mouth of the alley. The cobblestones were slick from an early afternoon rain, and the night had turned cold. Her arms were bare, so I shrugged out of my jacket and dropped it over her shoulders.


“First you’re a brute; then you’re a gentleman,” she said.


“I am the evolution of man in microcosm.”


I hailed a cab, gave the driver the address, and slid into the seat beside her. The black jacket went well with her purple gown, I thought. Her face flickered in and out of shadow as we rattled past the streetlamps.


“Have I been kidnapped?” she wondered aloud.


“Rescued,” I reminded her. “From the clutches of mediocrity.”


“That word again.” Nervously smoothing the folds in her gown.


“It is a lovely word for a terrible thing. Down with mediocrity! Who is Samuel?”


“You mean you don’t know him?”


“You failed to introduce us.”


“He’s Dr. Walker’s apprentice.”


“Sir Hiram? Imagine that. Well, it isn’t too hard to imagine. Like attracts like, they say.”


“I thought the saying was quite the opposite.”


I waved my hand. The gesture came from the monstrumologist; the disdain was wholly my own. “Clichés are mediocrities. I strive to be wholly original, Miss Bates.”


“Then I shall alert you the moment it happens.”


I laughed and said, “I have been drinking champagne. And I wouldn’t mind another taste.” We were close to the river. I could smell the brine and the faint tartness of decaying fish common to all waterfronts. The cold wind toyed with the ends of her hair.


“You’ve taken to alcohol?” she asked. “How do you hide it from your doctor?”


“For as long as I’ve known you, Lillian, you’ve called him that, and I really wish you’d stop.”


“Why?”


“Because he isn’t my doctor.”


“He doesn’t mind that you drink?”


“It’s none of his business. When I return to our rooms tonight, he will ask, ‘Where have you been, Will Henry?’ ” Lowering my voice to the appropriate register. “And I will say, ‘From walking up and down the earth, and to and fro in it.’ Or I may say, ‘It’s none of your damn business, you old mossback.’ He’s become quite the fussbudget lately. But I don’t want to talk about him. You’ve grown out your hair. I like it.”


Something had been loosed within me. Perhaps the alcohol was to blame, perhaps not; perhaps it was something much harder to define. Upon her face, light warred with shadow, but within me there was no such conflict.


“And you’ve grown up,” she said, touching the ends of her hair. “A bit. I did not recognize you at first.”


“I knew you right away,” I replied. “From the moment you walked in. Though I’d no idea you were back in the States. How long have you been home? Why did you come home? I thought you weren’t coming back for another year.”


She laughed. “My, haven’t you become the loquacious one! It is so un–Will Henry–like. What’s gotten into you?”


She was teasing me, of course, but I did not miss the hint of fear in her voice, the tiny quiver of uncertainty, the delicious thrill of confronting the unknown. We were kindred spirits in that: What repelled attracted; what terrified compelled.


“The ancient call,” I said with a laugh. “The overarching imperative!”


The cab jerked to a halt. I paid the driver, tipping him handsomely in a gesture of contempt for the doctor’s parsimony, and helped her to the curb. Sound carries better in colder air, and I could hear the rustle of her skirts as she stepped down and the whisper of lace against bare skin.


“Why have you brought me here, Will?” Lilly asked, staring at the imposing edifice, the hunkered gargoyles snarling down at us from the cornices.


“I want to show you something.”


She gave me a wary look. I laughed. “Don’t worry,” I said. “It won’t be like our last visit to the Monstrumarium.”


“That wasn’t my fault. You chose to pick the thing up.”


“As I recall, you asked me to sex it, knowing very well the creature was hermaphroditic.”


“And as I recall, you decided that handling a Mongolian Death Worm was better than admitting your ignorance.”


“Well, my point is we’re both perfectly safe tonight, as long as Adolphus doesn’t catch us.”


We stepped inside the building. She laid a hand on my arm and said, “Adolphus? Surely he’s gone home for the evening.”


“Sometimes he falls asleep at his desk.”


I pushed opened the door beneath the sign that read ABSOLUTELY NO ADMITTANCE TO NONMEMBERS. The stairs were dimly lit and quite narrow. A musty odor hung in the air: a hint of mold, a touch of decay.


“People forget he’s down here,” I whispered, leading the way; the stairs were too narrow to walk abreast. “And the cleaning staff never ventures lower than the first floor—not for fear of anything in the catalog; they’re terrified of Adolphus.”


“Me too,” she confessed. “The last time I saw him, he threatened to bash my head in with his cane.”


“Oh, Adolphus is all right. He’s just spent too much time alone with monsters. Sorry. Not supposed to call them that. Unscientific. ‘Aberrant biological specimens.’ ”


We reached the first landing. Stronger now the smell of preserving chemicals flimsily covering the sickly-sweet tincture of death that hung in the Monstrumarium like an ever-present fog. One more flight and we would be steps from the old Welshman’s office.


“This better not be some kind of trick, William James Henry,” she whispered in my ear.


“I’m not one for revenge,” I murmured in return. “It isn’t in my nature.”


“I wonder what Dr. John Kearns would say to that.”


I turned back to her. She recoiled, startled by my angry expression. “I confessed that to you in confidence,” I said.


“And I’ve kept it,” she retorted, defiantly jutting out her chin at me, a gesture echoing her childhood.


“That isn’t the sort of confidence I meant, and you know it. I didn’t kill Kearns to avenge.”


“No.” Her eyes seemed very large in the dim lighting.


“No. Now may we proceed?”


“You’re the one who stopped.”


I took her hand and drew her down the remaining steps. Peered around the corner into the curator’s office. The door was open, the light on. Adolphus was slumped behind his desk, head thrown back, mouth agape. Behind me Lilly whispered, “I won’t go another step until you tell me—”


I turned back. “Very well! I wanted it to be a surprise, but I am your faithful servant, Miss Bates—as I am his—as I am everyone’s, something I’ve proven time and again, even in Kearns’s death. Especially in Kearns’s death . . . It is something unique, an extraordinary, one-of-a-kind something, precious beyond pearls, to a monstrumologist at least, and Warthrop’s greatest prize to date. He’s presenting it at a special assembly of this year’s Congress. After that only God knows what he will do with it.”


“What is it?” Breathless. Scarlet-cheeked. Rising to the balls of her feet. Never more lovely than in that moment.


She knew, like me—and like you—the terrible longing, the hopeless revulsion, the pull of the faceless, nameless thing, the thing I call das Ungeheuer.


The thing we desire and deny. The thing that is you and not-you. The thing that was before you were and will be long after you are gone.


I held out my hand. “Come and see.”
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Canto 2



ONE


Come and see.


The boy with the tattered hat two sizes too small and the tall man in the stained white coat and the cold basement floor and the jars filled with amber liquid stacked to the ceiling. The long metal table and the instruments hanging from hooks or lined up like cutlery in shiny trays.


“This is where I conduct the majority of my studies, Will Henry. You must never come down here unless I am present or give you my permission. The most important rule for you to remember is that if it moves, don’t touch it. Ask first. Always ask first. . . .


“Here, I have something for you. It’s your father’s work apron, a bit battle stained, as you can see. . . . Hmm. Careful now or you’ll trip over it. Well. You’ll grow into it.”


On the worktable something squirms inside one of the larger jars. Bulbous-eyed. Gape-mouthed. Sharp-clawed. And the claws scratch against the thick glass.


“What is it that you do here?”


“What do I . . . ?” He is astonished. “What did your father say?”


I have been so many places, Will. I have seen wonders only poets can imagine.


In the glass jar, the nameless thing staring back at me, scratching, scratching against the glass.


And the tall man in the dingy white smock holding forth in a dry, lecturing tone, as one speaking to a vast assemblage of like-minded men in dingy white smocks:


“I am a scientist. A student in a rather peculiar backwater of the natural philosophies called aberrant biology. ‘Monstrumology’ is the common term. I’m surprised your father never told you.”


Dr. Warthrop is a great man engaged in great business. And I shall never turn my back upon him, though the fires of hell itself arise to contend against me.


“You’re a monster hunter,” I said.


“You’re not listening to me. I am a scientist.”


“Who hunts monsters.”


“Who studies certain rare and, yes, dangerous species that are, in general, malevolent toward human beings.”


“Monsters.”


Scratch, scratch, the thing in the jar.


“That is a relative term often misapplied. I am an explorer. I carry a lamp into lightless places. I strive against the dark that others may live in the light.”


And the thing inside the jar, hopelessly clawing against the thick glass.


Scratch, scratch
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TWO


There was no light in that tiny alcove into which he shoved me like a box of useless curios inherited from some distant relation. I had begged my father to take me with him on one of his grand adventures with the great Pellinore Warthrop so I might share in the “great business” and see with my own eyes “wonders only poets can imagine.” What I saw in those first few months was neither great nor wonderful. I did, however, get a taste of those fires of hell itself.


It always came just as I was finally falling into a fitful slumber. After hours of my wailing in the utter dark, knowing that when I did fall asleep, exhausted from my inexhaustible grief, I would watch once more my parents dance in the flames—always in that moment, as if he knew somehow, and sometimes I was sure he did, the cry would come, high and shrill and filled with terror: Will Henry! Will Henreeeee!


And down I would climb into the darkened hall and stumble bleary-eyed to his room.


“There you are!” A match sparked; he lit the lamp beside the bed. “What? Why are you staring at me like that? Didn’t your parents teach you it was impolite?”


“Is there something you want, sir?”


“Why, no, I don’t want anything. Why do you ask?” He flicked his finger at the chair by the bed. I sank into it, my head pounding, loose upon my shoulders. “What is the matter with you? You look terrible. Are you sick? James never mentioned that you were a sickly child. Are you sickly?”


“Not that I know of, sir.”


“Not that you know of? Wouldn’t that be something even a simpleton would know? How old are you, anyway?”


“I am almost eleven, sir.”


He grunted, sizing me up. “Small for your age.”


“I’m very fast. I’m the fastest player on my team.”


“Team? What sort of team?”


“Baseball, sir.”


“Baseball! Do you like sports?”


“Yes, sir.”


“What else do you like? Do you hunt?”


“No, sir.”


“Why not?”


“Father keeps promising he will take me . . .” I paused, slamming head-on into another promise that would never be kept. Warthrop’s eyes bored into mine, glittering with that strange, unnerving, backlit glow. He’d wondered if I was sick, but he was the one who looked sick: dark circles beneath his eyes, hollow-cheeked and unshaven.


“Why do you cry, Will Henry? Do you think your tears will bring them back?”


They coursed down my cheeks, empty stygian vessels, useless. It took everything in me not to throw my body across his and beg for comfort. Beg for it! The simplest of human gestures.


I did not understand him then.


I do not understand him still.


“You must harden yourself,” he told me sternly. “Monstrumology is not butterfly collecting. If you are to stay with me, you must become accustomed to such things. And worse.”


“Am I to stay with you, sir?”


His gaze cut down to my bones. I wanted to look away; I could not look away.


“What is your desire?”


My bottom lip quivered. “I have nowhere else to go.”


“Do not pity yourself, Will Henry,” he said, the man whose own self-pity rose to operatic heights. “There is no room in science for pity or grief or any sentimental thing.”


And the child answered, “I’m not a scientist.”


To which the man replied, “And I am not a nursemaid. What do you desire?”


To sit at my mother’s table. To smell the warm pie cooling on the rack. To watch her tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. To hear her say it isn’t time, Willy, you must wait for it to cool; it isn’t time. And the whole world, down to the last inch of it, to smell like apples.


“I could send you away,” he went on: an offer, a threat. “There is probably not a person in all of North America more poorly constituted to raise a child. Why, I find most people unbearable, and children hardly rise to that level. You may expect the worst kind of cruelty from me, Will Henry: cruelty of the unintended kind. I am not a hateful man—I am merely the opposite, and the opposite of hate is not love, you know.”


He smiled grimly at my puzzled expression. He knew—knew!—that the heartbroken waif before him had no capacity to understand what he was saying. He, the patient gardener, was planting seeds that would take years to germinate. But the roots would dig deep, and the crop would be impervious to drought or pestilence or flood, and, in the fullness of time, the harvest would be abundant.


For bitterness does not envy pleasure. Bitterness finds pleasure in the spot from which bitterness springs. Younger than I when he lost his mother, banished by a cold and unforgiving father, the monstrumologist understood what I had lost. He had lost it too.


In me, himself.


And in himself, me.


Time is a line


But we are circles.




[image: Images]


THREE


Sept. 19, 1911


Dear Will,


I would not write to you if the welfare of your former employer had not become a matter of some concern. As you know, I have been dutifully checking on him since last you were here. I am afraid things have taken a turn for the worse.


Bare bough, gray sky, dead leaf. And the old house glowering in the twilight gloom.


I bang upon the door. “Warthrop! Warthrop, it’s me, William.” And then, with an inward moan, “Will Henry!”


I would not trouble you if I did not fear for his welfare.


Cold wind and cobwebs and windows encrusted with grime and warped wood the color of ash. Is he holed up in the basement? Or collapsed in his room? I dug into my pockets for the key. Then cursed: I must have left it in New York.
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