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  Praise for Dangerous Men


  ‘In this powerful debut, Michael Katakis strips away the comfortable fabric of civilization to reveal painful truths, bone-chilling emotion, and starkly isolated souls set in a timeless winter landscape. I was reminded of Ernest Hemingway’s darker stories from his own debut, In Our Time. Like that master, Katakis never fails to engage the reader’s imagination nor evoke a strong visceral response that lingers long after the book is closed.’


  CHARLES SCRIBNER III


  ‘Michael Katakis writes well about contemporary America in these fast-paced stories that come back to haunt you like an Edward Hopper Sunday.’


  PATRICK HEMINGWAY


  ‘The stories in Dangerous Men are stark Western morality plays, evocative of the land and its people and the way those are ultimately mistreated. These are stories of love and violence, revenge and redemption, and of the dark, heavy sins which can never be redeemed. These stories will haunt you.’


  DAVID MCCUMBER


  ‘Michael Katakis targets the human heart with his fiction. His aim is straight and true.’


  WILLIAM HJORTSBERG


  ‘Set against the enduring landscape and depressed towns of modern-day Montana, Michael Katakis’ stories are about good, hard-working people faced with immediate and life-altering decisions. He introduces his readers to emotions that conjure loneliness, to choices that mold emotions and to resolutions that cannot help but touch readers who have not fallen into the pitfall of modern-day correctness. Offsetting these extreme stories is Katakis’ writing, straightforward and poetic in the genre of Jean Giono and Knut Hamsun, a difficult task he realizes effortlessly.’


  GUY DE LA VALDENE


  ’A severe beauty of a book that uproots your own unsettling past and slays the famished ghosts. You hold your breath and vainly hush your heart as you tread gingerly down each sentence. If death can be made architectural and sublime, then Michael Katakis has accomplished just that in Dangerous Men.’


  BELLE YANG
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  THE FENCE


  

    At first she nagged him a great deal . . . but he soon developed a faculty for never listening to her. It would be impolite, he considered, to notice her when she was not being a lady.


    JOHN STEINBECK, The Pastures of Heaven


  


  As the man’s arthritic hands struggled to separate flesh from wire, her dead eyes stared up at him. The horse she’d been riding had fallen down a shallow rise, pinning them both against the fence. As they struggled, the tangled wire worked around the woman’s neck, slowly garroting her.


  He wiped the blood from the throat that years before had demanded pearls then rested her head back on the ground. Speaking softly, he stroked the horse’s neck, took off its saddle and let it run free. Leaning on the post, he rolled a cigarette, looked at the mountains in the distance and down at the initials carved into the weathered wood. They were cut years before she had come.


  Once, he had believed he could save her from the demons that fired her rages, but found that belief was no match for her cruelty. She understood that and took pleasure in, little by little, stripping away his self-respect, until he was nothing except a man who never objected.


  Out of habit, he leaned over and studied the fence. Except for the break, he admired its straight line. The ten miles of wire that surrounded the ranch had been a part of his education. When he looked at the wire he thought of his grandfather and remembered how the old man taught him about the placement of poles, the stringing of wire and its repair. He had learned to take pride in his work, to respect other people’s property and his own. The fence had given him all of that and in return he had given sixty years of his life.


  In 1932, the family had fallen on hard times, forcing his father to convert the property into a dude ranch for part of the year. People came to Montana from all over the world to experience a way of life wrapped in myth and legend.


  To the family’s surprise, people loved it and would return with their children who, years later, would return with their own. That is how he spent his youth. He would saddle the guests’ horses and guide them into the backcountry. After a day of working the wire, he’d set up camp by the Shields River. There was a moment he always looked forward to on those outings. He’d set up camp, make a fire and feed the horses. First it would get quiet and then everyone would be looking up at the millions of stars, trying to count the shooting ones. He loved those nights because it felt like he was bringing beauty into their lives.


  The beautiful girl with long, brown hair traveled to the ranch from Rhode Island in the summer of 1954, and from the time she arrived she flirted with the young cowboy. Once, while showing guests how to repair broken wire, she rubbed up behind him and looked over his shoulder. Drops of her sweat fell on his neck and when he jumped back, she, and the other guests, laughed at his embarrassment. She did that many times and took pleasure in his shock. He looked forward to the time she’d be gone, but after she left, he found that he missed her.


  That is how it began. She wrote to him every week from Jamestown until she returned to the ranch. After she left, he would dream about the things they had done.


  Once, after the guests had gone, she had stayed on for a few days. They rode to a place that he loved on the far east side of the ranch. In the fire’s light she began to undress him and then unbuttoned her shirt and pants. That evening the young cowboy confused sex with love.


  It was years later when he learned what she had done and how desperate she had been to get out of Jamestown. Back in Rhode Island she had been seeing a young painter who was starting to acquire a reputation in New York. She said she loved him and the young painter believed her. When he learned about the others, he told her it was over but, late at night, she would knock on his door and beg him to take her back. He would begin to dream again.


  The back and forth became an addiction and the young man stopped painting. There was nothing but him now and he wasn’t enough because she wasn’t the kind of woman who cared for broken things.


  Her life in Jamestown was over. She would always be known as the woman who destroyed a young man’s life for no other reason than she could. She moved on, looking for another young man with dreams who would believe her.


  He struggled for words as they stood naked in front of the fire.


  ‘What do you want?’ she asked.


  ‘Marry me.’


  In his arms she smiled.


  ‘Yes. I’ll marry you.’


  The old cowboy looked at the straight lines of the wire and remembered the time before she had come. He had always loved the fence and in return it had provided for him. As he looked down into her dead eyes, he realized the fence had provided for him again.




  HUNTER’S MOON


  

    I could give all to Time except – except 
What I myself have held . . . For I am there, 
And what I would not part with I have kept.


    ROBERT FROST


  


  For a long time he watched as she slept, and in the moonlight that bathed the room he studied every curve of her. He put his face into her thick hair, breathed deep and remembered how they met in Paris years before. He had been a young photojournalist covering the war in Vietnam and she an anthropologist on holiday from West Africa.


  Drinking at the Ritz, he had looked across the room and seen her laughing with friends. Out of character, he walked toward their table and stood there trying to speak, but stumbled, embarrassed by his intrusion. She simply turned and smiled. He relaxed and introduced himself and for the rest of the evening they talked as if they’d known each other always. After thirty-five years they were still together.


  As he stroked her hair, she opened her green eyes, and smiled.


  ‘Can’t sleep?’ she asked.


  ‘Not when I’m next to such a beauty. It’s too exciting, you know.’


  ‘Is there anything I can do?’


  He giggled like a schoolboy and his face turned red as it always did when she teased.


  ‘I love you,’ he said. ‘I’ve always loved you.’


  ‘Come here.’


  When he woke he was alone except for Mr Bear, the big Chesapeake Bay Retriever who, for the last eleven years, had shared their lives and who loved to sneak up on the bed at night. He helped the old dog down and together they limped to the kitchen. From the window he could see her moving through the harvested rows of her garden. He began to cry, but caught himself and started preparing the scones she loved.


  For three days she had no pain and it was like it had always been. After her first operation the doctors said they had gotten all of the disease but after six months the cancer returned. She endured another surgery, but again, it had returned. He remembered sitting in the stark office and how the doctor’s eyes could not meet hers. He said something about statistics and another operation and described how the illness would progress. While the doctor nervously went on she looked at the photographs on the desk.


  ‘Your children are lovely,’ she said. ‘You’re a lucky man.’


  ‘Thank you. That’s Katy on the left and the twin boys making faces are Caleb and Michael. That’s my wife Emma behind them. They’re a handful. The kids, I mean.’


  As was her way, she had made the doctor feel relaxed. They carried on about his family, the life she had lived in Africa and the simple things that made life sweet.
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