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"In the slaughterhouse of love, they kill only the best animals."

— Hafiz

"The coldest word ever written was the word necessary."

— Thomas Bernhard
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PROLOGUE

Prologue: Graz, Austria — 1987

The first thing my father taught me about a knife is that it does not want anything.

A hammer wants to strike. A saw wants to move. A knife wants nothing. It is the most honest tool there is, because it requires the honesty to come entirely from you. The knife does not decide. You decide, and the knife agrees.

He told me this on a Tuesday afternoon in November, in the back room of a butcher shop on Grazbachgasse, when I was thirteen years old and had just made my third incorrect cut in a row. The afternoon light came through the single frosted window and fell across the wooden block like something too tired to go any further.

My father was not a man who raised his voice. He was a man who lowered it. When he was displeased, his voice dropped half an octave and became precise, like a thing being set down very carefully on a glass shelf. That afternoon, his voice was almost a whisper.

"Again," he said.

He did not tell me what I had done wrong. He believed that telling a person what they had done wrong was a form of cowardice — it let them fix the surface while leaving the root untouched. He believed in repetition until understanding arrived on its own, because understanding that arrives on its own stays.

I tried the cut again. The knife found the seam between the muscle groups — that invisible line of fascia that separates one structure from another, that holds them together but yields to patience — and the meat came apart cleanly. Came apart as if it had been waiting.

"There," he said. And that was all. That was, for Heinrich Brandt Senior, an ovation.

I am writing this from a cell in Millhaven Institution, maximum security, eastern Ontario, in the third year of what will be the rest of my life. The cell is cold in winter and airless in summer and the lighting is the same fluorescent blue-white of the walk-in cooler above the shop on Grazbachgasse, and sometimes, lying on my cot at three in the morning listening to the institution breathe around me, I think my father would find a kind of poetry in that symmetry. He was a man who appreciated the circular nature of consequence.

I have been asked by a court-appointed psychologist to write an account of my life. An account of how I became what I became. She is a careful woman, Dr. Voss, and she has been trained in a tradition that believes everything can be explained if you find the right question. I suspect she expects me to unearth some wound, some moment, some door through which the monster walked in and the man walked out.

I am going to disappoint her. Not because I won't tell her the truth, but because the truth is not a wound. The truth is a knife.

And a knife does not want anything.

What follows is an accurate account. I have changed some names, not to protect anyone, but because the names don't matter. What matters is the sequence. The logic. The way one thing follows from another the way a proper cut follows the seam — not forced, not violent, just patient, and then clean.

My father would have understood.

I am less certain about the rest of you.





CHAPTER 1

Snow Lies

Snow lies. It is the first lie people tell themselves about winter, the foundational lie that permits all the others: that it makes the world clean, that it makes the world soft, that it covers things in a forgiving white that smooths out the ugliness underneath. In reality, snow remembers. Every footprint is a confession. Every tire track is a sentence written in a medium that takes four to six hours to erase. Snow does not forgive. It waits for the temperature to rise and then it releases everything it was holding.

I know this because I am a man who has lived in the north for twenty-two years and I know how snow works, and I know what it does and does not conceal, and on the night of the fourteenth of January I was not thinking about any of this because I was thinking about a bottle of vodka in my glove compartment and the fact that it had been thirty days since I had opened it and the fact that the AA chip in my jacket pocket said THIRTY DAYS in raised gold letters, and I was concentrating very hard on the road.

The highway out of Kessler Falls runs north-northeast through boreal forest for eleven kilometers before it reaches the on-ramp for Highway 17. It is a road I have driven twice a week for twenty years, in every season, in every condition. I know where it turns, where it dips, where the trees give way to a marshy clearing on the right side that fills with red-winged blackbirds in spring. I know this road the way I know the layout of my shop: by touch, in the dark, without having to think about it.

Which is perhaps why, on a night of unusual snowfall, in the twenty-third year of driving it, I was not thinking carefully enough about it.

The figure appeared at the outer edge of my headlight range and moved across it with the confident unhurry of a man who walked this road every night of his life and had never once encountered a reason not to. He was wearing an orange safety vest over a light grey winter coat, which meant he was visible, which meant there was no reason he should be there one moment and gone the next.

But that is what happened. He was there, and then the sound, and then he was not.

The THUD — I have tried to find a better word for it and there isn't one; it was a thud, a sound completely without echo, without resonance, without the qualities of a sound that contains any future — and then the truck skidding, my hands fighting the wheel, the vehicle coming to rest at a slight angle with the right tires off the road, the headlights pointing into the dark at the wrong angle, and the radio still playing, an Austrian folk station that I still received somehow, a fiddle and an accordion discussing something at a small distance.

I turned the radio off. The silence that followed was the loudest thing I have ever heard.

I got out.

The cold hit me the way cold always hits you when you step out of a heated vehicle in January in the northern Ontario bush: immediately, comprehensively, without negotiation. My breath came out in a plume that the wind took sideways. The snow was still falling, not heavily but steadily, the kind of snow that is less an event than a condition, a baseline state of the world.

I walked around the front of the truck. My feet knew what they were walking toward. My mind was approximately ten seconds behind them, still processing, still finding reasons to arrive at a different conclusion.

Karl Kline was seventy-eight years old. He had been the elementary school principal for thirty-one years before he retired, and after he retired he had walked the highway every evening without exception, in every season, because he said walking was better than medicine and he intended to outlive everyone who had ever told him otherwise. He told me this once when he came in on a Tuesday morning for his liver sausage. He said it with the particular conviction of a man who has never once had cause to doubt the proposition.

He was lying in the beam of my headlights with one arm wrong beneath him and the orange safety vest now darkening at the collar and his eyes open, looking straight up at the sky the way a man looks up at the sky when he is no longer troubled by what he sees there.

I knelt beside him. Two fingers to the throat, the way my father had showed me: not the very front, where the cartilage fools you, but to the side, the carotid, where the truth lives. I held them there for ten full seconds.

Nothing.

I sat back on my heels. The snow fell on both of us with perfect democratic equality. I looked down the road. North: nothing, the black tunnel of the highway between the trees. South: nothing, the same tunnel in reverse. Not a light, not a sound, not a moving thing in any direction.

I reached for my phone. Held it in my hand. My thumb hovered over the screen.

And then — not a thought, exactly, but a kind of clarity, the way sometimes a very cold room makes things clearer because the cold removes all the soft padding that the brain uses to insulate itself from facts — I thought about what would happen when the police arrived.

I thought about the vodka in the glove compartment. About the smell that still clung to my jacket from the three weeks before the thirty days, the smell that doesn't entirely wash out. I thought about what a man with an Austrian accent and a blood alcohol reading and a dead local man at his feet looks like to a northern Ontario OPP officer at eleven-thirty
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