
  
  
      
        
          The Voice of Wild Places

          
		      
          Noah Hawthorne

        

        
          
          Neshama Publishing

        

      

    


  
  The Voice of Wild Places cover art illustrated by Thistle Arts. 
The Simplest Words by Narcissist Cookbook, lyrics used with permission by the musician.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. No portion of this book may be used for generative artificial intelligence. All rights reserved.
Copyright © 2025 The Voice of Wild Places by Noah Hawthorne.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Preface
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
         March
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Something Wild
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Man Hunting
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Shame
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Perfectly Reasonable
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Too Late
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Pier 95
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Too Personal
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        April
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Rash Decisions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        C'mere Girl
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        O Progresso
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        As Intended
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        How Typical
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        May
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Hen House
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Brave Enough
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        He Knows
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Dog
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Hunter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        June
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Pretty Snake
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Something New
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Queer Sort
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        July
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Long Haul
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Always Would
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        For Now
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Of Use
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Human Nature
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        August
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Damn Impressive
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Aqui! Aqui!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Historical Sources
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Preface


The Voice of Wild Places is a work of historical fiction, the interpretations of the people and places referenced therein are fictional. For more information on the historical aspects of the story, see the note in the back of this book. 
This book contains elements of transphobia, homophobia, discussion of a transgender person being outed in the past, alcoholism, racism, colonization, discussion of the Canadian Indigenous Peoples residential schools, ableism, serious injury, drowning and resuscitation, medical experimentation on animals, snakes and snake bites, post traumatic stress, depression, wartime flashbacks, swearing, and smoking. There is also reference to a parental death, and grief.






  
  Dedication


'This body is built on the ruins of 
All the people I have ever been
Wise men build their houses on rocks
While the rest of us settle for skeletons'
the Simplest Words – The Narcissist Cookbook

to those still building







  
   March









  
  Something Wild


Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
March 1st, 1930

Watt’s heart seized at the possibility he entered an alternate reality a mere three steps past the threshold. Tobacco clouded the atmosphere, tinged with spilled wine and an overwhelming amount of cologne. The combination reminded him of the estate. He turned away from the thought, offering his fedora to the hat-check, a friendly woman in a well-tailored pantsuit.
All the patrons were exceptionally dressed, but the staff even more so. The small place could almost pass for a fine gentlemen’s club. Watt fought the urge to take in his own comparatively dressed down state, there was nothing for it now.
He had no worries before when he stood outside, basking in the warm light of a gas lamp as he studied the dingy brickwork of the unassuming place squatting on South Carmac. The floor above the speakeasy was a restaurant, and he’d heard rumors of the scene the place played host to during the night. When he began this search, he had the delusion that if he wandered long enough he’d simply come across Annie, for surely fate had a vested interest in reuniting lost … what?
Acquaintances? Friends? Strangers?
Regardless, doubt shadowed the late night hour. Narrowing down which speakeasy Annie frequented in a city rumored to have thousands of them had proved to be a monumental task, one that stretched into a week long affair. Time was of the essence, considering that he’d be leaving Philly in four—no, three days. If Annie’s mother had elaborated more than ‘somewhere on Carmac,’ he certainly would’ve found her by now. It didn’t help that he’d only sought out the speakeasies back home once, and as such had very little experience in navigating them, let alone in a city he didn’t know.
Sheer desperation and the need to set things right propelled him deeper into the belly of Maxine’s. A guilty conscience was not an easily assuaged thing, but it wasn’t forgiveness he sought. Forgiveness from others was nothing if you couldn’t forgive yourself, and this he most certainly could not do. This was more about things unsaid, and the desire to let it be known that he still gave a damn, that he always had.
Watt casually searched the room while making his way to the bar. The crowd was thick, and he became temporarily distracted by a piano tucked into the corner of the place, and the Italian pianist perched behind it. Nearly as pretty as the music brought to life by his elegant fingertips, his lips were stained pink and a smooth throat was exposed from beneath a thin shirt. He belonged in a theater, not exactly the sort you’d expect to find on a street that played host to street fights and raids on a nightly basis, if the local gossip was anything to go by. Watt had seen no evidence to support the claims, having only witnessed one arrest in this part of the city so far, and the night was nearly over now.
Watt claimed an empty stool at the bar without incident and ordered a gin. Silently, the bartender slid a glass across the clean if not battered counter towards Watt, his stare hard and evaluating.
“Much obliged,” Watt ventured, not quite shouting.
The bartender crossed his thick arms over his chest. “Ain’t seen you before.”
“Ain’t been here before.”
The man studied Watt for a moment longer, then the tension in his shoulders broke a fraction. “Let me know if you need anything else.”
Watt started to ask the same question he'd asked every other bartender he encountered in the last week, but a gentleman down the way flagged the bartender’s attention before Watt could get the words out. He sipped on his drink instead, and his gut immediately twisted on the invasive substance. Despite this, his mind settled a bit, and warmth smoothed over his frayed nerves. The classical music tapered off into tepid silence, and cheerful applause erupted from the patrons. The pianist stood and bowed dramatically, eliciting a few whip-whistles. An encore was called for, but the pianist cited the need for another drink and cleared the stage. A band took his place, a singer, pianist, and a few woodwind players, together they birthed a tune jaunty enough to swing to. Nice enough, but Watt preferred the slower, more drawn out music.
A group of bright young people kept the new musicians company. They sang boisterously, unrestrained and carefree, their arms linked around each other’s shoulders and drinks held high in the air. The sense of camaraderie there was palpable, something Watt hadn’t felt since the trenches. The emptiness where his heart should be churned, not with joy as it should, but ugly jealousy. Emotion, no matter how hideous, was humanity, and he clung to the idea.
Something about the man in the middle caught Watt’s attention, whether it was his unabashed and terrible singing, or the way his eyes creased with unchecked laughter, he wasn’t sure. He was shorter than Watt, thick around the waist and blessed with some bulk in his broad shoulders. The suspenders he wore over his button up were loose and kept drifting down his shoulders, and the rolled up sleeves kept sliding down his arms. His hair was cut into the modern fashion, a more trim and neat version of Watt's own hair, and much darker. His glasses kept sliding down his nose, which was unimpaired by previous fractures. In all, he was unremarkable. Aggressively average.
Watt found it hard to stop staring at him, but the man only had eyes for the crowd, his friends, and his drink. After the chorus finished, he desperately threw back his drink and slammed the cup down on the piano. “Une autre!”
Watt flinched at the violence inflicted upon the instrument, and he belatedly recognized the Parisian call for another. His trance broke when the pianist perched on the stool beside him. “Charles!” The man called, raking a hand through dark hair that curled around his ears. He glanced sideways at Watt and winked quicker than a flash. “Hey, angel. Thirsty?”
“I—” Watt blinked at the man, unsure if he heard him correctly. Angel? Him?
The man’s smile spilled like liquid gold, slow and beautiful. “Oh, you are adorable. Let me buy you a drink.”
“One and done for me, thank you.” Watt nodded to his empty glass as he pushed it away from himself. Truth be told, he didn’t imbibe often and the alcohol was already getting to his head.
Charles returned, sliding something deadly in front of the pianist. “Done for the night?”
“Oh, even stars need to rest.” The man murmured, then gingerly sipped at his drink.
Watt’s gaze stuttered on his painted lips settling on the rim of his glass. He forced himself to shift his attention, sweeping the room from this new vantage point. It was small enough that he could see clearly across the place, but the crowd was like fog, constantly moving and revealing the far reaches of the room only in fragments. He should leave, call it a night and give up on this futile endeavor. There was a reason Annie never returned any of his letters. He didn’t know how it all went so wrong, and what did he have to apologize for exactly? Doing what he was told?
Then again, blindly following orders had proven to be an ineffective way to live thus far.
Watt decided to play the only card offered to him tonight. “Do you play every night?” He asked the pianist.
The pianist gave him another sly grin. “Did you like it?”
“Yes,” he said, completely genuine.
“Only on Saturdays, so it’s your lucky day.” The pianist winked again, then took another sip of his drink. In the precious seconds before the liquid met his lips, the corners of his eyes hardened and his jaw tensed, a preview of the man without the mask.
Something about him was unsettling, disorienting, but Watt couldn’t put his finger on why. He couldn’t accuse him of being too kind, although that was the only thing he could think of to blame it on. Regardless, exhaustion and desperation paired together to negate Watt’s need to err on the side of caution.
“Would you be able to tell me if someone was a regular here?” Watt asked, tracing a finger over the rim of his glass.
He hummed, and caution fell like a curtain over his dark eyes. “Looking for someone?”
“A friend of mine, but I’m not sure if she’d come here.”
He chuckled softly. “Ah, yes. It is quite the gentlemen’s club, but we don’t mind sharing with the ladies too. Over there.” He nodded to a corner of the room partially obstructed by those on the dance floor, and Watt caught glimpses of women through the haze of cigarettes and reckless abandon.
It was then that he finally noticed.
The intimacy the women shared with each other, bodies pressed close and smiles full of desire. Men leading men on the dance floor, hands wandering and noses brushing, eyes bright with pleasure. Endless skin, endless shades of black, brown, and white.
Watt looked over at the pianist. The Italian’s rosy lips curved into a smaller, knowing smile. Watt cleared his throat, pushing away from the bar. “I don’t think she’s here. Thank you.”
“Good night, angel.” The pianist called after him, fingers waving loftily through the air.
Watt kept his eyes down as he retreated, not at a walk so much as a barely restrained run, the room too small and the smoky atmosphere too thick. Prickling heat flashed over his neck and down his spine, causing the edges of his vision to darken in time to his throbbing pulse. The sensation was so arresting, and Watt’s panic so rampant, that he made the ultimate mistake. He walked straight into another patron.
Liquid courage and glass crashed to the floor, followed by a cry of outrage at the loss. Kept upright by those around him, the offended person whirled around with a fist raised. Upon seeing Watt, the man faltered.
Something like recognition and fear widened his bloodshot eyes, and his lips parted in a way that reminded Watt of childhood. But what tipped Watt over the edge and into impossibility was a mole beneath the man’s left ear. Dark and round, the size of a pencil eraser. Watt’s fingers twitched at his sides. He could not restrain his tongue, or his inevitable curiosity. It's what nearly ruined him time and time again, after all. Asking what if.
And today was no different. He whispered, “Annie?”
The patron laughed, and it was so damn glacial that Watt's blood froze.
“Nah,” he said, and punched Watt in the face.
Watt’s nose suffered for his mistake, fracturing beneath the impressive force behind the other man’s knuckles. First blood spurred fights between those who had nothing to do with the matter and those who did, giving those itching for release the excuse to do so.
The man’s aggression didn’t wane, and neither did his attempts to land another blow. He was paced and methodical, but his favored left leg betrayed his weakness. Watt clung to defense, but it was a struggle to stay out of the man’s reach. Despite the man’s size he was quick on his feet, and he nearly landed several blows. Hot blood trickled down the back of Watt’s throat, and the white hot pain in his nose was a brilliant reminder that his heart wasn’t as dead as he once thought.
“Enough!” Watt shouted.
His opponent said nothing, only growing more furious with each missed opportunity. If there was one thing Watt was exceptionally good at, it was avoiding bloodshed. Unfortunately, avoiding violence required a knowledge of how to inflict it in the first place, and God knew he’d done enough of that.
“Hey! I’m sorry!” Watt tried again.
Again, the man said nothing. He came at Watt like his life depended on it, his eyes like knives glinting beneath the bar’s dim lights. His hair had been slicked back, but now it hung over his forehead in sweaty impressions of curls. Perhaps if it were longer, the curls would be more pronounced.
There was something wild about the way he moved, his limbs cut through the air with a deftness that threatened to distract Watt. Unable to deflect a particularly vicious wallop aimed for his kidney, Watt shouted and the man growled in response like a feral animal. Watt spun around, prepared to block again, but his opponent had forfeit. He slipped through the chaos and further into the bar, curses rolling off his tongue in French and English.
Watt staggered forward, hands opening at his sides. He paused, then shook his head and opted for escape. He fled in the opposite direction his enemy had gone, and within moments he stumbled out onto the street, which was twice as loud as when he had left it last. Blood oozed from his nose onto the wooden pavers, the leakage at a slower pace than before. A siren wailed at the opposite end of the narrow street, followed by shouting.
Fear was a belated guest, riding on the heels of the realization about the type of place he’d been, the consequences of his presence there. Not only a speakeasy, but one with an eccentric crowd that could be arrested for simply existing, let alone drinking.
“And you’re not one of those filthy fairies, are you?”
Watt limped back the way he came, doing his best to bury his father’s voice and avoid confrontation with others wandering home and elsewhere. He did his best to keep the hotel in his mind’s eye, but it was a difficult task considering that a massive fucking headache, a bruised kidney, and whirlwind thoughts dogged his every step. Nonetheless, he prevailed in this venture, at the very least. The late hour ensured Watt made it through the hotel’s lobby without incident, and a generous tip kept the concierge from asking questions regarding his battered face.
He encountered no one else, the narrow halls were dim and the overwhelming silence broken only by his keys jingling as they slid home. He glanced over his shoulder at the door directly across from his, then shook his head. She didn’t need to be woken up at this hour with his personal problems. Watt entered the cool darkness, and shut the door behind him.
For a moment, only worrying silence welcomed him. Then the bed frame groaned, and a long yawn followed. He sighed with relief and proceeded to cross the room, settling down on the edge of the bed. He peeled his shoes off, eyes adjusting to the dark. Maggie rubbed against Watt’s side, inhaling the places he’d been from his clothes and skin. She huffed against his neck where she discovered the night’s events and licked his cheek, then sneezed her dismissal when he flinched away in pain. Maggie returned to her very important job of warming up the bed, and Watt’s lips quirked at her nonchalance. Oh, to be a dog. She was a typical German Shepherd, with more black fur than brown. White and grey peppered her thick coat, and a plethora of minute scars decorated her snout. Her eyes, a soulful brown, spoke of many years.
After slowly undressing, Watt dragged himself into the bathroom and turned on the light. His face was an ugly mess of blood, and his nasal bones were wrenched out of place. Luckily, it appeared to be an easy fix. Watt reset the rebellious bones, not for the first time, and groaned in response to the nauseating pain that exploded through his face, nearly worse than the break itself. He gripped the edges of the sink, steadying himself against waves of agony and nausea. After a few moments, he shakily washed his face the best that he could. Blood lingered in the stubble along his jaw, and stubborn bits dried in the hair at his temples.
He closed his eyes.
Recognition. Fear. Anger, oh, was there anger.
Watt shut off the bathroom light and crawled into bed beside his companion, naked as the day he was born. Maggie laid atop the blankets, which Watt pulled up around his neck. He rested his hand between her ears, gently stroking her fur. He stared into the dark and finally allowed himself to examine, and accept, several hard truths.
He found Annie, who most certainly did not want to be found, least of all by him.
The prospect of dying in the jungle without speaking his piece was a hard truth to swallow, but he had no choice.
And perhaps this was the world’s way of telling him he never deserved to be forgiven in the first place.


      [image: image-placeholder]It was not the first time Cornelius’ roommate nursed him back to health, but it was the first time he’d done so in such silence. Giovanni was disappointed in him, which cut deeper than his anger would have. He flushed blood and grime out of the scrapes over his knuckles, and proceeded to wrap his hands. After withdrawing from his fight with Watt, Cornelius had sought out others. He'd been winning until Giovanni found him, and the distraction had landed him with a black eye.
Cornelius summoned all his willpower in order to do the only helpful thing he could. Stay still, and not throw up on Giovanni’s shoes. It was a difficult feat, and it had nothing to do with the drink. If Cornelius had one positive trait, it was that he could handle himself after even the most ambitious of nights. But his pain was beyond belief, both in his leg and heart.
Cornelius stared down at his own loafers, scuffed brown toes inches away from the polished black leather of Giovanni’s. Irritation coursed through him with vicious intent, preventing the night’s events from passing in a pleasant blur like they typically did. He couldn’t help but twist himself into knots over the whole ordeal, and closed his eyes in an attempt to shut it all out. Like that ever helped.
Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine that Watt Johnson would waltz back into his life, interjecting himself into the one corner of the world Cornelius had carved out for himself and deemed safe. His, and his alone. Cornelius’ family knew where he lived, but they hardly intruded upon his life in person.
Cornelius couldn’t fathom why he was there, or how Watt had recognized him. It wouldn’t surprise Cornelius if his ever meddlesome Mama told Watt where he was, but why? Watt had closed the door between them years ago, and Mama and Papa had practically locked it shut behind him. It’d been fifteen years, and the idea that parts of who Cornelius used to be lingered in the person he was now was unsettling, to say the least. The sound of his old name on Watt’s lips danced on the fringes of his brain over and over again, and his skin crawled with every rendition of it. He'd imagined their reunion, long ago of course, and despite his clear disgust over Cornelius' new identity, he never imagined Watt using his old name.
He hadn’t heard it in years, and forgotten how much it made him want to scream.
“There,” Giovanni said, tapping Cornelius’ forearm once before leaning back. His chair creaked, and Giovanni sighed with great effort.
Cornelius opened his eyes, clearing rawness from his throat. “Thank you.”
Giovanni lit a cigarette and took a few drags before offering it to Cornelius, patiently waiting for an explanation. It wasn’t uncommon for Cornelius to get into fights, in fact he was rather good at it, but tonight was different and they both knew it. Giovanni hardly said anything while dragging Cornelius home from the bar, which spoke volumes on its own. Normally he’d give him shit, rib on his lack of a solid win.
It shouldn’t be so hard to say, ‘I loved him. I loved him, and he abandoned me. He left me, and I didn't ever want to see him again.’
Giovanni would understand, so why couldn’t Cornelius say it?
Cornelius took the cigarette and puffed while searching the room for something to say, for an excuse or honest truth he couldn’t decide. Their apartment was warm, softly lit by the candles resting on the sturdy table between them and throughout the kitchen. Giovanni preferred to use as little electricity as possible, something Cornelius doesn't mind in the least. The phonograph, of course, was an exception. It was always on if Giovanni was home, and the habit rubbed off on Cornelius long ago. Ma Rainey filled the apartment, her voice a strong rasp that made the wind blow all the while. The audacity. The courage. Would she have done what Cornelius did?
‘Last night, had a big bad fight, everything seemed to go wrong,’ she admitted.
Cornelius offered a lame smile and gave the cigarette back, then pushed away from the table. “I’ve class in the morning.”
Giovanni frowned. “In a few hours, you mean.”
 “Ah, yes. Thank you for reminding me.” Cornelius winced, relying on his cane far more tonight than he had in a long time. He leaned down, kissing the top of Giovanni’s head. He inhaled that clean, reliable fragrance that clung to Giovanni like a warm blanket, unbothered by the soft hair which tickled his nose. “Sleep well,” Cornelius whispered, and walked away.
Giovanni hummed, watching him go. In true, dramatic Giovanni fashion, he waited until Cornelius opened his bedroom door before making his thoughts finally known. Cautiously, he said, “You can talk to me, Neil. We’re still friends, aren’t we?”
“Yes, of course.” Cornelius ran a hand through his mussed hair and lifted a shoulder. “I’m fine. Honestly.”
“Are you?”
“Yes.”
Giovanni allowed a moment of disbelieving silence to pass, then bowed his head and said, “Good night, love.”
“Good night, Giovanni.”
Cornelius stepped into the modest room shrouded by night, quietly shutting the door behind him. He exhaled, mentally preparing for the ritual ahead. Guided by moonlight, he extricated the needed supplies from a small box on his dresser, then methodically rolled up some reefer. Tobacco was fine and all, but tonight called for more desperate measures. The routine and mundane were usually sure fire ways to eliminate all thought, but a dusty old box stored in the farthest reaches of his mind groaned from the growing pressure of the explosive contents within, threatening to blow apart rotten wood and sharp, rusted hinges.
Thin paper slid against his dry fingers, and dried to hell weed spilled out the ends of the loosely rolled tube.
He cracked open the window, and lit up.
He inhaled greedily and stared out into the darkness, listening in vain for signs of life from the rest of Rittenhouse.
Sometimes, on a good night, the park was so full of life that you didn’t have to try that hard to hear it. But most nights, like tonight, the natural world was overrun by man.
Cornelius smoked the joint down to nothing, then butted it out on the sill before tossing the thing out the window. His mind grew heavy, and his muscles relaxed. He lingered for a moment longer, listening for the call of a nighthawk or perhaps a screech owl, for he tended to hear those even on the worst of days. He left Rittenhouse Square’s silent, impenetrable depths behind and shut the window for good measure.
Blood stained and damp, articles of clothing unceremoniously fell to the floor one after another. He tugged the bandeau off and his ribcage expanded, lungs greedily sucking in air. He frowned at the elastic and cotton in his hands, which had deteriorated after nine years of use. He had others, but none as good as the Boyshform in his hands. Sara had accompanied him to the presentation held in Philly and convinced him to buy one. Now flat chests were no longer in fashion, and finding a quality replacement was near impossible.
Gaze focused on the bed and nothing else, he dressed in thick trousers and a long nightshirt, fingertips skimming over the pendulous flesh on his chest and the thick, dark hair on his calves. He fell into bed and the old mattress welcomed his tired body, springs and all. He thrashed this way and that until finally curling up into a ball like an armadillo, layers of quilts tight around his neck. The room spun around him, and he groaned.
Cornelius closed his eyes. Only once in complete and total darkness did he withdraw the key for his heart and unlock it, examining the contents before they escaped on their own time.
Birthdays spent alone.
Years of whispers and backhanded compliments, blatant insults and grotesque assumptions.
Stacks of letters filled with unidentifiable words, indecipherable meanings. The cruel tease of a foreign friend or lover perhaps, Cher Ami.
A heart doomed to never mend, poisoned and twisted by rejection after rejection.
Broken promises.
The promises.
They meant something, didn’t they?
Didn’t they?






  
  Man Hunting


March 3rd, 1930 

A stranger sat in Cornelius’ classroom.
Perched in the back, spine rigid and eyes curious, she was a whole world above the semester worn students around her. Cornelius did his best to ignore the woman, but it proved difficult. She was likely an auditor of some sort, they had a penchant for surprises. It was almost the end of term, though. Hell, the academic year, at that. Why check up on his work now?
Something about the older, fair woman reminded him of Sara, which made it hard to dull the itch wracking hell in his brain. He turned his back to the classroom, focusing his attention on streaking chalk across the blackboard while dictating the semester’s final assignments. This was his favorite class, the reason why he was here, and the only one of his that didn’t cater to naive kids who thought archaeology was one step away from wild adventure.
Cornelius managed to occupy his curiosity until the end of class. As the third year students trudged out of the cavernous lecture hall, glancing at his bruised face and damaged knuckles, Cornelius’ heart rate kicked up a notch in anticipation. The woman stood, waiting for the groggy crowd to clear before she approached. She didn’t hide her interest, and when their eyes met a wry smile curled her lips. Mischievous, all-knowing, and perhaps a tad judgmental.
He’d never been audited before. His student’s scores had been top notch since shortly after he was hired, and there’d been no problems. He’d only had three transfers since he began, nothing to do with him and all to do with their expectations, and the ones that graduated under his eye thus far went on to esteemed research programs. Cornelius was well aware he didn’t have the best social reputation, but he was as professional and hardworking as one could be. Bizarre, yes, but effective. Intelligent. Competent.
What if … what if news broke out of last night’s scuffle?
What if word got out where he’d been?
The woman finally stood before him, chin raised and lip quirked. She wore a pretty navy blue dress that hung at her knees, and a smart handbag dangled from the crook of her arm. A dark jacket hung over her arm as well, finely made but by no means new. Deep lines creased her eyes and mouth, and her skin was weathered by time and the sun. Cornelius got the sense that the woman spent most of her time outside, but wasn’t sure why. She seemed to straddle the line between middle and upper class, but Cornelius knew better than most that clothes were simply an illusion.
Swallowing panic, Cornelius bowed his head and extended his hand. “Good morning, miss …?”
With a kind smile, she reached for him. He clasped her palm which was gloved in soft leather, and his gentle but firm pressure drew a smile from the woman. With an accent that was more British than American, she said, “Fawcett, if you please. I must say, Dr. Sawyer, your perspective on astronomy and its application in regards to archaeology is a refreshing take, one I’d love to discuss with you further.”
Absolutely stunned, Cornelius fought the urge to bow fully, because in the back of his mind he knew it’d be an awkward thing to do. But this was Nina Fawcett, not only wife to one of the most famous explorers of his time, but an accomplished person in her own right. To Cornelius, that made her as good as royalty.
Gathering his thoughts best he could, Cornelius said, “Mrs. Fawcett, it’s an honor to meet you. I—of course. Are you free now, or …?”
“In fact, I am.” Nina Fawcett smiled, glancing down at their still joined hands with a raised brow.
Cornelius’ cheeks flushed and he released her hand. He took hold of his cane leaning against the podium, then gestured towards the door. “Please, this way, I’ve some coffee in my office, it’s just a few halls over.”
Mrs. Fawcett nodded, following as he led the way. “That would be splendid. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m accompanied by a like-minded colleague of mine. He’s an avid follower of your work, actually.”
If the room became any hotter, Cornelius might evaporate. “Oh, not at all. Who—”
They stepped into the hall and veered to the right, revealing Watt Johnson standing at parade rest. He stared at a photo on the wall, and the right side of his face was shrouded in furious red, purple, and blue. His nose was clearly shattered, but Cornelius knew for a fact that it wasn’t the first time that strong bridge had been fractured. He looked all the better for it, of course. He looked painfully familiar, aged but still recognizable as the boy Cornelius had once obsessed over. There were more wrinkles, bulk, and last night Cornelius had noticed the top part of his left pinky finger was missing. Today, he noticed the various scars on the backs of his hands. But he was still handsome.
Still Watt Johnson.
He’d always had the casually rugged and handsome look down pat, and the worst part was he never had to try. Unlike Cornelius, who picked every article of clothing with great care. Watt wore a gray three-piece suit done in herringbone tweed, collared by a strange dirt brown bow tie, and fancy capped oxfords. The outfit was exquisite, but Watt’s bed tousled hair and two day old beard contrasted the beauty of it. Cornelius owned one formal suit, and he hardly wore it. Today was no exception, and he’d never felt more under dressed. Slacks too tight around the high waist, the pinstripes on his vest too odd and the muslin of his white long sleeve too heavy.
He told himself the discomfort was due to Nina’s presence, not Watt’s.
Upon seeing the pair exit the lecture hall Watt turned to face them, disrupting Cornelius’ brief observations. Watt joined Nina’s side and, like nothing had ever happened between them, extended his hand to Cornelius. He met Cornelius’ eye, but just barely. Accent softer than his words, he said, “Watt Johnson. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Sawyer. I hope we’re not imposing on your schedule.”
Violence was a near, seductive thing. Cornelius had to beat down the part of himself that wanted to run, to fight, to scream. How dare he. How dare he.
Why—was last night—why?
Pressured by Mrs. Fawcett’s presence, Cornelius took Watt’s hand, channeling all his strength into the shake. “Dr. Johnson, not at all. Please, right this way.”
Watt flinched, but whether it was from the venom in Cornelius’ voice or his grip, it was unclear. Cornelius led the way to his office, thankfully he’d brought his cane with him today and it was a short walk. No one in the halls paid any mind to him, per usual. He passed Esther’s office, but the door was closed. Not that she could do anything to save him from the impending train wreck. Mason was milling about outside his office, and he heralded Cornelius a warm greeting.
“Sawyer, good to see you,” J. Alden Mason said, pumping Cornelius’ hand vigorously. He preferred J to John, and Cornelius never had a problem with respecting preferences. He was a thin and hardened man, with excellent hair and a thick nose. His eyes flicked to Cornelius’ black eye, then his cane. He usually needed it a few days a week, so it wasn’t uncommon. Perhaps paired with the black eye, it told a story of a greater pain. “Alright there, son?”
Cornelius smiled, despite his nerves. “Morning sir, I’m fine, thank you.”
“Good, good.” J nodded, crinkled eyes bright, and his mustache twitched as his gaze drifted to Nina and Watt. Recognition upturned his features, and he shook Watt’s hand with the same energy he had Cornelius’. “Dr. Johnson! What a pleasant surprise. Don’t tell me you made the mistake of debating with Sawyer here.” J gestured between Watt and Cornelius’ faces.
Watt transformed in that moment, confident with a blinding cocksure smile. His Transatlantic accent became proud and smooth as he said, “It’s good to see you again Chief, it’s been too long. And no, I haven’t had the opportunity.” He glanced at Cornelius with that stupid fake smile, then back to J. “Frank sends his best, by the way. Speck too.”
“That it has, oh do tell them hello for me, will you? And Mrs. Fawcett, is it? What a pleasure to meet you.” He was far more delicate when shaking Nina’s hand, and if Cornelius wasn’t mistaken, there was a slight flush to his cheeks. Which was understandable, for Nina was likely around the same age as him and quite handsome. And widowed.
Nina said, “Oh, the pleasure is mine. I hear you are a talented curator of this fine establishment.”
“Indeed, but one of many I assure you. I oversee the American section.”
Nina smiled, and there was something conspiratorial about it. “And is it true that some of these curators are women?”
Mason returned her smile. “Of course, of course.” His gaze flicked to Cornelius briefly, then back to Nina and Watt. “I’m not sure what business you have, but if you would like I could arrange for you to meet with our newly appointed Egyptian Curator, Ms. Mazur. I think you especially would enjoy those exhibits, Dr. Johnson.”
“If it pleases Mrs. Fawcett, then I would be happy to oblige,” Watt said, bowing his head slightly.
Nina laughed. “That would be splendid. Will you be available in say … an hour or so? We can work out the details then.”
Cornelius’ throat burned as he listened to the conversation spin out of control. There were too many coinciding tangents, the social circles of Watt’s life and Cornelius’ colliding with such violent force that it made his head ache. Mason, a well known anthropological titan of America, was well acquainted with Boas, Watt’s mentor and America’s other great mind of anthropology. As such, Cornelius had heard quite a bit about Boas’ prodigy, archaeologist turned anthropologist Watt Johnson, all without having to search for him. All without wanting to hear a damn word about him.
Cornelius had managed to put on a good face back then, and he did so now. He liked Mason, was grateful that the man allowed him onto the tail end of his Colombian expedition after Cornelius had fled Ur, even if their trip together ended in a snake bite that changed the trajectory of his life. It wasn’t Mason’s fault, even if the man still looked at Cornelius with pity in his eyes, like he’d wronged Cornelius greatly.
As the others spoke, he hastily tried to make connections between Watt’s visit last night, and today. Was he scouting Cornelius out? And for what? To talk about archaeology? The stars?
That didn’t sit right, and Cornelius tried another angle. Perhaps Watt truly had no idea that Dr. Cornelius Sawyer and his precious Annie were one and the same, and last night was an accident. A pure coincidence. He’d never told Watt his new last name, after all, only revealed his first name to him. Watt had come to Philadelphia for a meeting with Cornelius Sawyer, prematurely met him, and recognized him as a former friend.
No, he’d seen too much to believe in nonsense like coincidences.
They said farewell to Mason, who watched them go with a gleam in his eye that suggested he knew far more about their ‘business’ than he let on.
When they entered Cornelius’ office, he cringed. He cleared a stack of papers from one of the guest chairs, carefully depositing them in the dusty nook behind his side of the desk. He said, “I apologize for the mess, I don’t have many visitors, and I’ve been working on a project. As you can imagine, the papers tend to take over. Please, take a seat.”
“What a pleasant space you have, Dr. Sawyer.” Nina remarked, and Cornelius smiled a little. It was narrow and overstuffed, decorated with leaf litter from unruly plants who spilled dirt here and there. He wasn’t half the gardener that Mason was, but the man kept insisting on giving him plants. For his birthday, for Christmas. Just because.
A great window occupied the wall behind the desk, and the deep sill played host to a carafe and coffee paraphernalia, among other things. The view was nice, blessed with grass and trees, albeit managed and manicured. Cornelius’ office was his lunch room, break room, study, and haven. As such, it was well organized chaos. Bookshelves covered both sides of the room, and while there were certainly enough books to consider the office a library, old tools and random bits and bobs were on the shelves too.
A small and simple shelf hung above the upper ledge of the big window, a little crooked, where Cornelius’ most prized possessions kept watch over everything.
Three books that had seen better days were sandwiched between a new set of binoculars, and an old Kodak Brownie. Neither the new nor the old had been used in many years, and it was only in times of great melancholy did Cornelius venture to choose one of those three particular books depending on his mood, and read it from start to finish in one sitting. And only then would the despair clear, and he could take on the world once more.
Back turned to his guests and hands flitting over coffee mugs, Cornelius said, “I hold a great deal of respect for you and your husband’s work, but I was not aware you held an interest in mine.” He poured coffee into the first cup, then the second. “And Dr. Johnson, I understand that you are an anthropologist now, correct?”
“No. I—yes, I mean. I am,” Watt said, his prim accent now rife with anxiety. The utter opposite of how he spoke to Mason. “I was an archaeologist, but only for a short time before switching.”
Cornelius bit the inside of his cheek and arranged a makeshift tray. The mugs were mismatched, and the sugar container was a discarded jar from the lab (cleaned thoroughly) accompanied by a tiny silver spoon. Oh, the fucking spoon. Watt had given it to his Mama the second summer they knew each other, and Cornelius had somehow ended up with it. He’d never gotten around to getting rid of it. It was nothing special, but it was just so damn perfect for sugar though. It was fine, Watt wouldn’t even remember.
Nina cleared her throat, deftly moving on from Watt’s awkwardness. “I appreciate the flattery, but I shall be blunt with you, Dr. Sawyer. I’m not really here to speak with you about the stars, although I do find your theories regarding the convergence of archaeology and astronomy to be truly fascinating. It’s a wonder it hasn’t been explored sooner.”
“Oh.” Cornelius’ heart sank, and heavy disappointment intermingled with prickling, self directed irritation. He should’ve known. Should’ve realized he was being deceived. But why?
He turned away from the window and set down the tray on his desk, closer to Nina and Watt’s side of things. Cornelius took up residence in his own chair, a second hand thing supported by four legs and a prayer. Having tucked his irritation deep within himself, Cornelius folded his hands and looked at Nina, who had already taken the mug closest to her.
“I’m afraid I don’t have any milk,” he said.
Nina took a sip, then nodded once. “It’s perfect the way it is.”
Watt, on the other hand, proceeded to dump approximately five spoonfuls of sugar into his coffee. He was entranced by the tiny yet mighty spoon moving through the black liquid, forcing sugar and coffee to become a cohesive entity. Cornelius cursed internally.
Nina glanced at Watt while he fixed his cup and shook her head, then set her own mug down. She studied Cornelius, her spine straight and wrinkled eyes keen. “You’ve led an impressive life so far, Dr. Sawyer, and have many merits to your name—”
“Oh, I’m not sure about that, ma’am,” Cornelius interjected. Nina flashed him a scolding look that reminded him of Mama, then continued on like he’d said nothing at all.
“You attended university in France and graduated with your doctorate in America at a significantly young age, and you specialize in … niche research, let’s say. I’m told that you’re an exceptional teacher, and an enigmatic man. You’ve attended digs with the likes of Woolley and Mason, no less. A Mr. Shotridge as well, if I hear correctly.”
“Whoever you spoke to was far too kind.” Cornelius cut in, feeling like the rug had been pulled out from beneath him.
“Sara always was, wasn’t she?” Nina said, and the last bit she added with a touch of fondness, which paired with the sound of Sara’s name made Cornelius’ heart clench. It’d been eight years, and grief had yet to fade. Sara Yorke Stevenson was his mentor, his advocate, his friend in a strange world. Now, she was six feet beneath the ground in Laurel Hill. Cornelius supposed it shouldn’t be a surprise that Nina and Sarah knew each other, besides the fact that one was American and the other was not, they were in similar fields and seemed to have similar personalities. But when had they talked about him? And why?
Cornelius swallowed treacherous hot emotion and cleared his throat. Slowly, he said, “And here I was under the impression you weren’t familiar with me. I—I don’t understand, Mrs. Fawcett. What do you want from me?” Cornelius briefly glanced at Watt who startled at the eye contact, like he’d been staring and was caught in the act.
Cornelius bit his tongue on, ‘and why are you here?’
He convinced himself that it didn’t matter. Watt was extraneous.
For the first time, Cornelius had taken Nina off guard. It was subtle, her face was smooth and devoid of anything but nonchalance. But she took another sip of her coffee, and the mug trembled before meeting the desk once again. No, not off guard. She was nervous.
Nina Fawcett said, “An archaeologist named Joaquim da Silva has discovered ruins near Cuiabá, between the rivers Teles Pires and Xingu, in the same area where an Enchanted City is rumored to be. The site keeps expanding, and so is the workload. Columbia is assisting,” Nina gestured to Watt, “along with several other universities. However, they are in need of another archaeologist. Someone with your experience, and frankly, your wits. I’ve been assured the University Museum is more than happy to lend a hand. Yours, particularly. In exchange for glory and the like, of course.”
A cluster of mangled nerves in Cornelius’ left calf flared up, and he inhaled sharply through his nose. Overwhelming heat, pain, and—and—
He took a sip of coffee to drown out the pain, the uncalled for panic. He carefully set his mug down on the desk, then turned it so the handle was facing the right way. “Unofficially?”
Nina leaned ahead, and Cornelius found himself doing the same. Determination set between her brows, and her eyes burned anew. “Unofficially, I am asking you to find my husband, and bring him home. You see, the area they are studying is where Percy meant to go, the true area. Penn will provide for your basic expenses, and Colombia’s donors will compensate you for your efforts. I will be honest with you, it’s not an extravagant sum.”
Cornelius stared at her, unable to comprehend what she was saying.
But there’d been a nagging whisper since her arrival, hadn’t there? Something that sounded a lot like far fetched hope?
“Mrs. Fawcett, I—I thought it was determined that he was dead?”
Nina’s hand swept through the air dismissively. “I am not inclined to believe Dyott’s findings, as hard won as they were. He was more concerned with a good story than the truth, if you ask me. ‘Man Hunting In The Jungle,'” she scoffed, shaking her head. “You know the story, then?”
Cornelius nodded. Instead of admitting he had a binder that looked suspiciously like one a stalker would use regarding Fawcett’s last trip, he said, “The Kalapolo told Dyott’s party that Percy and the boys disappeared into the forest, and after five days their fires could no longer be seen, that they were possibly killed by the Nafaqua. Except the Nafaqua say that it was the Kalapolo who committed the murder, not them.”
Nina nodded, looking every minute of her sixty years. “And three years ago Sergeant Couturon claimed he saw Percy while hunting alligators,” Nina said softly. She glanced at Watt, who smiled gently in return. There was so much warmth between them that Cornelius felt compelled to look away, but didn’t.
With much less vigor than before, she quietly added, “Every year there is a new fantastical tale, a new child of Jack’s or bones of Percy’s. But the rescue missions thus far have been conducted in entirely the wrong area. I’ve received letters from the local rancher Percy stayed with, Hermenegildo Galvão, that can attest to this, and I’ve my own evidence that Percy is elsewhere as well.”
“Oh?”
Nina rubbed at her temple, looking away from Cornelius. Her eyes glazed over with thought, and Cornelius found it hard to stop watching her.
Watt cleared his throat and proceeded to pick up where she left off, his voice low. “Our main objective is to assist in the dig and do what we can there. It’s in an area that the Colonel took great interest in, and isn’t far at all from his true coordinates. I think it would be best if we retraced his steps exactly, from Bacairy Post to Dead Horse Camp and beyond. I’m not personally familiar with the area, or South America for that fact, but …” Watt parsed out his next words carefully. “I understand that you spent a good deal of time there a few years ago.”
Cornelius frowned. “In Colombia, and some in Peru, but not Brazil. I’ve never been there, all of South America is not all the same.” Cornelius looked away, afraid that he might give himself away. His leg screamed at the thought of trekking through the wild, a stark contrast to his whooping heart. The Wild.
How long had it been since his skies were clear, and the stars ever so bright?
How long had it been since he heard the creeping howls of snakes, and felt the sting of their bite?
“While that may be true, it does not change the fact that your skill set would be a great asset to the expedition.” Watt nudged the conversation. “I need a trustworthy guide, and you are greatly familiar with the Colonel’s work, as you said. The terrain varies throughout South America, true, but there is much that is the same, yes?”
“Yes …” Cornelius allowed, too confused to say much more.
He didn’t understand.
He was not special.
Adventurers were a dime a dozen these days, and most of them were much more fit for a journey like this than he was. More ambitious, too. He was more fortunate than most to have a roof over his head and money to his name in these desperate times. He could’ve used the money and fame, sure, but he didn’t need it, not like others did.
Then again, the adventurers who had gone looking for Fawcett hadn’t all made it back.
There wasn’t much rhyme or reason to surviving the jungle. You could throw the most seasoned explorers in with a bunch of greenhorns, shake them about, and each time get a different result. The only reason Cornelius escaped with his life was the same reason others did. Wicked luck.
Cornelius shifted his attention to Nina and caught a glimpse of hope in her eyes, the slackening of tension in anticipation of a yes.
It nearly changed his mind. Nearly.
“Mrs. Fawcett, I cannot deny that I’ve had my own suspicions regarding Dyott’s findings, and your proposal is intriguing, but I’m no longer the man I once was. I would be a burden on an expedition like this. I must refuse, but I can recommend some reputable men who would be up for the task.”
“But I do not want other reputable men, Dr. Sawyer. I want you,” Nina said, like she’d already told him a hundred times before. She bent down and reached into the bag at her feet.
“I understand that, ma’am,” Cornelius said, although he truly didn’t. “But I—”
Nina withdrew a hefty journal from her bag, and all air ceased to exist. Without a word having to be uttered, Cornelius knew what it was. Knowledge and adventure seeped from the rough pages hidden between those leather coverings. Nina laid the journal in her lap and smiled down at it, running a finger over its face.
“Did you know I was the one who found Raposo’s document?”
Cornelius swallowed. “Yes, ma’am.”
Without looking up she said, “I asked to go, you know. All my life I stayed behind while he went on adventures, and on the trip before his last one I all but demanded it of him. But the jungle was no place for a woman, he said. He was awfully backwards that way, insisting that the Indians are our equals while still calling them savages. Accepting my help and education, while firmly believing a woman’s purpose was only to run the household.”
Nina Fawcett exhaled, and placed the journal on the desk between them.
That damned curiosity of his sparked Cornelius’ nerves, forced his muscles into motion. He reached for weathered pages and worn leather, then paused upon remembering his manners. He looked to his guest for permission and Nina smiled, tired and quivering. She said, “Brian, bless him, compiled all his father’s journals. We thought we could find answers within its pages, we’ve found enough questions, certainly. Brian attached some of his letters, and Jack’s too, along with a few from Raleigh. The only people to have seen this are my family, Mr. Johnson, and now you. I—we are not ready to publish it yet, but you may read it. If I cannot convince you to join this adventure, perhaps my husband can.”
Nina stood, and Watt did the same. She smoothed her hands over her dress and nodded, as if everything was settled. “I will send Mr. Johnson for it, and your final answer, on Wednesday morning by eight o’clock sharp. I do hope you change your mind, for my husband’s sake just as much as your own.”
Nina Fawcett cast her gaze over the room, and him, one last time. Chidingly, she said, “You’re meant for adventure, Cornelius.” She and her companion turned away, leaving him behind.
Cornelius stood abruptly. “Wait, Mrs. Fawcett!”
Nina glanced over her shoulder, brow raising at his exclamation. “Yes?”
“You—” Ever so slowly, Cornelius rested his palm on the journal entrusted to him. “You’ve no idea who I am, not really. How could you trust someone like me, a stranger, with your husband’s work?”
Nina hummed, allowing a hint of that mischievous smile to return. “Because he told me I could.”
And then she left, taking Watt with her. He turned to shut the door behind him, and his eyes met Cornelius’. Watt’s lips parted, then he ducked his head and closed the door. The silence left behind was deafening.
Cornelius filed away his disappointment, and anger, for later. The treasure beneath his fingers wouldn’t allow him to linger on anything else but satisfying that itch called curiosity. He meticulously prepared another cup of coffee, having finished his first one without memory of doing so. He sat down at his desk and took a sip of the warm, bitter brew. Bracing himself, he opened the journal to the first page. He wasn’t sure what he expected it to contain, but a romantic dedication to ‘Cheeky’ in microscopic handwriting was not it.
Sweet praise for his wife’s support of his adventures filled the first page, along with his sincere declaration of love. Cornelius never knew Fawcett personally, but in that moment he could feel the man in the room, whispering words of gratitude that read like goodbye, all to a woman who was here only moments before. Breathing, living.
Left behind.
Cornelius took a breath, and turned the page.






  
  A Shame


March 4th, 1930 
Common sense dictated it was rather stupid to engage with someone who recently shattered your nose, but Watt had never been one for things like common sense. He couldn’t help but obsess over the next day’s impending meeting. He wished for so many things, including the ability to redo the entire last week, but knowing what he knew now. He didn’t know whether to hope for Cornelius’s agreement, or further refusal.
The person he’d known would have dug their heels into the ground out of sheer spite, but Watt didn’t know Cornelius Sawyer. He knew Annie Tremblay. And while he expected adulthood and all its traumatic facets to change her—him, he hadn’t expected such a drastic change. Watt had so many questions that he dared not inspect any of them too closely, for they gave way to other curiosities that he shoved deep within himself long ago.
But he wasn’t Callum. He wasn’t an unkind man, and he wasn’t so naive as to not be familiar with the concept of gender versus sex. He held no ill will towards Cornelius, and wanted to do his best to respect him, regardless of the man’s decision to participate in the expedition or not.
He and Nina toured the University that morning, meeting with J. Mason and the aforementioned Esther Mazur. She was a remarkably clever woman of middling age, and it was clear that she had great potential. She was friendly, but when she spoke directly to Watt there'd been a distinct caution in her tone. Subtle, but there. But that’s how it was with most who held an affinity for morals, and had an idea of what he’d been part of in Egypt. It only made him respect her more. Archaeologists and their cousins were a mixed bunch, many didn't see the harm in what Watt's team had done in Luxor. To be fair, Watt had not been part of the distribution of artifacts, simply part of the team who had found the tomb.
Mason introduced them to Louis Shotridge, Assistant Curator of the Museum. They hadn’t met before, but he knew of Shotridge due to his work with Sapir and Boas on their research of the Tlingit people in Southwestern Alaska. He was a Chilkat Indian, who were part of the Tlingit, and had a strong jaw and dark hair cut in the same modern style as Cornelius’. Short on the sides, with a thick length on top swept back fashionably. He was a sturdy and quiet man who reminded Watt much of himself. He was kind, and happy to see Watt again. Like Mason, he gave Watt kind words to pass along to his Columbia colleagues.
Shotridge gave them a tour of the Pacific Northwest exhibit, which he was the curator of. Watt admired the Klukwan Village model, which was Shotridge’s own village and crafted by his own hand. It was fantastic, with houses and trees, everything to scale. There were artifacts such as clan emblems, a wolf helmet and a wolf baton. There was the ceremonial regalia that Shotridge used to wear in his early days, back when he taught programs for children, and what seemed to be an infinite number of hats. Grizzly bear helmets and painted basketry hats, and a knife with a wolf head as the handle. The exhibit was a well tended labor of love, and it temporarily made Watt forget about his aching heart. It was marvelous, archaeology as it should be.
Next was the Egyptian exhibit, which brought Watt back to the present, a ridiculous notion since it should’ve brought him back to the past. But all it made him think of was the Valley of the Kings. Of greed in men’s eyes, and decadence beyond belief. And it was here, too. It was in the way these exhibits were larger, imposing and overfull with artifacts. There had to be an Upper and Lower Hall, six rooms in all. There were great slabs of stone with inscriptions upon them, plucked from the sands of Giza or Meydûm or elsewhere. Pottery, unpainted and otherwise. Arrowheads, hairpins, an ivory wand with an animal’s head. It went on, and on, and on. Despite his mood, Watt made sure he showed appreciation and asked questions. He didn’t want to slight Ms. Mazur, and was indeed fascinated. He would always be curious about new, or rather old, things. Archaeology could be good, if done right.
They also visited the Americas exhibit next. This was Mason’s domain, and he had an impressive amount of artifacts. Less than Egypt, but more than the Pacific. He had been to Mexico, Puerto Rico, Colombia, and all the little places in between. The man was happiest in the field, and he kept hinting at his next expedition to Guatemala, that there was plenty of room for extra hands. Watt answered in the same fashion each time, citing that he had plans this year, but perhaps the next.
After the tour they reconvened in Mason’s office, a beautiful space filled with plants. The others became deeply involved in a conversation that Watt had long lost the meaning of. He didn’t mean to, but sometimes his mind just … wandered. Something about Horace, the Director. He smoothly excused himself to use the facilities, and his departure was barely noticed.
He managed to find his way easily enough, and his heart raced as he stood on the other side of Cornelius’ office door. He needed to clear the air, broach the personal subject Watt had originally sought him out for. He needed to remove the weight from his shoulders. God, he hurt. He wished Maggie were here, to let him know it was all okay. He’d be okay.
Fingers shaking, he knocked on the door.
Nothing.
He glanced at the posted office hours and, seeing how he was supposed
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