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The Last Wolf

GREENHAMPTON, MA. APRIL 1834

Spring snow, still, porcelain bowls in the hollows of the earth. Blue hour, the outlines of pine trees and houses stood against a deepening sky. The wolfer gazed upon the lights of the town. For days he had travelled, back to this place which he had once known but hadn’t been near for half a life. From what he could see from the rise of the hill, he reckoned Greenhampton hadn’t grown much in the years he had been gone, if anything the houses were fewer. Men had been upping sticks and leaving, he’d heard tell, men had left their homes and barns, abandoned their farms, farms worked three generations. Fathers and grandfathers had cleared the rocky soil of New England, had felled trees and then hitched mules to tree stumps and heaved each stump loose, had sunk wells and built walls around their farms, laid each stone by hand, had protected their livestock from predators. Now the sons of these men were handing the land back to nature and heading west to the plains, where a man could stand in one spot and turn around and see nothing but open space in every direction, and underfoot, when he kicked a boot heel into the ground: soil, black and rich.

The farmer who had written him was not somebody the wolfer knew, but he recognised the family name and that was what had made him answer, when he’d made up his mind to answer at all. They’d been looking for him, the letter writer said, some good time. They needed a wolfer as a matter of urgency, but wolfers no longer worked these parts. Supposedly there were no more wolves left, but now something out there was taking sheep and the last of the farmers had themselves convinced it was the work of a wolf.

Snow on the ground was good. A long winter made for hungry wolves, snow made them easier to track, meant they’d be furred out still and a winter pelt was a valuable thing. The wolfer did the figures in his head. Money for pelts came on top of his fee, plus the federal bounty of $15, but to claim that he’d have to haul back into town and deliver the scalp. A pelt in good condition could bring in maybe $25. His fee was $80. Winter the wolfer had spent camped out on the plains, in a small log cabin. Every day he set traps and every day his traps were full – he’d sold upwards of ten bales of wolfskins and covered the outlay on his gear in the first week. Everything from then on was money in his pocket. This job would be the closing number of a good season.

The wolfer climbed back up onto his wagon and urged his horse forward. Under the canvas in the back were half a dozen Newhouse toothed traps. Over his shoulder he carried a long gun, and slung low at his waist a skinning knife with a carved mesquite handle and a curved blade that was deep and short. He had half a pint of whiskey in the pocket of his buffalo calfskin overcoat. In one inside pocket of his wool jacket he had the letter that brought him here wrapped around three glass phials of white crystal powder.

The horse leaned its weight into the harness and dragged a hoof before finding purchase on the road. Leastways now was downhill.

At the general store, where the store owner’s wife seemed to expect him, the wolfer checked his route and bought a bite of tobacco. To make town in daylight is what he would have liked, to drive his hunting gear through the centre, see the people turn to watch him pass, nod to those who waved and tip his hat at those who cheered. But so be it. The wolfer drew up in front of the lighted farmhouse. He wrapped a wolf fur around his shoulders and placed a fur hat on his head, the kind of attention to detail that persuaded folks they were getting what they’d paid for.

Morning found the wolfer in the woods a mile or more above the farm. He had scoured the way for the carcasses of fallen prey, tracks, droppings, any sign at all. He found nothing. A levelling in the hillside and a small clearing in a stand of hemlock provided him with a place to make camp. Afterwards he walked two miles in each of four directions. Once he came across the carcass of a steer, which might or might not have been wolf work, it was rotted too far down to tell.

At supper the night before the wolfer had entertained his patron with stories of wolves he’d trapped as far afield as Dakota and Nebraska. At first he pretended to wish not to be drawn, but after he had finished a plate of stewed oysters and cornbread he began to speak, slowly and with many pauses to allow his small audience the pleasure of urging him on. His reputation had flown ahead of him, he knew, and so he told selective stories of his battles with outlaw wolves, and some of those stories he embellished a little, and other stories he borrowed outright. The wolfer accepted a small glass of port (his hosts were not a rich family, but well-to-do enough having diversified early into tanning) and began on the story of the three-toed outlaw wolf of Harding County and the Queen Wolf of Colorado, who he had not himself trapped, but an account of whose execution he had on good authority. Roped and quartered by four horsemen riding in different directions, yes sir. Two hundred Christian folk had gathered to see the captured wolf brought in on the back of a cart.

The wolfer’s father had been a wolfer in this part of the land; the wolfer had been born into the town. His father’s work disappeared with the last of the wolves, but by then his father had been an old man. As a young man the wolfer headed west and in his time had done any and every kind of job there was: worked the railroads, ridden herd, fenced and mined ore – all for other men. Once he’d grubstaked his savings in a cinnabar claim, worked at it two years hard before he gave the whole thing up. The mercury, when it came to it, had been worth less than his time. Soon after he learned there was wolfing work around and learned too the kind of money a rancher was willing to pay a wolfer to keep his land clear. And so he bought himself a new skinning knife and took up his father’s trade right where the old man had left off.

From the brow of the hill the wolfer surveyed the land on the opposite slope. What once was pasture and lush fields of wheat and corn now was weeds and white pine saplings. The farm owned by the wolfer’s host had lost six sheep to the wolf, so they said. Another farmer had woken to find eight of his sheep dead, a ninth kicking in her death throes. This had been going on for a couple of years now. Though nobody had seen a wolf, nevertheless a wolf was said to be responsible. Wolves were coming back, folk believed and said so, had merely been waiting out the years for the opportunity, for men to lose their vigilance.

For his part the wolfer thought it likely a feral dog was at the root of it, but he kept his mouth shut.

Afternoon. The wolfer shot a buck, cut off and wrapped the haunches, dragged the remainder of the carcass behind his horse to a place about a mile from his camp. He took a phial from his inside pocket. He shook a few of the white crystals into an empty phial, added some snow, shook the solution until the snow melted and checked it against the sky. Then he slit and peeled back the skin on the underside of the deer and painted the flesh with the solution. He shot a second deer and repeated the ritual, this time a mile or so on the far side of his camp. Some people liked cyanide, he preferred strychnine, out of familiarity maybe, but he knew what worked for him.

On the way back to camp the wolfer spotted tracks and dismounted. Alike to those of a dog, the tell was in the size. The wolfer remounted. He scratched his chin and looked behind him and then to each side and then beyond the horizon. He reached into his pocket and took a swig of whiskey.

Morning. The wolfer set out to check the deer carcasses and found two dead foxes at one site and a dead bobcat at the other. The second morning, a racoon and another fox, a red-tailed hawk. This did not vex the wolfer. Most wolves could not resist a free meal, but there were some wolves who were naturally cautious. The wolfer climbed into the wagon and slung the traps out of the back. He tested them carefully one by one and chose the two whose springs were most sound. He adjusted and readjusted the pins until he was satisfied, then chose a couple of chains of fifteen foot each and to both he attached a large drag hook. He boiled the traps, dipped the soles of his boots in the boiling liquid and slipped a pair of gentlemen’s dress gloves onto his hands. He washed the deer haunches in the stream and when he reached his chosen site he spread a large canvas on the ground and confined his work to the area covered by it. After he set the traps he dusted them over with loose soil and snow and then brushed his footsteps away.

At dawn he rode the mile to where he had laid the traps and found them empty.

The wolfer returned to the remains of the first deer, cut the glands from the dead fox and wrapped them in paper. He moved the traps each to a new location, again careful to make sure none of his scent clung to them. He took the fox glands and squeezed drops of their liquid onto the ground by each of the traps.

Night and the wolfer slept. Morning of the fourth day he woke to a blind man’s fog, when it cleared he returned to his traps to find them empty. In the snow a short distance from one of the traps: a dark, lozenge-shaped turd.

In the afternoon he trapped a snowshoe hare and put the animal in a cage while he worked. He set a nest of traps in a semicircle around a patch of brush, took the hare and tethered it to the ground by the hind leg. At first the animal crouched in still silence. As soon as he walked away it would begin to kick. When he heard it cry out he drew his breath and waited for the sound to stop, but the screaming went on into the night and he guessed it had broken its own leg in its struggles. That happened sometimes.

In the morning he found the hare untouched and frozen to death.

The wolfer spent the day scouring the hillsides on horseback, his sense now was that the animal was denned farther away.

Late in the afternoon he came across tracks, though they were some days old. The next morning, the sixth, he broke camp and journeyed back into town where he asked at the general store if there was anyone could give him the loan of a pair of dogs. That night he slept at the home of his hosts, where he ate a good meal but declined the port and went to bed early.

Dawn saw the wolfer high on the ridge with two dogs, foxhound/greyhound crosses, whose breeding gave them the advantage of both sight and smell. Handsome animals, thirty inches at the shoulder with brown and white markings and bright eyes, a brother and sister pair. He loosed them in the place he had found the tracks and watched them as they ran in circles, sniffing the ground and the brush. He ran them in the direction he thought them most likely to pick up a scent and was gratified when, no more than a half-hour or so later, the dogs’ tails stiffened and they stretched their necks out nose to the ground and their pace became suddenly brisker.

They had been moving steadily along the ridge through stands of hemlock and white pine and crossing open ground, the sun rising ahead of them, when suddenly the dogs stopped and pranced lightly on their front paws, noses in the air. The bitch bristled and began to growl, the dog lowered his head and raised his hackles. About three hundred yards away, there on a rock, stood a wolf. The dogs came alive and gave chase. The wolfer swung his rifle from his back and urged his horse forward.

The wolfer expected the animal to head for some kind of coulee or cover, but the wolf had a good lead on the dogs and headed northwards across the flank of the hill. From time to time the wolfer dropped sight of the wolf among the trees, and would just begin to curse when he’d catch sight of it again. The dogs gave tireless pursuit and this pleased the wolfer who decided to hold off the final showdown.

Now the wolfer did not think wolves especially cunning or clever, he just liked to pander to other folks’ fancies. But when he tried in the days that followed to piece together the events of the morning, it came to be his belief that the wolf had led the dogs into a trap of its own making. Here’s how it happened. They had been on the chase for an hour and a half and had entered a large stand of hemlock when they came to a stream. The dogs followed the trail to the bank and then lost it. The wolfer, reckoning the wolf had crossed to the other side, urged the dogs into the water and they were halfway across when the wolf came at them out of nowhere and went straight for the dog where it stood mid-stream. The dog struck out for the opposite bank but was slowed by the steepness of the bank. The next moment the wolf was upon him and then they were running through the trees until the two were neck-a-neck. The dog twisted and snapped at the wolf and then, seeming to realise the true gravity of his situation, began to run for his life. All the advantage belonged to the wolf, who was faster and taller by more than a hand span; the animal was just waiting for the right moment, and then the dog was over and the wolf had him by the throat.

The bitch had given chase but all she could do now was go at the hindquarters of the wolf as he finished off her brother. The wolfer raised his rifle and looked for a clear shot. The chase had put a good distance between him and the animals. The moment the wolf raised its head the bitch would bolt and he would likely lose them both. He had no more than a few seconds. The wolf was still at the throat of the dog, which had squirmed and fought to free itself and now all but ceased to move. The wolfer lined his sight up on the wolf’s hindquarters. An imperfect shot, he had no choice. But at the precise moment he pulled the trigger the dog on the ground gave a final kick and this sign of life in her brother seemed to spur the bitch, who leapt forward and straight into the line of fire. The wolf whirled around and with his second shot the wolfer took it down.

With the corpse of the male dog slung over the back of his horse, dragging that of the wolf along behind, the wolfer paraded the length of Greenhampton Main Street. He had thrown the carcass of the bitch into a low ravine. The mangled corpse of the dog testified to the brute strength of the wolf, would make it easier to face the owner who with luck would waive the cost of two dead dogs. People had begun to come out of their houses and the general store to see the wolf. A group of small boys ran behind and aimed kicks at the carcass. In the main square where the gibbet once stood they strung the wolf up by the neck until its eyes bulged and its tongue lolled, and they beat its body with poles.

Night and the wolfer thought about all that had happened.

In the morning he loaded his wagon and said goodbye to his hosts. He passed the body of the wolf where it twisted in the morning breeze. He set out at a good pace, but once he had rounded the hill, he eased off his horse. In a neighbouring town he found an inn and put up for the night. Next day he leased another pair of tracker dogs and headed back to the hills. There he mounted a rock close to where he first sighted the wolf and with a pair of field glasses carefully scanned the surrounds until he saw what he was looking for: between the trees, a slew of slabbed rocks which rested at angles one against the other. He struck out in their direction and, in a short while and as he had hoped, the dogs caught a scent.

The wolves had denned down in a low cave beneath one of the rock slabs. The wolfer called the dogs and rode back into the town where he returned them and paid their owner. Three more days, by his reckoning, was what it would take for the she-wolf to venture out in search of food. When the day came he was back in the hills settled within sight of the den. He’d decided against flushing her out, he was in no hurry. He checked the sky and slipped a chew of tobacco behind his lower lip. He was on his third chew when he caught a movement by the den. There she was, the she-wolf, come to search for her missing mate. He waited until she was clear of the den, out in the open, and when she raised her head, maybe to howl, he fired.

The wolfer approached the den with caution but nothing showed itself or came at him. He decided against finishing off the pups. If the truth be told it was a job no wolfer cared for: wolf pups were affectionate creatures, full of trust and play. These pups, fatherless and now motherless, would never make it through to spring.

One hour later the wolfer was on his way. He had his pelt. He would take the ears of both wolves and claim his bounties. Then he would head west and wait for summer, until it was time to begin again.




Chapter 1

LONDON. SUNDAY 2 FEBRUARY 2014. EVENING

At that time of day Waterloo Bridge is busy with shoppers and weekend workers who make their way on foot across the bridge to Waterloo Station. At that time of year too, dusk comes early, by four in the afternoon. By five it is dark. The fox wended its way through the pedestrians, who for the most part paid it no heed, for they would not so easily be distracted from their fixity of purpose. Through the slanting sleet many people didn’t see the fox, those who did thought it was perhaps a loose dog.

A few people had observed the fox on its journey. Upon the terrace of the National Theatre, a pair of smokers had spotted the fox watching them from behind the corner of a raised concrete flower bed that was filled with dead lavender. The smokers and the fox looked at each other in stillness for several seconds. Then three things happened which caused the fox to bolt. A passing cruiser on the river gave a blast of its horn, which in turn caused one of the smokers to utter a high-pitched ‘Ooh!’ of surprise. This startled the fox which backed off and might have done little more than run down the stairs to the next level had not, third, a plastic bag, dislodged from a tree branch by a sudden gust of wind, borne suddenly down upon the terrace. Moments before all this happened another smoker had emerged from the theatre lobby and now stood with the heavy door propped open upon one shoulder for use as a wind shield while she lit a cigarette. The fox, escaping the threat of the carrier bag, dashed through the open door and into the lobby where it joined the lava flow of departing theatregoers. Down the stairs and through the crowd went the fox, and as it went it brushed against calves and knees, causing people to hop, exclaim and search the floor through the thicket of legs for the cause.

Down on the ground level the fox skittered across the hard floor. A young man selling programmes for the evening show pointed and cried, ‘There!’ in a kind of outrage to a pair of security guards, who, with a jangle of keys, lumbered into life. The fox headed for the glass doors leading to the outside. Onlookers stopped to watch, talk stalled to silence. Between the bank of glass doors and the concrete walls of the building the fox had nowhere to go.

On the other side of the glass a man painted top to toe in silver, carrying a silver cane and wearing a silver bowler hat, and who had spent eight hours standing motionless upon a box in the freezing temperatures of the day, approached the building with no idea of the commotion unfolding beyond. Just as the fox reached the last in the row of doors, the silver man pulled it open. The fox ran out. The security guards skidded to a stop, one nearly fell over, the other uttered an exclamation in Yoruba. Both laughed and adjusted their peaked caps, one clapped his companion upon the shoulder. Some people broke into a scattering of applause and the silver man took a bow.

Outside the smell in the air was of river water and traffic fumes. The fox ran up the stone steps to the bridge where it overtook a man carrying a bicycle. On the bridge the people walked unswervingly, armed with bags, defended by earphones, looking neither right nor left and acknowledging nothing and nobody. Those who did not walk with purpose meandered in pairs, rocks around which the faster walkers flowed. Past a cameraman taking a time-lapse image of the river, the fox, moving at a metronomic trot, wove a line through them all.

A man so tall he appeared to be wading through the crowd was crossing the bridge in the opposite direction to the fox. The man’s name, the name his mother had given him as though she knew to what size her only son would one day grow, was Attila. In his pocket Attila carried a theatre ticket. In addition he held a reservation for one at a restaurant in the Aldwych. He had chosen the restaurant after reading the menu displayed outside the entrance and now his reverie was of boiled beef Tafelspitz and chopped-chicken salad. Attila was newly arrived in the country by no more than a few hours and he relished, for the moment, the feel of wind and sleet on his face. He relished, too, the idea that soon he would sit alone in a dark place, surrounded by strangers, where nobody could find him. He moved slowly in the crowd, letting people pass. In the middle of the bridge, just beyond the cameraman standing with his camera on a tripod, Attila came to a stop and turned to admire the view of the Houses of Parliament.

Somebody ran into him.

The collision left Attila unhurt, a testament to his scale and size. By contrast, the woman who had run into him was thrown to the ground and Attila promptly bent to help her up. He apologised, in sympathy, for obviously this could not be his fault. The woman accepted his hand, stood up and brushed her backside. She wore jeans and a sweater and jacket, all in black. Attila retrieved a black day pack from the ground and held it out to her, but she left him holding on to it for some moments while she retied her hair into its ponytail. As he waited, Attila noticed two things about the woman, first that her hair was a rather remarkable pale silver and hung to the middle of her back, or would have done were she not already in the act of pushing it up inside a woollen hat, secondly that she was tall for a woman, she nearly reached his chin. The woman put her hand out so Attila might pass her bag, swung it onto her shoulder and said: ‘I’m so sorry about that. Do excuse me,’ in a way that suggested no particular sorrow at all. Attila nodded. A moment later he watched her walk away, her long strides. He could still feel the force of their collision, the imprint of her body on his.

Later in the theatre Attila drank a gin and tonic and forgot about the woman on the bridge. The show was a comedy and he laughed explosively at all the jokes until he had to wipe away the tears that rolled down his face. At the interval he bought himself a vanilla ice cream. He came to London infrequently but regularly enough to have formed certain habits. Late morning Attila had checked into his preferred hotel, the early part of the evening he had spent walking and buying theatre tickets. Now from the terrace he searched the skyline for changes and identified two new skyscrapers to the right of St Paul’s Cathedral, one with a single sloped side, the other a concave structure – they had been built since the time of his last visit to the city two years ago. In the middle of Waterloo Bridge stood an engraved plaque of the skyline and Attila made a mental note to check it for the names of the new buildings. As he finished his ice cream the bell sounded and he turned with fresh anticipation to take his seat in the auditorium.

On his way back across the bridge Attila was driven by hunger and failed to check the plaque. A few minutes later he was being shown to his seat by the maître d’ of his chosen restaurant. As he followed, Attila glanced covertly at the plates of the other diners. He liked and at times even asked to be seated near the kitchen door, a request so unusual it could always be accommodated. This way he had sight of the plates of food held aloft by the waiters as they emerged through the double doors. In places where he was known the waiters would sometimes pass by his table, dipping each dish to waft it in front of his nose. ‘Tagliolini ai funghi porcini freschi, signor.’ ‘Steamed whole tilapia, Dr Asare.’ ‘Today’s prime aged porterhouse steak, sir.’

Despite the late hour the restaurant was full. Booths lined the walls and in the centre, like water lilies, an array of small and large round tables covered in white tablecloths. Attila was shown to a corner booth, the maître d’ pulled the table out a good way to allow him to slide onto the banquette. He said good evening to the people at the next table and picked up the menu to remind himself of the good things on offer. He ordered calves’ liver and bacon because both of these were hard to come by where he lived, and the potted brown shrimps because these too were a rare treat. A carafe of Rioja completed his choices, and as he waited for his meal to arrive he sipped wine and looked around at the other clientele. With the exception of a couple seated at one of the water lilies, everyone in the restaurant was white. Attila watched the single black couple for a while: they were young and close in conversation. The woman wore a fuchsia dress, the man was in a suit. An anniversary, thought Attila, and looked away. Some minutes later, as Attila was eating brown shrimp, the man walked past Attila’s table and a few minutes later, on his way back from the Gents, he passed by again. This time Attila happened to look up and catch his eye. The man nodded, a single dip of the chin. Attila nodded back and returned to his shrimp. The nod was something that was exchanged only in certain places. Moscow, for example. Perth. Prague. São Paulo, no. Havana, no. Mumbai, yes. Rome, less and less often. All of Poland. Much of England beyond the M25. Belfast, yes. In London more rarely, although a nod might be exchanged in certain kinds of establishment. In this restaurant Attila drew no stares, but it was still a place the nod might occur.

Caramel and chocolate pudding, the chocolate sponge dusted with icing sugar. Attila struck the sponge casing with the back of his spoon and hot caramel poured from within.

He might have
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