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Author’s Note

 

 

 

 

 

The title for my collection is taken from the song “Green Pastures.” The relevant lines read, “We will not heed the voice of the stranger, for he would lead us on to despair.” It’s a Biblical admonition to beware the call of the other. The word stranger here could be capitalized because the reference is not to “a” stranger, but to “the” stranger. We all know who that stranger is. The bloody stranger with the troublesome horns. The stranger with the phallic tail and the slithering tongue. The stranger who calls you on to despair. The Devil. Significantly, the song is also a xenophobic reminder that we never really know in what guise the Devil will tempt us. The only folks we should trust are our family and locals. Trust the mundane, those we have known all our lives. Any stranger might be the Stranger.

Don’t look to short stories to protect you from strangers. There’s a popular meme, spuriously attributed to Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky: “All great literature is one of two stories; a man goes on a journey, or a stranger comes to town.” The likely originator of this meme was John Gardner who, in his book The Art of Fiction, included an exercise to write, “as subject, use either a trip or the arrival of a stranger (some disruption of order—the usual novel beginning).” Which is to say that sometimes, but not always, a story may feature a stranger. What’s most significant from my perspective is that you as the reader, are not necessarily responding to the arrival of a stranger, sometimes you are that stranger. Also of significance is the tension between our fear of the unknown and its attraction. Moreover, this is all mixed up in the adjectives we use to signify the alien—strange, odd, weird, exotic—all suggesting the same thing but imbuing it with differing levels of dread and desire. Just remember, you as the reader are encountering every character in a short story as a stranger. You are entering strange territory.

A note about the stories in this collection. For decades, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror anthologies, edited by Ellen Datlow, Terri Windling, Kelly Link, and Gavin Grant, defined and expanded the borders of speculative fiction for readers and writers. I loved the breadth of the stories and the sense that the characters you discovered in the stories existed on a teeter-totter, balanced by a hair, between the fates of Heaven and Hell. That’s a sensation I also hope you will discover within these stories. I want you to live within these stories as you might live in the world at large, never knowing what stranger awaits you around the next corner but knowing, nevertheless, that you are in for an adventure.

One last thing. Despite what I wrote earlier, I lied. A lie of omission. Despite the plot memes spuriously attributed to Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, despite what Gardner clarified, despite your virginal embrace of a story’s characters, there is always another stranger hiding in plain sight: the author. Every time you open a book, you put yourself in the hands of a stranger, maybe the Stranger.

But you knew that, didn’t you?

 

 


The Five Cigars of Abu Ali

 

 

 

 

 

“Tell Abu hello from me when he gets here. Tell him I’m sorry that I couldn’t stay.” Elizabeth wore her heaviest winter coat and a woolen hat, concessions to the season rather than to style, and stood beside our Volvo, its engine grumbling even though she had already allowed it to warm up for fifteen minutes. Our two kids, Mark and Mary, were strapped into the back seat from where they scratched designs into the frosted window interiors. Elizabeth’s breath hung in the air, but it was such a cold January—only the masochists had gone outside for the First Night Celebration the previous week—that I half expected her words to crystallize and fall to the pavement as snow.

I nodded and chose my words carefully: “I’m sure that he’ll be equally disappointed.” I knew that Elizabeth had no desire to see Abu. I knew that she had in fact contrived the visit to her mother in Exeter only after we discovered the message from Abu on our answering machine giving notice, or warning as Elizabeth would have it, of his impending arrival in Boston. I shuffled my feet and rubbed my shoulders. Before going outdoors, I had grabbed the first coat that came to hand, a canvas jacket with a flannel liner, figuring that anything was good enough because I would only be outside for a few minutes. Now I knew why I only wore that jacket in the fall.

Elizabeth fumbled with her mitten for the handle of the driver’s side door. “Dinner’s in the oven,” she said. “Don’t forget to take it out.” 

“I’ll keep an eye on it. How long has it been in?” 

“It’s cooked. The oven’s just on warm.”

“I love you,” I said and leaned forward. Elizabeth kissed me goodbye but missed my mouth by an inch that was as good as a mile.

I waved as they drove off into the dwindling daylight and took some pleasure in the faces of Mark and Mary framed like twin moons in the rear window. They watched me as their mother took them away and waved their small hands in return.

Then I hurried back inside to wait for Abu.

As it happened, Abu did not arrive until after ten o’clock. By that time, I had taken the dinner—chicken sautéed in wine, roasted potatoes, and asparagus—out of the oven, the food had gotten cold on the counter, and I, having finally given up on Abu’s arrival, had reheated a portion in the microwave and eaten it at the kitchen table. The food had even settled in my stomach so that the low-blood-sugar headache, which had been threatening all evening long, had retreated back into its neural lair.

The taxi that brought Abu double-parked outside the condo, and I watched him crawl out, clearly drunk, preceded by one woman and followed by another. The woman in the rear carried a small suitcase that I assumed was Abu’s. I met them at the gate and helped Abu maneuver up the steps and then shuck his cashmere coat in the entryway. Even when drinking, Abu knew how to keep up appearances. Perhaps he used more cologne than I appreciated, but not one of his moussed hairs was out of place. He wore a red silk shirt and a gray Armani suit, the same suit he had worn the last time I saw him eight months ago. The difference between then and now was that previously I had worried the suit would soon be too small for him. Now it was loose on his frame.

Abu’s weight loss took me by surprise. He had been thin when I first met him, lithe as a jaguar, and had played midfield on our intramural soccer team at Boston University. But he was also a man who fell easy prey to his passions. Not surprisingly, given our youth, women were one of his passions, and he had a string of love affairs all destined for heartbreak. Food was another passion. And wine. And song. I could go on. But suffice it to say, even at the most formal dinners, he licked his fingers rather than use a napkin. He gained a good thirty pounds while at college and continued to add to his girth over the years.

“Looking good,” I said. “How’re you doing?”

“Just fine.” He made a sweeping gesture that took in both women. “This is Ann,” he said, laying an arm across the shoulders of a woman with dark hair, blue eyes, and a tailored blue dress set off by a strand of ostentatiously large and obviously fake pearls. “And this lovely lady insists upon being called Sly,” Abu pulled the second woman toward him with his free arm. “Short for Sylvester, I believe, but I suppose it could be for Sylvia. She won’t say, although I’ve been buying her drinks all evening.” Sly had reddish-brown hair, was skinny as a toothpick, and wore jeans and a black t-shirt with the Nike symbol.

After making Ann and Sly comfortable in the living room, I dragged Abu into the kitchen and shoved a glass of water into his hand. “What do you mean by bringing two women here with you?” 

Abu giggled and raised a forefinger. “The company of women without men is a melancholy thing, but the company of men without women is enough to make one cry.”

“But Elizabeth will kill me.”

“I should also add that a table might as well be empty except that it be seating four. In short, you should be thanking me, for without my forethought we would simply be two lonely men weeping into our glasses of whisky.” Abu emptied his water into the sink and set the glass upon the counter, the clank containing more conviction than I hoped he intended. “You do have scotch, don’t you?” he asked.

“What about dinner? I have some chicken. Elizabeth prepared it before she left.”

“No thanks. Although I appreciate the offer, I can think of no worse accompaniment to whisky. Besides we already ate.” Abu placed a hand on his belly as if he still thought it a monument to his gluttony.

“If you supply the whisky,” Abu continued, “I have everything else we need right here.” He patted his suit jacket at heart level then frowned in puzzlement. He patted the other pockets of his jacket, then those of his pants. “Where in God’s name... ” He chomped furiously at the ends of his mustache. This was not enough to jump-start his memory and soon his whole face contorted in thought like a bar rag being wrung dry. He finally emitted a loud sigh of relief and said, “My suitcase. I have everything else we need in my suitcase.”

The whisky was in the dining-room sideboard. “I was at a conference in Minneapolis last fall that had a whisky tasting in the bar.” I handed Abu two sherry glasses, keeping another two for myself. “You could sample shots of three different whiskies for one price. Cardhu is what a fellow from Scotland recommended. He said that this was his favorite whisky. It’s not as smoky as Laphroig, but it has a nice body to it.”

“So I hear, but I have always preferred to taste with my tongue not my ears.”

Back in the living room, Ann flipped through a home decorating magazine. Sly manipulated one of Mark’s toys: a transformer, capable of being converted between a Porsche and a robot, but right now stuck in an intermediate stage of metamorphosis.

“Where did you find that?” I asked. Mark had been searching for his transformer up until the last minute before he left 

“It was here between the cushions.” Sly set the car on the end table by the couch, upside down, arms protruding upward, where it rocked back and forth like a turtle trapped on its back.

“Enough about toys,” said Abu. “We are all grown-ups. My good friend George has supplied the whisky, just as I assured you that he would.” He made a short bow in my direction. “I will now supply the cigars. My suitcase, if you please?” This last was directed at Sly who merely arched one red eyebrow to indicate that the suitcase in question was directly in his line of vision, leaning against the couch, and he could damn well get it himself.

Abu unzipped the suitcase while kneeling on the floor, pawed through a tangle of socks and underwear, and pulled out a Ziploc bag. The bag contained four oblong brown folders of cardboard and a tube of ivory-colored plastic. “I bought these at the Duty Free in Heathrow,” Abu said. “They spray inside the bag with a mister to keep the humidity up for when you travel. Basically, it’s a twenty-cent humidor.” He handed us each one of the cardboard folders. “Open it up,” he said, seeing Ann peer inside her folder. “That’s a Cuban, a Punch corona. You can’t buy those with U.S. dollars.” He took his cigar out and ran it beneath his nose. “Oh, that’s good.”

Soon we were all sitting back, the smoke from our cigars twisting and turning on the way to Heaven like the robes of a Renaissance angel, our sherry glasses within easy reach and knuckle deep with whisky.

“Hey Abu,” asked Ann, “you’re a Muslim, right?”

“Mmmm.” Abu smiled at her, his eyes half-lidded.

“Well then, how do you drink alcohol? Isn’t that against your religion?”

“As phrased, I can only answer your question by saying: with a glass, my sweet. With a glass.” Abu took a long drawn out sip and smacked his lips. “But I know what you mean. I’m sure that my parents toss and turn at night, unable to sleep, thinking about where they went wrong in raising me. They spend all day lecturing me whenever I visit them in Pakistan.”

“You’re not supposed to smoke either,” I said.

Abu turned toward me, and I was surprised to see the wounded look on his face. “That’s right. A good Muslim is supposed to avoid anything that poisons the system. But, as I said, I’m not a particularly good Muslim. I would like to blame the corrupting influence of the U.S. but I’m afraid that it is my own weakness that is at fault.”

“Hey Abu,” Sly asked, “what’s in the bag?” She pointed to where Abu had set the Ziploc bag on top of his suitcase. It was empty now except for the capped plastic tube. “Another cigar?”

“Now that question is harder to answer than you might think. I’ll tell you one thing though: I haven’t drunk nearly enough to try. Ask me again in about this long.” Abu held up his glass and, by jiggling his hand, made a small whirlpool of the whisky remaining in it.

Sly smiled and waited politely, but it was clear from her silence over the next half-hour that she was not a woman who appreciated delayed gratification. Meanwhile, Abu told how he got the nickname Wicky as a kid because, while playing cricket in Lahore, he had diverted a throw from mid-field into the wicket to put the runner out and he hadn’t even flinched. “It was more of an accident than skill on my part,” Abu said. “I didn’t see the ball coming because I had my eye on a cutey, a real tomato who had just moved into the neighborhood.” 

When Abu drained the dregs from his glass and leaned forward to help himself to more from the bottle, Sly said, “I thought we had a deal?”

 “I have not forgotten our earlier conversation and I think I am now ready.” Abu spoke carefully, enunciating each syllable. “You were partially right when you guessed that there is a cigar in that tube. You may be completely right for all I know. It certainly looks like a cigar. It also feels like a cigar and smells like a cigar.”

“Remember what W. C. Fields said about cigars?” I asked.

Abu paused, and the two women turned toward me.

“He said that a woman is just a woman, but a good cigar is a smoke.”

Both women laughed at that, braying like donkeys.

“Believe me,” said Abu, “I’ve done everything with that cigar except smoke it. Still, I’m not sure that’s all it is. Maybe your friend Mr. Fields is only partially correct, and a cigar can sometimes be more than a smoke. But that’s a long story and, if you are interested in listening to the ramblings of a poor drunken Pakistani, I suggest that we all refresh our glasses before I begin.”

We did so, and he then told the following tale.

 

 

The Tale of Abu Ali

I return to Pakistan once or twice a year to buy rugs. Sometimes I travel from there to Iran—you know, Persian rugs—but I do most of my business in Pakistan. This past year, I was up in the northern mountains with Major Khan and his driver. The Major is an old family friend, now retired from military service, but in his day he fought bandits in the Karakoram and the Indians in Kashmir. He lost




































































































































































































The Watchmaker

 

 

 

 

 

There was once a watchmaker who lived in the town of Hinterwald, where it is said, because the town lies midway between valley and clouds on the alpine slopes of the Weisshorn, that there are but three seasons in the year. Winter lasts for six months, spring and autumn each for three, and summer, which may come but once every ten years, lasts only a single golden afternoon.

The watchmaker was known as Herr Lindhorst to most members of the town, and as Kristoff to the few who assumed intimacy with him. He lived and worked in a narrow two-story house that he had inherited from his parents, above the door of which hung an iron sign bent and forged into the shape of a watch dial. Ever since the watchmaker had been a boy known as Kris, he had drifted off to sleep each night listening to the sign creak in the mountain winds.

The family Lindhorst had repaired watches for as long as anyone could remember. If you overwound your watchspring, perhaps while distracted by the neighbor’s daughter hanging her laundry, the metallic ping at your fingertips causing your heart to sink into your boots—how could any woman fall in love with such a careless man?—it was to Lindhorst’s Watch Repair that you turned. If you attempted to master three tasks at once, such as reading the morning newssheet, locating your mouth with a spoonful of lumpy porridge, and checking the time on the pocket watch given to you on your sixteenth birthday, and if, as a result, your watch should tumble into your coffee cup, it was to Lindhorst’s Watch Repair that you brought the family heirloom still leaking the brown droplets of your favorite roast. Invariably, your watch would be returned to you in better condition than before its accident. “Why it’s just like new,” you would say, examining the print your thumb left on the polished metal. You would be answered with a smile and the phrase repeated by each member of the Lindhorst family for the past three generations, “We do our best.”

Kristoff Lindhorst was the first member of his family to make rather than simply repair watches. His first creation was a monstrosity cobbled together from broken springs, chipped gears, and cracked crystals that belonged in the trash bin but which had excited the crow-like curiosity of the four-year-old. The watch that Kris presented to his father for approval looked something like a mangled crab the boy had found deposited on the mountain slopes by a wayfaring seagull. But whereas the crab had clearly expired, such that even a week of warmth in the boy’s pocket failed to reanimate it, the watch just as surely worked. The mechanism emitted a healthy “tick-tick-tick” and each of its eight hands spun merrily around at different speeds. At the time, the similarity of the watch to the displaced crab was seen as coincidence but later, after Kristoff’s predilections became clear, it was granted that he had created his first automaton.

Kristoff joined his father in the shop at the age of six. Passersby marveled at the child who, perched on a tiny stool at a tiny watchmaker’s bench, appeared to be an elf materialized out of a folk tale. “He has the eyes and the fingers,” his father would say to his customers, winking a watery blue eye and waggling his own gnarled fingers. “More importantly, he has the passion.”

At the age of fifteen, Kristoff made a grandfather clock. At the striking of each hour, a mechanical man dressed in traditional garb and with a permanent smile painted on his porcelain face, stepped onto a balcony decorated with carved roses. Most times the man merely bowed, sweeping feathered hat from scalp and bending so far forward that he kissed his knees, then returned to his home behind a door in a twisted oak. But when midnight struck, the man arrived with a ladder held beneath his right arm. He leaned the ladder against the clock face, climbed up five rungs, and then cleaned the clock face with a dust cloth. His motions with the cloth appeared random, but those who closely followed him discovered that he outlined the stern features of the Man in the Moon.

At the age of nineteen, Kristoff was commissioned to update the clockwork of the town hall. This was a well-loved piece that included a blacksmith with hammer and a hunter with cudgel, who glided about a circular stage to ring the bell each hour. Although once a tourist attraction, it was now old-fashioned in comparison to the more elaborate dioramas of the neighboring towns. Kristoff added a fox that wound its way through the legs of the blacksmith, snuck up on the hunter, and then, by gnawing through the strings that tethered them to the hunter’s belt, released three partridges. The birds flew up with a rattle of wings and rang the bell with sharp blows from their beaks, the two men now swinging their implements at the fluttering birds rather than at the bell. The fox winked at the spectators then ran off, the money pouches of the blacksmith and hunter clenched in his teeth.

After this there was no holding Kristoff back. He traveled from town to town, taking on more and more lucrative commissions. He was served the best foods in the best restaurants and, whether the project took a day or a year, put up in the best hotels. Holidays were declared and bands played each time a piece of his was unveiled. Tourists following routes on maps that depicted the locations of his creations, returning from their travels with metal or paper reproductions to set on their mantels, the jerky movements of these poor substitutes affirming the genius of the originals. 

At 31 Kristoff was without peer but, before he reached his next birthday, his career was over, and his friends and former patrons crossed the street rather than risk encountering him. Kristoff was approached in a pub, as he later said, by a man with features so nondescript that these were a better disguise than any mask. This man, who did not give his name, said that he was an agent for another who wished to remain anonymous, but who had a project truly worthy of Kristoff’s skills. Needless to say, but emphasized at least a dozen times during the conversation, Kristoff would be well rewarded should he accept the commission. “You have spoken almost excessively,” Kristoff said, “but I have yet to hear what you wish of me.” At this the man took a square of paper from his embroidered coat pocket, wrote on it with a silver mechanical pencil, then folded the paper and passed it to Kristoff.

When Kristoff unfolded the paper, he saw that it contained a circle drawn atop a cross. “Venus,” he said, understanding the significance of the symbol as soon as he said the name aloud. “You wish me to make a woman.”

“Precisely. And to the specifications that I will give you.”

It would have been to Kristoff’s credit if he had thought long and hard before accepting the commission but, as he later admitted, he was nodding his assent before the agent had finished his sentence. It was not fame that Kristoff sought for the agent made it clear that the mechanical woman would become the sole property of his anonymous benefactor. Furthermore, given the nature of the commission, it was obviously intended for private entertainment not public exhibition. Kristoff simply desired to push his skills to the limit, and through them to create something that exceeded all expectations, his own included.

But the devil finds more entertainment in the plans of man than in any staged comedy. Two months after Kristoff had delivered himself of the commission, the mayor from his own hometown of Hinterwald was discovered by his wife in the arms of a female automaton. There is some disagreement as to what she saw, but the most persuasive rumor has it that the automaton had not one face but many, each a separate mask that could be affixed by discrete snaps to the featureless head. Among the faces could be recognized images, exact down to the slightest imperfections upon which a lover might fixate, of women well known in the community and with whom the mayor and his wife had dined on numerous occasions. The scandal that ensued had as much to do with the jealousies of those women not included in this harem as by the horror of those women who were included.

All decisions have their repercussions. The mayor suffered a brief downturn in his fortunes and won reelection by the narrowest margin of his political career. But for Kristoff Lindhorst, who was never forgiven by the mayor’s wife, the change in fortune was permanent. He was obliged to carry a sign around his neck for one month on which were painted large block letters that literally translated to “Broken Bee,” but in the local vernacular meant “Poor Fabricator.” He was also forbidden to construct automata for the remainder of his life, although as a concession to commerce and the history of his family, he was allowed to retain the watch repair shop.

Now suppose that you were a friend to the watchmaker in your youth—perhaps it was you who foolishly drowned your pocket watch in a coffee cup—but that time and circumstance had come between you. You had heard of his fame and taken an unspoken pride in having once known this man who had risen so high. You had also heard of his fall and silently grieved that the just could be punished so harshly. On impulse, you wrote the watchmaker a letter expressing your condolences and how, although others might turn against him, your friendship remained unchanged. He wrote back a short message that ended with the words, “I am as happy now as I have ever been.” You knew that this phrase could hide any manner of unstated griefs and so your heart remained troubled.

Now suppose your business took you back into the land of your youth, where the watchmaker still dwelt, and you sought him out so as to judge his state with your own eyes. The sky was jewel bright on the day you arrived, but the leaves had begun to change color and there was a chill to the gusting winds that warned of the coming winter. You found Kris, as you still called him in your mind, in the ground-level repair shop of the same narrow house that you remembered from your childhood visits. The rusty sign in the shape of a clock swung back and forth above the entrance. A small bell tinkled when you pushed the door open.

How time passes, you thought, seeing the stooped shoulders and prematurely gray hair of the man bent over the bench. It did not take much imagination to realize that his parents were now gone, buried no doubt behind the old church, and that he was alone in the world. The gray-haired man did not hurry to stand, but raised the magnifier from his eyes and set his tweezers down beside a semicircle of loose gears. He looked at you, at the supposed customer who had disturbed his work. Then, with no hesitation, as if you had not aged a day, he called you by your name.

Kris insisted that you sit down and tell him everything that had happened since you two parted. But having taken to his feet, he did not himself sit down. He bustled in and out of the back room and eventually returned with two cups of fragrant coffee, the brew flavored with cinnamon according to local custom, and a plate of sugar cookies. You blushed. Had he forgotten the incident of your watch and the coffee? But you sipped politely—there is no brew so bitter as the errors of youth remembered—and told him what you thought he wanted to know. But in spite of his interest in your affairs, you eventually turned the conversation to his life and the events that had transpired in your absence.

“I am so sorry,” you said.

“Think nothing of it.”

“That is not so easily accomplished. To see a man of your talents cast aside breaks my heart.”

“Truly, I am a happy man.”

“I find this hard to believe. In truth, I cannot imagine it. ”

“My father used to tell me that everything happens for a reason and, no matter what we did in the shop during the day, finding that reason was our true calling. Understanding brings happiness.”

“It is easy to philosophize. But I think you will agree that most philosophers are an unhappy lot. They are distressed by uneven cobbles, the price of tobacco, and the inequity that consigns them to poverty when they have ideas worthy of kings.”

Kris laughed, an easy unaffected laugh, and you realized that the pleasure he took from your presence might have little to do with what you had to say. “Come,” he said. “Perhaps this will bring understanding.” He set down his empty cup, rose from his stool and opened the drawer of a neighboring bench. A dozen velvet bags were nested inside, the mouths of each drawn shut with silk cords. He withdrew a silver watch from one of these bags and laid the cool metal disk on your palm. “Here. Hold this. Look at it. Feel it.”

You humored him, praising the craftsmanship.

Again he laughed. “Wind it.”

You did so. “It has a very nice mechanism.”

“Thank you.” Kris’s smile was as secretive as a cat’s. He loped over to the door and, with the same delicate touch he applied to his craft, slid a bolt into place. There were two small windows on either side of the door, their panes so ancient that only distorted images could be seen through the glass. Nevertheless, he unhooked the thick felt curtains used to keep out the winter chill and let these fall across the windows. “Now,” he said, his cheeks glowing in the lamp light, “Wind it backwards.”

“Backwards?”

“Yes. Press the crown in and wind it backwards. Then set the watch down on the bench.”

You did as told and set the watch down upon its back. For a moment the watch was still, then there was some engagement of gears so that it rocked upon the bench. Then, so quickly that you doubted your sight, thinking yourself the victim of slight-of-hand, the watch thrust forth two legs and two arms, flipped itself upright, and began to dance. As dances go it was not sublime, being more like the untutored hops and bounds of a country boy intent upon impressing a young lady than the measured twirls of the aristocracy. But as you followed the watch’s movements, you felt the corners of your mouth twitch, and soon you were smiling for all the world as if you were once again a young man with no fear of the ridiculous.

“I cannot help but love them,” the watchmaker said. He smiled and, although he spoke to you, he kept his eyes on the dancing watch. “They are like my children to me.”

There was a beauty there, a connection that you who had now achieved a certain renown of your own, realized that you could not touch. “It must give you great pleasure to achieve something so lifelike in an object so unlike a man.”

“I do not think much about such things. I just do my best.”

But although you saw the beauty, you also knew your moral responsibility. It is for this reason that, after returning to your own hometown, you wrote a polite but anonymous letter to the authorities in Hinterwald. In the letter you described a narrow two-story house, on the ground-level of which was a watch shop, and certain activities, possibly of an illegal nature, that took place in that shop. Once the letter was mailed, you felt as if a great weight had been lifted from your shoulders. If summer comes but once every ten years, you said to anyone willing to listen, even if they did not understand the allusion, then it might as well not come at all.

 

 


North of Lake Winnipesaukee

 

 

 

 

 

“The whole continent was one dismal wilderness, 

the haunt of wolves and bears and more savage men.”

—John Adams

 

 

 

Listen. It was a beautiful winter’s day when the wolf returned to Tamworth. The snow had been falling for over a week and established seemingly permanent residence on the cabin roofs and the shit-cobbled track that ran through the settlement—horse dung freezes just as assuredly as anything else in this wintery world, be it water, food, or flesh—but it was only on this day that the clouds parted to reveal the merciless blue sky, the cold fist of the sun, and the toothed peak of Coruway Mountain. The temperature was so cold... that sounds like the beginning of a joke but this settlement was well past such jokes, not when the coldest months of the year waltzed arm in arm with death. Sometimes it was so cold that brothers, sisters, any and all family members, regardless of blood, slept huddled beneath the same blanket for warmth. Sometimes sap congealed and pine trees exploded. Sometimes your eyelids froze shut. But on this winter’s day, the snow thick on the branches of the pines, on this day when the wolf stalked down from the mountain and through the forest to claim its vengeance, it was only so cold the snow seemed effervescent, as if it weighed less than the air and might momentarily rise from the branches, the frozen road, and the pitched roofs, and burst like bubbles from a flute of champagne.

Champagne? A myth really, but a pleasant one, a reminder that somewhere, on another continent once called home, there are kings, queens, and lesser nobility. There are feasts and toasts, oaths and betrothals, betrayals and infidelities. Any such celebration is held all the more dear because a sparkling wine has been imported from a tiny locale in France, this also known as the devil’s wine because the bottles might explode to the touch, their flowery bouquet married to a Chinese firework.

Like pines in a winter freeze.

Here, north of Lake Winnipesaukee, the settlers still remember when the snow stank of volcanic ash and fell throughout a long cold summer, how the crops shriveled and the livestock died. Here, the crows flock hundreds strong and trade morbid secrets when the cold sets in. On most days, the roosting crows shake the snow from their wings, and the branches follow suit, black replacing white as if God wrote them into existence across a virgin page. The crows watch, glint-eyed and hungry, from the safety of the trees. But on this day, when the wolf returned, the crows neglected to shiver their wings, and the snow piled on them as if they were beaked statues carved from the wintery boughs, only their eyes sliding, shifting, ever watchful.

A wolf pack is a family, united by bonds of blood. The wolf’s ancestors noted the first incursions of the Pigwocket Indians and then later of the frontiersmen. The ground was fertile and well-watered, fish and game plentiful. One frontiersman returned, bringing along two Indians, sister and brother, to establish a homestead. They chopped trees, hewed the wood, and cursed the biting flies as they built the first season’s log cabin. They cursed all the more when the dread winter cold set in. The Indian brother abandoned the household before the snow melted that following spring, but his sister remained. She endured the annual cycles of cold, heat, and hunger. The frontiersman was once absent for two weeks to purchase cornmeal and his now common-law wife, along with their three children, lived on watery milk alone. Once, when starving in the dead of winter, the frontiersman again absent, his wife debated whether to suffocate their children as a final mercy. More years followed, and the wolves watched as others joined the settlement, the forest ever in retreat as the settlers extended their fields for grain and pasture.

The frontiersman fathered five children in all. The youngest loved the winter and took to snowshoes as if they were extensions of his feet. Each morning, he would tear into the soft pulp of a roasted potato or, if his mother had risen early, a bannock of meal and water baked on a chip of maple wood. He carried a gun—children of the north learn to shoot as soon as they can walk—and was all the more valued when the autumn harvest was past and any meat, be it pigeon or squirrel, was partnered with potatoes in the stew pot. Others might curse the indignities of icy slips and falls, the disgorgements of snow-weighted branches, but he revered the unsettled beauty of the winter landscape. The pines strained Heavenward, taller than steeples, and he snowshoed beneath fragrant arches within the true house of the Lord.

The wolf family had taken every precaution to hide their den—no tracks marred the snowy hillocks outside their home—but the curious boy stuck his head into their cave and smelled the rot of old meat and bones. He heard the soft breaths of many mingled into one. The boy stole only the one pup, thinking to make it his own, supposing it superior to the dogs with which other hunters scouted for game. The boy returned to the settlement with the wolf pup coddled in his arms, his sleeves in tatters from its milk teeth.

The settlers knew only the one version of Little Red Riding Hood, the one in which the wolf gobbles down the foolish girl and that is the end of it. They do not tell tales of her rescue by a woodsman with his shiny silver axe. They most assuredly do not extend the tale such that Little Red Riding Hood and her grandma kill a second wolf by boiling it alive in a stew pot. Those are tales better served with champagne. The settlers bribed the boy with hard candy to lead them to the wolf den. They then butchered the wolf-bitch and her pups, the whole damned lot of them. Had not the Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay Colony placed a bounty on wolves as one of their first laws? Had not Roger Williams called wolves “a fierce, bloodsucking persecuter”? And had not the New Haven settlement once offered five pounds to anyone who killed “one great black woolfe of a more than ordinaire bigness”?

This is not the story of Little Red Riding Hood, whichever version you prefer. This is a story of vengeance. This is the story of the wolf that survived. That wolf had been out hunting. It was a successful hunt for he carried a broken squirrel in his jaws, its blood fresh on his tongue. In returning home, he knew to leap from root to root, to never paw the snow. He had warned his kin against the dangers of pride but he, regardless, took pride in his own acrobatics.

To no avail.

The den’s entrance was crisscrossed with imprints from the rawhide lacings of snowshoes and scarred with drag marks and blood. The hunters’ stench of sweat, beer, leather, and gunpowder clung to the rocks and trees, to the tufts of rent fur.

That evening, crouched belly to snow, the surviving wolf watched a jubilee in Tamworth village. The colonists built a bonfire so large the flames licked at the stars. They stripped themselves of bonnets and shirts and, cheeks ruddy, dripping sweat, dared each other to attend ever closer to the inferno. They do-si-do’ed and promenaded in the flickering shadows of the dead wolves. The larger wolves were skinned and hung from a rude scaffold. Slashed, their blood had frozen and bloomed with frost but now, in the heat, an adulteration of blood with water trickled from their flesh and burrowed into the snow. The wolf pups, some skinned and some furred, six in all, hung from nooses on the grandfather oak. They were curled, heads tucked beneath forearms, as if desirous for sleep. Forearms, not forepaws. The paws of the wolves, young and old alike, had been chopped off and strung on neck thongs, and now bounced and smeared blood on the glistening chests of the jubilating men.

What of the boy’s wolf pup, the seventh and last of the litter, that which the boy would have taken as a pet and trained to track and take down game? The father told his son that the ungrateful cur had run off. That is what wild things do. They abandon you. He promised his son a real dog the next time he journeyed south. The surviving wolf, however, on returning from the jubilee, discovered ruptured snow and a shallow grave not far from the village. The snow had been stomped into place and swept with a pine bough. The blood called to him with the voice of his pup, cold and lonely and far away.

It was a beautiful winter’s day when the wolf returned to Tamworth to claim his vengeance. Some say no wolf ever passed the door of the meetinghouse, but a man came out of the forest. He peeled back his cloak of wolf’s fur, and revealed it still raw on the inside, bloody, a fresh kill he said, so fresh it seemed almost alive. He passed through the door of the meetinghouse on the strength of that kill. No wolf passed the door, all who attended meeting that day attested. But whatever emerged from the forest, whoever it was, he stayed in the village for a fortnight, two fortnights, accepting their honor and the stranger’s privilege. He laughed with the men of each house. They hunted well he said. He skewered the meat in his bowl with a knife, spooned the gravy, and then wiped his finger along the inside rim and licked it clean with a long pink tongue. The women of the houses said little, not with their men so close, but they noticed the stranger’s rich laugh, his strong hands, and his long pink tongue. The stranger stayed only a fortnight or two and then returned to the forest. He was a hunter he said and would not trespass overly long on the hospitality of the village.

No wolf passed through the meetinghouse door that day but, only two months later, all the fertile women of the village gave birth. It was a miraculous birthing, and a horrible one as well. The women’s bellies swelled as if they had dined on tainted meat. They screamed and sweated and cursed their husbands. They offered prayers to the Lord and to Satan, accepting either as savior if only their pain be eased. Two months is mercifully short but can seem an eternity for a multiple pregnancy.

The babies were born helpless and had to be torn from their fetal sacs. This their mothers did by tooth and nail, as if channeling talents acquired from the animal dawn. Their newborns were endearing, none would dispute this, but they were also furred and they growled at all except their mothers and siblings. No man could have fathered those beasts, certainly not in such number—triplets were the rule, one woman even gave birth to septuplets—litters like what you find with a dog. Motherly breasts grew sore from the constant squirming attention. Wives feigned deafness when husbands demanded to know the provenance of their unholy brood.

The wolf father knew that many mothers would have no choice but to destroy the monstrous meat of their birthing. But some, because a mother cannot help but to love her children, would set their pups free. A wolf pup can run and play within weeks of its birth. These pups would stumble and roll, bat at the drifting snow, and bark at crows. They would roam and they would find their father waiting within the shadowy woods. Some mothers, also—dare anyone dispute this?—would follow their pups out through the forbidding snow and into those dark woods, there to greet the father and to join his ever-growing pack.

Listen! On a cold winter’s night in northern New Hampshire, away from the babble of television and radio, away from the roar of trucks on the interstate, you might think you hear wolves howling, more than eight claws, eight generations, since the time of this tale. The last wolf bounty in New Hampshire was paid out in 1895, and wolves were thought to be eradicated. But wolves have been confirmed again in Maine, and in Canada within 20 miles of the New Hampshire border. Listen! The wolves are howling. They call not for you but for their brethren of the forest. They have forgotten that you were ever family. They are, once upon a time, your sons and daughters gone wild, gone savage into the dismal wilderness they love so well.
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