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Our natures can’t be spoken …

—MARGOT LIVESEY
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ONE



I have left Ithaca to seek him.

—FRANÇOIS FÉNELON 
The Adventures of Telemachus, 1699






From the Boneville Courier, April 27, 1858:

A country boy of ten living near Boneville was, recently, walking to his house in the vicinity of a large oak tree, when a violent storm arose. The boy took refuge beneath the tree scant moments before it was struck by lightning, sending the boy tumbling to the earth, as if lifeless, his clothes smoked to cinders. Fortune smiled upon the child that day, however, for his quick-witted father, having witnessed the event, was able to revive him by means of a fireplace bellows. The child remained unaltered by the experience afterward but for one peculiar souvenir—an image of the tree had become emblazoned upon his back! This “daguerreotype by lightning” is one of several documented in recent years, making it yet another wondrous curiosity of science.
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IT WAS MY BOUT WITH LIGHTNING that inspired Pa to become immersed in the photographic sciences, which is how this all began.

Pa had always had a natural curiosity about photography, having come from Scotland, where such arts flourish. He dabbled in daguerreotypes for a short while after settling in Ohio, a region naturally full of salt springs (from which comes the agent bromine, an essential component of the developing process). But daguerreotypes were an expensive enterprise that turned very little profit, and Pa did not have the means to pursue it. People haven’t the money for delicate souvenirs, he reasoned. Which is why he became a boot-maker. People always have a need for boots, he said. Pa’s specialty was the calf-high Wellington in grain leather, to which he added a secret compartment in the heel for the storing of tobacco or a pocketknife. This convenience was greatly desired by customers, so we got by pretty well on those boot orders. Pa worked in the shed next to the barn, and once a month traveled to Boneville with a cartful of boots pulled by Mule, our mule.

But after lightning imprinted my back with the image of the oak tree, Pa once again turned his attention to the science of photography. It was his belief that the image on my skin had come there as a consequence of the same chemical reactions at play in photography. The human body, he told me as I watched him mixing chemicals that smelled of rotten eggs and cider vinegar, is a vessel full of the same mysterious substances, subject to the same physical laws, as everything else in the universe. If an image can be preserved by the action of light upon your body, it can be preserved by the same action upon paper. That is why it was not daguerreotypes that drew his interest anymore, but a new form of photography involving paper soaked in a solution of iron and salt, to which is transferred, by means of sunlight, a positive image from a glass negative.

Pa quickly mastered the new science, and became a highly regarded practitioner of the collodion process, as it was called, an art form hardly seen in these parts. It was a bold field, requiring great experimentation, and resulting in pictures most astounding in their beauty. Pa’s irontypes, as he called them, had none of the exactitude of daguerreotypes, but were imbued with subtle shadings that made them look like charcoal art. He used his own proprietary formula for the sensitizer, which is where the bromine came in, and applied for a patent before opening a studio in Boneville, down the road from the courthouse. In no time at all, his iron-dusted paper portraits became quite the rage around here, for not only were they infinitely cheaper than daguerreotypes, but they could be reproduced over and over again from a single negative. Adding even more to their allure, and for an extra charge, Pa would tint them with a mix of egg wash and colored pigment, which gave them a lifelike semblance most extraordinary to behold. People traveled from all over to have their portraits taken. One fancy lady came all the way from Akron for a sitting. I assisted in Pa’s studio, adjusting the skylight and cleaning the focusing plates. A few times Pa even let me polish the new brass portrait lens, which had been a major investment in the business and required delicacy in its handling. Such had our circumstances turned, Pa’s and mine, that he was contemplating selling his boot-making enterprise altogether, for he said he much preferred the smell of mixing potions to the stink of people’s feet.

It was at this time that our lives were forever changed by the predawn visitation of three riders and a bald-faced pony.
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MITTENWOOL WAS THE ONE WHO roused me from my deep slumber that night.

“Silas, awake now. There are riders coming this way,” he said.

I would be lying if I said I was jolted up right away, to my feet, by the urgency of his call. But I did no such thing. I simply mumbled something and turned in my bed. He nudged me hard then, which is not a simple feat for him. Ghosts do not easily maneuver in the material world.

“Let me sleep,” I answered grumpily.

It was then that I heard Argos howling like a banshee downstairs, and Pa cock his rifle. I looked out the tiny window next to my bed, but it was a black-as-ink night and I could see nothing.

“There are three of them,” said Mittenwool, squinting over my shoulder through the same window.

“Pa?” I called out, jumping down from the loft. He was ready, boots on, peering through the front window.

“Stay down, Silas,” he cautioned.

“Should I light the lamp?”

“No. Did you see them from your window? How many are there?” he asked.

“I didn’t see them myself, but Mittenwool says there are three of them.”

“Guns drawn,” Mittenwool added.

“They have their guns drawn,” I said. “What do they want, Pa?”

Pa didn’t answer. We could hear the galloping coming toward us now. Pa cracked the front door open, rifle at the ready. He threw on his coat and turned to look at me.

“You don’t come out, Silas. No matter what,” he said, his voice stern. “If there’s trouble, you run over to Havelock’s house. Out the back through the fields. You hear me?”

“You’re not going out there, are you?”

“Get ahold of Argos,” he answered. “Don’t let him out.”

I collared Argos. “You’re not going out there, are you?” I asked again, frightened.

He did not stop to answer me but opened the door and ventured out to the porch, aiming his rifle toward the approaching riders. He was a brave man, my pa.

I pulled Argos close to me and then crept over to the front window and peeked out. I saw the men advance. Three riders, just like Mittenwool had said. Behind one of them trailed a fourth horse, a giant black charger, and next to it, the pony with a bone-white face.

The horsemen slowed down as they approached the house, in deference to Pa’s rifle. The leader of the three, a man in a yellow duster on a spotted horse, put his arms up in the air in a peaceful gesture as he brought his steed to a full stop.

“Ho there,” he said to Pa, not forty feet from the porch. “You can put down your weapon, mister. I come in peace.”

“Put yours down first,” Pa answered, his rifle shouldered.

“Mine?” The man looked theatrically at his own empty hands, and then left and right, making a show of only now noting his companions’ drawn weapons. “Put those down, boys! You’re making a bad impression.” He turned back to Pa. “Sorry about that. They mean no harm. Just force of habit.”

“Who are you?” Pa said.

“Are you Mac Boat?”

Pa shook his head. “Who are you? Come storming here in the middle of the night.”

The yellow-duster man did not seem afraid of Pa’s rifle in the least. I could not see him well in the dark, but I judged him to be smaller than Pa (Pa being one of the tallest men in Boneville). Younger, too. He wore a derby hat like gentlemen do, but he wasn’t one, as far as I could see. He looked a ruffian. Pointy-bearded.

“Now, now, don’t get riled,” he said, his voice light. “My boys and I meant to arrive at sunup, but we made better time than we thought. I’m Rufe Jones, and these here are Seb and Eben Morton. Don’t bother trying to tell them apart, it’s impossible.” It was only then that I noted the two hulking men were exact duplicates of each other, wearing identical melon hats with wide bands down low over their moon-round faces. “We’ve come here with an interesting proposition from our boss, Roscoe Ollerenshaw. You heard of him, I’m sure?”

Pa made no response to that.

“Well, Mr. Ollerenshaw knows of you, Mac Boat,” Rufe Jones continued.

“Who is Mac Boat?” Mittenwool whispered to me.

“I don’t know any Mac Boat,” Pa said from behind his rifle. “I am Martin Bird.”

“Of course,” Rufe Jones answered quickly, nodding. “Martin Bird, the photographer. Mr. Ollerenshaw’s very familiar with your work! That’s why we’re here, you see. He has a business proposition he’d like to discuss with you. We’ve come a long way to talk with you. Might we come inside for a bit? We’ve been riding all night. My bones are chilled.” He raised the collar on his duster to illustrate the point.

“If you want to talk business, you come to my studio in the daylight hours like any civilized man would,” Pa said.

“Now, why would you adopt that tone with me?” Rufe Jones asked, as if perplexed. “The nature of our business requires some privacy, is all. We mean you no harm, not you or your boy, Silas. That’s him hovering by the window behind you, right?”

I swallowed hard, I’m not going to lie, and pulled my head back from the window. Mittenwool, who was behind me, nudged me to crouch down farther.

“You have five seconds to get off my property,” Pa warned, and I could tell from his voice he meant it.

But Rufe Jones must not have heard the threatening tone in Pa’s words, for he laughed. “Now, now, don’t get vexed. I’m just the messenger here!” he replied calmly. “Mr. Ollerenshaw sent us to come get you, and that’s what we’re doing. Like I said, he means you no harm. In fact, he wants to help you. He wanted me to tell you there’s a lot of money in it for you. A small fortune were his exact words. For very little inconvenience on your part. Just a week’s work and you’ll be a rich man. We even brought you horses to ride! A nice big one for you, and a fetching little one for your boy. Mr. Ollerenshaw is something of a horse collector, so you should consider it an honor that he’s letting you ride his fine steeds.”

“I’m not interested. You now have three seconds to leave,” answered Pa. “Two …”

“All right, all right!” said Rufe Jones, waving his hands in the air. “We’ll leave. Don’t you worry! Come on, fellas.”

He pulled on his horse’s reins and circled around, as did the brothers, wheeling the two riderless horses behind them. They started slow-walking into the night away from the house. But after a few steps, Rufe Jones stopped. He held his arms out to his sides, crucifixion-like, to show he was still unarmed. Then he looked over his shoulder at Pa.

“But we’ll only come back tomorrow,” he said, “with a lot more men. Mr. Ollerenshaw is not one to give up easily, truth be told. I came in peace tonight, but I can’t promise it’ll be the same tomorrow. Mr. Ollerenshaw, well, he wants what he wants.”

“I’ll get the sheriff involved,” threatened Pa.

“Will you, Mr. Boat?” said Rufe Jones. His voice sounded more menacing now. It had none of the previous lightness.

“The name is Bird,” answered Pa.

“Right. Martin Bird, the photographer of Boneville, who lives way out in the middle of nowhere with his son, Silas Bird.”

“You best get,” rasped Pa.

“All right,” answered Rufe Jones. But he didn’t spur his horse.

I was watching all this breathless, Mittenwool right next to me. A few seconds passed. No one moved or said a word.
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“HERE’S THE PROBLEM,” SAID RUFE JONES, his arms still out at his sides. The singsong lilt returned to his voice. “It’s a bother, our going all the way back across these fields, through the Woods, only to come back tomorrow with a dozen more of us, armed to the teeth. Lord knows what can happen with all those guns pointing every which way. You know how it goes. Tragedies can befall. But if you come with us tonight, Mr. Boat, we can avoid all that nasty business.”

He flipped his hands over, so the palms faced up now.

“Let’s not draw this out,” he continued. “You and your boy will have a nice jolly ride with us on those fine horses. And we’ll have you both back here in a week. That’s a solemn promise from the big man himself. He told me to tell you that exactly, by the way. To use the word solemn. Come on, this is a good business proposition for you, Mac Boat! What do you say?”

I saw Pa, his rifle still trained on the man, his finger still on the trigger, clench his jaw. His expression was foreign to me at that moment. I did not recognize the taut angles of his body.

“I am not Mac Boat,” he said slowly. “I am Martin Bird.”

“Yes, of course, Mr. Bird! My apologies,” replied Rufe Jones, grinning. “Whatever your name is, what do you say? Let’s avoid any nastiness. Put your rifle down and come with us. It’s only a week. And you’ll return a rich man.”

Pa hesitated for another long second. It felt to me like all of time was contained inside that moment. And it was, in a way, for it was inside that moment that my life was forever altered. Pa lowered his gun.

“What’s he doing?” I whispered to Mittenwool. I was suddenly more scared than I recall ever being before. It was as if my heart had stopped. Like the world had ceased its breathing.

“All right, I’ll go with you,” Pa said quietly, breaking the stillness of the night like a thunderclap, “but only if you leave my boy out of it. He stays right here, safe and sound. He won’t breathe a word of this to anybody. Nobody comes around here anyway. And I’m back here in a week. You said I have Ollerenshaw’s solemn word. Not a day longer.”

“Hmm, I don’t know,” Rufe Jones grumbled, shaking his head. “Mr. Ollerenshaw said to bring the two of you back with us. He was very specific about that.”

“Like I said,” answered Pa, his voice resolute, “it’s the only way I’ll go with you peacefully tonight. Otherwise, it will become nasty business, whether it’s here and now or whenever you turn up again. I’m a good shot. Don’t test me.”

Rufe Jones took his derby off and rubbed his forehead. He looked at his two companions, but they said nothing, or perhaps they shrugged. It was hard to see anything in the darkness but their flat pale faces.

“Fine, fine, we’ll keep it peaceful, then,” Rufe Jones agreed. “Just you it is. But it’s got to be now. Toss your gun over here. Let’s be done with this.”

“You can have it when we get to the Woods, not before.”

“All right, but let’s go.”

Pa nodded. “I’ll get my things,” he said.

“Oh no! I’m not in the mood for any trickeries,” Rufe Jones answered quickly. “We’re riding now! You get on this horse here and we leave now, or else the deal is off.”

“No, Pa!” I cried, rushing to the door.

Pa turned to me with that expression, which, like I said, was unfamiliar. Like he’d seen the holy devil. It scared me, his face. His eyes narrowed into slits.

“You stay inside, Silas,” he ordered, pointing his finger at me. He sounded so harsh, I stopped in my tracks in the doorway. Never in my life had he spoken to me like that. “I’ll be fine. But you’re not to leave this house. Not for anything. I’ll be back in a week. There’s enough food for you until then. You’ll be fine. Do you hear me?”

I said nothing. I couldn’t have said anything even if I’d tried.

“Do you hear me, Silas?” he said louder.

“But, Pa,” I pleaded, my voice trembling.

“This is how it has to be,” he replied. “You’ll be safe here. I will see you in a week. Not a day later. Now get back inside, quick.”

I did as he said.

He walked over to the giant black horse, swung up on him, and without so much as another look my way, turned the horse and galloped away. Within moments, he and the other horsemen vanished into the vast night.

This is how my pa entered into the services of a notorious counterfeiting ring, although I did not know it at the time.
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I COULD NOT SAY HOW LONG I stood by the door watching the ridge over which Pa had disappeared. Enough to see the sky begin to lighten.

“You come sit down, Silas,” Mittenwool said gently.

I shook my head. I was afraid to look away from that spot in the distance into which Pa had gone, for fear that, if I lost sight of it, I’d have no way of finding it again. The fields around our house are flat in every direction save the ridge, which rises slowly eastward and then slopes down into the Woods, a tangle of ancient trees encircled by dense ironwoods through which even the smallest wagons could not pass. That’s what they say, at least.

“Come sit down, Silas,” Mittenwool repeated. “There’s nothing we can do now. We just have to wait. He’ll be back in a week.”

“But what if he isn’t?” I whispered, tears rolling down my cheeks.

“He will be, Silas. Pa knows what he’s doing.”

“What do they want from him? Who is Mr. Oscar Ren-whatever? Who is this Mac Boat person? I don’t understand what just happened.”

“I’m sure Pa’ll explain it all when he comes back. You just have to wait it out.”

“A whole week!” By now the tears had blurred my vision so much that I lost sight of the spot into which Pa had disappeared. “A whole week!”

I turned to Mittenwool. He was sitting next to the table, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. He looked forlorn, for all he tried not to show it.

“You’ll be fine, Silas,” he said assuredly. “I’ll be here with you. And Argos. We’ll keep you company. You’ll be fine. And before you know it, Pa will be back.”

I glanced down at Argos, who had curled up inside the broken dough box he used for a bed. He was a scrappy hound, one-eared and wobble-legged.

And then I looked back at Mittenwool, his eyebrows raised, trying to instill confidence in me. I have already mentioned that Mittenwool is a ghost, but I’m not entirely sure that’s the right word for him. Spirit. Apparition. Fact is, I don’t know what the right word for him is, exactly. Pa thinks he is an imaginary friend or some such thing, but I know that’s not what he is. Mittenwool is as real as the chair he sits on, and the house we live in, and the dog. That no one but me can see him, or hear him, doesn’t mean he’s not real. Anyway, if you could see or hear him, you’d say he was a boy of about sixteen or so, tall and thin and shiny-eyed, with a shock of dark, unruly hair, and a hearty laugh. He has been my companion for as long as I can remember.

“What am I going to do?” I said, breathless.

“You’re going to come sit down,” he answered, patting the chair near the table. “You’re going to make yourself some breakfast. Get some hot coffee in your stomach. Then, when you’re ready, we’re going to take stock of the situation. We’ll check the cupboards, see what food you have, and set enough aside for seven days so you don’t run out of anything. Then we’ll go milk Moo and bring in the eggs and turn some hay for Mule, just like we do every morning. That’s what we’re going to do, Silas.”

I sat down at the table across from him while he talked. He leaned over.

“It’s going to be fine,” he said, smiling at me reassuringly. “You’ll see.”

I nodded because he was trying so hard to console me and I did not want to disappoint him, but I did not think in my heart that everything was going to be fine. And it turns out I was right. For after I had milked Moo and seen to the chickens and turned some hay for Mule and gotten some water from the well, and after we had emptied the pantry to tally the food, setting aside a portion for every day of the coming week, and swept the floors and cut the firewood into tinder bits, and then made hotcakes that I would not end up eating for I had no hunger at all but a queasiness in my stomach from the swallowing of tears, I looked up through the window and saw the bald-faced pony standing in front of the house.
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HE WAS NOT AS SMALL IN THE daylight as he had seemed in the dark. Maybe the other horses around him had been especially big, I don’t know. But now, grazing by the charred oak, the pony seemed of average height for a horse. His coat gleamed black in the sunlight, and his neck was arched and muscular, topped by that bright white head, which made for a most peculiar spectacle.

I went outside and looked all around. There was no sign of Pa or any of the men who had ridden off with him. The distant fields were silent, as they always were. It had rained a bit in the late morning, but the sky was clear now save for a few long clouds stretched thin as smoke.

Mittenwool followed me as I walked toward the pony. Animals usually get riled around Mittenwool, but this one just eyed him curiously as we approached. He had long black lashes and a small muzzle. Pale blue eyes, set wide like a deer’s.

“Hello there, fella,” I said softly, cautiously reaching up to pat him on the neck. “What are you doing back here?”

“I’m guessing he couldn’t keep up with the big horses,” Mittenwool suggested.

“Is that what happened to you?” I asked the pony, who turned his head to look at me. “Did you get left behind? Or did they cut you loose?”

“He’s a strange-looking creature.”

There was something about the way the pony was regarding me, so directly, that warmed me somehow. “I think he’s beautiful,” I said.

“Face like a skull.”

“Do you think they sent him back for me?” I said. “Remember they’d wanted me to go with Pa, too. Maybe they changed their mind about my staying behind.”

“How would the pony have known to come here?”

“I’m just speculating,” I answered, shrugging.

“See if there’s something in the saddlebag.”

I gingerly reached over to check inside, afraid to startle the pony. But he continued to observe me coolly, taking me in without fear or timidity.

The saddlebag was empty.

“Maybe Rufe Jones sent one of the brothers back for me,” I said. “And he brought the pony for me to ride, but then something happened to him, he got thrown from his horse or something? And the pony just went on without him?”

“I guess that’s possible, but it still doesn’t explain how he would have known to come back to the house.”

“He probably just followed the same path he took last night,” I reasoned, but before I even finished my words, something new occurred to me. “Or maybe it was Pa!” I gasped. “Mittenwool! Maybe Pa got away from those men, and was riding back home to me on that big black horse, but he got thrown—and the pony kept going!”

“No, that one doesn’t make sense.”

“Why not? It could be! Pa could be lying in the Woods somewhere! I have to go find him!” I started putting my foot, bare as it was, into the stirrup. But Mittenwool got in front of me.

“Hold on, slow down. Let’s think this through rationally, all right?” he said soundly. “If your pa had gotten away from those men, he wouldn’t have dragged this pony back with him. He would have taken off at full speed so he could get home as fast as possible. So what you’re saying just doesn’t make a lot of sense, you see. What does make sense is that the pony somehow got lost in the Woods, then wandered back here. So I say, let’s get him some water, because he must be all tuckered out, and then go back inside the house.”

“Mittenwool,” I said, shaking my head, for many things had occurred to me while he was talking. And these thoughts had become a call to action in my mind. “Please hear me out. I think this pony being here … it’s a sign. I think he came back for me. I don’t know if Pa sent him, or the good Lord himself, but it’s a sign. I need to go look for Pa.”

“Come on, Silas. A sign?”

“Yes, a sign.”

“Pshaw,” he answered dismissively.

“Believe what you will.” I raised my foot back up to the stirrup.

“Pa told you to wait for him! You’re not to leave this house. Not for anything. That’s what he said. And that’s what you have to do. He’ll be back in a week. You just got to be patient.”

For a moment, my resolve weakened. It had been so clear a second before, but Mittenwool did that to me sometimes. He could talk me out of things, cast doubt on my perceptions.

“Besides, you don’t even know how to ride a horse,” he added.

“Of course I do! I ride Mule all the time.”

“Mule is more donkey than horse, let’s face it. And you’re being a bit of a donkey now, too. Come on inside.”

“You’re the donkey.”

“Come on, Silas. Let’s go back in the house.”

His prodding almost convinced me to abandon my intentions. Truth be told, I’d only ever ridden a horse a couple of times in my life, and both times when I was still so small that Pa had lifted me up onto the saddle.

But then the pony snorted, nostrils flared wide, and I somehow took this as an invitation to ride. With my bare foot still half inside the stirrup, I quickly heaved myself up to the saddle. But as I tried to round my other leg over the side, my foot slipped out of the leather tread and I fell backward into the mud. The pony gave a short neigh and swished his tail.

“Dangit!” I yelled, slapping my hands in the slosh. “Dangit! Dangit!”

“Silas,” Mittenwool said softly.

“Why did he leave me?” I cried out. “Why did he leave me all alone?”

Mittenwool crouched down next to me. “You’re not all alone, Silas.”

“I am!” I answered, feeling a big tear suddenly, unexpectedly, roll down my left cheek. “He left me alone here, and I don’t know what to do!”

“Listen to me, Silas. You’re not alone. All right? I’m here. You know that.” He was looking right into my eyes when he said this.

“I know, but …” I hesitated, wiping my tears with the back of my sleeve. I was having trouble finding the right words. “But, Mittenwool, I can’t stay here. I can’t. Something is telling me to go out and look for Pa. I feel it in my bones. I need to go find him. The pony came for me. Don’t you see that? He came for me.”

Mittenwool sighed and looked down, shaking his head.

“I know it sounds crazy,” I added. “Gosh, maybe I am crazy. I’m out here in the mud arguing with a ghost about a pony that came out of nowhere. Sure sounds crazy!”

Mittenwool winced a little. I knew he disliked that word, ghost.

“You’re not crazy,” he said quietly.

I looked at him, eyes pleaful. “I’d only go to the edge of the Woods. I promise, I wouldn’t go any farther than that. If I leave now, I can get there and back by nightfall. It’s no more than a two-hour ride, right?”

Mittenwool gazed out over the ridge. I knew what he was thinking. Maybe I was thinking it myself. I’d been terrified of those Woods for years. Pa tried to take me hunting there once, when I was about eight, and I literally fainted from fear. I have always seen in trees all kinds of malevolent forms. It is no coincidence, I think, that I was struck by lightning standing near an oak.

“And what are you going to do when you get to the Woods?” Mittenwool argued. “You’re just going to peek inside and say too-ra-loo and come back? What good will that do?”

“At least I’ll know that Pa’s not somewhere close enough that I could’ve helped him. I’ll know he’s not lying in a ditch somewhere nearby, in trouble or hurt, or …” My voice cut off. I looked at him. “Please, Mittenwool. I have to go.”

He turned his face away from me and stood up, nibbling on his lower lip. He always did this when he was thinking hard on something.

“Fine,” he finally said, regretful. “You win. No use arguing with a person when they feel something in their bones.”

I was about to say something.

“But you’re not riding out barefoot!” he continued. “Or without a coat. And this pony needs water. So, first things first, let’s bring him to the trough, feed him some oats, and then go pack you some provisions. After that, sure thing, we’ll go to the edge of the Woods to look for Pa. Sound good?”

I could feel my heart beating in my ears.

“Does that mean you’re coming with me?” I said. I had not dared to ask.

He raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Of course I’m coming with you, you chucklehead.”
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