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            In honor of her love for Greece, our homeland

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I will remind the reader that the perplexities into which the poor old gods fell at the time of the final triumph of Christendom . . .
               offer striking analogies to former sorrowful events in their god-lives; for they found themselves. . . . compelled to flee
               ignominiously and conceal themselves under various disguises on earth. . . . several, whose shrines had been confiscated,
               became wood-choppers and day-laborers in Germany.
            


            —Heinrich Heine, “Gods in Exile”

         

         
         
            For some reason, we know not what, his childhood . . . lodged in him whole and entire. He could not disperse it. And therefore,
               as he grew older, this impediment at the center of his being, this hard block of pure childhood, starved the mature man of
               nourishment. . . . But since childhood remained in him entire, he could do what no one else has ever been able to do—he could
               return to that world; he could recreate it, so that we too become children again.
            

            —Virginia Woolf, “Lewis Carroll,” in The Moment and Other Essays

         

         
         
         
            Most of the ancient groves are gone, sacred to Kuan Yin

            And Artemis, sacred to the gods and goddesses

            In every picture book the child is apt to read.

            —Robert Hass, “State of the Planet”

         

            
         
            do you know what it’s like to live

            someplace that loves you back?

            —Danez Smith, “summer, somewhere”
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            A Household Tale

         
         
            1.

            Once there was a boy who lived in a cabin in the deep woods with no one for company but an old woman and an old man. 

            
            In the goat shed one day, the old woman said, “Watch and you’ll see where life comes from.”

            
            The boy looked where she was pointing. With an expression of disgust and boredom, a cat pulsed a sac from between her hind
               legs. The mother cat chewed the silvery slipcase, unwrapping her kitten. It twitched and lay there, as exhausted as if it
               had swum its way to shore. “Was I so damp and furry when I arrived?” asked the boy. He was still very young.
            

            
            “I’ve told you a dozen times. You’re a foundling, Dirk. You didn’t grow inside me. We collected you in a basket.”

            
            “What kind of basket?” This was the only question he could think of.

            
            She ignored that. “In those days, you could hardly go into the woods for mushrooms or acorns without tripping over some abandoned
               brat. A nuisance, to be sure.”
            

            
            “Don’t put folly in the boy’s head,” said the old man. 

            
            The boy had gone back to watching the mother cat. She licked the transparent webbing into ribbons. Another kitten emerged
               from her. A third. They stretched and settled. One of them turned its head toward Dirk. Its eyes were closed. “Hello,” said
               Dirk. “Where did you come from?” He was still young enough, back then, to expect it would answer. 
            

            
            The kitten opened its mouth, but the old man said, “Come away and give them some privacy. It’s cruel to scare them so early
               in their lives.” 
            

            
            So Dirk never learned what the kitten had been about to reply. 

            
             

            The old woman. Here’s what she was like. Her face was scored with lines from working outside in all weathers. She wore dull
               clothes in colors that had forgotten to be colorful. It didn’t matter, she hadn’t much to celebrate by way of looks. Her nervous
               eyes were bulbous, her lips dry and inclined to pursing. When she hitched up her skirts to wash her calves once a month, however,
               her lower legs and ankles were smooth and pretty. Dirk always found this confounding. “One day you’ll be too old to watch
               me wash myself,” she said. “Towel.”
            

            
            Was she loving or was she harsh? Dirk didn’t know. A child who lives in a hut in the forest can’t answer such a question.
               She was as she was, the way the wild boar is a wild boar, or the butterfly a butterfly. She thinned her ale with spring water.
               She cooked almost enough for supper every night. Quite often her bread refused to rise. Her family ate it anyway, and gave
               thanks—a thanks both rueful and brief. 
            

            
            “If we lived nearer the village, you could send me for baked bread,” Dirk told her. 

            
            “You’re too young. When you’re older, Papi will show you the way. But mind me, if you ever set out on your own, you’ll get
               lost. It’ll be up to you to find yourself. We won’t come looking for you.”
            

            
            But you already found me, he wanted to reply. 

            
            “He’s not going off,” said Papi. “Don’t put notions into his head.”

            
            “What head is that?” she replied, cuffing Dirk above the ear, but affectionately.

            
             

            So next, Papi. 

            
            He was old, too; he was the old man to her old woman. His pathetic beard was the brown of iced mud. Dirk didn’t know if the
               old man had been born with that hunched shoulder or if the ailment had come from years carrying an axe. 
            

            
            He was a woodcutter. He maintained four cutting stations some distance away in the deep forest, one in each direction from
               the lonely waldhütte where they lived. Upon a tree at each station he’d hammered a wooden box. Beneath the box he left trimmed
               logs and stacked kindling. If passersby wanted tinder for their ovens or hearths, they could take what they needed and, in
               exchange, drop some coins in the box. Sometimes they took more than they paid for. Sometimes the portion they got was a little
               greener than would be useful. It evened out. 
            

            
            The old man was spare of speech. When he opened his mouth it was often to contradict the old woman. He might have been cross
               by nature or maybe his lumpy shoulder gave him bother. He didn’t like to wring the neck of a barnyard chicken when one was
               needed for the pot. He made the old woman do that job. But once during a hard winter, when a rogue wolf came prowling, he
               managed to trap it and kill it with his axe. 
            

            
            The wolf bled to death under the moon. In the morning, the old woman broke off a portion of frozen blood. It was like a cracked
               brown plate. She brought it home to thicken the evening stew. 
            

            
            “Papi, get out the carving knife if we’re to have sausage meat from that hairy old sinner,” she said.

            
            “I’d rather drag the carcass to the village and sell it, and buy something already minced and spiced,” he replied. 

            
            “No one would give a pfennig or a ham bone for that mangy creature. You are a coward still. I’ll butcher the beast myself
               if you won’t.”
            

            
            “Let me come with you to the village, Papi,” said Dirk. 

            
            “No one’s going to the village,” shouted the old woman. She named the rules. “Nobody here knows where it is.” That was a regular
               lie to make Dirk shut up—they all knew that the old man went for provisions every now and then.
            

            
            The old woman hung the wolf by its back legs so it could finish bleeding into a bucket. The chickens and the barn cat and
               the cow didn’t seem to mind. 
            

            
            As the dead beast twisted on its truss, sometimes the upside-down head turned toward Dirk, who sat on the milking stool and
               watched. The eyes had grown filmy and red. Some flies that wintered in the barn crawled upon the wolf’s snout, but the corpse
               eyes didn’t blink. What are you seeing behind that calm red death, wondered Dirk. Where are you now that you aren’t bothered
               by the twitching of flies?
            

            
             

            Dirk. The old man and the old woman. Birth and death. Birth and death and the woods all around. And questions that never got
               answered, because they couldn’t easily be asked.
            

            
         
         
            2. 

            You might be expecting to hear something about Dirk himself now. But what is there to say? 

            
            He was a boy who was short when he was younger but grew a little bit each year. He had a hand at the end of each arm, and
               above his nose, two eyes spaced evenly enough apart not to be upsetting. If he was outside, his hair color changed from dusty
               wheat in the summer noontimes to red-gold in sunset light. When inside, his hair was more brown, like an old master sketch
               done in Conté crayon. His incidental smile, if it broke through, was pleasing because it was rare. He smelled like dirty clothes
               when his clothes were dirty. On bathing day he smelled like raw boy. 
            

            
            He didn’t look like the old woman or the old man, not only because he was a foundling, but for that other, obvious reason:
               When does a boy ever really look like an adult until he gets there? 
            

            
            If he gets there.

            
            The old man taught him his catechism and his letters. The old woman taught him how every soup begins with an onion. The old
               man showed him how to carve a potato, and said one day he might get a knife of his own that could carve wood, but not today.
               
            

            
            In the long, dark winter evenings, while the old man shaped animals and other figures from knots of pine, the old woman told
               Dirk stories. 
            

            
            This made the old man impatient. “It’s a sin to tell a lie,” he said.

            
            “Another sin to deny the truth,” she replied.

            
            The stories involved princesses and disguises, castles and enchantments, third sons out to make their way in the world, ancient
               witches, cunning magicians, animal patrons and guides. Almost all of the stories started with the death of a mother in childbirth.
               “Is that how my mother died?” he asked the old woman one night.
            

            
            The old man went out of the waldhütte and slammed the door, even though frost was in the air.

            
            “No one knows his own story, and that’s the way of it, unless you make it up yourself,” she said at last. “Now, that girl
               in the red cape; there’s a wolf coming along. Just like the one we made sausage out of. Listen to what happens next.”
            

            
            He listened.

            
            And all this was in 1808, or so, in Bavaria.

            
         
         
            3. 

            When Dirk had grown about as tall as a broom handle, he awoke one night to the sound of muttering below. He rolled on his
               pallet of straw in the loft and put his ear to a crack in the boards. The old man was fighting with the old woman. Dirk picked
               out a few words—“necessary”—“feeble”—“scarcity.” Whispering can disguise the shape of syllables, but not of mood. Dirk heard
               fear, and blaming.
            

            
            It reminded him of something. But of what did he have experience but this hut in the shrouded forest, these two elderly keepers?
               Only the occasional Bible story that Papi read slowly by firelight. Elijah in disguise, Isaac and Abraham. Or the tales that
               the old woman told, of the goose that laid the golden eggs, of the twelve brothers turned into swans. The stepmother who stewed
               her children and served them to her husband for supper.
            

            
            A thin catalog by which to reference human charity and suffering. 

            
            The old woman’s sniveling gave way at last to an aching silence. None of the old man’s heavy snoring, which meant he was lying
               awake uncomforted, staring into the dark. 
            

            
            In the morning, the old man said, “Dirk, today I will take you into the forest and teach you to fell a tree. It is time . . .”
               
            

            
            He did not say what it was time for. 

            
            Dirk had always wanted to go with the old man and learn his skill. The old woman had always forbidden it. Today she turned
               to the iron pot over the hearth and said nothing, neither blessing the day’s plan nor prohibiting it. 
            

            
            Before they left, she wrapped bread and cheese in a muslin and pressed it into Dirk’s hands. “Mind your way forward and find
               your way back,” she said to them once they were over the threshold and through the gate. Did her voice quaver because her
               little foundling was growing up? Dirk glanced back. She was not there waving. The door was shut.
            

            
         
         
            4.

            They walked in silence for what seemed like half the morning. 

            
            For a while the branches of pines were low with wet. It was a day in autumn. One of those bridging days between brightness
               and gloom, though which direction it was headed—which direction Dirk was headed, gloom or brightness—was unclear.
            

            
            He followed the old man, keeping his eyes on the axe head swaying behind the old man’s shoulder. 

            
            The boy was still wondering of what the argument last night reminded him.

            
            Once, according to rumor, Napoleon’s armies had come nearby. On their way to the Battle of Ulm, perhaps. Or the French emperor
               was said personally to be driving his men forward to Russia. The old man and the woman were unclear on the specifics, but
               they fretted how best to stay out of the way. To the boy’s regret, no stray infantry battalion came anywhere near them. No
               runaway soldier, not even a lost bugle boy. Still the old man and the old woman had argued about danger. Fearing conscription,
               the old man had huddled close to home. The axe, holidaying in the shed, had grown a cobweb beard.
            

            
            Or perhaps Dirk was only remembering the old woman’s stories. In her repertoire, starving parents abandoned their children
               in the woods with shocking frequency.
            

            
            Dirk didn’t want to be sold to an army or left alone in the woods. He didn’t know if the old man would think of such things.
               Perhaps last night’s discussion had only been about whether Dirk was old enough to swing an axe. He was still young. But not
               as young as he had been.
            

            
             

            They came to an upland stand of trees, very dark and dense though a canopy of yellow foliage crowned their heads. From stout
               trunks, muscled limbs split into elbows, forearms, and fingers. No sound of bird chatter here, or the chitter of insects,
               either. Not even the tidal sweep of wind in leaves.
            

            
            “If we are here, we are here,” said the old man. “Now I will show you a blow so great you won’t soon forget it. Stand there,
               and don’t move.”
            

            
            Dirk did as he was bid.

            
            The old man unshouldered the axe. He held it in front of himself with two hands. “Here is how you hold the axe. Imagine the
               handle is divided into three equal portions, like three sausages the same size. Place your right hand here, and turn it so.
               Your left hand otherwise. Do you see? How well you hold the axe determines your swing and the force of your blow. You can
               do a lot of damage with a good blow.”
            

            
            Dirk tried to understand.

            
            The old man said, “First we clear the lower limbs. This helps us to see higher, and determine the best direction for the tree
               to drop. This tree here, it is not so old. A young but sturdy specimen. We will start with this.”
            

            
            With swift strikes and loud, the old man trimmed the lowest branches. Soon all that was left below was a pole of a trunk,
               bleeding sap. Above, a heaviness of leaves still clouded the sky, though some had been shaken off under the assault.
            

            
            The old man wiped sweat off his forehead. His eyes were wide. More to himself than to the boy, he said, “A cruel truth: Life
               demands death.” 
            

            
            “Now will you show me how?”

            
            “There’s making and there’s killing. I never brought down a tree but that I snapped a small limb of it to carve into a figure.
               You kill and you make. What will I make of you?”
            

            
            The boy took a step back. “But it’s my turn now.”

            
            “I can’t,” said the old man, “I must.” He turned all around in a circle, as if the boy might be gone when the old man faced
               forward again. Dirk waited. 
            

            
            “Papi, let me try.”

            
            “Where’s the harm there? The moment is now or it comes in a moment, almost the same thing.” He handed the axe to Dirk. “I
               need to catch my breath and my nerve. You might as well have a hand at it.”
            

            
            They exchanged places. Dirk picked up the axe. He knew how heavy it was, because he’d often shifted it around the woodshed.
               Still, he’d never hoisted it chest-height before. He staggered under its weight.
            

            
            “Don’t imagine you’ll slay the tree in one stroke,” said the old man. “The first strike is just to make a mark. Swing at an
               angle from shoulder-height to waist. Gravity will add force to how you land the blow. Keep your grip firm at impact or you’ll
               lose control. You’ll have calluses in two minutes, but then, they won’t trouble you for long.”
            

            
            He stood, that old man, one hand in the pocket of his jerkin, fingering his beads, the other raking his beard in a contemplative
               gesture. 
            

            
            Dirk tried to fashion his stance as the old man had stood. Left foot forward, right leg back and braced. The wood held its
               breath. 
            

            
            Making or killing. What an argument to have.

            
            He swung. The axe head wavered in a half-circle around Dirk, but it picked up speed. As it came near to burying itself in
               the tree trunk—or to glancing off it, more likely—something twitched at the roots of the tree. As if the tree were flinching.
               It was a mouse with six baby mice along her flanks. 
            

            
            The mother mouse looked up at Dirk. The baby mice all tucked their heads under her legs and belly. As Dirk veered, the axe
               head wobbled, and the whole tool flew out of his grasp. The axe drove itself in the old man’s leg just below the knee.
            

            
         
         
            5.

            An unholy aria of muffled wailing and laughing from the old man. Dirk could hardly make out the words. “You bloody moron,
               and who can blame you,” the old man said, as far as Dirk could tell. “Oh, owww, a pox on you.” The axe fell out of his leg
               to the ground. Beneath the torn legging, a flap of hairy shin turned slick with blood. “Your scarf, boy, before I bleed to
               death.”
            

            
            Dirk handed over the muffler. Wincing and cursing, the old man tightened a tourniquet just below the knee. “Did you mean to
               kill me?” 
            

            
            Dirk couldn’t speak. The blood was luscious until it matted the cloth, then it turned the color of dirt. “I’ll kill that axe,”
               the boy finally said.
            

            
            “Help me up.”

            
            But the old man couldn’t stand. He collapsed with a cry of pain. “The bone may be fractured. Find me”—a wordless moan—“find
               me something to use as a crutch. A staff, Dirk, a cane.”
            

            
            “I’ll hold you up.”

            
            “You’ll falter. Look for something to the height of my underarm—something up to your chin would be the right height.”

            
            Dirk scrambled. The undergrowth supplied only spindly wands, too supple to provide support. “There’s nothing near.”

            
            “If you can fell me, you can bring down the damn tree. It’s time to do it. Take your old friend the axe.” The old man was
               beginning to fade from loss of blood. “Finish off the tree I chose, then trim a straight limb from it.”
            

            
            The old man closed his eyes and opened them again. “Aim for the center of the trunk. First stroke, chop straight in, next,
               downward from above. Let the chips fly. You’re making a gap in the tree so it will fall on itself, of its own weight.” His
               eyes closed again.
            

            
            Dirk went to work with an energy born of terror. He was sorry to have hurt the old man, but he was more concerned with not
               being abandoned in the woods. 
            

            
            He hoped the mouse and her babies were safe somewhere else.

            
            After a time he turned to ask Papi how he was doing. The old man had slipped sideways. Only a fainting spell, wished the boy,
               and not the final sleep.
            

            
            Perhaps what was needed wasn’t a crutch but a sledge of some sort, so the boy could pull the old man along slithery dry needles
               toward—
            

            
            But Dirk had no idea how to get back. 

            
            For the first time, he struck the tree with the axe with anger. He didn’t want to be hanged for murder. 

            
            He struck it a second time. He had nowhere to go for help. He’d never met another living soul but the old woman and the old
               man.
            

            
            The chips flew. The trunk of the tree groaned. A mouth opened wider and wider, eating the blade each time the blade rode home.
               The living wood was pale, even ghostly white, the color of the skin of Schneewittchen, the girl who ran away to live with
               the seven little men, as the old woman had told it. The wedge-shaped scraps that flew away among the shavings were like smiles
               scared from the tree and discarded on the ground.
            

            
            Disturbed by the commotion, a small brown bird came down and landed on the breast of the old man. Papi didn’t brush it away,
               which filled the boy with a greater sense of dread than before.
            

            
            He struck the tree. Again, again. 

            
            The bird hopped along the old man’s chest and made a comment or two. Dirk let the axe fall still for a moment and listened.
               “Are you giving me counsel?” he asked the bird. 
            

            
            The bird flew up. Dirk thought the airy rush of her wings sounded like an army of birds. Or an army of angels, bearing the
               old man’s soul away to heaven. It was no such army, but the falling tree, which had had enough, and crashed upon the boy,
               killing him.
            

            
         
         
            6. 

            It wasn’t that he was falling—was he falling?—so much as that the trees rose up against him. Pale branches ripped into him.
               Blood rose to the surface of his skin in buttons. He pumped with his feet the way he once had done when jumping into a pond
               deeper than reckoned. His thighs met swirling arms of long-needled conifer. As if the trees were circling on their stems,
               crowding in to slow his descent. Finally he was heels-down on somewhere. Underneath the dead leaves and dry needles, the ground
               writhed. The offended roots of these trees.
            

            
            He didn’t take in that he was dead. He just didn’t want to be crushed. He struggled against the forest, lunging forward in
               small steps, tipping down a slope. Sap stung his eyes. The trees seemed to be shifting out of the way to either side. Making
               a path, an only path. He was naked. His skin seethed. Now one of his eyes was glued closed. Sap or blood.
            

            
            At last the slope leveled and he landed on his knees, his face in the soil. The trees lashed at his buttocks and his spine
               and the back of his neck. The top side of each stroke was punishing and the return, apology. 
            

            
            “You’ve come so far and you’re going to crumble like morning cake?” 

            
            He rubbed his eyes and straightened up. A small brown bird perched on a branch above him. A bird can only look at a boy one
               eye at a time, and her eye was cold and temperamental. Her beak was shut.
            

            
            “You’ve come for a crutch, you’ll need to work for it,” continued the voice, not a bird’s voice. The boy looked down. 

            
            A dark knob on the ground, hardly larger than a walnut, stirred and rotated. The top of it had the face of a homunculus. Ironstone,
               petrified oak, char of primordial ooze—the boy had no idea of what it was made. Gnarly head hunched over knees drawn up to
               bearded chin. Squatting old creature with a cranium like a brussels sprout. “What are you waiting for? Is it ever the wrong
               time to act?” 
            

            
            “I don’t know what to do.” So, yes, his voice still worked. The boy was relieved.

            
            “Take a grip of me, and I’ll befriend you.”

            
            “You’d best think twice about helping him out,” said the bird to the boy. Her voice was pure and high, but thick, like sweet
               golden honey. 
            

            
            “Don’t listen to Fräulein Thrush. Such a busybody. Always sticking her beak where it’s not wanted. Now you’ve got here, help
               me out.” 
            

            
            The boy swiveled. The thrush had no more to say, but she rolled her head skyward and let loose with a melodic curse. 

            
            The trees began to pull back. While their branches still thrashed, they no longer beat him. The boy was able to lean nearer
               and look at the knobby figure squatting among dead leaves and needles. If the boy could find the nerve to touch the mouse-size
               gnome, the creature would fit in his palm. 
            

            
            “You help me and I’ll help you,” said the gnome. “Foundlings united. Where’s the harm in a plain exchange like that?” His
               small face floated a little toward the scalp of his skull. The boy wondered what was wrong with his petitioner. His arms were
               fused around his knees. His spine had no give. Only his expression was alive, or so it seemed to the boy. “Why are you waiting?”
            

            
            “I’ve never met anyone like you before,” said the boy.

            
            “Consider this your unlucky day,” warbled the thrush, hopping from branch to branch.

            
            “I’m a citizen of this land, enough said,” insisted the gnome. “Treat me no different from the way you treat anyone else.
               Manners, child.”
            

            
            “I don’t have manners,” the boy explained. “We live in the forest between hither and yon, and no one else lives near us to
               be mannerly with.”
            

            
            “So you’ll be wanting to set out for the great town,” said the thrush. “Some call it the Temple of First Desires.”

            
            “More like the Mausoleum of Holy Disappointments,” said the gnome. “You don’t want to go there. But to business. You were
               a soldier hunting a stout limb to use for a crutch, is that so?”
            

            
            “Hardly a soldier!”

            
            “A vandal, no less,” said the thrush. “You murdered our sister with that axe.”

            
            “What’s done is done,” snapped the gnome-thing to the bird. “Though it beggars belief, another immortal dame is fallen. Boy,
               I will help you carve from her corpse a branch suitable for your uses. All you need do is release me from the soil where I
               am planted, and I promise to help you. Grab me as you would a handle, and pull.”
            

            
            As the boy’s hand prepared to close around the figure, the thrush shrilled, “Go away! Don’t dig him out! He is a schemer,
               he is not your friend. It’s his fault we are in such a fix.”
            

            
            Though a talking bird might be rare, a gnome was rarer still. The boy closed both hands around the gnome and began to tug.
               The thrush darted and battered, trying to flush the boy away. But having begun to worry the creature loose, the boy wouldn’t
               stop. The gnome grunted in pain or some private exertion of his own. Before too long, the boy fell backward on his rump. Clots
               of soil rained down upon his face and chest. 
            

            
            “Aha!” cried the gnome. “Free at last, Fräulein. We shall see what is what.”

            
            “We will never get back now, but be homeless forever,” wailed the thrush.

            
            The boy brushed dirt from his mouth. He studied the excavated object. The gnome proved to be the handle of a short, sharp
               knife. The squatting figure was like a bitter, glaring vegetable, and the knife below him a single denticle. 
            

            
            “Enough of your moans and premonitions,” said the gnome to the thrush. To the boy: “Beyond lies Dame Ash, whom you murdered.
               I shall help you carve a cane or a crutch from what is left of her. When I have paid you for my liberty, you will put me down
               and let me go.”
            

            
            The thrush said to the gnome, “Haven’t you done enough damage?”

            
            The gnome told the boy how to select a limb, how to flex it to produce maximum stress before slicing into it. Though the excavated
               knife-blade was short, it was hard and sharp. It made quick work of the job. The boy felt that the gnome himself was pushing
               upon the blade to force it through the pure wood.
            

            
            “You’ve begun your afterlife with another act of malice,” said the thrush from behind him. Her voice was now low and it hummed
               with feeling. The boy turned. The thrush was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the bird’s voice issued from a soberly handsome
               woman. She wore a wreath of woodland laurel. Bracelets of ivy adorned the sleeves of her shift. One hand was lifted to her
               brow, as if fending off the sight of the hacked branch. 
            

            
            “What you have done,” she said. 

            
            “I could do nothing else,” said the boy. “The old man is a woodcutter. It is all I know.”

            
            “I won’t give you comfort,” she said. “You murdered our sister and carved up her corpse. I won’t allow you passage in our
               realm. Off, back,” said the princess, the queen, the thrush-goddess, whoever she was. She threw her hands out, dismissing
               the boy. 
            

            
            “So we agree on one thing,” said the gnome to her. “Let him go. Yes, loosened at last, I can now trouble you at my pleasure.
               It’s been too many centuries of stasis for me to uncoil all at once, but uncoil I will.”
            

            
            “Scoundrel. I shall be ready,” she said to the gnome. To the boy, she added, “Though it troubles me, I send you back. Exiled.
               You’ve earned no place among us.”
            

            
            “Now set me down,” growled the gnome to the boy, “and our transaction is completed.”

            
            The boy put the knife between his teeth as he picked up the severed limb of the maiden tree. 

            
            “Not my concern,” cried the queen to the gnome. “That’s what comes of trusting the innocent. They’re as malign as everyone
               else. Save yourself, if you can.” 
            

            
            She raised her hands, and a chorus of birdsong rose all around them. A maelstrom in the air, of summergreen leaves and pine
               needles and bits of bark and twig. With both his hands on the newly trimmed staff, the boy closed his one capable eye. It
               felt as if the forest were retreating, and the Queen of the Thrushes with it. The gnome on the head of the blade swore fiercely,
               but the boy didn’t open his jaws.
            

            
         
         
            7.

            The sound of speaking voices brought the boy around. The surprise wasn’t so much that he was alive again but that the voice
               wasn’t the old man’s voice. The old woman was talking to a visitor—the first they’d ever had. 
            

            
            Dirk tried and failed to raise himself on his elbows. He wasn’t in his loft but laid out upon the bearskin in the nook that
               the old woman sometimes called her changing room. The cloth that hung in the doorway blocked Dirk’s view of the main room.
            

            
            He was so surprised at the novelty of a guest to the waldhütte that he lay his head back down and just listened. 

            
            “You are very good at telling these tales,” said the visitor. He had a kindly tone, the sort that seemed to welcome further
               comment. “They come out of you so naturally. Do you have children or grandchildren to tell stories to?”
            

            
            “Not a one,” said the old woman. “It’s just me and the old man here, and always was. I wouldn’t have a child about here. I
               couldn’t stand the bother.”
            

            
            “Your command of the old folk tale is impressive, given you’ve no youngster to sit agog at your feet.” (Dirk held his breath.)
               “Tell me another.”
            

            
            “Come back tomorrow,” replied the old woman. “I have mending to do, and hog fat to render, and I can’t sit in the sunny hours
               amusing you with tales of the forest. Are you able to find your way here again?” 
            

            
            “Stories have their own pull,” said the guest. Dirk now thought of the visitor as a young man, or younger anyway than the
               old man. Dirk sorely wanted to see a stranger. Something in the old woman’s tone of voice, however, made him hold his tongue.
               
            

            
            “Until the next time, Frau . . . Fräulein . . . ?”

            
            She didn’t supply a name. The door clicked open and clacked shut. 

            
            Dirk felt the fur of the bear irritate the back of his neck. He wanted to roll around and collect the bearskin all about him
               and hide in it. Become a bear, and lumber away. He couldn’t yet move, though. He might be able to speak if he tried, but he
               didn’t try.
            

            
            “So he’s gone,” said the old man, coming in. “I hid out in the lee of the shed until I saw him leave. What did he want?”

            
            “Not what you think,” said the old woman.

            
            “Did he ask about Dirk?”

            
            “He wanted stories. He wrote down what I said and then read it back to me. I told him one of the hoary old tales. He couldn’t
               wait to go back to the village and tell his brother. He’ll be back tomorrow.” She began to cry.
            

            
            Usually at a moment like this, Dirk would have felt a rise of warmth toward her, but this time he could not. 

            
            “Why did you bring the boy back?” she managed at last to say.

            
            “I thought it would be better to sling him in the hog pen than to leave his body in the wood where hunting dogs might find
               it. The hog has to eat, too.” 
            

            
            Dirk thought perhaps he wasn’t actually alive, but only halfway, somehow.

            
            “And you with that wound in your leg!”

            
            “As near as I could make out, the boy had cut a useful crutch for me before the tree fell. Once I woke to see his prone form
               by the fallen tree, well, what was I to do? Better to butcher him here than to have someone stumble across his corpse and
               start asking questions. We have the only waldhütte in this district. We would be the first to suspect.”
            

            
            “You can’t do a blessed thing right.” The old woman began to berate the old man with a tongue more foul than the boy had ever
               heard her use. 
            

            
            As much to silence her as for any other reason, Dirk cried out, “Where have I been?”

            
            The silence in the room was like a heavy ghost pressing all the air down to the rude floorboards. 

            
            “And now the saints have deserted us,” hissed the old woman. She meant it as a whisper but Dirk’s ears were alert with panic.
               “The boy is alive. You ought to have buried him there when he was too far gone to suffer. And so it all starts again. How shall we manage
               now?”
            

            
            “He made me a crutch,” said the old man. “What else was I to do?”

            
            “Where have I been, and where have I come back to?” called Dirk. 

            
            The cloth in the doorway whipped aside. “Hush you and your mouth,” said the old woman. “You’ll wake the dead.”

            
            “He woke himself,” said the old man, at least a little kindly. “How are you feeling?” He peered over the old woman’s angled
               elbows. He was leaning on a crutch.
            

            
            “Why would you lie to that man about me?” asked Dirk. 

            
            “You’ve had a bad spell, you’re making up stories in your bruised head,” the old woman said. “You don’t understand.”

            
            He managed to sit up. He pulled the bearskin with him and clutched it around his sides like a blanket. “What happened to me?
               Where is the Queen of the Thrushes? Where is the fierce little knife-man?”
            

            
            “You’ve been told too many stories,” said the old man, “and that’s the truth in a nutshell.”

            
            “From what I hear, you were dead,” said the old woman. “I have known it to happen once or twice before. A maiden from Arnhelt
               was struck by lightning and crumpled to the ground, and the smell was bitumen and sulfur. She had no pulse when they reached
               her. Her face went that color of plums too far gone for jam. Then somehow, she came back.”
            

            
            “Back from where?” Dirk managed to say. 

            
            “From death. But she was never the same. She had been an accomplished young woman, daughter of a wool merchant. The banns
               for her marriage had been called. After the lightning hit her, though, she wouldn’t marry. She took up the flute and played
               till—well, the end. Rarely spoke to a soul, or smiled. That’s a bad eye you’ve earned; be glad for what you won’t need to
               see.” 
            

            
            “Don’t scare the lad,” said the old man.

            
            “He’s witnessed enough to be scared already, I can’t make it worse.” She clapped her hands suddenly, but the boy didn’t start.
               To the old man: “Do you see what I mean? And now what are we going to do?”
            

            
            They went outside to talk beyond the far side of the woodshed, for privacy. The dark was falling, though whether this was
               the dark of the same day or some other day, Dirk didn’t know.
            

            
            He looked down. He wasn’t naked anymore, but dressed in his same clothes, his only clothes. Cut-downs from the old man. 

            
            The old man and the old woman had meant to lose him at best, to kill him perhaps. If he’d truly come back from death, they
               must be terrified. 
            

            
            He hated them. He also didn’t want to terrify them anymore. 

            
            He didn’t know why he was such trouble to them, but he couldn’t wait around to find out.

            
            So he made the effort to pull himself up. He dragged the bearskin with him, turning it around so the black fur was on the
               outside. He stumped to the table in the middle of the main room. There was a knife with a carved head lying there next to
               a red, red apple. He left the apple but picked up the knife and wrapped it in a scrap of leather for safekeeping.
            

            
            The old woman wouldn’t care—she’d wanted him gone anyway. But the old man might follow him. The boy took the crutch so as
               to slow the old man down should he consider pursuit. Then the boy climbed out the window. He left his life, but in a more
               conventional way than before. He was still a boy, but he was no longer a child.
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            8. 

            At this point it would be false to say the world sang to Dirk in his new freedom. It may have been singing, but not to him;
               or he was deaf, unschooled in such melodies. He tramped along, aware of his bruises and aches, unaware of shafts of Rheingold
               light, birdsong, malodorous water cabbage, rococo flourishes of ivy along the boughs of ancient oaks. 
            

            
            A bit of a dolt, that is to say. 

            
            The farther he got from the waldhütte, the more indistinct it grew in his mind. As if he’d never lived there. Peculiar, especially
               since he had never lived anywhere else. 
            

            
            The light was rational and the shadow romantic, and he could sense a purring tension, but he had no words, no references by
               which to articulate it. And no one to tell it to. 
            

            
            The one thing he did notice was the water. It seemed every time he crested a slope and walked or slid down the other side,
               he found a stream at the bottom. 
            

            
            You can’t be so surprised; where else is mountain water to go? It doesn’t just stand upright on the tops of ridges, picking
               its nose, said the figure on the knife in his hand.
            

            
            Of course, knives don’t talk. Dirk suspected he was imagining things out of worry. Nonetheless, to be polite, he asked the
               knife which way he should go.
            

            
            If what you want is to live among your kind, then follow the next substantial stream, said the knife. It will end in a lake
               or a river. People tend to gather on those shores. They will provide interest and possibly supper. But if what you want is
               to be unencumbered by human sorrow, keep to the forest. True, the forest is full of appetites on four legs. You might easily
               satisfy one of them before you know it. Your bearskin cloak will conceal you only so long. But you will be free until the
               forest catches up with you. And I’ll be free when you let me go. I’ve waited this long, I suppose I can hold my temper until
               then.
            

            
            The hours passed. The light shifted. Everything nearby looked the same, but the depths of the forest were growing blacker.
               When Dirk approached a newly fallen tree that spanned a river, a little brown bird emerged from the greyed, papery leaves
               that still clung to its branches. You’ll have to cross eventually, said the bird.
            

            
            Birds don’t talk, he said, trying his foot on the muddy roots to see how stable the tree might be.

            
            Of course we don’t, not to humans, said the bird, cheerily enough. You’re probably just lonely. Still, watch your step. Keep
               to the trunk and take your time. 
            

            
            Oh, she added, when Dirk was about halfway across, you might drop that knife in the river if you wanted. It will do you no
               good, and water is efficient at rusting mettlesome items.
            

            
            Beware advice you haven’t asked for, snarled the knife-head. 

            
            Both of you, be quiet, said Dirk. I must concentrate or I’ll end up washing my clothes with me in them. I’m still learning
               the one-eye skill.
            

            
            Coming off the tree involved a run through tangled branches. His feet got wet in the far shallows. The bearskin dropped in
               the water, and there it stayed. Sodden, it was too heavy to lug along.
            

            
            The knife and the bird fell silent. Beyond the bank, a clearing. Dirk scaled the slope to see what he might see. A wooden
               fence and a small stone house. A woman hunched on a bench in the westering sun. She was winding a ball of yarn. She didn’t
               look at the sun or at the yarn. Her eyes seemed to be settled upon something invisible in the yard, halfway between her lap
               and the gate.
            

            
            She was an old woman, but not the old woman that Dirk had left behind. Perhaps older. Dirk had no practice at making distinctions.

            
            The brown bird, who had fluttered about Dirk as he lumbered along, hid herself in the hood of an oak tree. She sang sweetly
               as the light and the shadows both lengthened. She commented on her own song as she sang it.
            

            
            
               From far enough away, the piccolo is like a bird.

               Far enough away, the bird a piccolo. 

               From long enough ago, the sharpest joy you ever heard

               Cuts like a knife, if long enough ago.

               So childhood gets stronger as we age

               And haunts and taunts the venerable sage,

               Till childhood itself from wherever it had seemed to go

               Returns, and takes up note by note and word by word

               The word we heard when bird was piccolo. 

            

            The leathery old woman shuddered, though the air seemed warm to Dirk, and the breeze refreshing. She cried out. A man came
               through the door and settled a bonnet upon her head, tying the strings under her chin. He wasn’t old the way she was. Though
               older than Dirk.
            

            
            “What’s ailing you, Mutter?”

            
            She flapped a hand in dismissal, and didn’t look at him. He went away and came back with a shawl. She pulled it over her shoulders
               with a kind of angry greed. 
            

            
            “Sunset can make the sweetest fig taste a little tart.” The man sat on the doorsill and pulled a long pipe out of a vest pocket.
               Crouching in the shadows, Dirk examined this enterprise of family. “Having one of your days, then?”
            

            
            “Achh.” She spit on the ground. “God’s blood in a thimble.”

            
            From the cottage came the smells of plenty—warm bread and sizzling meat, perhaps a joint of venison. Carrots in honey. Dirk’s
               mouth went so wet he wanted to spit, too, but wiped it out on his wrist, so to keep silent and watch how other people talked.
               He heard chairs scraping on wooden floorboards, so he knew someone was inside, working on supper.
            

            
            Then, inside, a woman sang something nonsensical, and a child went laughing at it. The words were indistinct, but the exotic
               performance crowded out the bird’s song from Dirk’s mind. Such lightheartedness sounded dangerous if not insane.
            

            
            The man struck a safety match upon the stone and lit his pipe. “Do you know who I am today?”

            
            “Saint Jerome the scholar,” replied the elderly woman after a time. An effort at being canny.

            
            “Hardly that! You always said I had noodle pudding in my skull.” 

            
            She crossed herself, apologizing for her mistake perhaps. 

            
            “Try again,” he said. “Bring yourself home, Mutter. Who am I?”

            
            She turned the ball of yarn in her lap but didn’t look down at it. Perhaps her sight was gone. “You are the king who has a
               virgin daughter to marry off.”
            

            
            “That’s a good one. You’ve walked sideways into one of your own stories that you used to tell me when I was a lad! But really,
               I’m the great king of nothing, Mutter, and I don’t have a virgin daughter but a virgin son, whose sausage hasn’t yet filled
               its casing. Come now. Do you really not know who I am?”
            

            
            “A pest, with all your nonsense!” In a rage, she swatted at him and nearly fell off the bench. He paid her no mind.

            
            “Who are you then? Do you remember that?”

            
            “You tell me, if you know so much,” she snapped.

            
            “You’re old Dame Mitzelhaupf. Agathe Mitzelhaupf. You have lived your whole life in this parish. Your husband was Gustav—do
               you remember Gustav? He was good to you and built you this house. Here you raised me and my sisters, till they all went off
               to get married.”
            

            
            “Good riddance to them,” she said; and, “But I never had daughters. Too expensive.” 

            
            “And now you live here with your son, Hans. That’s me. And my wife, that’s Berthe. And our boy, your beloved little Torsten.”

            
            “Ah, Torsten.” She sat up, as if this was the only part of her life she could identify. “Where is he?”

            
            “Helping his mother lay the table. But it is time for him to bring the cow from the pasture. Torsten!” called Hans. “Come
               at once!”
            

            
            A young boy appeared, smaller than Dirk. “Here is Torsten,” said Hans. It was the first child Dirk had ever seen. “Torsten,
               your grandmother has been vague in her mind again. Give her a kiss.”
            

            
            “Come, child.” Imperiously she pointed to her withered cheek. Little Torsten planted a kiss there and backed off. 

            
            “Now to your chore. The cow is just beyond, in the pasture, wanting to come home. Go open the gate.” Hans pointed. Dirk turned
               his head. A cow was indeed regarding the domestic scene, chewing through the drama of it. 
            

            
            As Torsten scampered down the track that led to the pasture, Dirk retreated into the woods and followed him. Torsten in light
               and Dirk in dark.
            

            
            Hans had been curiously jocular. The grandmother had seemed regal and difficult. But Torsten was only a boy in lederhosen,
               with plump pink knees and soft flyaway hair. Dirk found him easy to follow. 
            

            
            As Torsten fussed with the rope that tied the gate, Dirk squatted down among the ferns. When he found a smooth stone the size
               of a robin’s egg, he threw it at the boy to get his attention.
            

            
            At the impact, the boy whipped around. It seemed to Dirk that Torsten was staring straight at him. “Who’s there?” he cried.

            
            Another stone to speak with. Dirk threw it. 

            
            The boy fled, leaving the gate wide open. The cow followed through without complaint.

            
            Again Dirk paced beside the boy’s path, keeping deep enough in the cover of woods that he couldn’t be seen. By the time Torsten
               was in his father’s arms, the little lad was weeping. Blood made a prettiness on his cheek.
            

            
            “Did you fall?” asked the father.

            
            “What’s wrong with the child?” asked the grandmother.

            
            “Something in the woods!” cried Torsten. “I was struck five times with stones! I turned and looked.” 

            
            “What was there?” asked the grandmother. “What did you see?”

            
            “I saw a gnome, a little schwarzkopf, staring at me with an evil grin!”

            
            “Nonsense,” said his father. “There is no such goblin in these woods, Torsten.”

            
            “Don’t be so sure,” said the grandmother. “Torsten knows what he knows.” 

            
            “It was a
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