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A very broad old man with an ancient, shriveled face consumed by time, but as 

wide as a garden spade. Yellow-grey skin clung to his sagging jowls as a papier-mâché 
scab. This was the figure who appeared in the crooked doorway, who answered my weary 
knock with a saliva-lubed grimace, sagging face hoary with several days growth of 
grizzle, and the eyes of liquor-tinged nightmares. 

“Finally! You’re here,” he said in a deep phlegmy voice. I’d never seen him 
before, but he knew me.  

This stranger was less than five feet tall, bald, with a fringe of hair the colour of 
wood ash falling around the perimeter of his head to below the collar of his tattered 
flannel shirt. This he wore beneath overalls, knees crusted with mud and who knew what 
else, and a thick cocoon of cardigans and jackets he left unbuttoned so that his rotund 
belly protruded through the muddle of fabric.  

Somehow recognizing this geriatric peasant, with a displaced sense of propriety, I 
fell to my knees on his doorstep. What seemed like appropriate reverence, met with a 
rebuking snort. 

“Stop that,” he snorted disdainfully. “Back on your feet, goddammit, and get 
inside before all the heat blows out.” 

A grim smile was forbidding welcome to enter the leaning hovel, an uneven slate 
floor, plank benches and table, plank shelves groaning under dozens of sealed jars, like 
the cargo of an antique shipwreck. In the doubtful light of the single oil lamp hanging 
from a nail over the table, the jars looked like they were full of bloody organs. A bare 
solitary light bulb dangled on a wire, dusty and unlit. Only marginally warmer inside than 
out, I unslung my pack but kept my jacket on. 

I couldn’t tell you how I came across this place. I had no distinct memory of my 
journey to his door. Vague misgivings, a sore impulse to tread a path laid centuries before 
my birth. I vaguely remember an airport, the grimy terrazzo floor and sick hospital green 
of something built when aircraft still had propellers and half the world was ruled by grim 
ideologues in grey uniforms. Then a long train journey. Pulling a spare sweater out of my 
pack as padding for the hard wooden bench. I pulled out my cellphone, but it was dead. 
Jerking past the dirty window, angular red-tiled roofs and chimneys exhaling black soot, 
warrens of narrow, twisting cobblestone streets. And then many long bone-numbing 
hours through hilly, deeply wooded countryside, interrupted by olive drab pasture, 
manure-coloured farms wounded by muddy cart tracks, loosely bandaged with grey 
snow. 



The stamp of jackboots still echoed through these rural valleys, across railway 
sidings dense with rusty iron scrap and cinders sharp enough to open bare feet to the 
bone. A land sullenly shouldering a burden that might never be heaved away, so cold and 
still. Brief glimpses of old toddling women in headscarves and woolen leggings, and even 
older men wearing boots held together with knotted rags. Little to ease my sense of 
abandonment. I kept going back to my dead phone, thumbing buttons with increasing 
anxiety. But there was no sign of life, so I finally put it away. 

As the train pulled into a village, a florid-faced conductor shouted at me in some 
Cyrillic alphabet until I understood that this was where I had to get off. Not even a 
platform, and the train didn’t come to a full stop as I jumped down onto the cinders. 
Around me, dirty clusters of shacks stitched together with rusty wire fencing, all  
disappearing into the maw of failing overcast light. Frosty deep indigo, the kind of 
invasive damp that makes unwelcome visits near the Winter Solstice. It started to snow. 
In just a few minutes, I would be lost in the nighttime. Not even able to remember what 
country I was lost in, the first notes of panic screeched in my mind. 

Without any idea of where I was to go, I wandered up a muddy track that climbed 
steeply between two hills. On the way, I passed a solitary old hag, crooked with age. She 
stood by the roadside, one eye socket just a dark empty cup, one arm extended, pointing 
up the road. She didn’t say a word as I followed the direction of her extended bent finger. 

Maybe a kilometer on, I found myself knocking on the old man’s door. Until he 
answered, I had begun to think I might be forced to spend a night outside.  

“Mercifully,” shouted the old man when I followed him in. Reading my mind. 
“Yes,” I said, searching outside through the tiny cracked panes of his single 

window. Still groping for a memory: how I ended up standing, shivering in this place. 
“You don’t want to spend any more time staring at that mess,” he grumbled. 

“Don’t ask yourself the wrong questions.” 
I turned from the window. “What – what do you mean?” I asked. 
“What I mean is that you’re here now, aren’t you? And the purpose of your 

journey will be plain soon enough.”  
His harsh laugh was so sudden and cruel I felt a breath of chilly air across my 

neck. Tried to convince myself it was a burst of wind through the cracked glass. I was in 
this ogre’s complete control. 

“The good news,” he coughed and spat, “is that your visit gives me the excuse to 
put on some heat!” He sidled to an iron stove and threw a few sticks through its squealing 
door. Almost immediately, I began to feel radiant heat, balmy on my aching limbs. 
“You’ve brought alms,” he said, neither a question nor a statement. 

Yes. Yes, it occurred to me that I had brought alms. “As is customary, I think,” I 
heard myself say, and just a second later, I wondered if I had said it at all. If he had 
somehow spoken through me. It seemed possible. Right then, the impossible seemed 
forbidden. I fumbled in my pack, finding a small bundle tied with jute. 

He snatched it from my hands, took it to the plank table. Sinking onto the crude 
bench, picking at the string with long fingernails so bruised and battered by labour he 
could hardly manage. I offered to help, but he waved me off, his many layers of quilted 
jackets whispering the incantations allowing him to move. 



“Three coins.” His juicy chuckle broadcast ennui so deep that again I felt a flutter 
of fear. His was the mirth of final submission to wickedness, a long struggle lost. “How 
fitting.” 

“A reflection of your gift to the three virgins,” I said. I had no idea what I was 
talking about.  

“Rubbish!” Again he spat, the saliva frying on the hot stove at the end of the 
table. “These stories, these stupid tales of my charity, long ago.” He scoured the rough-
planed table with the flat of his huge hand. It sounded like sandpaper. I saw the cracks in 
his leathery skin, permanently inked with dirt. “You believe everything you hear?” 

“You saved those girls from a life of prostitution, by giving their father the dowry 
he needed to marry them off.” 

He groaned, but smiling eyes cinched closed. His head bobbed side to side, as if 
only he could hear the drone of some hurdy-gurdy.  

“Quit your spitting in my house!” croaked a tinny voice from the doorway. 
A squat, very fat woman in a kerchief, knitted shawl and thick woolen leggings 

waddled to the stove with a creaking zinc pail of water. She slammed it onto the stovetop 
so violently that water slopped into a steaming pool, rinsing away the residue of the old 
man’s saliva. 

“He’s not falsely modest,” she stated crankily. “He’s falsely immodest. You must 
forgive my husband. He’s a pig.” She slapped his back with her hand, glowing red with 
cold. “Tell him the story, deary,” she said, folding her meaty forearms over her huge 
breasts. “Go on, give it to him, Nicholas.” 

The old man grumbled, clenching his fists on the table. I got the impression he 
was tempted to lash out at her. 

“Come, come,” she instructed, gesturing at me impatiently. “Sit down. Sit down 
here and let Uncle Nicholas tell his tales. He so loves it!”  

Her sarcasm bent him even closer to the table. “Oh, Penelope!” he said through 
his teeth. “Why don’t you shut it, for pity’s sake?” 

“We get one visitor a year, only one. One chance to show hospitality, and every 
year, the same thing from you, you rude little man.” 

“This boy doesn’t even know why he came,” he said with derision. 
“Do any of them?” Their voices attained the cadenced, sing-song quality of those 

who’ve grown to loathe each other, of several lifetimes stretched over a framework of 
years, stretched tissue-thin, taut as a snare drum. “Every year you get a chance to redeem 
yourself, and every year you piss it away!” As she scolded Nicholas, she shoved me with 
rude strength toward the bench on the other side of the table. 

The old man’s chest heaved, fighting for breath. He rolled his yellow eyes, 
wheezing like a kettle just short of a boil. It took me a few seconds to realize he was 
sniggering under his breath. Spewing utter contempt. “Right, then,” he growled. “Do as 
you’re told and sit yourself down, young traveler.” 

I sat down across from the old man. Weary as my journey had made me, footsore 
as I was, I had no desire to sit near him. I imagined his thick hands snatching my throat, 
snapping my neck. Silly apprehension, I told myself. But apprehension nonetheless. His 
wedding ring would have been loose around my thumb. I sat because I felt compelled to 
obey this bickering couple. Theirs was a deep anger, not to be trifled with. And I was 
completely alone. My bones felt the unpadded bench as a grinding molar. 



The table wobbled on uneven legs as my elbows sought its support. Nicholas 
scratched his sagging jowls, long fingernails rustling his days-old growth of silver 
whiskers. He belched, blowing rancid garlic over me, fixing me with his squinting little 
eyes. Narrow, suspicious, buried in fists of wrinkled crows feet.  

“Dowries for virgins,” the old man chuckled. “And I suppose you’ve heard the 
one about how I resurrected those three boys, saving them from being pickled by an evil 
butcher. Eh?” He pulled out a small flat tin and a thin book from the folds of his jackets – 
folds so deep I imagined stripping away layer after layer, an archaeology of stale wool, 
finding nothing beneath. It would be like digging into a pillow stuffed with fabric. 

As he flipped open the tin, his wife slammed glasses and a bottle onto the table. In 
the tin was shredded tobacco, as coarse and black as the bundles of hair in his nostrils. 
The bottle still had the tattered remnants of a silver label clinging to it, an apple-faced 
boy with a maniacal grin. Inside the bottle, a clear liquid clung to the glass in viscous 
threads. Somehow it seemed that the label was a mismatch for the contents. She filled all 
three glasses, and because they raised theirs, so did I. 

“A toast,” said the old man, staring hungrily at the little pile of tobacco he’d 
assembled on the table. 

“To what?” asked Penelope. Her voice grated like a dry old hinge. 
“To me, of course!” he replied. I saw from the glazed shine of his eyes that this 

would not be his first drink of the evening. 
She smacked his head. “Nicholas! That is for the night after next!” She clenched 

her hard pouting mouth, too small for the shining lunar face. “Find a reason to be 
thankful, for the love of God!” 

He muttered something under his breath and downed the drink in one shot, 
slurping it like a sloppy kiss. 

“He’s a grouchy old bastard,” she told me. “You’ll see, you’ll find out. To our 
visitor,” she mumbled and dumped her liquor into her mouth. 

“What are you waiting for?” he barked at me, drumming his fists on the table as if 
I’d insulted his manhood. “Drink!” He tore a page out of the book, then tore it again into 
three long strips. 

Reluctantly, I put the little glass to my lips, wincing at the alcoholic fumes stung 
my nose. This was strong stuff, and I welcomed the chance for a buzz. But already, I felt 
dizzy with hunger, and I knew the booze would go straight to my head. 

“Go on, go on!” In one neat motion, Nicholas rolled the paper and tobacco into a 
tube. 

I drank it. A chemical burn swept down the centre of my chest, the strongest 
booze I’d ever tasted, oily, acrid, tasting strongly of cloves. I managed to save face, 
holding in a violent urge to cough, but my eyes watered like I’d been punched in the face. 

Nicholas chuckled and immediately poured another round. The crude, wrinkled 
cigarette clung to the shelf of his pouty lower lip. “You’ll need it,” he leered at me with 
stumpy beer bottle-brown teeth. His gums had receded far enough to show where the 
teeth narrowed at the roots, stained by tartar. All except the upper left-hand canine, which 
was sculpted in gold. “You’ve got a busy day ahead tomorrow.” He said it glibly, but 
freighted with secret meaning, as if delighted by some arcane knowledge of the torment I 
had in store. 



Not even remembering the details of how I’d arrived at this hole, uncertain of 
what awaited me, I felt the secret nibble at me, but was glad not to know what fate this 
gargoyle had laid out for me.  

“Leave him alone,” said his wife, stirring the pot on the stove. 
Already, the single-room hovel had grown hot enough to make me sweat. I 

stripped off my anorak. Or perhaps I only convinced myself the perspiration creeping 
down my back was the result of heat instead of fear. Wind whistled hollowly through the 
cracks in the windows and walls, swinging the hurricane lamp over the table. 

Nicholas flicked away the remnants of his cigarette and took another shot of 
liquor. I heard it squish in the muscles of his throat. He stared at me, absently picking his 
nose. Waiting. 

I drank my second shot, already feeling the warm lull of inebriation from the first. 
He spat out a fleck of tobacco and poured the third round. How far could this go 

on? I noted with dismay that the bottle remained over three-quarters full and I knew with 
some certainty that his liver was far more suited to this marathon than mine. 

My eyes shifted to the window, an involuntary search for freedom. By now the 
sky was space-black, the shadows of the desiccated trees lost in the gloom. Nowhere to 
go now. Stuck here, as fast as a castaway on an uncharted atoll. 

The old woman set down a chipped enamel bowl in front of me. Steaming watery 
stew stinking of onions. “Eat up,” she commanded, “before he has you under the table.” 

Already halfway there, I thought.  
With that odd focus that only comes with drunkenness, I saw the black hairs 

corkscrewing out of the blackheads on the top of his round nose. Another shot, then 
another. My last clear memory was his urgent, scrunched face shining in the bright 
hissing glow of the lamp, the salty soup and the irreverent chatter of this couple, Nicholas 
calling my name in the teasing patois that is only used by those more sober than you. 

“He’s the one,” I remember Penelope insisting. I remember her tone most of all: 
the strong implication that Nicholas was an idiot for denying something plain as day. 

“Says you,” he snorted 
“Have you even looked at his face?” she shouted, but already her voice contained 

the risible surreal quality that comes only in disturbing dreams.  
In what seemed to be only a few moments later, I found myself on the floor, stiff 

and sore, awoken by the clang of a pot on the stove and a clammy kiss from a dog. My 
head full of pain, my pores desperately squeezing out the oily remnants of whatever had 
been in that bottle, I rolled on my side, away from the glaring lamp. Just a few more 
minutes of sleep. It was all I craved.  

“Uppy uppy, dear!” Penelope caterwauled, every scrape of her wooden clogs 
against the stone floor like the teeth of a blunt saw through my forehead. 

My semiconscious mind perceived an army trooping around my head, attended by 
squadrons of dog cavalry. When I opened my eyes again, another smelly wet muzzle 
licked my nose. I groaned, but found no sympathy. 

“Sooner you’re up, sooner Marcus’ll leave ye alone, boy!” Nicholas’s muddy 
rubber boots clomped to the table. I heard him call me a pig, heard Penelope cluck her 
tongue and murmur something about having to slaughter him anyway, slaughter the pig. 
That’s what I heard, the word slaughter, and I knew they were speaking about me. Sad 
regret stitched with grim determination. 



I sat up and the hovel spun around me. My mouth, coated in a paste tasting of sour 
milk. They’d put me on a horsehair mattress close enough to the stove that I was sweaty 
under the scratchy knitted blanket, bright with orange and yellow zigzags. All I could 
smell were bitter ashes. I kicked to free my aching legs, tangled in the blanket. 

The dog, Marcus, panted and wagged his tail, waiting for another opportunity to 
lick my face. Marcus was a large rangy beast with a black wooly hide. 

“It’s about time!” Nicholas growled as I slumped down at the table. I fished my 
phone out of my pants pocket, dismayed to be reminded it was dead. 

“Ho! Look here, Penelope – this one’s bloody rich!” Nicholas wheezed a caustic 
laugh, grabbed the phone, and flung it across the room.  

“Hey, listen,” I protested, “that’s mine!” 
“You’ll not be needing that contraption here, sonny.” When he laughed, he went 

“Gheee-gheee!”, squinting his eyes and baring his front teeth like a bratty beaver. Taking 
great delight in my discomfort.  

“But it’s mine!” As I said it, the table’s unplaned lumber bit my left hand. A sliver 
the size of a toothpick was sticking out of a bloody hole in my middle finger. I pulled it 
out, got up to get the phone, but I couldn’t find it. Sick with a headache, I fell back onto 
the bench.  

“Feeling rough, then!” Nicholas tore a chunk of bread in half with his teeth, 
ravenous.  

Despite the stove’s heat, I shivered with the humid feeling that can only come 
from spending the night in your clothes. 

Still black as midnight outside, but his eyes were brighter than polished steel. He 
indicated the remnants of a round loaf. 

“Eat up!” he commanded. “You’ve got a whoreload of work to do.” 
Penelope slammed down a glass with something tarry in it. Around the edge, a 

thick sewage-coloured foam. For a few minutes, I just stared, my tilt-a-whirl head 
uncomprehending, before realizing this stuff that stunk of burned leather was actually 
some sort of coffee. 

Nicholas snorted. “The booze don’t agree with the wee angel,” he said. 
“He doesn’t have the advantage of being a drunkard like you,” corrected his wife. 

She created a smithy of noise with her clanging utensils and the squealing stove door. 
Every ricochet made me flinch like a hand-shy mutt. 

Finally, I ripped off a crust of the stale bread. The only way I could chew it was 
by moistening my mouth with the coffee. It coated my throat with gritty film, but at least 
the crust managed to slide down. Although my stomach lurched with nausea, I felt the 
coffee suffuse my belly with immediate heat. In a few minutes, the caffeine jolted by 
brain back to something like full consciousness.  

I was just starting to feel comfortable when the old man clapped his hands. 
“Right,” he barked. “We’re off!” He mashed a moth-eaten wool cap on his pate and 
struggled to his feet, bent nearly double at the waist.  

“A little stiff this morning?” Penelope goaded. 
“Ah, bugger off!” he growled with a vicious wave, not even looking back. 
“He needs a cane,” she told me, “but will he use one?” 
“Bah! What nonsense!” 



“Right. He’s in the prime of life.” She waved a huge wooden spoon at him. “You 
fall and hurt yourself, and I’ll have your hide, mark me!” 

“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently, then gave me a stiff whack on the back of the 
head. “That’s what he’s here for!” 

“Mm-hmm.” The big spoon honed in on me, dripping with something that looked 
suspiciously like blood.  

I thought of what I’d heard them say about me – were they really talking about 
slaughter? Surely not – but then again, that spoon, dripping jagged coins of liver-coloured 
fluid all over the flagstones.  

“You take care now,” she told me with a level stare. Her shiny round cheeks 
seemed as solid as marble. “You watch he doesn’t try to impress you.” 

“Stop!” he commanded, shrugging on a huge fleece jerkin as thick as a duvet. I 
write fleece knowing of course that most of you reading this will imagine the fleeces 
made from recycled peanut butter jars and laundry detergent bottles. But Nicholas wore 
the real deal – a furry mat of grey sheep’s hide. On me it would have fit like a dress. 
Nicholas was over a foot shorter than me, but needed enough area to cover his huge 
cathedral bell of a chest and ponderous belly. Even five feet away, I could smell his 
rancid sheepy must.  

“He tries to pretend he’s still old,” Penelope called after him. “When he’s really 
ancient. A doddering old fool. And don’t forget to take the slop while you’re going.”  

I grabbed the slop pail from its spot beside her stone counter.  
“Come on, come on, before I have to smack her,” he yelled, trudging out the door.  
I struggled into my boots and coat and followed him out into a dark gunmetal mist 

so thick that shadows loomed just out of view, suggesting things frozen by time, 
condemned to dissolve into nothingness. The kind of damp cold that makes your skin feel 
truly porous, that finds every open seam and licks with chilly glee. A perfect day to 
cocoon myself in bed with endless cups of hot milky tea and a few DVD’s. That much of 
my life intruded through my amnesia. Somehow, it was like thinking of somebody else.  

Even at his tottering pace, Nicholas was already so far ahead of me in the fog I 
could only hear his boots squelching in the half-frozen mud. That and his slow whistle, 
some vaguely familiar tune trilling through the gloom, luring me further and further from 
warmth and light.  

The whistling ceased. There was nothing, no sound but the lascivious grunting of 
pigs through a wattled fence on my right. Their strangely prehensile snouts probing the 
woven twigs, scenting me. Hungry. Marcus sniffed around and lifted his leg against the 
fence. 

The fog closed in. The dim halflight of this early winter dawn a blinding cataract. 
Even Nicholas’s squishing footsteps had quieted. Ahead I could see the large squatting 
shadow of some outbuilding, but there was no way to know which direction he’d gone. 

Abruptly, slopping muddy footfalls came up behind me. Marcus wagged his tail. 
“Come on then, come on,” Nicholas growled, slouching past. 
How had he gotten around behind me so quickly? He would have had to go all the 

way around behind his little house— 
“I said come on!” he barked. 
Unsteady, I followed him into a small shed, really no more than a lean-to tacked 

on to the side of the looming barn. The smell of dusty soil, mildew, crowded with the 



jagged shadows of tools hanging from nails. They chimed and clanged in the cold breeze 
blowing in after us. I saw sharp knives and saws. 

“Sneck that door,” Nicholas ordered. 
I had no idea what he meant. 
“Close it, latch it, what do you think I mean?” 
I locked it with a rusty clasp, leaving us in gloom until he lit a small oil lamp on 

the workbench.  
In the weak glow, I saw old rusty brown splash-marks on the floorboards. My 

head knocked into something hanging from the ceiling. A stout hook, big enough to hang 
a good-sized man. Lord, those brown splashes – was that old blood? Lots of it! 

That pig. That’s what I’d heard him say about me to Penelope. Pig needs 
slaughtering.  

Nicholas had his back to me, hiding whatever he was fiddling with on his bench. 
The furtive hunch of his broad shoulders told me he was up to no good. Sharpening the 
knife that would slit my throat. Abrupt nauseous alarm jangled my sore nerves. I edged 
back towards the door, fingers groping behind me for the handle. I tripped on an uneven 
floorboard, spilling some of the pig slop on my shoe. 

“Where are you going?” he grouched, stiffly half-turning to peer at me. His 
tongue lashed at his dry lips. I heard its wet smack. “Come here, come on!” 

Still unable to see what he was up to, I put down the bucket and stepped closer, 
heart pounding.  

There was another small door to the left of the workbench, secured with a padlock 
bigger than the palm of my hand. From behind it, I heard a steady, harsh yet wet 
breathing sound. A hiss, then a thump, as if something alive inside wanted out. I 
pretended not to notice, but it gave me the serious creeps. Who knew what this old 
madman had locked up behind it? 

“Stop with your apprehension,” he snapped. “I need your attention here.” 
Still unable to see what he was doing, I had to turn slightly sideways to squeeze in 

beside him at the bench. I felt the pressure of his powerful body in the confined space, his 
coiled energy. His fetid smell, like the odour of rotting leaves, but laced with sulfur, rank 
as a stale fart.  

Nicholas held a small metal urn, stained green with age. Peering about like he 
expected spying eyes, he pried off the lid. “Now – one thing: the Missus doesn’t get a 
word of this. Right?” His sharp-nailed thumb wagged at me, as menacing as an icepick. 
“What you’re about to see, it’s between you and me. Only you and me. Got it?” 

“Alright,” I said uncertainly, eyeing the dark hole at the top of the urn. In truth, I 
didn’t want anything to do with whatever was inside.  

He put his hand in and drew out a cloth bag with a drawstring cinched tight. This 
he untied. Inside the bag was a small clay tablet, about the size of a deck of cards. He 
cleared away the other things and placed the tablet very gently on the workbench. The 
unusual delicacy of his muscular hands showed deep reverence. The quiet whistle of air 
in his nose quickened, like the breeze fighting through the boards.  

“This is why you’ve come,” he whispered. “To help me. Look at it – tell me what 
you see.” 

Framed between his shaking hands, the tablet was inscribed with a word square, 
written in Roman script: 



 
 

 
SATOR 
AREPO 
TENET 
OPERA 
ROTAS 

 
I felt my fluttering heart in my neck, my tongue. The tablet looked very, very old. 

Like something dug from a tomb. Each letter jammed with dust. An enduring artifact, it 
would never ever corrode or decay. Unless it was broken, it would remain, an eternal 
memory. “Yes, I’ve seen this before, somewhere.” 

“Excellent!” He clapped his hands very softly, like a child celebrating something 
illicit. “Almost none of you have, you know. You’re one of the only ones. This is very 
good. Now – what does it say?” The word say drew out into a hushed breath, less a query 
than an expectant, pleading hope. 

A gust of wind poured through the shed’s cracks, swinging the hanging tools, 
which pealed. Feathery cold around my ankles, my ears. I could feel the cold outlines of 
the plank walls the same way you might see light coming through the cracks. “It’s a 
palindrome square,” I said. “An ancient talisman.” 

“My prison,” he said fervently. “An impenetrable maze that has trapped me for a 
long, long time. You see? Every turn in this maze brings me to a dead end.” 

No matter which way the square was read, backwards or forwards, up or down, 
the same obscure message. “Sator arepo tenet opera rotas,” I read aloud. “The creeping 
sower holds the wheel with effort?” I translated, puzzled.  

“Sator can also mean producer, father, maker…” he replied, desperate it seemed 
to knock some memory loose in my mind.  

“A prayer then?” I guessed, at a total loss. 
“You don’t remember at all, do you?” 
I shook my head, not even understanding what he meant.  
“You fool!” he snapped. “How do you suppose it is that you can read Latin? Eh?” 
I shivered. “What do you mean?” A blankness in my mind, a blot like a pool of 

ink spilled on a newspaper. I knew there was something beneath it, something vital, yes, 
but it remained hidden. My head was so sore. 

Suddenly Nicholas pounded the counter with his fists. A few loose nails rolled 
off, clattering to the floor. “He mocks me,” he shouted. “He laughs in my face!” 

For a moment, I thought he was angry with me. But no. “You mean God.” 
“An insoluble riddle to rot my brain! This is my labyrinth! There is no Minotaur 

within, no! Just insanity. Look! Look here, around the outside: Sator-rotas-sator-rotas! 
‘The creeping sower-the creeping sower-the creeping sower.’ And around the N in the 
centre of the square. The word reper in an endless loop – ‘to crawl.’ That’s what I’ve 
been doing, on my hands and knees in this thing. Or perhaps reper is short for reperio – 
‘to find again, discover again.’ Circles within circles! – teasing me, that bastard! Round 
and round and round! Then the crossed words through the middle: tenet. ‘He holds.’ 



Cruciform, you see? What’s that supposed to mean, ah? Only the cross holds the truth?” 
His gravelly voice had risen an octave in confused indignation. “Even Ariadne’s yarn 
would do me no good.” A scornful snicker punctuated his despair. “Might weave myself 
a sweater with it, winding back and forth, back and forth, round and round…” 

He swung his hands to and fro, swaying drunkenly to silent music. This action 
plucked a resonant string, a note whose vibration poked at the murk of my memory. 
Something about that image, of drunken dancing. 

Then it was gone, leaving only a fleeting feeling of vague want. A sense of some 
responsibility going unfulfilled.  

Very carefully, Nicholas bundled the clay tablet back into the cloth bag, cinched 
the drawstring tight, then returned it to the urn, which he stashed under the workbench. 
The whole time, his shifty eyes almost fearful with attention to detail. It was clearly very 
important to him that this hiding place never be discovered. 

He took me back outside into the pigpen. Now he was strangely subdued, as if 
seeing the tablet had drained him. “You need to feed the pigs,” he muttered. “And get 
them water.” 

The wattle fencing enclosed two separate pig pens between the house and the 
barn. Nicholas led me through the first, between the house and the barn.  

“Watch out for the shit,” he grumbled, gesticulating at the sodden ground. “I don’t 
want any in the house.” 

To my eyes it looked like there was nothing but manure. Mixed into the mud, it 
formed a wet slurry that dared me to keep moving through it. Here it seemed the damn 
mud was a living thing, as cantankerous and unforgiving as Nicholas himself. I kept my 
legs stiff, awkward but safer than slipping and falling again. Just then it seemed that 
getting coated in pig excrement would be the only possible way my predicament could 
get any worse. Sure, I minded the shit, alright. But in only a few steps my boots were 
caked. 

“Don’t you worry, you’ll be mucking this out later on.” I caught a measure of glee 
in his rough phlegm. He snickered as Marcus frolicked around the pigs, barking and 
whining, darting back and forth with his backside tucked in the way dogs do when 
they’re having a blast.  

When I’d dumped the slop bucket in the trough, Nicholas showed me the way to a 
well at the back of the house. The hand pump squealed and groaned until it vomited water 
into the bucket, which I hauled back and dumped into the pig’s water-trough. He had me 
repeat this another two times, until the bucket handle bit into my fingers. I’d never 
thought about the weight of water, the work done by mechanical devices to deliver it into 
my home. Turn a tap and it flowed out.  

After I finished with the pigs, we went into the squatting barn. About a quarter of 
the barn’s roof had fallen in, the wooden beams too rotten to hold up the slate slabs on the 
roof. They lay in a shattered jumble, the jagged hole in the roof probed by splintered 
beams.  

Following his terse instructions, I helped him rig up a sag-backed old donkey to a 
simple cart with car tires for wheels. The donkey was called Lucretia. With Nicholas at 
the reins and me beside him on the narrow bench, she pulled us down a narrow track 
winding in a steep descent through foggy hills, the wheels sucking along deep ruts. 
Below, the little village sprouted on the lower hills like a cluster of brown toadstools. All 



around I heard the clang of tools, the cry of children and animals amid clusters of 
shadowy huts, tangled fences and ramshackle barns.  

We rolled sullenly past a crossroads, where the ground flattened out into a field 
cratered with watery potholes. It looked like a First World War battlefield as pictured 
from the air. At the corner, a streetlight jutted from a tilted pole, staining the fog with a 
globe of glowing urine. Tacked to the pole I saw a framed icon of the Virgin with child 
behind glass beaded with condensation that seemed to scratch our her gaunt Medieval 
face.  

Nicholas slouched on the bench, his calloused fingers hardly touching the reins. 
Lucretia obviously knew the route to wherever she was taking us. The cart pitched and 
heaved, a ship on a slow-motion sea. Something about that image, a ship at sea, plucked 
that same string as before, when Nicholas was swaying to his own unheard music. I 
groped for the memory, but it darted back into the murk, slippery as a fish. 

He whistled softly, giving an occasional wave or “How’d’you do?” to the vague 
silhouettes we passed. Some of them waved back. A few stood, wordless as we creaked 
past, hands on hips, staring – I couldn’t help but think at me. Faceless shadows, only 
potentially human.  

On the far side of the village near a small brook burbling over frosty stones, the 
track opened into a wide field dotted with stumps. I heard a harsh rasping sound, and the 
clack of axes. The wall of shadow several yards away was a thick copse of trees, 
huddling together as if in horror. 

We climbed down, and a stout man with a thick black beard appeared, blowing 
his nose with ferocious effort, scrubbing it with a rag that he stuffed into the back pocket 
of his overalls as we approached.  

“What do you want, old man?” he said, kicking at a stump. Above a pair of 
cracked leather shoes, I saw that his calves were swaddled to his knees in puttees.  

“Well, what do you think, Stephen? You think we’ve come for your wit?” 
Stephen’s beard split into a cool smile. As many stumps in his mouth as dotted the 

field we stood in. “I see you’ve got your yearly servant, then.” Stephen stepped closer to 
finger my coat. “Nice. Very nice. Seen nothing like that for yonks, not round here.” 

“Oh aye, he’s a rich bugger,” said Nicholas, winking at me. 
“Oh, well! In that case, give me all your money!” Stephen punched my chest hard 

enough to knock out my breath.  
Both of them laughed as I fought to inhale. 
“Came here to learn a few things, then.” Stephen spoke to me, but kept his wary 

dark eyes on Nicholas. “What did you do to end up here?” 
“I – I don’t know,” I stammered. 
“You don’t end up here without cause. Eh, Nicholas, you old hound?” 
“Just or no,” Nicholas muttered. 
“Now, now,” Stephen warned. He examined me with the air of a grocer sampling 

his produce. “Not to worry, lad. Not to worry. There’s not many who know why when 
they arrive. Being rich is cause enough, so it is.” He scratched his groin long enough to 
make it look obscene. “Damn nice coat, though. Can’t tell its fabric.” 

“Ehm, it’s called Gortex,” I said, feeling like I’d arrived on another planet. 
“I’m here to stock up my winter fuel,” said Nicholas impatiently. 



“Left it long enough,” Stephen replied, still caressing my coat with his stumpy 
dirty fingers. I was starting to wonder if he really would try to steal the damn thing.  

“Well, I’m not about to do it on my own, am I?” 
“Now, now,” said Stephen again. “What’ve you got for me then?” 
Nicholas produced a small bundle of rough cloth. He pulled at the edges and it fell 

open, revealing three blinking chicks.  
Stephen sucked some air into his fat nose, as if resigned to the idea of taking 

them. “And how long will it be before these wee things are laying?” 
“Springtime,” Nicholas snapped.  
I realized that his grouchiness came out of his poor bargaining position. This 

Stephen didn’t seem to care for baby chickens, but Nicholas absolutely needed wood for 
the winter. He was desperate. 

I wondered why he didn’t just use the coins I’d given him. 
“Last year he gave me three rabbits,” Stephen told me. “Said the same thing, see? 

‘Oh, they’ll be fat as butter by springtime,’ so he said. All three were deader than stones 
before the barley sprouted.” Stephen blew out a wet breath, shaking his head.  

“Not my fault you don’t know how to take care, damn it! You and that wife of 
yours do your jobs, you’ll have fresh eggs for months.” 

“Alright, then, give me the damn things.” Stephen took them in his big grimy 
hands, folded the cloth closed and put then in a pocket. “Don’t even much like eggs,” he 
said, turning and stomping back towards the copse.  

“Quit yer whining,” said Nicholas, gesticulating for me to follow. “Three 
cartloads.” 

“You’re an old huckster,” Stephen snorted a laugh over his shoulder. 
They hurried into the fog and I tripped and stumbled to keep up, every root 

grabbing by feet, each stump brandishing vertical foot-long wood knives where the tree 
trunks had wrenched free. The gravestones of a forest. 

All around, I heard the cough of saws and hammering axes, ringing with the 
strange clarity brought by foggy cold air. And the fog of a hungover mind, let’s not forget 
that. The intact trees came into view, black coral, dead and soaked, still gesturing 
despondently at the low-slung overcast. 

I realized Nicholas and Stephen had disappeared. A grey bank of fog closed in 
around me, swirling blindness smelling of a dank cellar. 

“Hello?” I called again, peering around, seeing only impressions, shapes moving 
in my peripheral vision then vanishing when I tried to focus on them. “Nicholas, I can’t 
see where you’ve gone.” 

No reply. Again I recalled what my semiconscious brain had heard earlier, 
Nicholas saying the pig needed slaughtering. That pig, he’d said, and I’d been sure he’d 
been referring to me. Now he’d lured me out here to get help with the job.  

I tried to spot their tracks, but the mud was strangled with footprints. No way of 
knowing which direction to go. 

“Where are you?” My voice was hoarse, eaten by the blind mist. Nearby but 
unseen, something scurried away, small, low to the ground. I remembered Stephen’s 
puttees. Remembered that puttees are used to prevent rats from crawling up your trouser 
legs.  

Slaughter the pig. 



Somewhere behind me came a shriek of anguished loathing, throaty and harsh. I 
spun around to face it, lungs frozen as I felt hands grab my shoulders, wrench me 
violently backwards. Two leering faces, bulging eyes jiggling, materialized out of the 
fog. 

“Boo!” Nicholas and Stephen shouted, so close to me I smelled rank tobacco and 
felt saliva spray.  

I jumped back with a cry of fear. A root caught my heel, and I went over on my 
bum in the slimy muck.  

Both of them brayed with laughter, Nicholas choking, a hacking spasm of 
breathless coughing. Hands on his knees, tears in his eyes. He couldn’t breathe, and still 
he laughed, putting everything he had into sucking in more air. Stephen smacked him on 
the back in hearty congratulation. 

“That damned old raven,” Nicholas wheezed, shaking his head. “It’s like he wants 
to give me a hand with that screaming of his, like.” 

“Got you good, didn’t we?” Again Stephen blew his nose, peering at me with his 
deep-set dark eyes. 

My head thumped in painful double-time, white spots pulsing in my vision. I sat 
on a stump with my head in my hands. 

“He’s going green,” Stephen yelled with the exuberance of a carnival barker.  
“Oh aye, had a touch of the old shine last night,” said Nicholas proudly, wiping 

his eyes. 
“That what yer missus brews up?” Stephen puffed out his pinched hairy cheeks. 

“It’s a wonder he’s up and about.” 
The jackasses. The damned jackasses, fooling with me like this. But what could I 

do? Hard to leave when you’re hardly even sure where you are. 
“Right,” said Nicholas, and his barbed mirth disappeared. “Up and at it, lad!” He 

swatted my shoulder. “We’ve work to do, and plenty of it.” 
Stephen led us to a mountain of cut wood on the edge of the copse. Every step 

brought the backs of my thighs against the cold muddy pants, cringingly clammy. As we 
came up, a towering tree creaked and came crashing down with a great thump I felt in my 
ankles. Dirty men crawled over it like sluggish beetles, hatcheting off smaller limbs. 
Denuding the tree. There was something profane in it.  

Nicholas and I made several trips back and forth, arms laden with heavy wood. 
By the time we loaded up the first cartful, my arms felt like rubber bands and the felled 
tree had been stripped of its branches. I saw Stephen and another man using a two-man 
whip saw, groaning as they yanked the tool through the trunk. Their grunts could have 
been painful or sexual. Hard to say, but Stephen wore the expression of a man crazed by 
some divine revelation. It was as if the tree had done him some long distant injury, and 
this was his vengeance.  

The temperature was dropping, and a stiff wind shoved away the fog. As Lucretia 
pulled us slowly back over the bumpy track, light snow began blowing across the drab 
backdrop of wattled fences and brown hovels leaning into hillsides. I saw the harness 
straining at the donkey’s hide against the heavy load of wood, and I felt sorry for her.  

Getting back to Nicholas’s place, white smoke fluttered from the pipe chimney. 
Very badly, I wanted to go right inside and warm my hands at the stove. I was shivering 
in my mud-soaked pants, but the old man elbowed me as soon as the cart stopped rolling. 



“On you go,” he said, pointing to a spot on the right side of the hovel where a 
slope-roofed narrow woodshed had been built against the wall. “Wood gets piled there.” 

I got down and started stacking the wood in the shed while Nicholas lit a smoke.  
“No, no, you idiot!” Nicholas stomped up and pulled all my work back out. 

“You’ve got to split it before it goes in there, goddamn it!” 
“Okay, alright.” 
He frowned at me. “Don’t use that tone with me, sonny. Someone with your 

underdeveloped sense of humour doesn’t deserve to be snotty.” 
“I don’t see what’s so funny about scaring the crap out of people.” 
Nicholas snickered. “Not people, no. Just you!” 
“Why would you do something like that?” 
“Oh, but it’s fun! You looked like you were ready to meet your maker!” 
“My maker – yours too. Did he make you an ass?” 
“An ass?” 
“A drunken ass,” I added, shaking with as much with indignation as the cold 

slime soaking through my pants. 
“You’re the one who’s hungover,” he giggled. 
“Is this what God intended, sending you here? To play stupid little games?” 

Again, I had no idea what I was talking about. The words simply came from my mouth, 
free-formed thoughts that meant nothing to me.  

Nicholas’s smile withered away. “Not what you expected then.” He stooped over 
me at the top of the small rise where his property met the road, glowering down, hands on 
his wide hips. “Not the jolly wee man with a sackful of joy. Ah? That what you expected, 
boy?” 

I said nothing, suddenly unsure how to respond. It seemed that whatever had been 
speaking through me had abandoned its post. I had no real idea where I was. Alone in this 
eerie country, I’d insulted the man I depended on, the one whose fate I’d been lashed to. 
And only he knew how to untie me. 

“Don’t mistake me for an old fool, boy. Still less that fat bastard in the fur-lined 
red suit. Only simpletons are jolly all the time.” His voice grew deeper, brimming full of 
spleen. “Your god saddled me with the follies of idiots like you. You and your ridiculous 
self pollution.” 

“What are you talking about?” 
He winked with about as much charm as one of the pigs snorting behind the 

wattle fence. “How you grease your left palm to fake a whore’s velvet.” He made that 
Gheeee! sound at my shocked expression. “The little whore you fucked on your twenty-
first birthday? Oh yes, I know all about you.” 

The dim morning pressed his face like a pane of blue glass, squeezing out his 
cunning. How did he manage to look flaccid and plump at the same time? The way he 
regarded me only out of the corners of his eyes, a jaundiced wince of self-satisfied 
disgust.  

“You and your fucking theology degree and your precious faith – as pure as a 
potato rind on a mountain of pigshit.” He managed to say theology with enough barbed 
irony to make it sound like Nazi. “How many years has your faith endured, boy? A 
twenty-five year sentence so far! Ha! Try seventeen centuries on for size! You twee little 
bastard!” 



Suddenly he was laughing, a harsh grating war cry. “He sees you when you’re 
sleeping! He knows when you’re awake! He knows if you’ve been bad or good – so be 
good for goodness sake!” He clapped his hands, stamping in time, splattering my pants 
with more mud, grinning at me with a face so full of cruelty I had to look away. 

We finished unloading the cart. Trudging back and forth to the wagon, I felt my 
clammy shirt clinging to my sweaty back. A curious sensation, hot and cold at the same 
time.  

A few boys and girls had gathered round the wagon, patting Lucretia. A kid 
stepped up to me, a boy around eight or ten. 

“You’re Nicholas, then.” He had a pale triangular face, with a jutting chin, and 
oddly shaped buck teeth sticking out over his chapped lower lip. 

“Does everybody here know everything about me?” I heard the incredulous tone 
of my own voice, but the kid shrugged as if I’d missed something obvious. 

“All of his visitors are named Nicholas,” he said. 
The old man came up behind me, blowing like a porpoise. “What do you want, 

Guiro?” He didn’t seem pleased to see them. 
“Good morning, Uncle Nicholas,” Guiro recited, the way little kids say things 

they’re forced to repeat all the time. Several of the others chimed in as well: “Mor-ning 
Un-cle Ni-cho-las!” 

“Seems rather a grim morning to me, Guiro. Now what is it you want?” 
“My mommy’s come down with the cramps again.” 
“Ah, damn it,” Nicholas complained, slapping the thighs of his overalls. “What 

sort?” 
“The ones high up, on her left side, up close to her ribs, like.” 
“Ah, for…” Nicholas took a deep breath, rolling his eyes. Finding something like 

patience. “I told that woman not to eat that bacon. Told her it was off, didn’t I?” 
“Yes sir.” The boy seemed to feel guilty about the whole thing. 
I couldn’t believe what an outright grouch Nicholas was being. This kid was 

obviously worried about his mother. 
“Got the poops too, I suppose,” Nicholas added. 
Guiro just nodded. 
“Bad?” 
Again, a solemn nod. 
Old Nicholas sighed, dejected like a man out of options. “Right. I’ll fetch 

something.” He turned and waddled into his house, leaving me with the children. 
“Where do you come from?” asked a girl of about ten with bright red hair and a 

dirty face. 
I laughed at the absurdity of what I was about to say. “To be honest, I don’t 

remember.” I took off my hat and gave my head a good scratch, then stretched out my 
tight shoulders.  

“If you don’t know where you came from,” asked another boy with a mess of 
brown curls. “Then how will you get back?” 

An excellent and oddly disturbing question.  
“She’s a baby, so she doesn’t know,” said Guiro with solemn condescension. He 

wiped his nose on the sleeve of his ragged knitted jacket, smearing snot across his cheek.  



“Well, it’s an odd thing, isn’t it?” I said. “Forgetting where I’m from. I can see 
why she’s wondering.” 

Guiro looked puzzled. “There’s nothing strange that’s not just common.” He 
sniffed. “You know, to someone else.” 

“You’re pretty smart, aren’t you?” 
“Naw,” he shook his head. “Naw. Just listen good.” 
Old Nicholas came back outside with a tin cup in one hand and a small brown 

glass vial in the other. The vial had a rubber eyedropper bulb sticking out of the cap. 
“Take this to your mother. She’s to have two drops in warm water, morning and evening. 
Just two drops, no more. Water hot as she can stand it. Hear me?” 

“Yes sir.” The kid took the vial. 
“And tell her I said to stop eating that nasty bacon of hers.” He sounded gruff, but 

I could tell he was enjoying himself. “Now bugger off home,” he snapped. 
“Bye Uncle Nicholas!” Guiro sang.  
The gang of kids scattered like a flock of starlings, squealing with delight.  
“And bring me back that bottle when it’s finished!” he bellowed after them, then 

coughed. “Jesus, the missus’ll have my hide if that bottle’s lost,” he muttered. Then he 
rounded on me. “And what’re you doing standing around, ah?”  

He handed me the tin cup. It was full of water, which I drank in one long pull. It 
was extraordinarily cold, tasting cleaner and fresher than anything I could remember. 

Before I could enjoy it too much, he waved a flat hand, threatening a stiff cuff on 
the ear. “You got work to do. Let’s go!” 

Nicholas let me drive the wagon back to the copse for the next load, making sure 
to remind me it wouldn’t take much skill, as Lucretia knew the way. Still and all, holding 
the reins was an oddly powerful experience. The strength of the donkey’s muscles 
transmitted through the leather straps into my arms. How blunt, how stupid a car seemed 
in comparison. The hard geometry of a steering wheel giving nothing but mute vibration 
from the road and a brainless engine. Here was a real connection with a sentient being.  

Just past the crossroads with the Virgin icon crucified on the pole, Nicholas 
elbowed me, leering with waggy shaggy eyebrows at Lucretia’s rhythmically churning 
back end. “I’ve said it a thousand times. What an ass! Eh?” 

I had to smile at his double entendre.  
When we got to the copse, I made sure to rub Lucretia’s velvety snout, enjoying 

her little grunts of satisfaction.  
Before we’d finished piling the second and third loads of wood, my hands were 

full of cuts and splinters. All I’d had to eat was a few bites of stale bread and a little tarry 
coffee. When my belly growled, Nicholas only snickered. “While yet before lunch, boy!”  

Hungry as I was, the next task was enough to ruin my appetite. Nicholas handed 
me a shovel, and ordered me to clear out the pig manure from inside the wattle enclosure. 

As I worked, he squatted on an overturned bucket and had yet another smoke.  
“You don’t have a sense of humour,” he said when the cigarette was halfway 

gone. “That’s your problem.” 
My shovel scraped at the pig manure, slopping it into a crudely made wooden 

wheelbarrow. The smell of it, even in the cold, stinging and thick.  
“To you I’m not just an ass, I’m a drunken ass!” Nicholas sounded outraged and 

mordantly gleeful at the same time.  



“I don’t think that,” I mumbled, keeping my eyes on the pig poop, careful not to 
slop any more than necessary on my shoes and pants. Avoiding his stare was of course an 
admission that this was exactly what I thought. I’d said as much at the copse after his and 
Stephen’s little scare stunt.  

“Oh yes you do!” He gave his  wheezy little giggle, rubbing his hands together. 
“Hey! Pay attention to me! Look – look here!” 

I met his stare, the odd hue of his eyes. Very light brown irises, the colour of the 
three coins I’d given him last night.  

The eyes enfolded me, a twisting pressure around my face, colder, damper than 
the air. I heard a pig grunt, but it seemed very far away. Further away than home. 

“Tell me what you think, boy.” A command that hardened his cynical smile into a 
steely leer. “You’ve been sulking like an atrocious little brat all morning.” 

“Look, it’s hard to be happy-go-lucky when you’re stuck with stupid little games. 
Getting the visitor so drunk he can hardly stand.” 

He sucked air through his brown teeth, as if sampling something extremely hot 
and bitter. “I didn’t see anybody holding a knife to your throat. Besides, you can’t 
remember shit-all about standing up, or anything else for that matter.” 

He cleared his throat and hacked a gob of phlegm into the mud. “Do you think I 
should not have smacked that fucker Arius across his smug face for denying the divinity 
of Christ? Eh?” 

“You made the choice,” I said in that off-key voice again. Something else was  
speaking through me. I was a finger puppet, being used to deliver messages to Nicholas. 
A mouthpiece. “You were given the gift of free will.” 

He snickered, and it echoed, as if caroming down a long narrow gorge. I knew 
then there was a dark power in this man. Perhaps it wasn’t diabolic, but it was something 
the Devil would have been comfortable with.  

I blinked and hours seemed to have passed, my blistered hands tacky on the 
shovel handle, calves aching. Nicholas remained perched on the bucket, elbows on his 
knees, head down, breathing laboriously. The sound of noisome sleep, although I knew 
somehow that he was wide awake. Meditating. 

He sat up, rubbing his face, digging his long thumbs into his eye sockets. “In the 
name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit…” 

Immediately my right hand started to make the sign of the cross, until Nicholas’s 
deep wheeze broke into a coughing fit of laughter. 

“Gheee!” he moaned, spanking his knees. “You see? There’s your precious free 
will for you! Your little better than a trained seal!” 

“What’s wrong with making the symbol of our faith?” 
“I’ll turn that around – what’s the sense in doing it if it’s so automatic you’re not 

even thinking about what you’re doing?” He tapped his own temple hard enough for me 
to  hear the impact of his calloused finger. “You have a brain. Faith should be more than 
a spinal impulse. You want to jerk like a marionette on strings, join a fucking political 
party – but wait!” He leered at me. “You already have! Ha!” 

I had no way of responding. I was literally speechless. 
“Back at it,” he ordered without conviction, and fished out his tobacco tin. His 

rough hands shook so badly – probably from alcohol withdrawal – that he couldn’t open 
it.  



So I held out my hand and he passed it to me. I found another bucket, overturned 
it, and sat down facing him with our knees together, going to work rolling him a smoke 
on my lap. A good excuse for a much-needed break. 

“Eh, you know this well.” He feigned surprise with his peaked eyebrows crawling 
up his creased forehead.  

“I guess you know why,” I said. 
“Sure, but you’re not used to using tobacco, ah?” He nudged me with his elbow, 

hissing in dismay as the tin of precious tobacco almost tumbled off my knee. 
He took the finished cigarette and put it between his chapped lips. I struck a 

match and lit him up. With a rasping breath, he drew smoke very deep into his lungs. 
“This is one good thing about being here. No worries about the cancer,” he snickered.  

I took the wheelbarrow full of excrement to the great manure heap behind the 
barn. While I shoveled it onto the pile, he stood with his hands on his hips, gazing up at 
the heap, nodding with the soft eyes of pride.  

“Tallest in the village,” he said. 
“Congratulations.” 
“Eh, okay, be sarcastic!” he yelled, waving his palms like a karate master 

choosing a target. “How you think we grow our food, ah?” 
“And you say I’m the one without a sense of humour.” 
For a moment he winced crossly, then broke into a rumbling chuckle, peering at 

me from the corners of his eyes. “You’re too clever by half, boy.” 
We returned the stinking barrow to its place upturned against the pigsty fence. 

Penelope was waiting with our lunch: two thick slices of dry sausage and a billycan of  
soup, leftovers from last night. Oniony broth, beans, barley, and shredded cabbage. It was 
indecently good and hot and salty. We ate on our feet, passing the can back and forth in 
between bites of peppery sausage.  

“I’m not going home,” I said, not intending to sound so self-pitying.  
“You take life too seriously. That’s your problem,” he croaked, blowing steam. 

“How can you think about home when you don’t remember where it is? Ah? Or even 
where you are? How?” 

“I know – I think I’m somewhere in eastern Europe,” I said uncertainly. 
“Hmmm,” he chuckled. “And why are all these supposed Slavs speaking Lothian-

accented English? Have you considered that?” He took a savage bite of sausage.  
I hadn’t considered it. I replayed my memories of the airport, the train station, the 

clattering train inching through a countryside of khaki hills, rock outcrops, dotted with 
farms. 

“Never mind what you think you remember,” he stated. “Will you return home? 
Eh, shit. I don’t know. Not yet, anyhow.” 

“I’m here to expiate the wrongs I’ve committed.” 
“Perhaps.” 
“But you – you I don’t understand. Why are you here?” 
“How d’you mean?” 
“You’re a saint! You’ve performed miracles – you saved those sailors from a 

violent storm. You calmed a raging sea!” 
“I did, did I?” He winked. “I enjoy speaking in palindromes. Like that fucking 

sator square.” He made a sound like fat hissing on a hot pan. “I ask again: you believe 



everything you hear, ah?” His eyes narrowed, as if squinting defiantly into a bright light, 
under interrogation. He put the last of the sausage into his mouth, furiously chewing as he 
compulsively massaging his legs. “Fuck God,” he muttered, like someone just coming out 
of a dream. Then, sharply at me: “What’s that look for?” 

“How can you say that?” 
“Sonny, I gave up the alb and chasuble a long, long time ago. Useless as work 

clothes, no? And no need for a fuckin’ crozier, neither. No sheep for me. Not here. Did 
you ever stop to wonder about the long list of people who are told to pray for my 
intercession? Prostitutes and newlyweds and virgins? Huh? All those guaranteed to get 
fucked!” He snickered at the expression of shock on my face. “Good, you’re finished 
eating. Roll me another smoke. You can’t even imagine the time I’ve spent here. An 
endless caravan of decades, and all those prayers of all those sinners – unheard! Fuck 
God, that’s what I say. Fuck Him.” 

“Please stop saying that.” I handed him the cigarette and lit it. 
“I’ll tell you a secret,” he said with the cigarette bouncing on that slab of his lower 

lip, scribbling the air with smoke. He pointed at the cloudy sky. “He don’t care what I 
say, what you say. Okay, sonny? Are you simple? Tell me of an omniscient timeless 
being that would care a damn about such trifles as the garbage coming out of my mouth. 
On you go, then.” He tapped ash, regarding me with a patient scowl. 

“He’s – he’s everywhere at once…” I faltered. “He cares about us as much as a 
father cares for his sons and daughters.” 

“Ach, it’s a waste of time. A complete waste of fucking time.” With a fed-up 
groan, he scratched at his narrow, pointed ears, silver with fur.  

Just then, Penelope came wobbling out of the house, wiping her hands on her 
apron. She peered at us as if trying to decide whether or not to be irritated at our idleness. 
“Whenever you have a moment,” she said archly, “I need the oven stoked. Dough’s 
rising.” 

She jutted her bloated chin at me and made a sour face before disappearing back 
inside. 

When I offered Nicholas the last of the soup, he told me to finish it. Sipping soup, 
I followed him around the pigpen to the back of the house, where a large stone oven 
abutted the far side of a stone patio with a sloping corrugated iron roof. He got a fire 
going.  

When the fire had fallen into a bed of hot coals, Penelope carried out a wooden 
tray with a brown lump of dough on in. On a table beside the oven, she sliced the dough 
in half, massaging it with quick dexterity into neat ovals. The way she worked her fetally 
pink hands, she might have been using them in excited conversation. Then he placed each 
loaf in the hot oven. Nicholas clamped a metal door shut. 

I knew I was witnessing a daily ritual of deep meaning, an ancient celebration. 
Plain, unadorned, but beautiful. Penelope took a moment, arms crossed skeptically over 
her huge bosom, regarding the stone oven like a mechanic keeping a gimlet eye on a car 
engine she’d just got turned over.  

“Too hot,” she said. 
“It’s not,” Nicholas replied, furrowing his eyebrows. 
“I can always tell when the smoke’s so blue.” She chopped her hand at the 

cracked terracotta chimney. 



“Stop, will you?” 
“Yeah, stop!” she shouted. “And who’ll have to listen to your whining when the 

loaf is too crusty? Huh? ‘My teeth hurt,’” she sang plaintively. Mocking him with 
mimicry so good it was a little unsettling.  

Like all good satire, it demanded reflection as much as laughter. I had trouble 
suppressing a smile. 

“I’ll make your teeth hurt,” he muttered at her under his breath, shuffling back 
towards me.  

“You going to fix that damn roof before it’s too dark?” she yelled after him. 
“Aaah,” he said, waving her off like a cloud of gnats. “What’re you smiling at, 

you little shit?” 
“Nothing,” I said. 
“Nothing, sure. Amusing if you know you’ll not be around enduring it for the next 

century or two.” He cast a weary glance over his shoulder at Penelope.  
She threw her hands in the air, a fed-up surrender. “Mind that fire,” she warned as 

I brought the empty billycan to her and she went back to the little house. 
The larger pigpen was on higher ground, so it was drier, containing three adult 

pigs and a couple of piglets. The adults were huge brutes, with their squinty dark eyes so 
much like Nicholas’s own, snuffling the earth with their palmate noses, aggressively 
grunting.  

Nicholas went straight for the fattest adult, a black and pink monster that must 
have weighed fifteen stone. Maybe more. The other animals slunk away as he booted the 
large one, sending it scurrying on its dainty little hoofs towards the gate that opened onto 
the muddier enclosure, and beyond that the barn. 

“You take care to stay on your feet, now,” he told me. “One wrong move, and this 
one’ll be on you quicker than your finger came out of your nose that time your mother 
caught you picking it.” 

Only now I became dimly aware of Nicholas’s purpose with the pig. He must 
have sensed my hesitation. 

“Come on, come on!” His impatience raised the register of his voice, making him 
sound like a cranky child with a bad chest cold. 

The pig went out into the muddier enclose almost as if it too knew, as if it saw no 
respite and only wanted to get it over with.  

Nicholas led the pig toward the shed. “This here sow,” he said, “has no inkling of 
what’s to come.” 

Looking at the animal’s rolling eyes, I wondered about that. 
“Oh sure,” he said, “she knows she’s about to die. Pig’s, they’re smarter than 

most people think. But as to whatever happens after, there she’s as much in the dark as 
you, isn’t she?” 

My heart was racing, my palms clammy. I absolutely did not want to witness this. 
I found my hand automatically pawing at my pants pocket for that bloody cell phone. 
Never before had I seen what a soother it was.  

“Now, her death will serve a purpose. Even a noble one. Keeping us alive, don’t 
you think that’s part of some divine plan?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, still unable to stop staring at the poor animal. I found it 
hard to believe this struggling sow had seemed so menacing just a few moments ago.  



“And yet,” he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken at all, “she finds absolutely no 
comfort in this essential truth. Apparently we’re commanded not to despair. Apparently 
despair is offensive to the creator. Do you suppose her despair registers on God’s 
ledger?” 

“I don’t know, I don’t know!” 
“Right,” he said. “Per yer arms around her neck, like so, like you love her – to 

death!” He cackled as I hesitantly did as I was told, the sow’s bristly coat prickling my 
hands and wrists. It was like hugging a cactus.  

The sow grunted, but remained so docile, I began to wonder if he’d drugged it 
somehow. The damp heat of her body radiated through my hands, and I felt the swell of 
her ribcage as she drew her last breaths. Strong vitality coursed through her neck, every 
single millimeter of her shifting, moving.  

“You need to hold firm, now, he warned me. “Brace yourself. Don’t let her fool 
you, boy. One toss of that head, she’ll send you flying.” 

Nicholas went into the shed and returned with a long knife, some lengths of rope, 
and a metal pan with a long wooden handle. “You know what’s coming,” he said. I 
wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or to the animal.  

Again, I nodded, but I felt real trepidation. I absolutely did not want to witness 
this. Why couldn’t it have been done before my belly was full? 

“You’ve seen nought like this before, ah?” 
“No.” 
He shoved me roughly aside and with shocking dexterous strength hauled the pig 

off its feet, pushing it down on its side, pinning it to the ground with his knee wedged 
behind its head. The sow squealed. 

“Now put your full weight on top of her, and for the love of Pete, hold on tight!”  
The pig squealed pitifully, and I recoiled. The way its lily-shaped ears twitched 

and turned, I could see there was intelligence there. Real understanding. I felt sick. 
“Bloody hell, hang on, you cretin!”  
As if contact with the pig would shock me, I took hold of her head, disgusted by 

her thrashing and metallic squealing as he quickly tied her forelegs together, then the hind 
ones. Now she was immobilized, but still squirming and thrashing with enough force to 
haul my weight back and forth. Her shredding voice virtually human, pleading. 

“Now, I’m gonna cut her throat. Keep your weight on. Don’t you fucking move!” 
I nodded, aghast.  
“You keep that pan close to where I put the knife in. Yeah?” 
He pulled back its front leg and positioned the blade. It had a long thin edge that 

curved cruelly, aimed at a spot just behind the pig’s jaw. 
“Ready?”  
I nodded, but not emphatically enough, because he snapped again: 
“Ready I said!” 
No, no, I wasn’t ready at all. “Yes – yes!” I choked. 
Nicholas plunged the knife into the pig’s throat. It shrieked with a horrid, 

earsplitting sound, seeming to scream “NO! OH, NO! NO!”, twitching and heaving under 
our combined weight. I felt hot spray on my face, turned away, closing my eyes. 

“Goddammit!” Nicholas yelled over the pig’s dying torment. “Watch what yer 
doing!” 



My left eye blinded with pig’s blood, I peered down with my right, seeing a 
chevron of blood gushing through the slit in the pig’s neck, splashing into the mud, 
flowing in winding fingers through our footprints. I was frozen. 

“Bollocks!” Nicholas hollered, finally dropping the knife and reaching down to 
pull the pan back where it belonged. “Now hold it here, for the love of Pete! You’ve 
already wasted half of it!” 

The pan rang as the blood hit it, like the sound of marbles rolling around the 
bottom. Steam rose from the growing pool, as if it were hot soup.  

I retched, but somehow managed to hang on to my lunch. 
The pig’s terrible shrieking drew wearier, a strangled quality worse than the 

original volume. It bared its teeth at me, strange pig teeth with their lower fangs so far 
back on the jaw, its pink tongue waggling until its eyes rolled back and I could see 
Nicholas no longer needed much strength to hold it down.  

He peered at the crescent-shaped bloody pools in the mud and I thought he would 
cry. “You lost us a meal there,” he croaked, shaking his head. “Maybe two, for me and 
Penelope both. Might have made a difference, too. If the winter drags on a few extra 
weeks. Or if one of us gets sick.” 

Glowering, he took the pan from me, muttering under his breath. All I heard was 
“…spoiled little sod…no damn stores round here…” I was disgusted to see him stirring 
the blood with his fingers. “Eh, don’t you look at me like that! Got to stop it clotting, or 
the rest of it’ll be ruined too!” 

He brought the pan of blood into the shed and retrieved more rope, feeding one 
end through a pulley on the shed’s ceiling joists. Then he tied the other end around the 
pig’s hind legs in a tight noose. Even with the pulley, he needed help hoisting the carcass. 
As we grunted at the weight, I revised my earlier estimate: the beast was twenty stone at 
least. When the carcass was high enough, he was able to cinch the rope over that stout 
hook I’d noticed earlier. The corpse swung, ghastly limp and dripping. 

The whole front of my anorak and trousers now coated in cooling blood, the 
coppery stink of it heavy on my skin. I gagged as he slipped another pan under oscillating 
sacrifice. Blood tapped into it like clockwork. A slowing clock, winding down. I couldn’t 
stop staring at the obscene gash in the pig’s throat. It gave me a sore feeling in the pit of 
my abdomen. Her drooping teats that had given milk to her babies. Just a few minutes 
ago, this animal had been trotting around its enclosure, eating, snuffling, breathing the 
cold air. Never before had I seen the glaringly obvious truth of a living thing: just a sack 
of meat coursing with lifeblood, so delicate, so vulnerable.  

Nicholas told me to hold the carcass still while he sharpened his knife with quick 
angry strokes along a whetstone. When he punctured the pig, foul-smelling gas hissed 
out. He sliced the animal’s hide up to the throat. The knife tugged and pulled at the 
jiggling skin. I had to turn away.  

“You don’t want to cut into the belly,” he panted under the exertion. “Just the 
skin, see. Otherwise you could knick the intestines, taint the meat.” More lightning fast 
snick-snick-snick of his blade on the whetstone, and we was back at it, revealing the 
translucent grey swell of her intestines. It didn’t look like there was enough room inside 
her stomach to hold such a ballooning, quivering mass. I put a shaking hand against my 
mouth.  



But it only got worse, as he cut around the pig’s anus, the knife jutting in and out, 
in and out with a wet smacking sound.  

He snickered at my discomfort. Then the whole mass of her guts spilled out onto 
the floor with a horrific splat. “Now you can let your sweetheart go!” Nicholas rooted 
around in the mucous heap until he found a slippery, purple-red thing like a huge dead 
slug.  

“The liver,” he announced gluttonously, slicing away the extraneous bits. “This 
goes in the oven to roast after the bread’s done.” He licked his lips. “You keep looking at 
me like I’m a monster, ah? When’s the last time you ate any meat? Ah?” With his blood-
smeared hands he tapped the tip of his knife against his own chest, leaving triangular 
bloodstamps on his overalls. “Me and Penelope, we’ve been watching, waiting for this 
pig to get fat since last spring, mister. You can’t understand what that’s like, the waiting.” 
He looked up at me with haughty bluster. “Caring for a living thing, feeding it, healing it 
when it’s sick.”  

He dropped the liver into a wide pan. Then he went to work on the intestines, 
cutting them loose at both ends, then dumping the mess into a large bowl of clean water. 
Finally, he ordered me to shovel up the remaining guts, a fifteen-pound mound of slimy 
organs and poo. I dumped them into a bucket.  

We went to the well to wash the blood off. At least, as much of it as we could 
manage in the numbing cold water. Blood is tenacious. It clung to the lines along my 
knuckles, across the palms of my hands, like a reminder of wickedness.  

“Out damned spot!” Nicholas grinned, then flicked water in my face with his 
fingers.  

“What about the rest of the pig?” I asked. 
“Don’t you worry. She’ll need some time to hang before we butcher her. Later 

today Penelope, she’ll make the blood sausage, and we’ll bake the liver like I said. All in 
good time, sonny!” 

After he checked the fire in the stone oven, added some more wood and fiddled 
with it a little, staring up at the smoke coming out of the chimney until he was satisfied, 
we drove the donkey cart out to the railway siding I’d arrived on the previous evening. 
The cold wind had picked up again, making a shivery buzz through the dry brown weeds 
between a line of rusty tracks. The sound of an apiary. The tracks ended at a crumbling 
concrete abutment. Several freight cars stood there, each in progressive stages of 
dilapidation.  

He gave me the bucket of guts, told me to take it down the tracks and dump it into 
the weeds.  

As I came back, I saw why the railroad cars were so piecemeal: several people 
crawled over them like ants on the carcass of some prehistoric monster. They were using 
hammers and pry bars to wrench off planks of lumber, which they threw down onto the 
cinders in loose piles.  

“Nicholas!” called an ebullient voice. A stocky man with long greasy hair jumped 
down and came over to greet us. There was something wrong with his face, but I couldn’t 
tell exactly what until he came close. His nose had been eaten away to a small gristly nub, 
leaving the sinuses exposed, a bifurcated pear-shaped hole over his upper lip. He offered 
Nicholas a hand getting down from the cart. “Adding a new wing to the villa, then?” 



“New wing, my arse,” Nicholas growled. “I’m installing the third, fourth and fifth 
storeys.” 

Several of the workers on the nearest freight car laughed. 
“You’re Nicholas too, I’ll wager,” said the noseless stranger. He crushed my hand 

and shook it violently enough to strain my elbow. “Leopold’s the name. Don’t mind 
what’s left of my nose, now. Old Nicholas here bit her off two years back.” 

“Three,” Nicholas spat. 
“Three, then.” 
“Why are you always so merry, you syphilitic bugger?” 
Leopold leered at me, his smile friendly by quivering with madness. Slavering, 

almost. “Way I see things, Nicholas, could be worse. Far worse. Could be old as you!” 
He guffawed, running his hands back through his blonde ropy hair. 

“Keep it up,” said Nicholas, “and you won’t have to worry.” 
Leopold put his arm around my shoulders, impelling me to follow Nicholas 

towards the broken-down railcar. “The whole village turns around our Nicholas here,” he 
said in a tone designed to make me believe I was in on some juicy secret. “Don’t know 
what I’d do without him, to be honest. How long?” 

I realized this question was for me. “How long what?” The strength of his arm on 
my back made me nervous. His spotty face had the look of skin that had recovered from a 
severe burn. 

“How long what?” he snickered. “Hear that, Joe?” he called to an adolescent 
perched atop the car. “How long what, he asks me?” 

Joe stopped what he was doing long enough to cast down a look of dark loathing. 
He didn’t seem to find my remark as funny as Leopold did. He hurled a board at us. It 
clattered on the cinders at my feet, still studded with rusty nails. 

“How long have you been here?” Leopold whispered, as if to an idiot, fluttering 
his eyelids. 

“Since last night.” 
“Ask him when he’s going to fuck off,” Joe yelled down, attacking another board. 
Nicholas giggled at this, shaking his head. “If bitterness were years, Joe, you’d be 

thrice my age.” 
“You see?” Leopold enthused. “You see, Nicholas?” He gave my shoulder a final 

painful squeeze and pushed me away. “Has he met the Philosopher yet?” 
Nicholas’s breath was harsh in his nose. Two jets of steam boiled from his 

shotgun nostrils. “Never you mind about that one. You let me deal with that bugger. 
Hear?” 

All three of the men clambering around on the skeletal boxcar stopped what they 
were doing. In their serious stillness I saw a measure of the respect they carried for the 
old man. 

“Yes sir,” said Leopold. Just a hint of deference there, a brief nod of the head. But 
wariness too. 

For a moment there was nothing but the windy hiss of dead weeds. Then Nicholas 
clapped his hands, and the spell was broken.  

Using a rusty iron ladder bolted to the side, Leopold climbed back onto the car to 
help the others.  

“What you need, Uncle?” somebody else called down. 



“Don’t you bother, Hermann,” Nicholas replied, wagging his thumb at me. 
“That’s what he’s here for. Up you get, boy.” 

I stared up at the rickety rail truck, dismayed by its height. 
“Go on, go on! Get the pry bar from the wagon. I need lumber for that stable 

roof.” 
I did as I was told. Climbing up to the floor of the car was less of a problem than 

getting up to the roof. Joe and Leopold pranced about on it like tightrope walkers with 
something to prove. From my vantage point, they might have been twenty storeys up. So 
I started tearing up planks from the floor. 

“What are you doing?” Leopold shouted down from his perch fifteen feet above. 
“Fuckin’ useless,” I heard Joe mutter. 
“You can’t take up the floor, ya daft bastard! Then how will we get up here, if the 

floor’s ripped up?” 
Sure, I saw his point, but his arm-waving raving seemed overblown. Then again, I 

didn’t have to live here, scrounging lumber, watching my nose rot away.  
“You’ve got to climb up,” said Nicholas, kicking at the cinders. 
Again, I looked up at the others. “I – I can’t.” 
“What’d’ye mean, you can’t!” Nicholas yelled. “You’ve got to!” 
“Just climb the bloody ladder!” said Leopold impatiently.  
But just staring at the loosely attached rusty rungs made me sick with fear.  
“Alright, alright, climb up the structure then! It’ll hold you, Nancy-boy, don’t you 

worry!” 
They’d left enough of the joists behind on the wall of the car to create a kind of 

ad-hoc ladder up the side. Again I peered up at them, naked in their teasing attention.  
There was no way I could climb up. I’d get up there and be frozen by vertigo. 

Heights did that to me. 
“See?” said Joe though his teeth. “A useless fucking twat, and no mistake.” 
Leopold cocked his head as if starting to see the merits of Joe’s argument. 
Nicholas raised his arms and let them fall, smacking his waist. “Why am I sent 

puppies who can’t get the job done?” he lamented.  
“It’s not for everyone,” said the tall weedy man clinging to the side at the far end 

of the car, ripping boards from the outside. Nicholas had called him Hermann a few 
minutes ago. “Who are you to judge, Joe? He can’t do it, he can’t do it.” He was probably 
in his late forties, hawk-faced and pinched. Despite his defence of me, I got the 
impression he was more disgusted by my quailing than the rest of the crew. “What you 
need, Uncle?” 

“Thank-you, Hermann. I need the widest ones from the roof,” Nicholas replied. 
Hermann shrugged, climbing up the side, as nimble as a monkey. He started 

prying off boards and tossing them down.  
“You get down here and put these in the wagon!” Nicholas commanded.  
I was stacking the third load in the wagon when I heard someone shout. A cry of 

dismay, then something hit the ground, a thud that seemed to stretch out, like a bunch of 
cement bags landing together. But this was an illusion, a trick of the mind. It was quick 
and terrible, unforgiving in its suddenness.  



I looked up and saw Hermann lying on his side in the cinders, writhing in agony. 
Nicholas crouched down beside him, Joe and Leopold clambering down. I ran up, 
knowing it was my fault, hearing Hermann moan and grunt on the crinkling cinders.  

“My shoulder—” he hissed. His narrow face was bone-white with pain and fear, 
his eyes clenched tight.  

“He’s separated it,” said Nicholas. He took Hermann’s upper arm between his 
hands and Hermann yelled, his body twisting back and forth. “Hold still! Listen to me – 
I’ll do it on three. It’s going to hurt like hell. Right? One…two…” 

With a sudden movement, Nicholas yanked the arm up and Hermann screamed, 
but it was over so quickly he didn’t seem to realize the pain had abated. 

Hermann blink, licking his lips. “You said three, you bastard!” he rasped. 
“You’d have tensed on three, and it wouldn’t have gone back in.” Nicholas’s eyes 

gleamed. 
“If you were a younger man I’d kick your arse.” 
“If I were a younger man, you could try,” said Nicholas. He pulled up Hermann’s 

sleeve, almost as if he expected to find the small puncture wound just above the elbow. 
Blood dribbled from the hole, ringed with an ugly purple bruise. “Now that’s what you 
really need to worry about. Rusty nails bite hard.” 

“Damn it!” Leopold shouted, waving his fists around. I thought for a second he’d 
come at me, and I flinched, but he just marched around in a circle, kicking the cinders. 

Joe glared at me, and I felt awful about these men in their tattered clothes 
camouflaged with filth, their dirt-streaked faces, having to scavenge for lumber.  

I stepped forward, trying to keep my eyes off Joe’s incendiary face. “I’m sorry,” I 
told Hermann. 

“Forget it,” he snapped. Leopold and Joe helped him to his feet. He was shaking, 
holding his injured arm close to his body. Nicholas used a strip of cloth to tie a sling, 
putting it over Hermann’s head.  

“He’s sorry,” Joe muttered. 
“Quit that!” Nicholas bellowed, a verbal clap of thunder so sudden they all 

stopped and peered back at him. Nicholas aimed a long finger at Joe’s face. “You mind it, 
son! We’re all of us here for contrition, each of us the same as the next. Don’t be 
mocking it.” 

The muscles in Joe’s broad forehead rumpled. “Sorry, Uncle.” 
“Been here longer than all of you combined. One thing I’ve learned: best not to 

judge. Your sins sweeter than ours?”  
“No, sir.” 
“No. Now get him home. He needs rest. You have salt?” 
“Some,” said Leopold. 
“Make up a poultice. Oats and two handfuls of salt. Tie it tightly on that puncture 

wound, keep it there. Replace it every few hours. I’ll come by later.” 
On the ride back, he scowled at me. “What’re you moping about now?” 
“It’s my fault Hermann fell. If I’d just—” 
“What rubbish!” he scoffed. “It has nothing to do with you. You’re good at self-

pity, ah? You want to find a reason you were sent here, you might look there, sonny.” 
“But—” 



“Shut up! For the love of all that’s holy, shut it. This is how it is. That’s it. The 
way we live here. Hermann fell because he was careless, that’s why. Now make yourself 
useful and roll me another smoke.” 

When we got back he set up a sagging wooden ladder against the stable wall.  
“You too scared of heights to go up there?” 
I shook my head. I was, but I’d seen more than enough today. I needed to get on 

with it. 
“Good, because you’re bloody well going.” He handed me a hammer and leather 

pouch of nails. “My knees can’t take the ladder anymore. Up you get, and attach those 
boards to the old joists.” 

As it turned out, that was the easy part of the job. The roof was only seven or 
eight feet over the barn floor, so I was only stiff with vertigo instead of utterly paralyzed. 
I laid down the planks and nailed them.  

Nicholas stomped back and forth from the foot of the ladder to inside the barn, 
shouting instructions, but he seemed satisfied. “At least he can swing a hammer!” he said 
when Penelope came out to take in the bread. Then she sliced the pig liver into ribbons 
and put it into the oven.  

The hard part was getting the slate up the ladder. Nicholas kept a stack of the 
stone slabs behind the stable. Damn heavy, with edges sharper than knives. A back-
wrenching struggle up the swaying ladder – and if you’ve ever had to climb a ladder 
without being able to hold on, you’ll know what I’m talking about. Then placing the slabs 
across the repaired planks. Every moment, I expected the stone’s weight to break through 
the wood and send me crashing down. One by one I hauled the stone plates up, layering 
them from the eaves to the peak so that the rain would flow over them.  

By the time I’d finished, the sky was darkening, the cloud-shrouded sun waning. 
Cold enough to see my breath fume, and I could literally no longer lift my arms. We 
stood near the donkey, leaning against the cart.  

“Another good job done,” said Nicholas, smacking my back. “Now finally, 
Lucretia can have a dry house. Eh, Lucretia? Donkeys, they don’t like it wet and cold.” 

“Who does?” Grimy, sweaty, my whole body sore with unfamiliar labour, I felt 
unaccountably good, the air in my lungs clean, stingingly cold. Even the clammy patches 
of mud on my knees served as a reminder of all we’d accomplished.  

Nicholas took out a small flask and popped the cork for a drink. Then he handed it 
to me. This seemed a very welcoming gesture, a sign of my belonging. “How do you find 
this place, then, ah? You like what you see?” 

“It’s bracing,” I said, voice raspy with the clove-flavoured liquor. I watched that 
black mutt Marcus ambling around the yard, sniffing, shaking sticks.  

This amused him. “Bracing, yes, yes – very good. You’ll stay on, then. Stay here 
with us.” He took another drink, but spat most of it out laughing at the look on my face. 
“Oh, you are priceless. Priceless! Good to be here for the vacation, yes, but to stay with 
the dirty people?” Still snickering, he wiped his chin on his sleeve.  

If this was a vacation, then I had a nasty letter to write to my travel agent. “How 
do you do it?” 

“Huh? Do what?” 
“Live here. All this time, all this work.” 



“How? My very young friend, you don’t ask how. No. You just do, you do what 
must be done. This question – how – it will drive you mad.” 

For a while we stood quietly, looking out over the hills and cottages with their 
fuming chimneys and amber-lit windows. We passed the bottle back and forth, the liquor 
warming my belly, burning my throat.  

In the distant hollow below the hill, another tree tilted, swayed, crashed down. 
The dull crunch reached our ears seconds later. I pressed my boot into the muck, 
watching the chocolate-coloured slime ooze out around the tread. All I heard was the 
draft of Lucretia’s lungs as her ribs pumped under her grey-brown hide. And the 
impatient trilling of the wind. That seemed a constant here.  

“So,” I said, unsure how to broach the question that had been on my mind all day. 
“You were, like, expecting me then, last night?” 

Nicholas pointed his nose at the sky and took a deep breath. He grunted, squinting 
at the low slate clouds. “Smells like snow.” 

Nicholas unbridled the donkey. As the leather and buckles came free, she shook 
her head and snorted in a simple celebration of freedom. All he needed to do was touch 
her flank and she patiently ambled into her shed. With Marcus nipping at her heels, she 
flung out a hoof and got him good. Marcus whimpered and slunk away. 

“Serves you right!” Nicholas snapped at him. 
I swore the look back Lucretia spared as she went inside was her way of saying 

thanks for fixing her roof. I saw him shovel some oats into her trough, patting her neck.  
Nicholas took his time to stroll back to me. “Every year, another one of you 

appears at my door, looking self-pitying and lost.” His mouth twisted as he dug 
something out of his teeth with his tongue. “Your turn this year.” 

“I…don’t—” I didn’t want to sound ungrateful for his hospitality, but he got my 
meaning.  

“Yes, yes, I know. You’re not to worry, boy – you’ll be leaving. Not me.” 
A huge raven swooped down to land on the slate roof of his cottage, so black in 

the dimming afternoon that it looked like a hole into a lightless world. It made a loud, 
mournful “Wonk!”, seeming to eye him with sober deliberation.  

“Alright, okay!” Nicholas grouched.  
It took me a moment to realize he was talking to the bird, which responded with 

another series of snarling Wonks, turning its proud glossy head back and forth.  
“Bloody thing,” Nicholas said under his breath, but he was smiling. He dug into 

his pocket and brought out a piece of red satin ribbon less than an inch long. He held it up 
between his thumb and forefinger. The raven leaped down, deftly plucking it away, its 
enormous wings batting my hair with wind. “You’re welcome!” he called after it. We 
watched its easy paddling flight towards the copse of trees.  

“I guess that must be its reward for helping you scare the crap out of me this 
morning.” 

“He deserves it,” Nicholas sniffed, rubbing his nose. “He did a fine bloody job of 
it.” 

“So these visits from all of us Nicholases,” I said slowly. Nicholas seemed 
reluctant to discuss this, but I itched with curiosity. I needed to know why I was here. 
“They have something to do with your feast day?”  



“Well, it’s always around the feast day, always in December.” He shrugged 
dramatically. “I don’t kid myself anymore, sonny. All that matters is you’re here to give 
me a bloody hand with the damn chores. One day – one day a year! And the missus 
gripes about how I’m not being thankful enough. Huh!” He kicked a stone and it sailed 
over the fence into the pigsty. “Do you know how long I prayed, pleading for another 
visitor at Pachal Feast? Eh? Then I just gave it up. Of all my visitors, you have arrived 
the latest.” 

“Latest,” I repeated stupidly. “You mean, like, latest in the month?” 
He nodded with a look of grave solemnity. “The closest to the Solstice. The 

closest to Christmas. The holiest of holies, yes?” He bared his teeth with the amiability of 
an irritable dog. “Why do you insist on looking at me with that moist expression in your 
eyes?” 

“It’s just – weird, I guess, to hear you talk like that.” 
“Sarcasm doesn’t befit Santa Claus, ah?” He snorted, shook his head. “I can’t 

believe what’s become of it, I really can’t.” 
“Christmas.” 
“No,” he remarked with a level stare, “Michaelmas. Of course Christmas! It’s 

almost enough to make me think all that tripe about the Devil just might be true.” 
“The most clever trick he ever—” 
“Eh!” he interrupted with an eye-rolling sneer, “don’t give me that old lecture. 

The most clever trick the human race ever played on itself, that’s all Satan is. A dodge, a 
fucking excuse for bad behaviour, and a piss-poor one at that. Just you think on the 
existence of your supposed God. Work on that one for a bit.” 

“I don’t believe you stopped praying.” 
“You don’t, huh?” 
“You might not get down on your knees anymore, but I think you still talk to God 

in your own way.” 
He peered at me, nodding very slowly. I had the eerie sensation that he was using 

those golden eyes to look straight through me into some unimaginable distance. Laying 
me utterly bare. “I see now why you were sent,” he said quietly. “You are very clever, 
boy. And let me tell you, I’m not the kind to say that lightly.” 

“No, I know you’re not.” 
“I’ll tell you a another secret,” he said connivingly. “Like I said, you were late 

getting here. Waiting for you to come, I had started to wonder, honestly, if I’d been truly 
forsaken. It was a relief to see you.” 

“Thanks, Nicholas. That’s good to hear.” 
“Come on,” he said gruffly. “Dinner’s ready. Keep the missus waiting, there’ll be 

pure hell to pay, Satan or no.” 
We went inside to the exquisite earthy smells of soup and warm bread. Taking off 

my boots and coat, I felt I understood something of Lucretia’s relief. A not unpleasant 
drugged ache that compelled me to stretch my arms overhead, accidentally ringing a 
couple of Penelope’s pots that hung from the low rafters. 

At the table, she plonked down three chipped enamelware bowls, brought a 
stockpot from the stove and ladled each one full of steaming soup the colour of red roses. 

Nicholas bent over the steam, filling his nose. “Ahhh,” he breathed, reaching for 
the brown loaf and slicing off a few thick trenchers.  



There was even butter, though it was too hard to spread well on the bread. 
Nicholas was already loudly slurping up spoonfuls of soup when Penelope backhanded 
his arm as she sat down beside him.  

“Grace,” she stated. 
Nicholas rolled his eyes, rocking impatiently from side to side. Then he thrust his 

chin at me. “You do the honours, then.” 
Right. I cleared my throat. It’s not every day you’re asked to say grace by St. 

Nicholas. “God,” I said uncertainly, “thank-you for this wonderful meal.” 
“Don’t praise it till you’ve tried it!” Nicholas cackled, earning another smack and 

a murderous look.  
“Thank-you for the hospitality of these fine people. And for a day of honest work. 

Amen.” 
“Amen,” said Penelope. 
Nicholas just went back to slurping.  
The soup exploded with warm flavour. Earth and dill and tomato, the firmness of 

beets and smooth potatoes. And the bread: a crust to sink your teeth into giving way to a 
soft sour dark rye perfectly offset by the creamy butter. At one point I looked up to see 
both of my hosts staring at me, eyes twinkling with mischief. 

“You’d think he’d never had a full meal his entire life,” said Penelope, half-aside 
to her husband. 

“Sure, and here’s me thinking the little bugger was spoiled. Why, he’s been 
starved half to death.” 

“Sorry, it’s just so delicious.” 
“No need to apologize,” Penelope chided gently. “You go on and eat.” 
“Have some liver!” he commanded, putting the plate in front of me. The liver 

looked like strips of an old football that had been torn apart by Marcus.  
“No, thanks. Never liked liver.” 
“Ah, come on!” he roared, straightening his back to glare at me. “You remember 

the sacrifice our sow made? Ah? Least you can do is have a bite!” 
I looked to Penelope for support, but found her glaring at me too. I sighed, and 

reached for a fragment of the liver. Chewed. 
“Well?” He was full of eager anticipation. I got the sense he was willing me to be 

disgusted, but the liver wasn’t bad. Not at all like the liver I remembered my father 
preparing, tough and scabrous. This had a creamy texture, like pate, with a keen fatty 
flavor that was actually quite good.  

“So, was that an honest prayer?” Nicholas asked, disappointed. 
“Sure,” I said.  
“Even the bit about honest work?” 
I took a moment to frame my thoughts. “It feels good getting stuff done. Real 

stuff, if you know what I mean.” 
Nicholas gave an impish giggle. “Sonny, you don’t know the half of it. I’ve been 

waiting seven months to fix that damned roof. That bloody donkey out there, thought 
she’d expire soon enough.” 

“And then where would we be?” Penelope shook her head, keeping her hooded 
eyes on her bowl as she scraped up the last of her soup. She looked a little scared, not 
willing to fully contemplate the consequences.  



It occurred to me how much these people relied on simple chance. I couldn’t 
remember exactly where back home was, but I did recall the reality: car breaks down, you 
call for a tow. Fridge empty, you go to the store.  

But here, one bad night and Lucretia would die. Good luck hauling the wood they 
needed. Bad knees and Nicholas couldn’t climb the ladder to fix the roof that would 
protect Lucretia from potentially fatal illness. Until I arrived.  

“So you can only do this kind of thing once a year?” I asked. 
Nicholas shrugged, making a sour face. “Aaah, I get help now and again. Stephen, 

he’s a nuisance, and that Leopold, he’s always sticking his nose in where it don’t 
belong.” 

I recognized bluster when I saw it, but I let it drop. This whole situation confused 
me. Nicholas had referred to slapping somebody named Arius, but what could this old 
man possibly have done to deserve being deposited here? And was Penelope also being 
punished for his sins? Seventeen centuries. That’s what he’d said. How long were these 
two expected to pay their debts? 

Nicholas turned to get the bottle off the shelf behind his chair, along with three 
glasses. I was taken aback by the mouth-watering relief I felt. Just the sight of the liquor 
sloshing around was enough to fill me with longing. So few comforts here that even the 
aches and pains of a day’s work felt something like pleasure. But now the hard bench 
wedged painfully under my hamstrings, and I just wanted a damn drink. 

Nicholas filled the glasses, passed them out. “To good work done!” he shouted, 
and we downed them. Immediately, he refilled them. 

“To our visitor,” Penelope squawked, the pearly shine in her eyes something like 
tears. “May he learn the truth of it!” 

Again, we drank. 
What did she mean by that? The truth of what? 
“You want more?” she asked her husband. He nodded. “You?” she asked me. 
“I was hoping you’d ask!” 
She went to the stove. Even the sound of the soup pouring into the bowls struck 

me. The musical noise of hunger about to be satiated. “You better slow down with the 
drink,” she said evenly. 

“Aaaah…” Nicholas scoffed, waving her off. 
“Don’t you Aaaah me, you old fool. Have you forgotten about Hermann? You 

need to make a visit tonight.” 
“Alright, alright.” 
She brought back the bowls, put them down. “The people are relying on you. The 

least you can do is stay sober, just for one bloody night.” 
“For the love of Pete, you old bitch!” He slammed his fists on the table, making 

everything on it jump. Including me. “Stop your fucking nattering!” 
“You’re a stupid drunken ass!” she shouted, boxing his ears. Her pale gray eyes 

flamed and she butted her belly against his shoulder, slopping his soup on the table.  
“Look what you’ve done!” he roared, clamping his arms around her hips. She 

squealed as he pulled her down, digging his fingers through her frock into her huge 
buttocks. 

Suddenly she farted, a great moist trumpet blast that took him smack across the 
face, and they were both laughing, snorting as brazenly as fresh teenagers. He smacked 



her bottom and she pulled away. Between them I suddenly recognized an affection so 
deep it even encompassed disgust. Even hatred, yes, even loathing they’d built into their 
fondness for each other. With shiny eyes they sighed away the silly titters.  

“Now eat your bloody soup!” she ordered. 
“What do you expect me to, lick it off the damn table?” Nicholas winked at me. 
“Oh, damn you!” she chuckled, taking back the bowl, refilling it from the pot and 

replacing it on the table. 
“This calls for a toast!” he said, and then watched in amazement as I took the 

initiative, pouring the next round. “Well done, well done young man! You just might do 
alright here after all.” He passed his wife her glass, and despite her criticism she took it. 
“To my wife!” 

Again, we drank.  
“I can’t remember the last time I’ve been referred to as a drunken ass so many 

times in one day!” he said through a belch. He drummed his fingers on the table like a 
jazz pianist at the keys.  

“I do,” she remarked with a toss of the head. “The last time that fool Constantine 
had you for dinner. Don’t you remember?” 

“Oh, I remember just fine.” He gave me a withering look of self-satisfaction. 
“That’s my problem, see: I never forget.” 

“He called Constantine’s wife Fausta a whore,” Penelope scoffed. “Can you 
imagine!” 

“Well, she was a whore, wasn’t she?” Nicholas belched. 
“The most powerful man in the world, and that was all you could think to say.” 
Nicholas picked up his soup bowl and drank right from it. “That was it, right 

there, that night,” he said into the middle distance. I wasn’t sure if his eyes were glazed 
from the alcohol or from the remembrance.  

I wondered what it must be like, having centuries of memories packed into your 
head. 

“These supposed paragons of Christian fortitude.” He spread his twisting hands to 
accentuate his sarcasm. “Living lives that differed not one damn whit from a career in the 
bordello. Despite their riches, the palace, the empty trappings of power and fame and 
piety. That’s all they were, the both of them. Whores. For them, the purple had as much 
to do with their inflamed crotches as it did with Constantine’s royal robes. And even then, 
he’d forgotten that the royal purple was nothing more than the gore of shellfish. An 
essential lesson in humility there, but lessons in wisdom were as lost on these types as 
they would have been on the fucking clams.” 

“But Constantine legalized Christianity,” I said. 
“Aye, right!” Nicholas blew out a long breath, as if he’s been carrying something 

heavy. “And let’s not forget,” he continued extravagantly, “the only reason he became 
emperor in the first place was through conquest and war. Sure, and he had his soldiers 
paint the image of a cross on their shields. Crosses! On tools of slaughter!” He leaned 
across the table, eyeing me poisonously. “Does it not seem to you that Constantine the so-
called Great missed the fucking point!” 

“Nicholas,” Penelope warned. 
He made a growling sound deep in his chest as he slumped back on the bench, 

leaning against the wall. “I told you about when I smacked that tit Arius at at Nicaea. 



Sure, just a year later, Constantine ordered the death of his own son. Then he had his own 
wife Fausta boiled alive in her bath.” He smacked his lips, shaking his head. “Quite a 
Christian, ah?” 

“So what was it?” I asked. 
“Huh?” Nicholas frowned at me.  
“Just a minute ago, you said ‘That was it, right there, that night.’ Something 

occurred to you.” 
“Something, sure. Where was God? Ah? In a world ruled by bloodlust, when a 

man so supercilious could assume the mantle of supposed Christianity, where was the 
check to such reckless power? Answer me that, you goddamned theologian!” 

I felt abraded, wits dulled by alcohol. It occurred to me that he might have gotten 
me drunk exactly for this reason: to test my intellect. “Just because things don’t work out 
according to your plan doesn’t mean God isn’t there.” 

“Ach, come on!” His face pinched by irritated disgust. 
“How do you know what God intends? Who are you to assume you understand 

the mind of God?” 
Penelope came up behind, patted my shoulder. I felt an upwelling of adrenal 

inebriated triumph. If she was backing me up, I must be doing something right. But then 
again, the shrinking rational nub of my mind warned me, maybe she’s there out of fear. 
To protect you from that same wrath that stung Arius.  

Nicholas’s breath whistled in his nose as he grabbed the bottle, poured two more 
shots. “You’re making my point for me, young Nicholas,” he said in a menacing, gravelly 
voice. “Because who is anybody to assume such knowledge? Ah? All of us must translate 
what God tells us. Interpret the signs. Who says that any of us get it right? Bishops in soft 
vermillion robes wearing enough gold to keep a peasant well fed for months, popes in 
sumptuous Vatican palaces demanding that visitors kneel to kiss their rings. These are the 
authorities? Do you understand what I’m telling you? These selfish powerful men 
arrogated themselves as undeniable authorities, representatives of a dirt-poor Jew who 
washed the feet of his own disciples and told us unequivocally that wealth leads us away 
from the truth.” 

He turned around, grabbed a book off the shelf, and tossed it on the table between 
us. A leather-bound Bible. “‘Give up everything if you want to follow me.’ ‘The meek 
shall inherit the earth.’ These were the messages of this meek rabbi. Right there in black 
and white, for all to read. Just a few thousand months later, my young Nicholas, and look 
where his followers had led his flock! Constantine! Why, that arselick was about as 
Christian as the legionaries who nailed Jesus up in the fucking tree!” 

Strangely silent, Penelope began to clear the bowls and cutlery from the table. I 
got up, offered to help, but she told me to sit. This was her domain, and she knew how to 
take care of it, thank-you very much. Something in her prim quiet told me to lay off the 
argument.  

Nicholas leered at me. He knew the truth: that I had nothing to say in response to 
his argument. I have to admit that I’d never really thought of things that way before. How 
many times had I read those same passages in scripture? Heard them read in mass? But 
they had just passed over me, through me unfiltered, like water through a pipe, leaving 
very little behind. And yet still, as a Christian, I had used that text as a way to magnify 
my self-regard.  



Nicholas raised his glass, motioned impatiently for me to raise mine. 
“No,” I said, “I’ve had enough.” 
“Ah, don’t be such a fucking daisy! Drink!” 
Reluctantly, I took my glass. “What are we drinking to this time?” 
For a moment he considered, then shrugged. “Sod it, let’s just drink!” 
The pungent liquor was starting to go down too easily. And yet, carrying a tinge 

of poison now, my body recoiling against it. I belched, and some of the soup came up 
with it. Grimacing, I swallowed it back down.  

“Have you ever noticed,” he said, “how on the one hand we are taught that none 
of us are perfect, all prone to error and sin. Bred by God in the bone, yes? And then we’re 
punished for it.” He leaned down on his elbows, so low his chin was almost in his cup. 
He fixed me in a glassy squint. “Do you suppose that this is what the creator of the 
universe had in mind for us?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, meaning it.  
He smiled very broadly, filling his capacious chest with air. “Now you’re getting 

it!” he chuckled. “Now you’re starting to see. We’ll have you sorted out yet, my friend! 
Here, get that fire stoked up for the missus.” 

I got up and threw a few sticks into the stove, using the poker to stir the coals. 
Penelope was at the stone counter, putting all her weight into scrubbing a wooden cutting 
board.  

“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to help?” I asked her. 
She answered with a skeptical look over her shoulder. “Oh, I’m sure, dearie.” 
Nicholas stood, stepping sideways just a little to avoid stumbling. He put his 

hands on the small of his back and stretched with a painful expression. “Come on, come 
with me,” he commanded. “Leave her to her chores. She doesn’t like to be bothered in 
her kitchen. And grab that bucket off the stove while you’re at it.” 

Unsteadily I following him back outside to his small shed, hauling the bucket of 
steaming water. Almost completely dark now. My alcohol-loosened limbs felt slippery, 
untrustworthy. Again, I had a sense of an important memory just out of reach. Something 
about that clay tablet inscribed with the word square. What had Nicholas said?  

How do you suppose it is that you can read Latin? Eh? 
Frustration, an impatient need to remember, just for his sake.  
The round-about word in the middle of the wordsquare: reper-reper-reper. 

Crawling around in an endless, useless circle. 
And on the left side of the workbench, that small mysterious padlocked door. 

Behind it, something continued to snort and sniff.   
Nicholas lit a lamp and started sharpening long knives. Time for more butchery. 

In the heavy shadows of the shed, the pig hung suspended like a meal of a giant spider. It 
took a great deal of grunting effort to unhook the rope and lay the carcass out on a few 
planks Nicholas had set up across some sawhorses.  

“Now, see…” he rasped and panted, using a small bowl to scoop hot water out of 
the bucket and pour it over the carcass. “You and me, we’re gonna take off the hair. 
That’s the first step.” 

It was a dirty, sweaty job, using sharp knives like razors to scrape at the hide. We 
created a mess of brown gooey slime – bristles and skin, the pig abraded pale pink as the 



outer coat was stripped away. The smell of cooked hair mingled with our sweat, a goatish 
overripe odor that turned my stomach.  

When we’d removed the coat, Nicholas went to work removing the head, 
chopping through tendons, and hacksawing through the spine, spraying bone fragments. I 
knew before he told me that the head would be reserved for something horrific.  

“Head cheese!” he smiled hungrily, whipping his knife back and forth across his 
whetstone.  

Now with quick, brutal strokes, Nicholas carved the pig into pieces. First he 
sawed apart the sternum. The saw teeth grinding through bone had an appalling similarity 
to the sound the pig had made in its final moments.  

Then he amputated the shoulders and sides of ribs, arched and pink-white. Laid 
out, I couldn’t believe how thoroughly they had been stripped of their original animal 
architecture. Now they were simply ribs, familiarly raw. Then the back legs were 
removed. “Hams,” he snapped, laying them on a clean cloth draped over the bench. The 
entire shed, overwhelmed by the rich, metallic-tanged odor of fresh meat. 

“This is why you slaughter your pigs at this time of the year,” said Nicholas with 
a cough, pulling out a bottle he’d had stashed somewhere amid all his tools. “Why?” 

I was so absorbed with him pouring more drink that I didn’t realize at first he was 
asking me a question. “I guess the cold keeps the meat from spoiling.” 

“You’re not too stupid. For a theologian, at least.” He made a sound that was hard 
to distinguish between a phlegmy cough or a disdainful laugh, then told me to get all his 
knives and saws cleaned up.  

So I fetched a bucket of water from the pump, slipping and sliding through the 
mud in the dark. He had a cake of homemade soap that smelled of lavender and 
woodsmoke, but it was hard to make a lather, and it took a long time for me to scrub the 
fat and blood away. 

“Right,” he said when I returned to the shed. “I want to show you something.” He 
dug out a ring of keys, stepping to the little door on the left of his workbench. He opened 
the padlock, pulled it out of the hasp, and pushed the door back. The lintel was so low 
that even he had to bend down to duck under it. I was forced almost to crawl on my hands 
and knees. If it hadn’t been for the alcohol dulling my wits, I don’t think I would have 
been able to overcome my apprehension. What snorting, breathing thing waited on the 
other side? 

In the flickering lamplight, I saw what: a copper still. It gurgled and spat, clear 
gleaming liquor dripping from the end of the coil into a glass jar that was almost full.  

Nicholas dipped in a finger and sucked it dry. He gasped and choked a little. 
“Wee!” he chortled. “You must try it!” 

I waited for a drop of hot booze to emerge from the coil, and licked it off my 
thumb. “Good lord!” I gasped. 

“Yes, yes!” he hopped around, snapping his fingers. “This is a damn good batch. 
Damn good! We’re gonna need plenty for the party.” 

“Party?” 
“For my feast day!” he snapped, as if I was a complete idiot after all. This seemed 

to be Nicholas’s fallback position when I failed to live up to his lofty standards. He got a 
cloth bag off a shelf and sprinkled something into the glass jar. At first I thought it was 



some kind of seed. Then I saw it was cloves. “They’re bloody expensive,” he grumbled. 
“But you need something to take the edge off this shit, or it’s bloody undrinkable.”  

“Nicholas!” called a woman’s voice from outside. “Uncle Nicholas!” 
I saw the weary alarm in his eyes, and knew that he’d heard the same desperate 

fear in that voice that I had.  
We hurried outside into restive air full of huge fluffy snowflakes, like someone 

had just torn open a gigantic down pillow. The sound dampening of the snow made the 
world seem very quiet. Already, the muddy ground and every surface had been iced with 
a few centimeters.  

Penelope was waiting at the door with a plump woman in a snow-covered shawl, 
both their round faces shiny red with the cold wind.  

“It’s Hermann!” said the woman in the shawl. “Uncle Nicholas, I’m afraid he’s 
dying!” 

Nicholas and Penelope shared a concerned look. Something unspoken passed 
between them, and she stepped back inside. 

“Don’t you worry yourself, now,” Nicholas chided the woman, who was 
obviously Hermann’s wife. And then to me: “Get that cart ready, double-time now!” 

I hurried to the barn, praying I’d be able to remember how to properly harness 
Lucretia. “Please, don’t let me screw this one up!” I could tell from the haunted look in 
the poor woman’s hollow eyes that there was trouble. I remembered that ugly wound the 
nail had left in Hermann’s bicep.  

By the time I’d rolled the cart up to the door, Penelope had reappeared with a 
small brown vial, similar to the one Nicholas had given to the red-headed boy that 
morning. She handed Nicholas a lighted lamp, I helped Hermann’s wife up into the 
wagon, and we were off with Nicholas driving, Hermann’s wife beside him, and me in 
the back holding the lamp.  

The snow was so thick in the air that it was hard to see the road. The entire world 
seemed to have been swallowed into a silent blankness. Except for the whistling wind. 
Sure, the wind was constant. The whole way into the village, I heard the woman chatter 
away to Nicholas, describing how he was frozen. 

“He’s froze solid, Uncle Nicholas, froze up harder than wood.” 
“Don’t you worry,” he said. I could tell he was trying to sound reassuring, but he 

couldn’t keep the edge out of his voice.  
We rolled past the crossroads yet again, the streetlight now a white blur lost in the 

bewildering churn and whirl of snowy curtains. The freezing flakes sifting down my 
collar, somehow even up around the hem of my anorak. Impossible to stay dry or warm.  

Then I saw that we were following a single set of slushy tracks in the snow 
blanket, and I realized that this poor woman obviously walked all the way from the 
village up the winding path to Nicholas and Penelope’s cottage. She must be frozen. I 
unzipped my coat and draped it around her shoulders. She gave me a brief look of what I 
can only describe as horrified gratitude before we were past the streetlamp and the light 
fled from her face, leaving her in shadow. The feeble oil lamp in my hand couldn’t 
penetrate the thick cotton smothering the night.  

By the time we rolled into a narrow street, all three of us were coated. She led us 
through a wide door into a small sitting room no bigger than the area of the cart we’d just 
come in. An ancient toothless man and a girl sat on stools before a dying fire in a stone 



hearth. We went straight through a knitted curtain into a small cubbyhole, most of which 
was taken up by a sagging bed.  

There was Hermann, but he was barely recognizable from the strong tall man I 
remembered at the railyard that morning. He was frozen tight, pinched with tetanus, 
reminding me of the pig hanging by its hind legs in the shed, its forehooves drawn in as if 
recoiling in horror. Hermann’s tight fists pressing into his shoulders, his back arching off 
the litter, head thrown back to reveal the awful wide toothy grin of mad pain. He was 
fighting to speak, but producing only an agonized gurgle through his clenched teeth.  

His wife sobbed into her kerchief.  
Nicholas slapped a rough hand over Hermann’s face, using his thumb to pull 

down the eyelid. “I’ve never seen this sickness come on so fast, never before. Water, I 
need water now!” Nicholas flung off his jackets, rolled up his sleeves. 

The girl showed me to a semicircular cement basin on the far side of the hearth, 
with a corroded brass spigot jutting out from the wall. I turned the tap. The spigot 
coughed and gurgled. No water. 

“It gets blocked,” said the girl apologetically. “See the wrench there? Bang it a 
little.” Only now I saw that this was the same redhead who’d asked me where I was from 
earlier that day.  

I took the wrench off its nail beside the sink and gave the tap a few good bats. The 
spout gurgled and spat out a wad of black sludge that crawled down the side of the basin 
towards the drain like a half-dead creature running for its hole. Hermann’s daughter 
handed me a pan to catch the thin dribble of rusty water that emerged in its wake.  

My God, how did people live like this? 
“Where’s that damn water?” I heard Nicholas roar from the bedroom. 
“Coming, coming.” 
“Well come faster!” 
It took forever to fill the basin. I hurried with it back across to the bedroom, where 

Nicholas ordered me to put it on the floor beside Hermann’s bed.  
“Now, all of you, get the hell out of my way!”  
He shooed us out, me with Hermann’s wife by the elbow and her daughter on the 

other, leading the woman out. By now she was insensate with grief, shaking her head, her 
wailing mouth open wide enough for me to notice the number of teeth she was missing.  

We guided her to a bench near the fire, which I did my best to stoke up until there 
were flames leaping again. In the frenetic light, I saw walls crowded with pots and pans, 
shelves of ceramic jars, bundles of drying herbs hung with string.  

“Would you like tea?” the red-headed girl asked politely. 
“No thank-you, but why don’t you fetch some for your mother?” 
“Oh, she’s not my mother. She’s my auntie. My mother died.” 
“Oh. I’m sorry.” 
The redheaded girl filled an iron kettle with water from the dribbling tap and set it 

on a grate over the fire. The kettle looked to be heavier than she was.  
From the bedroom came a piteous moan, and the loud bashes of Hermann 

thrashing against the walls. His wife pressed her hands around her ears, sobbing all the 
more.  

“So!” said the old man suddenly, gaping off into the leaping shadows of the fire. 
“Tell me what you’ve learned!” 



I stared at him, realizing he was blind. Both eyes filled with the same white that 
had clotted the outside world. 

“Don’t mind him,” the girl whispered to me conspiratorially. “Grandpa’s mad.” 
“I’m not mad, I’m just foolish!” And then to Hermann’s wife: “Now, now, Greta. 

Nicholas will take care of him. Don’t despair.” 
That word again: despair. I remembered how Nicholas had mocked me, just 

before he’d cut the sow’s throat and baptized me in her hot blood. Do you suppose her 
despair registers on God’s ledger? 

Right then I wondered if God took notice of anything. To me it seemed that 
Grandpa must be mad after all, to make such a demand in this place, under these 
atrocious circumstances. How could anybody but despair? How much could people be 
expected to endure? 

Grandpa raised his eyebrows, patting my knee with a hand so arthritic it looked 
like a bundle of broken twigs. “Hey you! You still haven’t answered by question!” 

“I’ve learned to be thankful for what I have,” I replied, staring into the fire.  
“Yeah?” said the girl. 
“Without expecting anything in return?” Grandpa challenged me with his gums 

bared. One tooth poked through, tilted like an old gravestone.  
The redheaded girl brought a dry shawl for her aunt. Together we stripped off my 

coat and the older shawl, which was soaked through, and the girl wrapped her in the new 
one. Then she hung the wet shawl on a hook next to the fire. Melted snow dripped onto 
the warm stone. In the dark it could have been blood.  

“Bless you,” Greta whispered as if she was speaking from another world. “Bless 
you, Olga.” 

Olga hugged Greta, who was clearly making a mighty effort not to burst into fresh 
tears.  

“Have you heard the one about the monarch and the beggar?” Grandpa’s voice 
crackled like it too was on fire.  

The kettle started to boil. Carefully wrapping a cloth around the handle, Olga 
poured the water into a teapot on a small table.  

“The monarch was shocked to find a beggar lingering in his bedchamber,” 
Grandpa continued, cataracts staring. The deep seams in his face drew black shadows that 
kept him partly obscured, even in the full firelight. “‘Here,’ said the monarch, who was 
known as a right bastard, even at the best of times, ‘what are you doing in my 
bedchamber?’ ‘Sire,’ the beggar replied, ‘I’ve come on a mission from God.’ ‘Well, let’s 
have it then, and be done with it,’ said the monarch with a snarl. ‘I’ve had a long day 
making edicts, signing bills, and hearing the petitions of my subjects. I’m very tired, and 
it’s time for my bed. What is it you want?’ ‘Noble sire,’ said the beggar, ‘do you not 
think it odd that the Lord has chosen such a humble beggar as the messenger for His 
news?’ But see, the monarch was not such an imaginative type, as tends to be the case 
with kings and queens, because as they get what they want when they want it, without 
question, without delay, they suffer from hindered development, shall we say. ‘Just relay 
your message and leave,’ the monarch commanded. To which the beggar smiled, and the 
smile seemed so familiar to the monarch that he suddenly realized that he knew the 
beggar, and this troubled him, for kings are not used to being in such low company. ‘I 
already have,’ the beggar announced.” Grandpa leaned forward in his stool, holding one 



bent finger erect in the air between us. “And that was the moment that the monarch 
realized he was looking into his own mirror!” 

Despite the fact I’d said no to tea, Olga handed me a thick ceramic cup, hot to the 
touch. It smelled of green leaves and smoke, redolent of a summer evening far, far from 
this wintry place.  

“D’you think my Hermann will be alright?” Greta asked me desperately. 
“I’m sure,” I said, feeling about as far from sure as I’d ever felt.  
“Hee!” Grandpa rocked back and forth, rubbing his knees. “Just wait till you look 

in the mirror!” He spat out a laugh, and I knew that he was still speaking to me.  
Very calmly, Olga handed Greta her tea. It was as if I was the only one who could 

hear Grandpa speaking.  
It seemed hours before Nicholas finally emerged through the curtain. He looked 

haggard with exhaustion, sweaty. His lower lip quivered, and there was an uncertain 
vagueness in his puffy eyes. “I’ve done all I can,” he told Greta when she hurried to him. 
“See that you change that bandage every few hours, and keep the linen clean as you can.” 

“Will he be alright?” she cried. 
He grabbed both her shoulders as if he was steadying a post in the ground. “The 

next day or two are critical, dear. Keep him in bed, and give him drink whenever he asks 
for it. I’ve left my vial in there – make sure he gets tea made from three drops of that 
tincture once in the morning. He must drink it all.” He paused, cleared his throat. “It’s not 
in my hands any more.” 

“Thank-you, Nicholas, thank-you so much!” 
“Don’t thank me,” he snapped, moving past her, motioning to me. “The missus is 

the one makes the tinctures.  
I put my teacup on the table, thanked Olga, and we went outside. It had stopped 

snowing, but poor Lucretia was covered, shivering, stamping her feet. How brave of her 
to wait so patiently.   

“Christ,” Nicholas grouched. “Now my donkey’s no doubt got pneumonia, to 
boot!” 

When we got back, I helped him towel her off. We warmed a few old blankets 
over the stove inside and draped them over Lucretia, making sure there was plenty of 
straw in her stall for her snuggle into before shutting the barn for the night.  

“That old man told me a story about a king and a beggar,” I said on the way back 
inside. 

“Mmmm,” he said. “Aye, that’s a good one, so it is.” 
“What do you think it means?” 
He shrugged. “How the fuck am I supposed to know, ah! Think for yourself, 

boy!” We stopped on the cold slate to take off our boots, our fingers so numbed stiff with 
cold that we had trouble undoing the laces. “Eh, what old man are to talking about?” 

“Olga’s Grandpa. Don’t know if he’s Greta’s father, or Hermann’s. Is he the one 
they were calling the Philosopher earlier today?” 

Nicholas snorted. “No, he most certainly isn’t the Philosopher. Hermann’s 
grandfather is who he is. Everybody’s just called him ‘Grandpa’ for as long as I can 
remember, and that’s a damned long time. You must have especially fine hearing.” 

“Why’s that?” 



“Why’s that. Because that old bugger hasn’t made a sound except grunts and 
groans for a dog’s age, that’s why. Had a stroke, oh I don’t know, twenty years ago 
maybe? Ever since, can’t speak a word.”  

Something hard and heavy seemed to collapse through my guts. What in God’s 
name had I been listening to? 

Just wait till you look in the mirror!  
I looked around, relieved to see that Nicholas and Penelope didn’t seem to own 

any mirrors.  
Penelope came in from their bedchamber at the rear of the little cottage. It looked 

like she’d already been asleep. She asked what had happened, and Nicholas filled her in.  
He fell onto his bench at the table, rubbing life back into his frozen feet. He 

seemed to be ruminating over what I’d told him, eyes hidden in the deep shadows under 
his bushy eyebrows. “Monarch and the beggar, you say?”  

“Yeah. Why?” 
Suddenly he smiled, but it was not a friendly smile, or one that communicated 

mirth. “Oh, I do believe I’ve come to be living in very interesting times,” he cackled, 
picking up the glass of liquor that Penelope had filled. “Very interesting, and make no 
mistake!” 

He wouldn’t say anything else about it.  
That night crept by with me wandering in polluted dreams, an endless bizarre 

maze. Sparkling vivid scenes that I lived as if in real time, arching over an entire lifespan. 
By morning, much of it had faded to blurry outlines, interrupted by intrusions of 
extremely brief detail. But the most horrific scene spiked in my brain, never to be 
removed.  

I remembered as if it had just happened to me the other day, striding down very 
narrow, winding streets of a town called Myra that smelled of bitter death. Once there had 
been animals in this town, once the streets were thronged with them, but no more. Famine 
had reduced anything edible to food. After all the sheep and goats were slaughtered, so 
went the donkeys and horses. After them, cats and dogs. Until not a living thing scurried 
or bleated. Only the hollow wind rustling tufts of hay too fibrous to be eaten, even by the 
starving.  

I knew where I was going, uninterrupted by any meetings. It wasn’t that 
everybody was dead. Not yet. But the hollowness of starvation had driven all the 
townsfolk indoors, as if they were ashamed by their emaciated bodies, their horrible 
tumescent bellies. Too weak to do anything but give in to diseased laziness, my people – 
my flock – were reclining in their beds, too weak even to pray.  

“Pray for us, Bishop,” they begged me. “Pray for intercession.” 
And pray I did. Until my knees were raw, I begged my God for reprieve. But now 

I had gotten word that one of the town’s butchers had just received shipment of several 
pigs, so I hurried along to his street, in the court of the Fountain of Athena. My sandals 
slapping the paving stones, echoing in the eerie sepulchral quiet. Hoping with faint faith 
that my prayers had been answered, I hoped to convince the good butcher to share the 
pork equally among the people, so that all might benefit from providence.  

I entered the shop through a set of wooden louvered gates, met immediately by 
the unmistakable odour of freshly carved meat. Ashamed by the feral growl of my own 
aching belly, I saw the inscription on the wall of the shop: 



Oro te pater 
Oro te pater 

Sanas 
 

I beg you, Father, I beg you, Father, you heal me. A mark of a good Christian 
household. 

And immediately, I knew this prayer to be an anagram of Sator Arepo tenet opera 
rotas. That palindromic inscription on a clay tablet I would receive in return for the 
unpardonable sin I was about to commit, an insoluble word maze meant to keep me 
imprisoned forever in a place, in a time far, far from Myra. The deep future, the distant 
past, chained to my weak body. A crippling tonnage. 

I rapped on the counter with my walking staff. I didn’t know if the butcher had 
gotten word of my coming, or if he was cowering somewhere, knowing that his terrible 
sin had brought me to him. Anyway, he did not appear. So I went around the counter into 
his back room. 

There I found them: three little boys, each neatly, efficiently butchered like hogs, 
salted and hung to cure. With the same coral pink hue, the opalescent tendons and white 
gristle, it might have been pork. Only the tiny human feet still on the hocks gave away the 
butcher’s evil game – so greedily famished he’d been unable to throw them away.  

“No, my God!” I cried, throwing down my stick. “No, please no!” 
“No!” I screamed, sitting up on the horsehair mattress next to the stove, bathed in 

chilly sweat.  
“Easy, now,” said Penelope, stirring a pot on the stove.  
I got to my feet, stumbling through my own aching exhaustion to the table. Worse 

than being awake all night, the fervid dreamworld had been so vivid, so real that it was 
like that terrible reality was more certain, more real than this one. I gladly accepted 
Penelope’s bitter coffee. At first I tried to refuse her offer of the porridge she was 
wrestling with, but she insisted that I take it.  

“We’ve got the party tonight, dearie. There’s a lot to get done.” The knowing look 
she gave me as she set down the steaming bowl – it was tempting to believe that she 
knew the exact nature of my dream. But she didn’t say another word. 

I found Nicholas outside puttering around with some old boards on the side of his 
shed, nailing them up to the side. He instructed me to feed and water the pigs, then muck 
Lucretia’s stall. When those tasks were completed, he retrieved an axe.  

“Your task for this morning, sonny, is splitting all that wood we collected 
yesterday.” He pointed at the heaps we’d left by the side of the house. “Do you need me 
to show you how?” 

“I think I’ve got it,” I said crankily, taking the axe. But of course I made a fool of 
myself. First I tried to split a log by setting it up on the ground, but it only bounced off 
the frozen mud when I hit it with the axe. 

Barely suppressing a mocking smile, Nicholas found a big block in the pile, threw 
it down, and put the log on it end-up, and motioned dramatically for me to continue. 
Feeling his scrutiny, I raised the axe and swung, but only managed to whack off a thin 
piece of wood.  



Now his glee burst through in a fit of hoarse laughter. “No, no, it’s fine,” he said. 
“I need kindling too!” 

After five or ten tries, I’d reduced the block to a pile of sticks, none of them 
thicker than a ping-pong racket.  

Still giggling, Nicholas chose a particularly fat piece and set it up on the chopping 
block. I struck it dead centre, and the axe just bounced off, hardly making a dent. 
Determined get this right, I pounded away at the damn thing over and over and over again 
until my hands were numb and I could no longer catch my breath.  

“It’s just…” I panted, “…just too…thick…” 
Nicholas snapped his fingers for the axe and I handed it over. He shooed me 

aside, spit into his palms, bit his lip, and cleaved the big block into two perfectly equal 
halves with one deadly swing. Then he set up each half and halved them, handing the axe 
back to me with a calmly satisfied smile.  

I sighed and got back to work. It wasn’t long before I got the hang of it, and not 
long after that I was actually enjoying the chore. Something about the sudden momentum 
of my muscles transmitted through the axe, its aggressive downward arc, and the 
completely satisfying way the logs flew into neat halves, then quarters.  

After a while, Nicholas wandered off, leaving me to it. Silently, almost 
meditatively, I worked my way through the entire pile, piece by piece. Once or twice 
Penelope came out to give me a cup of water. Otherwise, I descended uninterrupted into 
the soothing yet fierce rhythm of setting up logs, cleaving them, and chucking aside the 
pieces. Without even being aware, I was able to attack the aftereffects of that terrible 
nightmare. Each block of wood like another tile in that mosaic, smashed, chipped away.  

I was a machine. Before I was through, my shoulders and elbows were sore, and 
open blisters stung my palms and insides of my thumbs. But when Nicholas came 
trudging back, the look of surprise on his face was well worth all the effort. 

“By God, I think we’ve found you something you’re good at!” he marveled, 
surveying the split pile. Then his face fell. “But you’re not done yet.” 

He showed me how to stack the wooden prisms under the woodshed roof at right 
angles on the edge, so the pile would be sturdier. When I was finished, the entire side of 
the little house was piled from end to end with a stack five feet high. It had been a long 
time since I’d experienced such a sense of bone-deep accomplishment, knowing that 
Nicholas and Penelope would have enough fuel to keep them through this winter. 

“Oh aye, it’s a beautiful thing,” Nicholas said, standing back to admire the work, 
hands on his hips.  

We took some of the wood through to the stone patio behind the house. Enclosed 
by simple log fences, covered by a corrugated iron awning, it gave a view over the 
sloping hill, down over the smoky village below. In the middle was a fire pit built inside 
an oil drum that had been buried in the earth, cut in half and punched with holes all 
around. We got a fire started, piling the wood on until the flames danced six feet high, 
licking the underside of the metal awning. Then Nicholas set up an iron stand, and I gave 
him a hand hoisting a huge iron cauldron onto a hook so that it was suspended over the 
fire. Penelope told me to fill it with water from the well while she got busy chopping the 
pork from the previous day into smaller bites.  

She added onions and garlic, carrots, celery, beets, huge butter beans, barley. For 
a long while, Nicholas and I tended the fire, keeping the coals red hot, until the stew 



started to froth, then slowly came to a boil. The smell of the pork fat was enough to make 
my cheeks tingle. The heat of the fire, the eye-stinging smoke, and the hunger of the 
day’s work all conspired to leave me pleasantly dozy, a pleasant contemplative fog that 
drew my eyes out over the village below. The sky was finally starting to brighten, the 
yellow sun gleaming through golden clouds. I wondered if there might be stars out 
tonight for Nicholas’s party.  

Then I heard a deep belching growl that sounded like a giant mechanical pig. I 
saw a spout of oily blue smoke roll up over the rooftops in the centre of town, where the 
houses were all jammed in together. A canvass-backed military-style truck was rolling 
through the crossroads on the road perpendicular to Nicholas’s, the grinding cough of its 
motor as out of place here as a cry of sexual ecstasy in a church.  

“Christ,” Nicholas spat, and I was struck by his true visceral disgust. He stamped 
his boot with enough force to jerk a flagstone loose.  

He hurried off towards the donkey shed with me following close behind. “You 
stay here,” he said as he climbed into the wagon.  

Penelope came jogging out of the house. She looked drawn. Both of them were 
terrified, I realized. “For the love of God, be careful!” she cried. 

“I will, I will.” 
“I’m coming with you,” I said, frightened by the sudden intrusion of such sharp 

fear. It radiated off Nicholas with a gamy smell. It was as if his stout body had 
accumulated the potential for trepidation like an oil that smoked when his spirit was 
alarmed.  

He glowered and seemed about to blow a gasket, but changed his mind. He waved 
me up and we were off, Nicholas snapping the reins to give Lucretia some incentive.  

“Brave or stupid,” he growled at me. “I don’t know which, but you may well 
regret coming along.” 

We bounced down the road double-time between the hills, the tension visible his 
jaw muscles. If he’d asked me why I’d insisted on going, I wouldn’t have been able to 
answer. Not clearly. I only knew it was a necessary part of my being here, just as I’d 
known to comment on his miracles. For some reason, the flashbacks of last night’s 
nightmare were renewed. Those little feet suspended from meat hooks. 

What in the name of God had that truck brought into this village? 
Suddenly Nicholas piped up: “Tell me a word I’ve never heard.” 
I hesitated. “I don’t know – how am I supposed to know something like that?” 
He blew out a frustrated sigh, snapping his fingers in my face. “A word! Come 

on!” 
“Uh – um – database.” 
He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Database – what the hell does that 

mean?” 
“You asked for—” 
“Tell me what it means!” 
“It’s – it’s like a store of information.” 
“What, where you purchase information?” 
“No, no – think of a library. A collection of data.” 
“Alright, then. Focus on that word. Get me? Don’t let it out of your mind.” 
I had no idea what he was on about, but I nodded. 



The journey into the village seemed to last hours, but I know it didn’t take more 
than five minutes.  

We turned right at the crossroads, following the same route we’d taken last night, 
and drove down into a hollow where the ramshackle houses were built very close 
together, their eaves only a few feet apart over the street. The hulking truck was parked 
down the street from Hermann’s place, the street so narrow that we couldn’t take the 
wagon past it. The cold air was still choked with the burned-meat stink of diesel fumes.  

There were two very tall, broad men in long leather coats standing at the truck’s 
tailgate. They wore peaked caps and dour faces that looked like they’d been carved from 
the same slate I’d used to repair the barn roof. On leather straps around their necks, both 
of them had machine pistols that resembled the mouthparts of grossly gigantic biting 
flies. Their fingers were on the triggers. 

Nicholas hopped down and marched up to them with purposeful vigor.  
“Halt!” The one on the left pressed his gun to the old man’s chest.  
Nicholas pawed it aside, giving him a gimlet eye. “What’s going on here?” he 

barked, as if he was in charge. 
I couldn’t believe his temerity. Brave or stupid was right! Any second I expected 

to hear the rip of machinegun fire, see Nicholas torn in two. 
“Go home, you old fool,” said the one on the right. As much humanity in them as 

in iron statues.  
“Where is he?” Nicholas snapped. “Let me past!” 
“Let him through!” came a high-pitched voice from the front of the truck. The 

lighthearted tone filled my blood with ice.  
Reluctantly, the two guards lowered their weapons. I followed Nicholas past the 

truck into a small square. The first thing I noticed was a device that looked like an 
oversized steel coatrack. From the rusty horizontal crossbar hung three wire nooses, and I 
realized with a mouth-drying clap of alarm that it was a gallows. The kind of portable 
killing machine you saw in grainy black and white photos of war atrocities.  

All around the small square, a crowd of maybe three dozen people had gathered, 
kept back by a cordon of at least ten more leather-coated gunman. Beneath the jaundiced 
light of the polluted-looking clouds, the faces of the villagers were sallow, dirty with 
worried shadows.  

To the left, two men cowered with their hands tied behind their backs. I 
recognized them as Leopold and Joe. As Nicholas and I came up, another soldier shoved 
Hermann into the square with a cruel boot in the rear. Incredibly, Hermann was moving 
on his own steam, but barely. Still in his ragged underclothes, the bloody spot on the 
bandage around his injured arm was starker than the sun on the flag of Japan.  

Set in line with Leopold and Joe, Hermann groaned through his teeth.  
“Here now!” Nicholas shouted. “Take care with that man, can’t you see he’s 

injured!” 
The guards ignored him. 
“Citizen Nicholas, my dear friend!” came the lighthearted voice. 
I turned to find a smiling rail-thin man in greyish green jodhpurs striding towards 

us. In the same peaked cap as the others, the red tabs on his stiff tunic collar and his 
jutting aggressive movements showed he was clearly the commander. He had a neatly 



trimmed black goatee and a large hooked nose with very wide flat nostrils, giving his lean 
face the look of a vulture.  

In this environment of dilapidation, his immaculately pressed uniform, the 
gleaming polished jackboots, belt and holster, made him seem mechanical.  

“Captain Kaganovich,” said Nicholas. With great care, it seemed to me. No 
deference, but stiff and cagey.  

The whole square seemed to be holding its breath. I was very scared. 
“And this must be Nicholas also,” Kaganovich remarked, turning to me. “Yes, of 

course. I’d forgotten, it is that time of year again, isn’t it?” 
Even having just met this creature, I knew immediately he was lying. No, this one 

did not forget at thing, any more than a razor forgot its edge. 
“So you must be very busy planning your little get-together this evening. How 

nice.” Just a beat before he added, “I do hope you have received the required permits.” 
Gritting his teeth so hard I heard them crunch, Nicholas fished some documents 

out of an inside pocket, handed them over to Kaganovich. “That man is very ill and needs 
to be in bed.” 

With extreme officiousness, but quite happily, as if truly enjoying himself, 
Kaganovich leafed through the papers one by one. “Mm-hmm,” he said after he’d 
scanned each form. “Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. Well,” he said, handing them back. “Citizen 
Hermann’s illness is the least of his worries at the moment.” 

Nicholas absent-mindedly passed the papers to me.  
“And you,” Kaganovich clipped at me. “You have the required travel permits?” 
My dry mouth turned to ashes. My knees to jelly. I kept looking at Kaganovich’s 

bulky shining holster, imagining the death nested within. I didn’t have any such permit. 
Nicholas glared at me. “Well? What are you waiting for? Give him your papers, 

for Christ sake!” 
Reaching into the inside pocket of my anorak, my hand shook badly, but I was 

shocked to feel a folded bundle of papers inside. With a sense of giddy displacement, I 
handed them over. They hadn’t been there when I put on the jacket this morning. 

Kaganovich examined the mysterious documents, then tautly returned them. 
“Very well. You, my friend are the antinomy. That is your role.” 

What in the world was going on? 
As if reading my mind, Nicholas piped up: “Why don’t you tell me what the Hell 

is happening here?” He crossed his arms.  
Kaganovich whipped off his cap, revealing a balding widow’s peak slicked 

straight back across his tall bony skull. The cap went smartly under his armpit. He stood 
very straight, eyeing Nicholas with a wry but very superior tilt of the head. He raised his 
eyebrows at me. “Yes,” he said indulgently. “This is what Old Nicholas is known for. His 
specialty, you might say. Professionally, we refer to this attitude as scepsis – 
philosophical doubt.” 

“Cut the crap, Captain.” 
Kaganovich giggled. “These three citizens stand accused of vandalism and theft.” 

Considering his bantering tone, he might just as well still have been discussing the party. 
“Come on! Theft of what? Nothing worth stealing round here except a man’s 

pride.” 



“Now, now, now,” Kaganovich sang with a wagging finger. “You know very well 
what I’m talking about. Theft of state property is a very serious charge.” 

“State property?”  
I wished very badly Nicholas would lower his sardonic tone. It seemed 

exceedingly dangerous.  
I saw Hermann swaying on his feet. If the guard behind him hadn’t suddenly, 

brutally seized him by the scruff of the neck, he would have gone over face-first into the 
mud. 

“Do you deny, my dear Citizen Nicholas, witnessing yourself the willful and 
flagrant destruction of state railcar number 25836-5A? And the pilfering of lumber from 
this railcar by the three defendants?” 

Nicholas made a contemptuous horse-like snort with his lips. “Defendants my 
arse! Those men have no more recourse to defence than rabid dogs. That railcar has been 
sitting abandoned on that siding for three fucking years! Attach it to a train and it’d 
probably fall apart anyway.” 

“Vulgarity is not called for. Precisely, it’s been stored in the dutiful care of this 
village for three years, five months, and fifteen days,” said Kaganovich pleasantly, 
rocking on his heels. “But of course, the length of time is entirely irrelevant. It is state 
property, and as such is strictly off-limits. Citizen Nicholas, please be reasonable. Let’s 
not quibble over petty details.” 

“Why aren’t you arresting me, then? I’ve taken more wood off that wreck than 
anybody in this village.” 

“An irrelevant question. The state did not see fit to prosecute you. Is this not 
obvious?” 

“Obvious! Obvious!” Lathering, Nicholas threw his hands in the air, and I very 
badly wanted to tap his shoulder, to signal him to calm down. Even I could see how much 
Kaganovich was enjoying himself, the way a cat enjoys itself with the mouse before 
crushing its bones. “The only thing obvious to me is that these three men will hang unless 
I put a stop to it!” 

“Do you see what I am forced to put up with?” Kaganovich said aside to me with 
a wide smile that would have been more at home in an insane asylum. “In one breath, he 
admits that these citizens can expect no defence. But then he attempts to defend them.” 
He shook his head, giggling with a jocular sharpness that made my heart palpitate.  

He put his cap back on. Then he unfastened the flap on his holster and pulled out 
a revolver. Just the sight of it seemed to suck all the air out of my lungs. 

“You are very concerned about Citizen Heermann’s injury,” Kaganovich 
continued, as if on his way to delivering a punchline, “when you know for a fact that this 
injury was sustained in the commission of a crime against the state. This is treason, and 
as you also know very well, dear Nicholas, treason is punishable by summary execution.” 

I saw Olga standing in the crowd, her plump face streaked with tears. Behind her, 
Greta was sobbing.  

“At least take away his niece,” I spoke up. “A child shouldn’t see this.” 
Both Nicholas and Kaganovich wheeled around on me. Of the two, Nicholas 

seemed far angrier about my conduct. Kaganovich only sniggered a little. 
“Your bourgeois sentiments are ill-placed,” he remarked. “What better way of 

sparing that child’s life than to witness the consequences of serious crime?” 



“I – I don’t follow.” 
“No,” he said regretfully, eyeing me. “A scion of the luxurious bourgeoisie would 

be blind to such truth. Look at you in your soft fancy clothes – what do you know about 
the plight of these simple, hardworking citizens? Try to be less selfish, and see it from her 
perspective, would you? If she witnesses her uncle’s punishment – a punishment he so 
clearly deserves – then she will herself be far less likely to commit a similar offence in 
the future, thereby living longer. So you see, logically, it’s all for her own good!” 

It dawned on me that this martinet holding the gun, his finger already curled 
around the trigger, truly was completely mad. His devotion to whatever species of 
fanaticism dominated this place had destroyed his ability to reason. Deep inside his 
eggshell cranium, instead of a brain, there lurked a manifesto, the written Word. No real 
thought or any imagination. Only compulsion. Slavish obedience to the Idea that could 
only find its truest expression through the rigid mouth of a noose or a gun.  

“Come with me, Nicholas.” Kaganovich smiled, motioning with the revolver, as if 
beckoning him to a picnic. “It’s time for you to witness the full measure of state 
authority.” 

The colour drained from Nicholas’s face. All at once, he looked a hundred and ten 
years old, truly shrunken, like a balloon with most of the air leaked out. Mummified by 
centuries.  

“Database,” he rasped, eyes bulging. He pronounced it with the emphasis on the 
second syllable instead of the third, so that it came out sounding like ‘de-tahbis.’ 

Kaganovich stopped and turned. “Ah yes!” he declared, pointing the weapon 
skyward. “The hapax legomenon. A word with only one recorded use. You see? This is 
why they call me the Philosopher. Isn’t that right, Citizen Nicholas? You see, I am 
always several steps ahead of you, my good man. Inventing such needless words is a 
childish game, and completely beneath men of our stature. Come along.” Kaganovich 
patted Nicholas on the shoulder, compelling him forward. 

“You – stay here,” the old man wheezed at me over his shoulder. 
I watched them cross the square to the line of three shivering men. Leopold 

watched Kaganovich approach with an expression of gaping fear. Joe looked angry and 
disgusted. Hermann’s head lolled, his eyes closed. By now, the guard behind him had his 
arm clamped tight around Hermann’s upper chest, bracing him upright 

Lord, how hideously obscene it seemed, to hold a sick man in an intimate 
embrace only to prepare him for execution! I felt sick.  

Several women in the throng around the edge of the little square wept violently, 
burying their faces in their kerchiefs. 

“Good citizens of Village 10-264B!” Kaganovich called out. “I can see how it 
pains you to have such hooligans lurking in your midst. As the duly appointed State 
Security Apparatus Chief for this district, I, Captain Abraham Kaganovich, hereby 
pronounce Citizen Leopold Starsky, Citizen Josif Lejodowicz and Citizen Hermann 
Nederlander guilty, each of one count of grossly depraved vandalism of state property 
and twelve counts each of most grievous theft of state property – to whit, the destruction 
of railway car number 25836-5A. Sentence – summary execution.” 

“No!” Greta wailed. 
“Yes!” Kaganovich laughed, shaking his head at the drollery of it all. “Under 

ordinary circumstances, the method of execution would be hanging. But as this is a 



special occasion, I have deemed it fit that these criminals be liquidated by shooting. And 
since the special occasion happens to be Citizen Nicholas Myra’s supposed feast day, he 
is hereby appointed as deputy state executioner for this district.” Kaganovich handed 
Nicholas the gun. When Nicholas refused to take it, Kaganovich snapped his fingers, 
summoning one of his stone-faced henchmen forward to jab his ugly machine pistol into 
Nicholas’s chest.  

Nicholas took the revolver. Even from ten yards away I could see his hands 
shaking. And I could still hear him muttering to himself: “De-tahbis, de-tahbis, de-
tahbis…” On and on, a growling desperate mantra. 

“Proceed,” said Kaganovich, dripping with self-satisfaction. 
Very deeply, Nicholas inhaled, raised the gun, pointed it at Hermann’s sagging 

head, and pulled the trigger. 
The cold hard snap of the gun’s hammer produced a panicky gasp from the crowd. 
For the first time, Kaganovich’s sublime smile faltered. He grabbed the gun, 

ejected the drum, checked it, recocked the hammer, and handed it back to Nicholas. 
“Proceed.” 

Again, Nicholas pulled the trigger. Again, nothing but a mute mousetrap snap. 
A stillness in the air now. Nobody willing to move. I was hardly willing to 

breathe.  
Kaganovich’s smile had warped into an ugly leer. He snatched the gun, aimed it at 

Nicholas’s head, but when he pulled the trigger it still refused to fire. He took the nearest 
guard’s machine pistol and tried to spray it on the prisoners. Nothing but that brief 
metallic punch. 

Kaganovich’s eyes widened as his face darkened with swollen rage. “You – you – 
you,” he snapped to three of his men. “String them up!” 

The crowd whooped as the prisoners were hauled to the gallows, forced to stand 
on wooden crates underneath each noose, and had their ankles tied together. When the 
nooses were fixed snugly under each of their jaws, Kaganovich took his time kicking 
each crate away, sneering at Nicholas as each man dropped.  

Bang! The first crate went over and Hermann dangled. Greta screamed. Olga 
wailed, begging for a reprieve. 

Kaganovich, draped in an expression of terrifying angry smugness.  
Bang! The second crate went over and Joe jerked down. 
Bang! The third crate went over and Leopold plunged.  
How indescribably ugly, the furious choking of the hanged combined with the 

coughing wet sobs from the villagers. Kaganovich stood to attention, beaming in the full 
sun of his own master cruelty.  

Suddenly Nicholas bounded forward. Squatting under Hermann’s legs, he put his 
head through and heaved upwards to piggyback the man. The gallows didn’t have to be 
very tall, only enough to keep the toes of the condemned a few inches off the ground. 
Nicholas’s grunting effort was enough to slacken the noose. Hermann snored air into his 
lungs. But Hermann was a large man, and I saw the monumental effort on Nicholas’s 
pained face.  

Kaganovich squealed with truculent delight, actually clasping his little bony hands 
at his chin, like a woman in passionate love who’d just received a marriage proposal.  



I rushed in and got under Joe’s legs. Shoving my head through his thighs was 
harder than I anticipated because of his bound ankles, but I got through and pushed up 
with all my limited strength. My legs shook, my knees wobbled and then buckled under 
the pressure. I couldn’t hold Joe up.  

As Joe’s body swung down on top of me, I heard a wrenching noise, a loud crack, 
and suddenly Joe’s full weight slammed onto my chest, driving the air out of me. 

The rusty gallows crossbar had snapped in the middle, sending all three prisoners 
sprawling in the mud, sucking air. Nicholas was strong enough to hold Hermann aloft for 
a few seconds before they both piled down.  

Badly wheezing, Nicholas struggled to his feet, hauling Hermann by the armpits, 
propping him against the overturned crate. Now, I saw just the trace of a smile twitch on 
Nicholas’s drawn grizzled mouth. 

Kaganovich looked incredulous, like he couldn’t reconcile what was happening 
with the Word inscribed inside his skull. Again he pulled his revolver and strode forward 
and tried to shoot all four men on the ground, but the gun refused to fire. He peered at the 
barrel like it had betrayed him.  

I found myself wishing it would go off in that instant and blow his diseased brain 
out.  

“Give it up, Kaganovich!” somebody shouted. 
“Go back to where you belong you bugger!” boomed a voice across the square.  
There was Stephen at the head of a large squad of lumberjacks. Big burly men, 

each hefting an axe.  
Now Kaganovich’s men shuffled, peering at each other. For them the entire 

situation was slipping out of its frame. Their control dissolving into the mud. 
I could feel it in the air, a tilt, a turn. Kaganovich’s initiative was gone.  
“You!” Kaganovich raged, charging Nicholas and belting him full across the face. 
I ran forward, but Nicholas didn’t need any of my help. He shouted in angry pain, 

got one arm under Kaganovich’s groin, another round his waist, and like a Greco-Roman 
wrestler, threw the Captain over on his back in the brown slime. Kaganovich’s peaked hat 
rolled away.  

Several of his henchmen jumped on Nicholas, thumping him with their 
truncheons, but Stephen’s men and several others in the crowd swarmed in, 
overwhelming and quickly disarming them.  

The crowd produced a pallid cheer. 
“I’ll have you all in the Ministry cellars!” Kaganovich proclaimed, awkwardly 

getting back to his feet.  
“My arse you will!” Stephen shouted.  
Kaganovich, hair askew, screamed: “Men – fire on these traitors!” 
The guards leveled their guns. But all they produced was a sound like slow 

metallic castanets as ten firing pins dryly snapped. 
Kaganovich’s gun arm drooped dejectedly and his revolver finally fired. The 

earsplitting concussion seemed to freeze time. Not a sound afterwards, not a breath.  
A smoking bullet hole was punched through the outer edge of his right boot. 

Perhaps it had taken off Kaganovich’s baby toe. His quivering face went very pasty, 
gleaming with sudden sweat. In the tight-edged flesh around his bulging eyes I saw he 
was in agony, but he somehow managed to keep control. I found myself awestruck by the 



iron determination of this man to save face, and I knew without a doubt that he saw 
himself as a last line of defence against some threat to the hallowed Idea for which he’d 
thrown away his life.  

One last time, Kaganovich tried to consummate his duty. His flaccid arm aimed 
the gun at Nicholas. Pulled the trigger again and again. 

Snap-snap-snap-snap. 
A few villagers snickered, joy finally managing to peck through the shell of fear.  
“You won’t get away with this,” Kaganovich snarled. 
“Oh, but I think I just did.” Now Nicholas had that merry Gheee! expression on 

his face. 
“Glaring, Kaganovich swept his filthy cap off the ground and ordered his men 

back to the truck. The crowd gathered round, loosening the nooses, helping Joe and 
Leopold to their feet, Hermann getting hoisted on several people’s shoulders and carried 
towards his house.  

The leather coats climbed into the truck and drove off.  
Everybody cheered and clapped, but Nicholas looked ashen. “Just see to it that 

Hermann is looked after,” he barked.  
“We’ve not seen the last of that bastard,” Stephen warned, nodding at the 

retreating truck. But he slapped Nicholas heartily on the back. 
“No,” Nicholas agreed, “but it’ll be a while before he’s back. That type, they can’t 

stand to think of themselves imprisoned in people’s memories that way. Humiliation’s the 
only way to trap them, see? Undermining their spurious authority in front of an 
audience.” 

“It’s a miracle!” Greta pushed through the crowd, grabbing Nicholas’s hand, 
kissing it, cuddling it, as if it was a long-lost heirloom. 

“Bah!” Nicholas pulled himself free of her grasp. “Don’t debase yourself, 
woman.” 

“Three cheers for Saint Nicholas!” somebody called out. “For he is truly called 
‘victory of the people!’” 

The crowd did three very loud Hip-hip hoorays! at the tops of their lungs, myself 
included, while Nicholas hunched his shoulders and looked miserable.  

After he checked on Hermann and I rolled him a smoke, he climbed with gasping 
effort into the wagon and I drove us slowly back up to his farm. 

“That idiotic woman,” he complained on the way. “Why can’t she see that this 
fawning is exactly the type of behavior that gives arseholes like Kaganovich their power? 
These people never listen to what I tell them.” 

“But you can’t blame them for praising you,” I said. “You saved those men’s 
lives.” 

He stabbed me with a squint. “Did I then? And if Stephen hadn’t shown up with 
his men? Ah? Kaganovich’s thugs would’ve beat me to a pulp!” 

Only now I noticed the ugly black welt on his left cheekbone, the result of 
Kaganovich’s blow.  

“And besides, who was it that gave me the word? Ah?” 
I paused, considering. “But I’m not going to take any credit for that, it was just the 

first thing that came to mind. You asked me for it.” 



Nicholas cackled bitterly, shaking his head. He looked extremely tired. “Sure, go 
ahead and dodge the responsibility. And yet when I avoid taking credit, people like you 
accuse me of being sour. Well fuck you!” 

He didn’t say another word until we got back, when he tersely ordered me to 
unbridle Lucretia and feed her. “Then go inside and see what help the missus needs.” He 
stomped into his shed and slammed the door behind him. 

 I took care of Lucretia, then found Penelope inside. “There you are!” She told me 
to fetch two big bowls of water from the well pump. When I brought those back, she 
flipped back the thin woven-rag rug beside the table. Beneath was a stout trapdoor. I got 
the sense that this was a secret, something not to be shared with anybody.  

She pulled up the door and let it fall back with an almighty bang, opening a dark 
space under the cottage. She handed me a lamp. “Down you go, then,” she said. “One 
bushel of potatoes, if you please.” 

I made my way down a short set of plank stairs, really no more than a ladder that 
descended into a mildewy earthen crypt. It was very cold, with a stuffy oppressive feel. 
All around the square space, about ten feet on each side, there were shelves laden with 
sealed jars. Some looked to be full of sauerkraut, a few others with purple and red jams. 
Things were hanging from the floor joists. Something meaty, crusted with peppercorns 
that prompted flashbacks of that terrible dream about the butcher. Also gleaming bloated 
snakes the colour of black plums. Penelope must have made blood sausage. Closer 
inspection showed the meaty thing to be pork also.  

Below were many huge baskets full of onions, beets, carrots, and potatoes. I put 
down the lamp, bent down to lift the potato basket, and shouted in terror. Hanging just 
above my face was the pig’s head, leering at me with hideous blame. 

“She can’t bite you,” Penelope laughed from the hatch. “Not any more.” 
Right. 
I hauled the basket upstairs.  
“Pull up a stool and give me a hand with this. Peeling potatoes bothers my 

arthritis something fierce.” 
We got to work peeling and slicing, dropping our finished product in a large pot 

of water.  
Sitting, with time to think, I was upset by everything I’d witnessed. Confused by 

Penelope’s lack of concern over what had happened down in the village. She didn’t even 
ask about it. For a long while we worked in silence, and again I was taken away by the 
mantic quality of the work, carefully slicing off the brown rinds to reveal the ivory starch 
beneath. Knowing that each and every piece would be eaten by somebody. That this work 
would contribute to nourishing people.  

“I want you to think about something,” she finally said. Distractedly, as if 
speaking to the potato in her hand. “That dream that woke you up this morning. The 
butcher.” 

“How could you possibly—” 
She held up a pink hand, silencing me. “Just listen, would you? Why do you think 

you had that dream? Think carefully.” 
I shrugged. “I was talking to Nicholas yesterday about the miracle he performed, 

resurrecting those boys. It’s only natural that I’d have a dream about it.” 



Penelope hissed derisively. “You’re not thinking at all. Truth was, Nicholas 
couldn’t resurrect them. They were deader than doornails, so they were. You remember 
finding them, see. In the butcher’s larder. All crusted up with salt, ready for pickling. 
Way back then, Nicholas was a devout man. You’d never know it now, would you? But 
he prayed for three days straight, sonny. On his knees, no sleep, no food or drink, day and 
night. Did that god see fit to hear Nicholas’s prayer? He ain’t never been the same since 
then. Not ever.” 

Glassy tears trembled in her swollen eyelids. “Nicholas is a good, honest man. 
Hardworking, giving. He truly is, and you don’t know the half of it, sonny. But I admit, 
sometimes I wish I would find him more yielding. He can be such a stubborn, angry old 
son of a bitch!” She pulled out a handkerchief, pressed it to her moist eyes, then blew her 
nose. “You don’t remember what he was like as a younger man,” she sniffed. 

This confused me. How could I remember something from so many centuries 
before I was born? 

“I pray that you do before your time with us is done,” she continued, regarding me 
with good-humored pity. “He was quite a man.” 

“He still is.” 
“Ha!” It came out in a sob. Again she dabbed her eyes. “I know it, dearie, I know 

it better than you could possibly understand. But what you don’t say is just as important 
as what you do. What you were thinking to add was, despite everything.” 

She giggled at me, so teasing and girlish that for just a second, I caught a glimpse 
of her as a young beautiful woman, rosy and nubile. It was like the floor fell out from 
under me, almost knocking me off the stool. This image of her was so familiar, filling me 
with an aching need to remember more.  

“Just consider,” she said quietly, resuming her fat old age. “That spending such a 
damn long time in this place would make anybody disagreeable. Even a saint.” 

“He doesn’t deserve it,” I said, suddenly angry. “What could possibly justify it?” 
“Justify it!” Her eyebrows shot up over her quizzical eyes, and she was laughing. 

“No, no. Oh, dearie, no! What do you think I meant when I said he was stubborn, just 
now? Don’t you see that Nicholas chose to be here?” 

The paring knife slipped, sinking deep into my thumb. I flinched, shaking it. 
“Now look what you’ve done!” She got up, retrieved another clean handkerchief 

from a chest, and carefully wrapped it around the cut thumb pad.  
“I thought…” My words trailed off with my thoughts. 
“Of course you did. Some kind of punishment, I understand. And you’re not 

exactly wrong. But isn’t it remarkable how often we freely choose our own punishments? 
He was given an option, see. An eternity of comfort would mean giving up the ability 
he’d been given. But my Nicholas, he takes his mission so seriously, he would never truly 
be content unless he could go on helping those in need.” She tied the corners of the 
improvised bandage around my wounded thumb. 

I thought for a moment. “So being here is the price he pays for being a good 
man?” 

She smiled kindly. “Well, he knew he wouldn’t find many needy people in 
paradise. But be careful what you wish for, isn’t that what you’ve always been told? 
Eternity turns out to be a very, very long time.”  

And now, all he wanted was some release.  



“But don’t despair,” she said. “If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there is 
no such thing as true eternity, Nicholas. No, the universe won’t allow forever. Everything 
is united in the same substance. It all must begin, and everything must eventually have an 
end. It is the way of things. Think of that ass Kaganovich. Do you think he’ll be around 
forever? I should think not!” 

“You seemed so frightened when we left for the village,” I said. 
“Well, I was! You saw the type of man he is. Dearie, you’re not listening to what 

you’re being told. No such thing as eternity is the same thing as no certainty. I couldn’t 
know for sure what would happen when my husband confronted Kaganovich.” 

“But you haven’t even asked…” 
She shook her head crossly. “You can’t appreciate what it means to spend so long 

here. After such a huge amount of time…you feel the rhythms of the air, the patterns of 
the clouds. When I heard Kagnovich’s gun go off, I knew that my Nicholas was safe. 
Now, don’t ask me how. All the answers are right there in front of you, every single day. 
All you have to do is pay attention, and you’ll see.” 

“See what?” I felt exasperated by her cryptic messages. 
Her narrow mouth tightened irritably, and she pointed at the frosty window with 

her knife. “You see how the frost paints its beautiful leaves and ferns on the glass? Never 
the same way twice, is it? Never, ever. And yet, always recognizable. Always following 
the same overall pattern. So you see?” 

All I could do was shake my head.  
She laughed at me. “Think of waves in the sea, then. Always the same up and 

down, to and fro, but never quite the same twice. And yet, the water always returns to its 
rest. Cycles, dearie. Like that damned sator square tablet Nicholas keeps hidden in the 
shed.” 

I gaped at her. 
“Why do you think it is that husbands treat their wives as if we are all idiots?” 

Again she laughed, even a little cruelly. “Be patient. Perhaps before you leave here you 
will discover the truth. I’ll pray for it, dearie. Just remember something for me, and this is 
important, now: just because things are orderly, or follow a pattern, doesn’t necessarily 
mean there is a conscious will behind them. Just because your prayers are sometimes 
answered doesn’t necessarily mean anyone is actually listening.” 

“So then why do you pray?” 
“When you light a candle to illuminate a dark room, do you think that the 

candlelight is granting you a blessing? Or is the flame simply doing the work it has been 
assigned to do by the universe? Eh? Think about Nicholas. The work he was assigned to 
do. You don’t yet remember what happened to the butcher who murdered those boys.” 

“How can I…?” 
“Circles, cycles, repetitions. What punishment would best fit that terrible crime?” 
Suddenly I did remember. The half-peeled potato and knife fell from my 

slackened hands as I stared into the terrible memory as if I had experienced it firsthand. 
“He forced the butcher to eat them.” 

“Every last morsel.” She bit her lip, rolling her eyes against more tears. “Those 
three boys, their parents had already perished in that awful famine. So there was no-one 
left to mourn them, alright? That monster the butcher chose to take that path, and so my 
Nicholas took him by the hand and pulled him the whole way along.” 



“Good God!” 
“I assure you, that is not what Nicholas thought at the time, dearie. So perhaps it 

turns out that he actually deserves to be here after all, eh? But who are any of us to decide 
such things? Which of us can truly say we are not impeded by partial blindness?” 

“‘Let ye who is without sin cast the first stone.’” 
“How soon after it was first spoken, and how often since, has that simple lesson 

been forgotten?” She shrugged, her mouth twisting. “Ach, what can you do? You live on, 
you do your best. That’s it.” 

It was the epitaph for our chore, as she tossed the last potato into the bowl of 
water at her feet. I scraped up all the peels and put them into the slop bucket, then helped 
Penelope take the potatoes out to the stewing cauldron behind the house.  

By now it was almost dark. The western horizon a gaping torn volcano of purple-
blue clouds burning red in the dying sun. Nicholas was on the patio, lighting dozens of 
small multicoloured lanterns hanging all over the underside of the corrugated metal 
awning.  

We put the potatoes into the simmering stew, and I added more wood to the fire 
underneath. The billowing steam smelled of garlic and herbs and delicious warmth.  

Next, I helped Nicholas set up a small folding table, lining it with bottles of his 
homebrew. There were bottles of every size and shape and colour. A collection of 
reusables assembled for a long, long time. I watched his bruised face very carefully, 
searching for signs of the fierce young zealot who’d force-fed three children to a starving 
cannibal. Just as had happened with Penelope earlier, I saw his face warp into an image 
of youth and vigor that seemed so bizarrely familiar that I gasped. 

“What now?” He snapped back to his grizzled aged state, lighting a cigarette. 
“Nothing, nothing.” 
He grinned. “What tripe has that wife of mine been filling your head with, ah?” 
“I need a drink,” I muttered, reaching for the nearest bottle. 
“Gheee! Now you’re talking!” 
I poured him and I a shot each. 
“To Nicholas!” we said at exactly the same time, and broke out laughing. 
The booze went down with remarkable smoothness.  
“At home, you work as a barkeep,” he stated. 
“Right,” I said, amazed. I had been a bartender, sure.  
“Well don’t be so down in the mouth about it! Any honest work is decent. 

Besides, what do you expect to do with a bloody theology degree?” He snickered. 
“Tonight, you tend bar. Stand behind this table and dole out the booze to whoever wants 
it. No skimping!” 

“Roger,” I said. 
“So,” he said, staring me down. “Why did I smack Arius at the Nicene Council 

meeting?” 
 This non sequitur took be aback. “You struck him for denying the divinity of 

Christ.” 
“No, no,” he hissed. “This is what you’ve heard about it. No, I want you to 

remember.” 
All I could do was shake my head. 



He squinted at me, the way a doctor might look at a patient who was frustrating 
his ability to cure him. “Still, nothing, ah?” 

“I don’t know what you keep asking me to remember.” 
Nicholas frowned thoughtfully. “Arius got personal, see. He called my wife a 

bitch, right there in council. Now, the Council of Nicaea! You’re probably imagining an 
august body of sober bishops soundly debating the direction of their young faith. And 
don’t get me wrong, many of those men were intellectually honest and took their tasks 
very seriously. But many others were simply fanatic martinets, petty hair-splitters 
devoted to the almighty Word. Nothing else mattered to them except demonstrations of 
blind allegiance to their own esoteric interpretation of scripture.” 

“Just like Captain Kaganovich,” I whispered. 
He smiled, nodding at me proudly. “Yes. Now you’re making some progress, very 

good! There was Alexander of Alexandria almost coming to blows with Eusebius of 
Nicomedia – these supposedly eminent, supposedly Christian scholars bickering about 
the differences between Jesus of Nazareth being ‘born,’ or ‘begotten,’ or ‘created.’ And 
Marcellus of Ancyra with his pedantic verbal diarrhea, so desperate was he to 
demonstrate his subtle grasp of Greek terms like hypostasis, ousia, prosopon. Why, I 
began to wonder if I’d mistakenly arrived at a conference of language professors!” 
Nicholas flung his index and middle fingers in my face. “For two fucking months this 
went on!” 

I shook my head. 
 “Over three hundred bishops, who of course dragged along whole retinues of 

priests, deacons, secretaries, all manner of sycophantic hangers-on. A parade of the 
damned! Meanwhile, all over the known world, good Christian people were starving! 
You’ve heard the term ‘bully pulpit,’ yeah? Well, let me tell you – Nicaea was where the 
bully pulpit was invented. And there is Arius, the august Bishop of Alexandria, telling me 
that I need to control my wife, that she is an uppity little cow. And how many of those 
supposedly faithful men snickered? Dozens of them! I tell you, it might as well have been 
a fucking bachelor party! And it was this ilk that designed the Nicene Creed. For what, 
ah? So that countless millions of supposed believers could mindlessly mouth these 
platitudes every Sunday? Little better than theological thumbscrews, if you ask me.” 

“Whenever you two drunken philosophers have a spare moment,” said Penelope 
from the door, “I could still use a hand.” 

We brought out a few chairs and stools. I saw that Penelope was very tired, 
leaning on the doorjamb, her face cinched tight with pain.  

“Come here, love.” Nicholas took her by the hand, led her to a stool by the fire, 
and told her to sit. He knelt on one knee at his wife’s feet, peeled off Penelope’s leggings, 
layer by layer, rolling them down her wide hairy calves.  

He propped her legs on his thigh and massaged in some kind of soothing oil. She 
hissed and groaned, closing her eyes, tipping her head back. Slowly, deliberately pressing 
his fingers into her skin, his rough hands glided up and down the length of her calves, 
kneading the muscles, outlining the contours of her shinbones. Then he spent some time 
on her feet, digging his thumbs into the soles, rolling them over the balls of her feet. Then 
he pulled her little toe until I heard an audible pop, and Penelope squealed with laughter, 
giving him a gentle kick.  

“Um, do you two need, like, some time alone or something?” I asked. 



“Eh, don’t get cheeky!” But he winked at me as he wrapped each bloated calf in 
tensor bandages so attenuated they seemed to have no stretch left in them at all. Then 
over these came her thick stockings, wool socks, and finally her pale blue leggings.  

“Thank-you husband,” she sighed. And then to me, all glassy-eyed: “See? He’s 
still got the touch.” 

The guests started arriving soon after, all of them bearing a small gift. Nicholas 
and Penelope stood at the edge of the patio, greeting each family with warm cheers, 
accepting their presents with gracious thanks. Knitted scarves and hats, tools, bottles of 
homemade beer, cakes, pastries. The guests all brought their own chairs, bowls and 
cutlery. Soon the patio was crowded with villagers, the collection of laughing voices 
constellated with the red, green, blue and amber lanterns. To me, it sounded like the most 
joyous noise I’d ever heard. I would have thought that an open patio like this would have 
been freezing, but the fire, the lamps, and the warmth of so many people made it 
comfortable.  

Joe came up to me with a belligerent expression. The noose had left an angry red 
line on his throat. “You know, your head nearly crushed my fucking balls!” Then his 
narrow faced split into an aloof smile and he offered his hand. I shook it. Nothing more 
needed to be said.  

I helped Penelope dole out the stew. Near the cauldron was a table of breads, 
butter and cheeses that people had brought with them. The stew was more than delicious, 
the succulent pork falling off the bone in a gravy thick with potatoes, vegetables and 
onions. All the smiling faces being nourished by this food made me take pause and 
remember that sow with sincere thanks. I couldn’t believe it had been only yesterday that 
I’d helped Nicholas slaughter her.  

Most of the time, I hung back on my own. Behind the drinks table, doling out 
booze. And drinking enough of it myself to sink a ship. I remained on the outside of the 
circle. These people relied on each other for survival. Tonight was their celebration, a 
chance to vent the tension that built so relentlessly. I felt like an intruder.  

Most of the men’s grins were hidden behind bushy beards, only their crinkled 
eyes betraying their merriment. The women gathered in small groups, strikingly colourful 
in their bright golden, green and red kerchiefs and shawls, chattering and laughing as they 
lay their hands on each other’s arms and shoulders. It was the children who sparkled most 
brightly, dashing to and fro around the edge of the patio, screaming with delight. I saw 
Olga gossiping away with a bunch of other girls, full of silly giggles. Every so often, one 
of them would glance my way, whisper something to the rest, and they would all shriek 
with desperate embarrassment.  

Olga came strutting over, taking her time.  
“How’s your uncle?” I asked. 
“He’ll be fine.” The simple, definitive tone of a girl who had learned not to expect 

the best, and was full of skepticism when good news presented itself. “Auntie Greta 
decided to stay home, take care of him.” 

“Make sure you take some stew, bread and cheese home for them both.” 
“Right.” Just enough roll in the eyes to remind me that I was stating the glaringly 

obvious.  
Music started to play. In one corner, Nicholas on a small accordion, Leopold 

playing a hurdy-gurdy and somebody else sawing a fiddle. The tunes were lively, 



energizing the party until everybody was on their feet, clapping, couples dancing around 
the fire with blissful grins. 

“Listen,” I shouted to Olga over the music and noise. “I wanted to ask you about 
your Grandpa…”  

Before I knew it, Olga had me by the hand, yanking me into a kind of conga line 
that snaked back and forth across the patio, everybody shouting and whistling. The music 
grew faster, louder, the energy wilder as dozens of hands clapped in time together, 
making a powerful cracking sound. Somebody banged into a table, upsetting a bunch of 
bowls and cutlery. This was greeted by a cacophony of whistling. Soon I was sweating, 
exhilarated by alcohol and good food and raucous cheers. 

Finally, I broke free to find my cup. 
“Good job today,” said Stephen with a sharp elbow to the ribs. He sidled closer, 

putting his beefy arm around my neck with enough force to mimic an attack. “You’re a 
good bloke,” he slurred. “Just a touch too precious, you know, but that’ll work itself out. 
You got potential, is what I’m trying to say.” 

“Thanks, man.” 
“You stepped up, and no one can take that away from you, and I mean no one, 

pal.” 
We smashed our cups together and took long pulls.  
I looked over at Nicholas, and there was actually a merry twinkle in his eyes as he 

swayed to the music, his huge hands expertly manipulating the squeezebox. The vigorous 
sound the three musicians were generating had an unworldly quality, a metered drone that 
seemed to weave the patio into a vibrant, flowing tapestry. And I’ll be damned if there 
wasn’t an apple-red flush in Nicholas’s dimpled cheeks! 

“You think he’ll be alright?” I asked Stephen. 
He tucked in his chin with a drunkenly aggressive glower. “Look here, I’ll be 

buggered if that little twat comes within ten yards of old Uncle Nicholas. The 
Philosopher,” he snorted. “I wish folk round here wouldn’t call him that. Don’t you 
worry, son. This village stands behind its own, and you can take that to the bloody bank!” 

Right on. It was probably inebriated swagger, but being in Stephen’s proximity 
was enough to fire me with a spirit that made me want to charge out and hunt Kaganovich 
down myself.  

Nicholas closed his eyes, smiling faintly. Looking for all the world like he was 
drifting off into a pleasant sleep. The trio continued to play, the music driving with an 
insistent tempo, the hurdy-gurdy and fiddle melding with the accordion into a cicada-like 
thrum. Everybody clapping in time, whistling, hooting.  

A flicker of light over my head drew my eyes up to the patio’s corrugated iron 
ceiling. A lightbulb came to life, its tiny coil glowing red, wavering, before blazing into 
full electric white light. To me it seemed an unpleasant intrusion, the razor-sharp shadows 
cutting through the softer flame-shades. But I was a minority of one. Everybody else 
cheered, on their feet now, raising cups in sloppy toasts.  

For them, electricity was a rare treat.  
Around the edge of the patio’s corrugated tin roof, small Christmas lights winked 

on.  



Still bouncing with the beat, thick fingers expertly dancing along the accordion’s 
buttons, Nicholas beamed. Catching my eye, he winked as a gigantic belch ripped from 
his mouth.  

“Your health!” Stephen guffawed, downing his cup. 
Husband and wives, children, all swaying and prancing along with the music. 

Their voices, the instruments, the tempo of stamping boots on the stone. Mesmerizing. I 
started to wonder what else other than alcohol Nicholas and Penelope added to this fierce 
concoction.  

After reaching a huge crescendo, the trio stopped and put their instruments down. 
The crowd groaned its cheerful displeasure, but Nicholas held up his hands.  

“It’s time for what everybody’s been waiting for,” Nicholas announced, his shiny 
cheeks radiant.  

With a savage triumphant cry, all the children rushed in, gathering into a wide 
circle around Nicholas’s chair. Penelope joined him, and she was beaming too.  

With a naughty expression, he dug in his pocket and came out with the three 
golden coins I’d given him when I arrived. They winked slyly in the multicoloured lights, 
throwing  electric pulses from the light bulb. The kids clapped, fidgeting, jostling with 
each other. “Now,” he said. “Who do we thank for this wonderful opportunity?” 

All at once, all the kids turned, searching. Some of them pointing, elbowing each 
other until they were all focused on me. “Thank-you, Nicholas!” they chimed. 

I was taken aback. “You’re welcome,” I said, and everybody laughed. 
“Right,” said Nicholas, and all the children whipped back around to face him. 

“You all know how this works, now.” Like a crafty magician, he held the coins in a stack 
between his thumb and forefinger, slowly passing them back and forth with elaborate 
flourishes. Thirty-odd little heads swiveled left and right, following them. “We say, one, 
two three!” He turned his hand over, and suddenly the coins had disappeared. 

Oooooh! the kids all gasped, completely under his spell. 
Then they were tearing off their boots and shoes. 
“Yay!” screamed Guiro, the bucked-toothed kid who’d come yesterday. He held 

one of the coins up like a trophy. 
Olga and another did the same. Then another three, seven, twelve, until all of the 

kids were pogoing and laughing, each of them grasping a shiny golden coin.  
The patio erupted in wild cheers, hooting and catcalling. In the midst of it all, the 

kids did their best to make their gratitude known, Nicholas sitting in the middle of it all, 
and there really was a light around him now, the slits of his gleaming eyes 
positively…well, jolly. There was no other way to describe it.  

Then it was Penelope’s turn. She opened up a reed basket, from which she pulled 
three lovely little dresses, each one decorated with a red sash of the same wide silken 
ribbon Nicholas had given to the raven yesterday.  

“I’ve sewn these for three lucky little girls,” said Penelope. “First goes to Adriana. 
Second to Miriam. Third to Theresa.” Each of the girls came forward to take their new 
dresses, giving Penelope happy kisses on the cheek.  

Inevitably there was some grumbling among the others. 
“Here now!” Nicholas growled, scowling at them. “You take care to remember 

why you should be thankful for what you’ve got instead of grasping for more. You mind 
your Uncle Nicholas!” 



He shooed the kids away, and all the adults raised their cups for a toast to 
Nicholas. Then they started up with more music, but I could tell the party had already 
passed its acme. Languor crept through the guests, many of whom were clearly having 
trouble walking in straight lines. 

A group of four women stepped up to the musicians, along with a tall gawky man 
holding a tin flute. As if beckoned by some unseen director, the crowd hushed. Smiling, 
the first woman began to sing in a voice so sweet and clear that it settled on the patio like 
a breath of frosty dawn, sparkling golden.  

 
The holly and the ivy, now are both well grown, 

Of all the trees that are in the wood, the holly bears the crown. 
 

I shivered, feeling her rising and falling notes creep up by spine. Now the flautist 
joined in, playing a gentle rolling tune as she sang the refrain: 
 

Oh, the rising of the sun and the running of the deer, 
The playing of the merry organ, sweet singing in the choir. 

 
Now a second woman’s voice joined in high harmony, along with Nicholas, 

cradling and stroking the accordion like it was a thing of beloved value.  
 

The holly bears a blossom as white as lily flower, 
And Mary bore sweet Jesus Christ to be our sweet savior 

 
The third and fourth voices now, in low harmony, and the fiddle sang too.  
 

Oh, the rising of the sun and the running of the deer, 
The playing of the merry organ, sweet singing in the choir. 

The holly bears a berry as red as any blood, 
And Mary bore sweet Jesus Christ to do poor sinners good. 

 
All their voices blended in a rich glassy tone. I closed my eyes, imagining the 

singing as the sound-equivalent of the scent of a fresh rose, the flute and violin the thorns. 
 

Oh, the rising of the sun and the running of the deer, 
The playing of the merry organ, sweet singing in the choir. 

The holly bears a prickle as sharp as any thorn, 
And Mary bore sweet Jesus Christ on Christmas Day in the morn. 

Oh, the rising of the sun and the running of the deer, 
The playing of the merry organ, sweet singing in the choir. 

The holly bears a bark as bitter as any gall, 
And Mary bore sweet Jesus Christ for to redeem us all. 

 
Nicholas and the others beamed as the party cheered and yelled for more, 

whistling. I noticed how each of the singers and musicians took a moment to hug him, 
kissing both his cheeks. How he nodded and thanked them, gallantly self-deprecating.  



I continued dispensing drinks until the night around the patio seemed densely 
black and the electric lights dimmed, flickered, and extinguished. A few kids whined, 
“Awwww…,” but their parents and grandparents seemed resigned in a groggy good-
natured way. By that time people had already started thanking their hosts and drifting off 
down the track home through the frosty night. Soon, with that bleary sense of fond regret 
that comes in the earliest morning hours in the aftermath of a fun party, I watched 
Nicholas and Penelope see off the last couple. 

“Christ,” Nicholas snapped when they were gone, “I thought they’d never get the 
hell out!” 

I laughed.  
“You two are thick as thieves!” Penelope responded. 
I helped them tidy up a few things that couldn’t wait till morning. By now manic 

drunkenness had decayed into sloppy malaise. The last few ill-advised drinks were 
sloshing ominously in my gut, and all I wanted was sleep. Except that I knew I’d suffer 
through the spins. 

I was debating whether or not to stick my fingers down my throat when Penelope 
said goodnight and tottered inside. She’d had more than a little to drink herself. 

With bloodshot eyes that looked like they’d been coated in grease, Nicholas 
snatched one of the last full liquor bottles off the table, took the final lit lamp, and 
beckoned me to go with him. 

I groaned. “Nicholas…I need my bed.” 
“Ah, will you quit yer whinging!” he rasped. “Come with me, now. There’s 

something you need to see.” 
We stumbled down the path towards the crossroads, Marcus trotting happily at 

our heels in that eternally energetic, upbeat way of dogs. In Nicholas’s fist the lantern’s 
wire handle squeaked as the lantern tossed a tossing seasick glow across the snow. Cold 
enough now that the mud had hardened to concrete, the ridges and craters and gorges of 
footprints and wheelruts turning my already unsteady feet. A few times I tripped, once 
flailing face-first into the powdery snow. 

Nicholas laughed so hard I thought he’d pass out. “That’ll wake you up!” 
He offered a hand hauling me back to my feet. I wiped burning cold meltwater off 

my face and neck.  
The thing was, it did just that. Right away, I was sharpened, raw. I gazed up into 

the clear moonless sky, amazed by the blizzard of hard diamond-chip stars. The Milky 
Way was a torrential river. All the stars fine droplets flung from its eddies, only to freeze 
solid in midair.  

Nicholas waited for me, drinking straight from the bottle. “Stupendous, ah?” He 
handed me the bottle, then undid his fly for a pee. 

I drank, still gaping skywards.  
“Imagine all that space between you and the stars you’re staring at,” he said as his 

urine splattered the snow. “Then between them and every other star. That’s my definition 
of infinity, boy: add up all the distances between every single object in the universe. 
Makes that bloody sator square pale by comparison, no?” 

We continued on our way, breath smoking in the lantern, passing the bottle back 
and forth until it was dry. It seemed a very long walk, my feet numb with the cold. At one 
point, the swinging light revealed a gaunt leaning shadow near the road, a pole with a 



crossbar near the top. At first I took it to be a tall gibbet, and I felt a flush of fear until I 
saw that it was only the streetlamp. Even it had gone out.  

A while further, and I knew we must be near the copse where we’d collected all 
the wood yesterday morning. I heard the brook. 

“Almost there, now,” said Nicholas. 
I followed him through ankle-deep snow into a thicket of young trees. As we 

threaded our way between the trunks and under branches, snow sprinkled down my neck. 
We started descending the bank of the stream until we came out in a small clearing by the 
side of the water.  

“In warm weather, this is where Penelope comes to wash the laundry,” said 
Nicholas. He sounded wistful. “Come, sit with me a while.” 

Here under the trees overhanding the river, there wasn’t much snow. The ground 
was frozen hard, and therefore quite dry, covered in a bed of dry plants. I was surprised to 
see Nicholas lie flat out on his back, gazing up through the thin branches at the sky. I did 
the same.  

“There’s your festive decorations,” he said. 
At first I wasn’t sure what he meant. After we’d lain there for a while, I began to 

see the beauty in the lacework branches with the stars shining through them like tiny 
Christmas lights. Each branch was traced with a very thin layer of gleaming ice. One of 
the trees above had given some kind of berry, still clinging to their stalks, dark red and 
wrinkled. All together, these things comprised a decorative beauty quite unlike anything 
else I had ever seen.  

“Tell me,” he said, “do you believed that the universe was created by God?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well. A universe in which Asia and Europe are but two small corners, all the 

ocean’s waters a mere droop, the mightiest mountain a puny lump of stone, the vastness 
of time a pin-point in eternity. Listen to the water,” Nicholas mumbled. “Listen deeply. 
Empty your mind. Let the water wash it clean. There is more than one way to understand 
the mind of the creator, sonny.” 

I lay and gazed up at the sky through the branches, absorbed into the sound of the 
water burbling over the stony riverbed. I ruminated on what Nicholas had said. Penelope 
too, earlier that day, talking about the pattern of clouds and rhythms of the air. The river  
immersed me in its loud burble, and I imagined the water flowing over and through me. 

There were many noises within: dark gurgles, slippery licks and spurts, bright 
tinkling, innumerable boiling bubbles, all coming together to form deep musical layers. 
Ceaseless and exceedingly ancient. How long had water been singing its arias on this 
planet? Since long, long before there were ears to hear it.  

I felt then that I was definitely listening to ideas in the mind of God. That 
scripture was not simply words to be read in a book. Impossible to know exactly what I 
was being told, but the specific message didn’t matter. It was the mystery that counted, 
the sense that myself, Nicholas, the trees, the river, the stars, were all small motes of an 
incomprehensibly huge Whole. I felt overwhelming privilege that I had been given this 
moment, this infinitesimally precious awareness of this tiny corner of time and space.  

“Now you’re getting it.” Nicholas’s whisper startled me back. “Now, I want you 
to think about that time I saved those sailors. When I was supposed to have calmed the 
raging storm at sea, and saved their ship.” 



“But I don’t—” 
“Shush! Search your memory, now.” Keeping his voice uncharacteristically low, 

as if in reverence.  
For a while I lay still, absorbing the grammar and syntax of the water. Just a 

dream in the creator’s imagination. 
 I’d like to say that I drifted off to sleep. I was tired enough at the time, and drunk 

enough to boot. But it wasn’t sleep I slipped into. I could still feel the cold ground 
pressing up against my back, could still hear the endless chant of the river. On my right, 
Nicholas’s labored breathing deepening into light snores. It was more like a memory, a 
vision painted against the reality of that night on the riverbank.  

I think it was the inebriation that brought me back to that day, because I’d been 
drunk then too. And there’s the sound of tinkling water. But not a river, no, it is a 
fountain. A rigorously controlled rivulet spilling down over marble steps into a circular 
pond. I am sitting at a very long table piled high with food in the middle of a lush garden. 
Around the outside is an arched portico. Birds sing in the fresh, balmy air.  

A servant-boy in an immaculately white tunic steps up to the table, offering me 
more wine from a clay decanter. Here is the problem. The party atmosphere at the 
council. Days and days of eating, drinking, some of them even fornicating. Some even 
with each other. I put my hand out and cover my glass, shooing the servant away. Across 
the table, that fat sunburned joker with the perpetually sweaty face makes a mocking 
noise.  

“Already had too much, then, Nicholas?” Then, in a noisy aside to Theonas of 
Marmarica, “Can’t hold his drink, that one!” 

“Arius, you really are a bore,” says Theonas, but this is clearly intended for the 
ears of the supercilious man with the sonorous eyes and large nose, sitting at the head of 
the table. 

“My dear Bishop Arius,” says the emperor Constantine in his sharp, deep voice. 
“You are quite out of line.” It is a voice that has tuned itself to the strictures of army 
command. Constantine is very used to having his own way. 

“Sire,” says Arius, bowing his head, kissing his ass. But not without stealing a 
dirty glance at me.  

“Now who is left to speak this afternoon?” asks Constantine with an immaculately 
plucked eyebrow raised. He rearranges his resplendent purple robes, lined with gold 
thread. Enough wealth right there to feed ten families in my diocese for a week. And here 
we are, locked in fruitless debating about whether Jesus of Nazareth was God’s first 
production, or was directly created and begotten.  

“Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, sire,” Hosius of Cordova intones, popping a few 
grapes into his fat mouth. 

“My good sir, if you would.” Constantine invites Pius to stand for his oration. 
“Thank-you, sire,” says Eusebius, rising to his feet. “Most noble and eminent 

Christians, we have come to Nicaea for the purposes of defining the essence of our faith.” 
I groan inwardly, knowing we are in for another lengthy, pompous sermon on the 

true nature of Christ’s divinity, and why it is so important for the Church to maintain a 
rigorous defence against the Arian heresy.  

On the back of his right hand he has a cross of letters tattooed:  
P 
A 
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Our Father written twice, along with alpha and omega, representing the eternal 
truth of his faith. Yet another anagram of the sator square enigma. A queasy sense of 
recognition – of something I won’t see for a very, very long time in the future.  

I take a few deep breaths, chalking up my unstable impressions to too much wine, 
too much turgid rhetoric.  

Already flies are pecking at the piles and piles of untouched food. What waste! I 
should never have answered this invitation. I shift around in my chair. The sun is warm, 
the breeze wafting with the cloying aromas of garden flowers. Within just a few minutes, 
Pius’s droning has lulled me into a comfortable snooze.  

I dream about being on the deck of a storm-tossed ship. Spraying, stinging waves 
wash clear over the bows as the shrieking wind tears the sails to ribbons. All around me, 
hardened sailors weep and scream like newly widowed women. The ship’s prow lifts 
almost vertical as it crests a mountainous swell, then plummets down, down into a 
gigantic watery canyon. I feel the descent in my belly, the wrenching crash as we strike 
the bottom and half the ship is sucked below the raging surface. It bursts free again, a tiny 
bobbing cork lost in this maelstrom.  

I hold out my hands. Just letting go of the rail is an enormous test of will. I close 
my eyes, and pray. Almost immediately, the wind calms, the waves slosh and cough into 
ringing silence. Hot setting sun warms my face and soaked clothes.  

The sailors cheer, lifting me on their shoulders to parade me up and down the 
deck as the captain makes an oration to my name. To celebrate the end of the storm, I join 
the crew in a drunken party right through the night, dancing on deck until the dawn leaks 
into the eastern horizon, a gray stain across the skin of the dead calm sea. Swaying 
drunkenly back and forth, as if the sailor’s fiddle and drum had again disturbed the 
waters. 

“Nicholas!” a voice calls angrily. “Nicholas of Myra!” 
I snort awake so suddenly that the back of my head bangs against the chair. 
All around the table, my so-called colleagues glare contemptuously, or snicker, or 

shake their self-righteous heads. And there, as always, the reliably obtuse Arius of 
Alexandria, giggling into his hand, supremely enjoying the moment of my utter 
humiliation. 

“How can you sleep at such a vital hour for the history of our Church?” Eubius 
rebukes me. 

Very much, I long to tell this spiritually parsimonious bastard to go to Hell. In my 
groggy state, my tongue almost gets the better of me, but I only just manage to save face. 
“Merciful God has granted me a vision!” I exclaim, jumping to my feet. Laying it on 
thick. Gasping whispers, wide eyes all around the table. I tell them the story of my dream. 



Knowing full well that these ripe simpletons will take the calmed storm as a sign of their 
rightness, the rescued ship as a metaphor for their precarious Church. Naturally, I leave 
out the part about the drinking and partying. Given the shenanigans around here, they 
might find that a little too close for comfort.  

“In truth, this is a sign from the Lord!” Eusebius of Caesaraia proclaims.  
Not to be outdone, Secundus of Ptolomais leaps to his feat, gesturing to the sky. 

“Truly, a sign that Christ is the eternal, indivisible form of God!” 
To his credit, Arius rolls his eyes, shaking his head in disbelief. 
“Blasphemy!” Jacob of Nisibis shouts, thrusting a finger at his opponent. “Have 

you forgotten the Gospel of John, which unequivocally states, ‘That they all may be one; 
as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us: that the world 
may believe that thou hast sent me.’” 

“No, no, no!” Aristakes of Armenia shouts. “For John also clearly states, ‘my 
Father is greater than I!’” 

In no more than five seconds, the beautiful sun-soaked garden is a boiling 
cauldron of screaming words and shaking fists.  

I collapse into my chair, unseen, unheeded in the melee. I pick up my cup, 
because I need more wine to dull the edge of this teeming disgust in my belly. This is 
what has become of the simple, elegant preaching of an itinerant rabbi from Nazareth. 
His representatives are no more than a rabble of competing self-interest and bureaucratic 
pettiness. I wonder what Jesus might possibly think if he could see this. Would he fall 
into despair?  

As the cup comes to my lips, I catch a glimpse of myself in the surface of the 
wine, and it is me! Not Nicholas’s face, but my own! 

“It was me!” I sat up, by the loud river again, breathing hard at the suddenness of 
the revelation. It had been me at that table, enduring the bickering of those inane men. 
Now I understood the meaning of reperio, that word that Nicholas mentioned going 
round and round the centre of the sator square tablet.  

To find again, to discover again. 
And now I knew what I must do to free Nicholas. To free us both. 
He was fast asleep beside me, snoring as if there was a locomotive in his chest. I 

took the lantern and ran up the bank, following our footprints back to the farm. The 
freezing night air made my lungs ache. I slipped and tripped and turned my ankles on the 
hard uneven mud, but I kept running until I couldn’t breathe, until I was back at the shed.  

It took me a few minutes to find the corroded copper urn, the myopic lamplight 
not much help. I opened the urn, fished out the little sack, and ran back to the river. My 
descent through the clattering branches roused Nicholas, who snorted and sat up, blinking 
dazedly. 

“Here now…” he mumbled vaguely. 
Aiming for the same flourish he’d used with the coins, I showed him the sack, 

untied the cord. 
He looked angry, alarmed. “What in the name of…do you think…” His voice 

sputtered out, dowsed by his effort to stand. Drunkenness and the ice kept him down, so 
he scrabbled for my feet. 

“I’m freeing you!” I announced, full now of loud triumph. I showed him the 
tablet. “This is your labyrinth, your prison. I was sent here to break you out!” 



I raised the tablet over my head and flung it down onto the stony riverbed.  
“DON’T!” Nicholas shouted, a preternatural explosion. 
The tablet smashed into a hundred pieces, swallowed into the black water, where 

it would irrevocably dissolve back into its muddy essence.  
Somehow, I’d sought more. A flash of light, maybe, or a booming choir. Instead, 

the river rushed on and on, ever on. An uninterrupted sentence spoken in the language of 
the divine.  

“Oh!” Nicholas sobbed, truly in pain. From deep, deep in his capacious chest, the 
pain bellowed out of him, an operatic basso of grief. “Oh, no!” He cried into his hands, 
large shoulders quaking. “What did you do?” 

“I was there! I was you! You are me!” I was babbling, struggling to make him 
understand. I’d expected him to be delighted.  

Laboriously, he got to his feet, gasping steam. “I needed to solve it!” he shouted, 
incandescent with rage. “Can’t you see that! To leave this place, my task was to find the 
solution to that puzzle! Now what am I going to do?” 

For a second I thought he would grab me and throw me into the river. I saw 
streaks of tears half-hidden in his silvery ten day-old beard.  

“I’m sorry…I, I thought…” I shrugged, running out of words.  
He stared forlornly at the stream, eyes so deep-set and monumentally tired. He 

seemed very small. Beaten. 
Finally, he drew a very deep rattling breath, shaking his head. “Come on,” he 

whispered. “Time for bed.” 
We trudged in silence back up the hill, not another word spoken between us.  
I stumbled through the dark, not even bothering to pull off my clothes before I 

collapsed onto the mattress beside the stove. Instantly, I plummeted into black sleep.  
The morning found me awoken by the toe of Nicholas’s boot wedged into the 

small of my back. I groaned, sick with the poison from his still. 
“Up!” he commanded. “You’ve slept long enough! And keep it down – the missus 

is still in bed.” 
With that he stamped off outside, sniffing. 
Sunlight pierced the window. At least he’d made coffee. I poured some into a cup 

and joined him on the patio, where we tidied up the last of the party detritus. We lifted 
the cauldron over to the pump, filled it with water, and used a chain and sand to scour the 
burned bits off the bottom, stirring with a broom handle.  

Nicholas remained silent, sullen, and I was in no mood for chit-chat. My head felt 
like there was a jagged brick knocking around inside. I swept the patio stones, shoveled 
the warm ashes out of the fire pit, and helped him bring all the chairs and small tables 
back to the shed. 

When we’d finished the chores there was an awkward gap, a moment when 
Nicholas seemed a little lost, unsure what to do. He shuffled back and forth, toeing the 
snowy mud, downcast and uncertain.  

Then Penelope came out, carrying my backpack and a small wicker basket. Her 
face was grey and she had a cold cloth wrapped around her forehead. “I’ve packed your 
things,” she whispered, then groaned, holding her head. “And the basket has a loaf, a 
sausage, some cheese. For your journey.” 

“My journey?” 



“Today you go home,” said Nicholas sourly. 
Penelope sniffed. “Nicholas doesn’t want his servant to go.” 
Nicholas made a noise that sounded like a cap coming off a beer bottle. “Please!” 
I didn’t know what to say, how to feel. This should have been good news. But I 

felt regret, even sadness. I slung the backpack, and took the basket of food. “Thank-you.” 
“Just you remember what you’ve learned,” said Penelope with a wagging finger. 

Then she smiled, embracing me. “I’d tell you to come again soon, but that won’t 
happen.” 

“Are you sure?” I asked. 
“Come on,” Nicholas snapped. “You’ll miss the bloody train, and then we’ll have 

you stuck here for another three bloody days eating all our food, drinking all our booze.” 
He marched off down the track without another word. 

“I thought I did the right thing,” I said to Penelope. 
She nodded. “You did, you did. He just has trouble admitting it.” 
“Take care of yourselves.” 
“We do, dearie. Farewell!” 
I caught up to Nicholas, falling in step beside him. “How come we didn’t take 

Lucretia?” 
“It’s her day off, what do you think?” 
“Look, I apologize about ruining your plan.”  
Nicholas snorted. 
“You should have just told me about all that reincarnation stuff,” I said. 
Now he cackled. “Sure, because you deserve everything delivered to you on a 

silver fucking platter, ah!” 
“I still don’t understand,” I persisted. “I mean, you and I don’t look anything 

alike.” 
“You people are so bloody literal,” he said disgustedly. “Do you not think there 

have been African Nicholases who have visited me here? And Asian ones?” 
“Oh.” 
“Ooooh,” he laughed triumphantly. “You thought you were sooo special, eh?” 
I considered adding that in the eyes of God, all of us are special. But I kept my 

mouth shut, knowing the effect such a statement would have.  
For another long while, we walked in silence, the only sound coming from the 

squelch of our feet in the mud. It was amazing how much the morning sun added to the 
bleak little village. A sharpness, all the brown shades focused and delineated, making 
them a great deal richer.  

At the crossroads, the framed Virgin Mary icon had fallen from its nail on the 
leaning light standard. I stopped, picked it up, and replaced it.  

When we reached the tracks, there were people back aboard the old railcars on the 
siding, continuing its systematic reduction to useable lumber. From what was left of the 
roof, Joe and Leopold waved. I waved back.  

We stood silently by the side of the rail line. The sunshine on my face felt like a 
warm blessing, but it couldn’t do much to lift my spirits. Leaving this place was one 
thing, but departing on bad terms seemed awful.  

I turned to face Nicholas. “So, you gonna stop yer whinging or what?” Despite his 
grouchy expression, I laughed. Or maybe because of it. 



Nicholas fixed me with a low, steady stare and smacked my face. Not all that 
hard, just enough to sting. He pointed at my nose. “Watch it,” he said, but through a 
saucy, knowing grin. 

We stood facing each other down, chuckling.  
Nicholas elbowed me playfully. “You did solve the puzzle,” he admitted. “I didn’t 

tell you about our conjoined past because I knew you must remember on your own. And 
when you did, lo and behold, the solution was right there. I’ve just been to stupid, too 
blind all this time to see it.” 

“The fish are the last to see the water, so they say.” 
“Believe it or not, there is another universe, my young friend, where you are the 

cantankerous old bastard and I am the naïve young pilgrim. Not so far away, either.” 
He fished something out of his pocket and handed it to me. My cell phone. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
“Do yourself a favour, ah? Don’t keep that infernal thing glued to your face. 

Remember what you learned by the river, and what my Penelope told you. Keep your 
eyes and ears open.” 

I nodded. “Alright.” 
“And beware the simplest answers to your questions.” 
The train was approaching, rattling down the tracks. It rolled past and pulled to a 

stop, the same cantankerous conductor from my first journey opening the door of a car 
and jumping down onto the cinders.  

Abruptly, before he could pull away, I hugged Nicholas tightly, slapping his back. 
I was crying. 

“Yes, okay, alright…” he growled. “You better get aboard.” 
“I don’t…I mean, I hope you don’t have to spend too much longer here, you 

know, because of what I did.” 
“Oh, no. No, no, sonny. It doesn’t work that way.” He grinned, wiped his nose. 

“When the time is right, it’s right. I’ll say this: you brought me a few steps closer, I think. 
But there’s still plenty of work left to be done round this hole.” 

The conductor shouted stridently in his Cyrillic language. 
“Yes, yes!” Nicholas barked at him. Then, to me: “Go on, now.” He patted my 

shoulder. 
I went to climb into the car, but the conductor blocked me with an aggressive 

hand against my chest, yelling something in my face. 
“He needs to see your ticket,” said Nicholas. 
“But I don’t—” My speech cut short as I reached into my right anorak pocket and 

found a long bit of stiff paper. I looked at Nicholas, who shrugged and winked 
mischievously.  

I knew then how sorely I was going to miss his sly laughter. 
The conductor punched the ticket, shoved me up the stairs, and the train jerked 

into motion.  
“Eh!” I heard Nicholas call out. Just before the conductor slammed the railcar 

door, I turned back to see Nicholas waving. “Happy Christmas to you!” 


