
1

t h e  a l g o n q u i n  r e a d e r  •  v o l u m e  8  •  i s s u e  1

In This Issue
Original Essays by Our Spring 2019 Fiction Writers 

and Excerpts from Their Forthcoming Books

louis bayard , author of Courting Mr. Lincoln, discusses how even 
though 9,100 books have been written about our sixteenth president, “we 
still don’t have a handle on him.” As Bayard dove into the historical record 
and discovered a surprisingly charming young Mary Todd, he also “found 
another figure lurking in the shadows. His name was Joshua Speed” (p. 3).

While writing her post-apocalyptic debut, The Lightest Object in the 
Universe, kimi eisele  wondered not so much about the end times, but 
about “what we’d do after the end times—together, with our creativity, not 
just out of necessity but also out of love” (p. 11).

Set on the Great Plains in the early twentieth century, michael parker’s 
new novel, Prairie Fever, follows two sisters who have a seemingly 
unshakable bond. But, as Parker writes, as years pass, “remembering a 
familiarity weakened by time, by choices, by circumstances, is difficult for 
all of us” (p. 20).

While working as an ethnographer in a bustling slum in Bangalore, India, 
m athangi subra m anian  met many “women whose survival is 
the ultimate revenge.” Their stories came to inspire Subramanian’s debut 
novel, A People’s History of Heaven (p. 29).

Australian author felicit y mclean  tells how her great-grandfather 
might have had a ghost that grew older with him. This family history, as 
well as the novels The Virgin Suicides and Picnic at Hanging Rock, heavily 
influenced her debut, The Van Apfel Girls Are Gone (p. 37).

tim m ason , author of The Darwin Affair, describes how Inspector 
Bucket from Charles Dickens’s Bleak House came to haunt him “in the best 
way.” Add his father’s love for Charles Darwin and his own fascination with 
Victorian England, and Mason’s exciting historical thriller began to take 
shape (p. 45).
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Inside an Enigma
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

louis bayard

According to the Library of Congress catalog, 9,100 books have been 
published on the subject of Abraham Lincoln. Or if you like: on at 

least 9,100 occasions, some poor fool has tried to get the measure of him. 
Which raises the question of whether, at this advanced date, any other book 
or any other measuring is required.

And if I venture to say “yes”—even an emphatic “yes”—it’s not so much 
because of Lincoln’s undeniable historical importance. It’s because of 
Lincoln himself and his refusal to be pinned down.

Was he the compulsive joke teller or the suicidal depressive? The hon-
est storekeeper who traveled miles to return change to his customers or the 
sharp-elbowed pol who freely slandered his enemies? The defender of con-
stitutional democracy or the dictator who imprisoned thousands without 
trial? The Great Emancipator or the canny strategist who saw emancipation 
as a tool for winning a war?

He must, perforce, be some combination of those things and of many 
more things, and nobody, as a result, can be surprised that after 9,100 books 
we still don’t have a handle on him.

Even the people who knew Lincoln while he was alive never felt as though 
they knew him. He was, according to one advisor, “the most reticent, secre-
tive man I ever saw or expect to see.” In the words of his longtime law part-
ner William Herndon, Lincoln was “an enigma—a sphinx—a riddle . . . 
incommunicative—silent.”

Of all the mysteries that enveloped the man, perhaps the most profound 
was his choice of life mate. It certainly puzzled contemporaries like Herndon, 
who referred to Mary Todd Lincoln variously as a “she wolf,” a “tigress,” and 
“the female wild cat of the age.” Even scholars more sympathetically inclined 
to her have wondered what drew Lincoln to such a complicated creature. 
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What, for that matter, drew her to him? How did two such disparate people 
find each other and embark on this fraught and troubled and, at the same 
time, loving and enduring alliance?

As I began working on Courting Mr. Lincoln, these were the questions 
that sent me back in the time machine to Springfield, Illinois, circa 1841.

I didn’t recognize the Mary Todd I found there. This was not the mad-
woman or spendthrift or shrew of popular imagination. This was an attrac-
tive and vivacious and intelligent young woman, unusually well educated for 
her era, with an abiding love for politics.

It was a passion she came by honestly. The Todd dynasty numbered gover-
nors, Scots Covenanters, Revolutionary War heroes—not to mention Mary’s 
own father, who worked his way up from owner of a dry-goods store to leg-
islative clerk, councilman, city magistrate, sheriff, assemblyman, and finally, 
Kentucky state senator.

Small wonder, then, that Mary imbibed politics from earliest infancy. If 
she had come up in a more modern era, she might well have staked her own 
claim to office, but in those pre-suffrage days, her only outlet was to find a 
promising candidate to marry.

And herein another mystery: why did she settle on Abraham Lincoln?
To be sure, he was a lawyer and orator of natural gifts. But he was also raw, 

uncouth, uneducated, still deep in debt, and on nobody’s short list to become 
president of the United States. Somehow or other, Mary Todd divined his 
potential and never once, so far as we know, questioned her choice.

At this point, then, I had all the makings of a classic Pride and Prejudice–
style courtship scenario, relocated to old Springfield. But it was while roam-
ing those streets that I found another figure lurking in the shadows. His 
name was Joshua Speed.

Like Mary, he was a child of Kentucky aristocracy. Like Mary’s father, he 
was the owner of a dry-goods store. And it was over this store that Lincoln 
lived, and it was Joshua Speed’s bed that Lincoln shared for more than four 
years.

The customary caveat rushes in: bedding in those days was expensive, and 
bachelors were often obliged to share sleeping quarters. What made these 
two bachelors different was the degree of their intimacy.
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“No two men were ever closer”—that was how Speed himself would later 
describe their friendship. Carl Sandburg, writing in the early twentieth cen-
tury, went a little farther, suggesting that Lincoln and Speed had “streaks of 
lavender” about them. And in recent decades, scholars like C. A. Tripp and 
Charles Strozier have begun to investigate the nature of this relationship. 
Why did such an attractive man as Speed wait so long to marry? Why did 
Lincoln himself hold off on marrying until Speed had gone to the altar? 
Why did he demand that Speed write him the day after his wedding to tell 
him how the wedding night had gone?

These questions have generated robust differences of opinion, and I can’t 
hope to resolve them with a single book, nor would I want to. I can only say 
that when I first read Lincoln’s letters to Speed (one of which is reproduced 
in Courting Mr. Lincoln), I found two men actually trying to coax and coach 
each other into normative heterosexual lifestyles. And with that, this court-
ship story became a love triangle—with Lincoln himself at the center—and 
with Mary Todd and Joshua Speed as dual narrators, sometime rivals and 
also sometime allies.

The result, I hope, is a novel that honors all three parties—including the 
enigmatic Mr. Lincoln, who walks and talks and bleeds on these pages. At 
the same time, I hope it reaffirms and reanimates the essential riddle of why 
people come to love each other.

At one point in the story, Mary Todd asks: “How could anyone be 
known—anyone at all—here on God’s green earth?” To me, it’s the premise 
of fiction that we can, at some level, know, and at the same time never know. 
So as the author of roughly the 9,101st book about Abraham Lincoln, I freely 
embrace the speculative over the definitive, with the goal, finally, of trans-
mitting some of Lincoln’s mystery—and finding, on the other side, open 
hearts and minds.
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f ro m

Courting Mr. Lincoln
b y  l o u i s  b aya r d

They had a notion of running upstairs to Mary’s bedroom and mend-
ing themselves before the looking glass. But the back stairs were 

blocked by kegs, and Mercy was anxious about leaving Mr. Conkling alone 
for too long, and so they were just inching back into the main hall when a 
gentleman guest, leaning indolently against the wall, chose that moment to 
swivel round.

“Why, there you are, Miss Todd,” he said.
Joshua Speed’s coat fit him as lightly as feathers. His boots looked as if 

they had been blacked at the door. But what struck Mary most forcibly was 
his hair, which had lain hidden from view during their last encounter and 
which now rippled in chestnut waves down to his collar. A prodigal mane 
that had the effect of both lengthening and poeticizing his face. Yes, she 
thought, this must have been how Lord Byron looked, training his gaze 
upon some Alpine lass.

“Good evening,” she remembered to say. She slid a damp tendril off her 
face and glanced into the empty space where Mercy had just stood.

“I fear I’ve come too late to make it onto your program,” he said.
“Oh.” She stared at the tiny book still dangling from her wrist. “I believe 

I have a waltz open. . . .”
“Then,” he said, “the night is not lost.” He bent over the program, wrote 

out his name in a light, casual hand. “How those flowers become you.”
“I regret to inform you they are silk. Give me a few more weeks, and I shall 

have real ones to conjure with.”
“I hope you will set one aside for me, then.”

E
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She smiled and shifted her eyes just to the west of him. An attitude of 
maidenly abstraction, refined over some years, that had the usual effect of 
calling out another compliment, more lavish than the previous. In this case, 
Mr. Speed said only: “There’s someone you should meet.”

He swung his head around in an arc of expectation—only no one was 
there. With no great delicacy, he leaned in the direction of the foyer and 
beckoned with his arm. Against all expectations, a figure came lumbering 
toward them.

Her first impressions arrived singly, refusing to be reconciled. An El 
Greco frame, stretched beyond sufferance. A mournful well of eye. A face of 
bones, all badgering to break through.

From here, all was confusion. Mr. Speed, who gave every sign of want-
ing to remain, was being called away, and Mary was reaching out a hand 
to stay him, and at the same time, this other man’s hand—massive and ele-
mental—was extending toward her, and it was this hand in which her hand 
now unaccountably rested, like a starfish on a boulder, and Mr. Speed was 
already slipping from view, and Mr. Speed’s friend, scarcely audible, was say-
ing something to her. He was saying . . .

“I know who you are.”
But the effect of being recognized was not so tonic as it had been with  

Mr. Speed. Now it only discomposed her.
“You must forgive me,” she said. “I failed to catch your name.”
“Lincoln.”
“Ah.”
Her brain went scrambling; her smile, by way of compensation, stood still.
“I believe you are known to me as well. By repute. . . .”
Think.
“I mean my cousin has spoken of you. John Stuart, yes?”
He nodded, with such an emphatic motion that his chin came nearly to 

his chest.
“You . . .” She ventured an inch further on the limb. “If I’m not mistaken, 

you are partners, are you not? In Cousin John’s law practice. . . .”
“Guilty.” He was silent for a time, then roused himself enough to add, 

“I’m glad you mention Congressman Stuart. I owe him a great deal.”
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“Well, he—speaks very highly of you, Mr. Lincoln.” Was that true? “He 
tells me . . .” What? “He says you are quite the force. In the courtroom, I think.”

“Oh. Well.” He gave the punch bowl a stare. “I don’t have a great deal of 
book learning, so I expect I’m able to speak to juries at their own level.”

“Ah.”
The silence came rolling back. Sulfurous.
“But of course,” she rallied, “my cousin is a fine judge of character, so it may 

be that you . . . you undervalue yourself. . . .”
Perhaps Cousin John had actually said that.
“Isn’t it funny?” she said, galloping ahead. “We have never met before and 

yet you—you surely live here in Springfield.”
“That is so.”
“And I have been in your charming city since only—”
“Last fall,” he said.
“Well, yes.”
He studied the flounce of her dress. “The thing is, Miss Todd, I’m on the 

circuits quite a bit.”
“Oh, yes. Like Mr. Conkling.”
“And then, you know, I’ve got that pesky body politic’s interests to  

attend to.”
It was such an oblique way to come at the subject that she was a long time 

following him there.
“Of course,” she said, with something like release. “You are one of Ninian’s 

comrades in arms. In the statehouse.”
“Guilty again.”
“I believe, in fact, you are a member of the Long Nine.”
The first stirrings of a smile on his face. “The longest of the nine.”
“So I see,” she answered, in a lighter voice. “It seems that, whenever I pass 

our new capitol, I shall have you to thank for bringing it here.”
His head tipped toward his shoulder, and the words came scattering out 

like loose pennies.
“I’m sorry?” she said.
“I said it was a whole team of oxen. Dragging that particular plow.”
“Ah, well. Let us hope we can”—she plucked softly at her throat—“devise 

a better metaphor for you, Mr. Lincoln, than oxen.”
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“I think the plainer you come at me, the better.”
Silence once more. A great cloud of it, leaching out their last native spark. 

He had just enough volition left to mutter the words “very pleased to” . . . 
but not enough to finish them. With a bow, he angled his body away and 
then left the room, maneuvering around each guest in the manner of a barge 
navigating sandbars.

Elizabeth sidled up a minute later, her arm softly hooking through her 
sister’s.

“I despair of you,” she whispered. “You turn up your nose at a Webb and 
take up with a Lincoln.”

“Take up? Heaven shield me, I was making conversation. Under great 
duress, I might add.”

“I have told you before that, if you don’t wish a man to be your suitor, you 
must confine yourself to the fewest possible words.”

“And so I did.”
“Let us hope so.”
With a single motion, Elizabeth unhooked her arm and tacked straight 

for the foyer. Leaving behind a trail of some mystery. Why was she being 
so preemptive? Had Mary missed, perhaps, some essential fact about the 
stranger? A foundational bit of gossip? Were the hens of Springfield even 
now clucking in timbres outside her range of hearing?

For the next two hours, she alternated between dancing and eyeing the 
periphery, waiting for the Longest of the Nine to rise up once more, but he 
never reemerged. Impossible, surely, that he should be able to conceal him-
self. More likely that he had hied himself home. Wherever that was.

Mr. Speed showed up promptly for his dance at seven minutes to ten. 
There was a touch of self-mockery, she thought, in the way he bowed his 
head and led her to the floor. She had deliberately left open the waltz to see 
how he would respond to close quarters. But if his hands were longing to 
tighten their grip on hers or curl more tightly around her waist or draw her 
closer with each measure, they held off. The only suggestion of pleasure she 
could find was in his eyes, which were as agreeable as at the moment of their 
meeting.

“What did you think of Lincoln?” he asked.
She pondered for three turns before answering.
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“I can only hope that, his waters being so very still, they also run deep.”
She could not tell if she had erred, for Mr. Speed said nothing.
“How is it that you are acquainted?” she pressed.
“He sleeps in the room over my store.”
“Does he? And is that fit lodging for a state legislator?”
“I keep a clean inn.”
Again, that light note of self-deprecation, not at all unattractive.
“It does sound like a peculiar arrangement,” she allowed. “But I suppose 

you should be grateful for having such a quiet tenant.”
“You haven’t heard him snore.”
Then, quite unexpectedly, Mr. Speed laughed. Not a giggle, not a guffaw, 

not a snort. A perfectly polished and calibrated sound that extended so far 
and no further and left them just four measures short of the waltz’s end. 
When at last the strings died out, he asked her if she would take refreshment, 
and when she declined, he conducted her back to her seat and said, “Thank 
you, Miss Todd, for this great honor.” She bowed in reply and was about to 
turn away when he added: “If it’s agreeable, might we pay you a call?”

COURTING MR. LINCOLN
by Louis Bayard

978-1-61620-847-9
On Sale April 2019
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A Different Light
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

kimi eisele

During the few years I worked as a middle school geography teacher, I’d 
begin a lesson on the hazards of cartography by giving every student 

an orange and instructing them to draw on it a map of the world, as accu-
rately as they could. When they’d peel the orange and press it flat on their 
desks, their map would split apart. I’d bring their attention to the breaks. 
This is the fundamental plight of the cartographer: how to project the three-
dimensional globe onto a flat surface. To keep a coherent image, you have 
to fill in the gaps, you have to stretch and distort countries and continents.

The world map I grew up looking at—the one you might have, too—was 
created in 1568 by the Dutch cartographer Gerhardus Mercator. Designed 
for navigation, it preserves angle and direction, but distorts size and dis-
tance, particularly toward the edges. The projection places Europe and 
North America at the center, so less distortion occurs there, but all in all, the 
Northern hemisphere appears disproportionately larger than the Southern. 
In reality, for instance, Africa is fourteen times larger than Greenland, but 
on the map, it appears much smaller. 

Which means the map is something of a lie.
In 1989 various geographic associations called for a ban on all rectangular 

coordinate maps like Mercator’s, recognizing that its distortions contributed 
to an inaccurate and ethnocentric view of the world. But by then, the map 
had been imprinted on the brains of millions of schoolchildren around the 
world.

For those of us born in the US after World War II, that map provided a 
perfect optic for where we stood, given the reach of cultural and economic 
imperialism abroad and machinations of the military-industrial complex. 
There we were—the United States—front and center, the most powerful 
nation in the world, the place everyone wanted to be.
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Or was it?
From my grandfather, who’d worked for the US State Department in 

Latin America, I’d inherited an orientation toward the Southern hemi-
sphere. When my mom came to live in the States from the family’s post 
in Ecuador at age seventeen, she was startled to see that poor people lived 
here, too, and soon after, that “Whites only” could drink from certain water 
fountains. My father was no blind patriot either, having left New York in 
his twenties for Paris, then working in Guinea, West Africa, where he saw 
the ongoing impacts of colonialism, which changed not only how he viewed 
himself, but also how he understood Europe, America, and whiteness.

In my mid-twenties, I went to live in Ecuador. In the quiet observation 
that can come from living in another language, I saw that consumption 
wasn’t the only path to fulfillment and that generosity could be offered up 
plentifully in a bowl of watered-down soup. I saw, too, that while the 1970s 
Ecuadorian oil boom had been a boon for the US-owned Texaco, it had left 
parts of the tropical forest and indigenous communities in ruins and had 
done little to pull the majority of the country out of poverty. I returned to 
the States before the end of the millennium, even more preoccupied with the 
uneven forces of global economic development.

I took that preoccupation to graduate school in Tucson, Arizona, the 
city where I stayed after earning a master’s degree in geography. By the mid-
2000s, when I began writing The Lightest Object in the Universe, the United 
States was at war with Iraq and Afghanistan, and I felt sick about it. As the 
bombs landed in Baghdad, I added the explosions to the long list of the US’s 
economic and political assaults abroad.

And yet, my country had been so good to me. I owed personal privileges 
not solely to my race and class, but also to my country’s global position: 
access to education; a safe neighborhood where I could ride my bike and 
roller-skate in the street; access to birth control; freedom from drone bombs; 
clean air and water; a passport. 

There was no way to reconcile this. 
One day, an issue of the culture-jamming, anti-capitalist magazine 

Adbusters came in the mail and postulated a fictional catastrophic event, 
one that abruptly ended the capitalist, corporate, cheap-oil world system. 
The magazine was a collection of philosophical musings and tirades about 

ABCH RDR_Vol 8 issue 1_5th bp.indd   12 12/12/18   5:19 PM



13

t h e  a l g o n q u i n  r e a d e r  •  v o l u m e  8  •  i s s u e  1

the “crash” and readers’ letters, both personal (“I stay because New Yorkers 
are good at surviving, because we pride ourselves on our resilience”) and 
practical (how to raise chickens, clean wounds, treat water). 

The issue, a collective exercise of the imagination, also fueled my own. I 
admit to being thrilled by the idea that it could all just suddenly end. Not 
that I really wanted the world to collapse. New York was only a few years 
beyond the smoky hell of 9/11, and within months, Hurricane Katrina 
would bring New Orleans its own apocalypse—more of these horrors was 
nothing to wish for. But I felt a lightness in imagining the possibility of some 
kind of redo. 

And a collapse didn’t seem all that far-fetched. Peak oil was being pro-
jected. The housing market bubble was just a few years away. 

There were ways to live with less, I knew, both from my time in Ecuador 
and in my home neighborhood, where people raised chickens and goats and 
tended gardens. We were all riding our bikes as much as possible. Even a 
good-deeds bicycle group called the Superheroes came through one spring 
and built a compost toilet in the backyard next door. But could such small 
changes really rearrange our systems of thinking and living?

As I flipped through Adbusters, two pieces in particular intrigued me. 
One was a letter to a long-distance lover lamenting the length of the miles 
and the loss of the internet. The other was a hand-drawn map of the US rail-
way system with a call to go west, saying that “Train tracks make for sweet 
travel.” Accompanying the map was a series of hand-drawn hobo symbols 
used to communicate helpful information (water, safe camps, threats, etc.). 
“Pick up a piece of chalk and spread your own messages,” the contributor 
implored. 

I began to daydream. The Union Pacific line passed a mile from my house, 
and the graffiti-splattered trains often interrupted my daily bike commute. 
One day, I envisioned a man walking down the tracks, a man who’d already 
lost what he most loved, a man for whom the loss of everything else might 
be an invitation to start anew.

So I followed him. 
It was a relief to hand over my irreconcilable angst, and later, my own 

personal grief, to fictional characters and let them wrestle with it. I followed 
them along the tracks, around the neighborhood, and toward the real myths 
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that reveal the many shapes of our faith. The widowed man on the tracks led 
me to a fierce activist who led me to bike-riding superheroes who led me to a 
messiah who led me to a girl who would, in losing everything, find her voice. 

With the power out, I noticed nothing needed to be sold in quite the same 
way. If, as Bill McKibben writes, the main message of television advertising 
is that you alone are the most important thing, the heaviest object in the 
universe, then without this advertising perhaps we are lighter. And if we are 
lighter, then perhaps we can rise in such a way that other things come into 
focus—things like neighbors in need and teenagers with something to say 
and expanding pots of soup and gaps in the map and a sense of home.

I stayed on the tracks, writing the novel, for well over a decade. I knew 
what resilience looked like and I knew about rage and persistence. So I kept 
going, past the housing crisis and the bank bailouts, past the Paris climate 
accord and the 2016 US election. Past the nagging notion that we’d some-
how tire of stories about the end times. But it wasn’t really the end times 
that pulled me. It was thinking about what we’d do after the end times—
together, with our creativity, not just out of necessity but also out of love, in 
an altogether different kind of light.
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f ro m

The Lightest Object in the Universe
b y  k i m i  e i s e l e

At the end of a long and narrow street not far from the sea, right around 
the time of the spring equinox, the sun rose as a sliver between two 

skyscrapers. Carson Waller could see it if he stepped out onto the tiny bal-
cony of his apartment at precisely the right time. One morning in mid-
March, he woke just as the light was shifting, the beige color of his bedroom 
walls warming to yellow. Time to rise. To admire the light and to tend to the 
tasks of this strange new life: fill water buckets, forage for food, track down 
supplies. In a few days, he’d leave this apartment—this whole city—behind.

He rolled onto his back and exhaled. The inhale came of its own accord 
and, with it, a surprising and fragrant tang. Sweetness. The smell was unmis-
takable. Citrus. Oranges. How was that possible here, right now, near the 
end of winter? He breathed in again. There it was.

He thought immediately of Beatrix. Her smile, her auburn hair, her 
hands, the sound of her voice. Closing his eyes, he inhaled again and imag-
ined her next to him, the weight and warmth of her almost real.

He lay still. The cold morning fell over him. When he opened his eyes, the 
light had shifted and the smell of oranges was gone. All that remained was 
a cavern inside his chest.

Shivering from the cold, he dressed and went to the bathroom sink, where 
he scooped enough water from a bucket into his hands to rinse them. Since 
the rooftop cisterns had emptied, he’d been hauling water up from the street.

He toasted two pieces of stale bread over the gas flame of the stove. 
Another temporary luxury. It would probably go soon as well. He sprinkled 
some salt over the dry toast, cut up a mushy apple, and carried his breakfast 
into the living room.

E
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From the window, he could see the vendors below setting out their goods 
on the sidewalk. This was part of the adaptation: you could simplify and 
run to the country, or you could buy and trade and sell. The marketplace 
was immortal, but it, too, had changed. Now the collections were random 
and personal, spread across blankets on the ground. Coffee makers, mono-
grammed towels, heirloom tea sets, little motors that no longer turned, 
tangles of useless electrical cords. Even a good find carried a certain bitter 
aftertaste. And yet there was no telling what might become suddenly useful. 
An extension cord made for a fine clothesline. Large Tupperware storage 
bins could hold gallons of water.

He held binoculars to his eyes. One of the vendors was on all fours, reach-
ing across the blanket to arrange pots and dishes and utensils into tidy rows. 
She was portly and blond and encumbered by a long, heavy coat. A small dog 
curled up near her feet. She placed clothing into piles and arranged books 
by color. At the far corner of the blanket, she’d put the things not easy to 
categorize—a game of Trivial Pursuit, a stack of file folders, a computer 
keyboard.

A bulky man in a leather jacket moved swiftly along the sidewalk, and 
Carson tracked him through the binoculars. It was Ayo, one of his building’s 
doormen, before the layoffs six months ago.

Ayo, a Nigerian, had immigrated to the States with his wife nearly a 
decade ago. He was an educated man, once a student activist. “It is not always 
a good idea to advertise one’s political ideas, but sometimes it is necessary,” 
he once said.

Carson had crossed paths with Ayo a few weeks ago on the street—the 
first time he’d seen him since the layoffs.

“Mr. Principal!” Ayo had called out from half a block away. “It’s you! I 
thought maybe you had dissolved in a solution of vinegar. You are holed up 
in your apartment like a mouse?”

“I have not dissolved, no,” Carson had said, smiling. “It is nice to see you, 
Ayo.”

“Every day is a blessing, yes,” Ayo had said.
Ayo was a hustler now, with access to the new black market, where he 

could get soap, butter, coffee, meat, flour, batteries, fuel, and almost anything 
else. “Run by Africans,” he had explained that day. “That is why they call it 
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the ‘black market,’ sir. We Africans are quite adept at adversity. Or maybe, 
sir, because we are such good con artists.” He had laughed and jabbed an 
elbow into Carson’s ribs.

With the supermarkets stripped and dark, it was a lucky and necessary 
thing to have a supply man. The shipping containers had become bloated 
whales stuck up on the sand. It was vendors like Ayo who kept people fed, 
rolling shopping carts up and down the streets, selling canned beans and 
stale rice they’d hoarded, or vegetables they’d somehow grown or gleaned 
from farms outside the city.

Carson tracked Ayo from the window, watching him flow down the 
sidewalk.

On the other side of the country, in the back of a wagon, Beatrix 
Banks felt as if she were on a choppy sea, as if all she had to do was yield to 
circumstance. But what circumstance was this? No metro rail to shuttle her 
through the city and over the bay; instead, horses. When she’d left the US 
nearly two months earlier, no one had yet thought to attach a horse to a cart 
and haul passengers around. At this moment, despite the bumpy ride, she 
was grateful someone had.

Exhausted and disoriented, Beatrix dug in her backpack for her cell 
phone. She should call her housemates, Hank and Dolores, tell them she 
was on her way. But the phone, of course, had been dead for weeks. She held 
it in both hands, like a fragile, lifeless bird.

Across from her in the wagon, a woman, about fifty, wrapped in a purple 
shawl, gave Beatrix a sympathetic frown.

“You can kiss that phone goodbye,” said a man next to her. He coughed 
once, and Beatrix stiffened. Was there still flu here?

“No phone service at all? Landlines?” she asked, inching away from the 
man.

“Only if you’re willing to saw off an arm and a leg,” the woman in purple 
said.

There was some murmuring among the other passengers about radio 
communication and solar power. “What about the almighty generator that 
preacher uses?” someone said.

Beatrix put her phone back in her backpack.
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She watched the sun inch higher into the sky. Things here had unraveled 
quickly. No more phone service. Intermittent power. Horses on the highway. 
She felt panic rise inside. Just get me to my people, she thought.

The wagon dropped Beatrix a few blocks from home, and as the sound 
of the horse hooves receded into the distance, she felt herself relax a little. 
Despite her fatigue, she walked quickly. Her house glimmered like a beacon, 
sunlight bouncing off the windows and warming the front porch. Beatrix 
headed up the walkway just as a tall man with shaggy hair came out the front 
door carrying a bicycle. Her downstairs neighbor—Joe, was it?

It took a moment before he recognized her. “You’re back. Where were 
you?”

“Mexico City,” she told him. “A fair-trade convention. Or what was 
supposed to be a fair-trade convention.” It dawned on her that what she’d 
maneuvered—flying south across the border in the midst of a global melt-
down—was more of a miracle than she’d realized.

“That was brave of you,” he said.
“Or just dumb.”
He looked up from the bicycle and held out his hand. “Beatrice, right? 

I’m Dragon.”
“Beatrix, with an x,” she said.
“So how did you get home?”
“A complicated hitchhike,” she said, explaining how the airlines had 

folded, and then the bus lines, and how what was supposed to be a ten-day 
trip had turned into six weeks, until she’d finally found a cargo trucker with 
enough room, fuel, and business smarts to transport her, along with a tired 
diplomat and a handful of US soldiers, to Tijuana. “As soon as we crossed 
the border, they all knelt to kiss the fucking pavement.”

“Well, that was lucky,” he said.
Beatrix nodded, feeling grateful. “Isn’t your name Joe?”
“Yeah, formally. I go by Dragon now. A resurrected nickname. Fiercer, I 

guess,” he said, lifting one of his eyebrows and making it disappear behind a 
dark curl on his head.

She had the urge to pull him into a hug. But they barely knew each other. 
“It is good to be home,” she conceded, picking up her backpack.
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“You know they’re gone, right?” he said as she started up the stairs. “Your 
roommates.”

“Hank and Dolores? What do you mean?”
“Yeah. They went north.”
“North?” Beatrix said, feeling like she’d just been punched in the stomach.
“A whole group went together,” Dragon said. “They loaded all their stuff 

into a wagon and headed toward wine country. More fertile, I guess.” He 
scoffed a little as he said this, then shrugged.

“What? You don’t think it’s safe?” Beatrix asked. “I mean, if everyone’s 
going.”

“If everyone were jumping off a bridge, would you?”
“So you don’t think it’s a good idea. To go north.”
“I just told you what I thought,” he said, and turned back to his bicycle.
Beatrix went upstairs, the punch to her stomach now a grip in her chest.

THE LIGHTEST OBJECT IN THE UNIVERSE
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Lone Wolf, Oklahoma
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

michael parker

I never knew my maternal grandmother—she died just days after I was 
born—and because the man she married, a Presbyterian minister whose 

Calvinist streak and patriarchal ways tended toward overshadow, lived until 
I was in my mid-teens, I never heard much about her. But the couple of 
things I did know about her made her seem exotic.

The first: she came from Lone Wolf, Oklahoma. My grandfather the 
preacher had been born in South Carolina but came to his senses and moved 
at an early age across the state line to Gastonia, North Carolina. My people 
on my father’s side had been in North Carolina since their arrival in America, 
as far as anyone can tell—they weren’t great record keepers and they had a 
talent for disappearing. (My great-uncle Charlie stole a train idling on a sid-
ing by a sawmill, drove it to the end of the tracks, and was never seen nor 
heard from again. There is speculation that he was shot dead by a man whose 
daughter he had gotten in the family way, or that he went to Texas, fates that 
are always delivered as if they are equal.)

Oklahoma brought to mind, of course, the musical, but once I got over 
that association—and got the corny song out of my head—I thought of dust 
storms and sod houses, treeless prairie and wronged Cherokee. I grew up in 
Eastern North Carolina on the edge of the Little Coharie swamp. In late 
spring the piney woods came alarmingly alive with scrub and weed, so lush 
that shoots and tendrils seemed to creep into the yard while I watched. Land 
was cleared for tobacco and produce, but beyond the cultivation, the dark 
mouth of forest loomed. Woods were everywhere and shadowy with secrets 
and hideouts. An Oklahoma vista seemed lunar.

The second thing my mother told me about her mother was even more 
evocative. In the harsh winters of the prairie, with nothing but fence posts 
for thousands of miles to stop the wind, my great-grandmother sent my 
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grandmother and her older sister to school on the back of a horse, pinning 
heavy blankets around them and slapping the horse, who knew the way to 
the school. When they got there, the teacher would unpin them, stable the 
horse, and re-pin them in their cocoon for the trip home, if the weather 
necessitated it.

I knew a couple of other things about my grandmother—she and her sis-
ter had both gone to college, a rarity for women in those days, and they had 
paid for it by taking turns, one working while the other studied, so that it 
took them eight years to graduate. My grandmother met my grandfather, 
who had been sent to Oklahoma after seminary, in church. She played and 
taught piano. Her sister, my great-aunt, answered an ad for schoolteachers in 
Wyoming, where she met and married a rancher. She remained in Wyoming 
for the rest of her life. The one time she came east to visit her sister, who had 
moved to Lenoir, North Carolina, where my grandfather preached for forty 
years, she had to leave early because, she said, the trees (those trees! That 
dense Eastern forest!) gave her claustrophobia.

But it was the horse that stuck with me. I wrote a three-page story about it 
and published it in a book of similarly short stories, but it was the only story 
in that collection that I felt needed to be longer. Then a couple of people 
said to me, “That story about the two girls on the back of the horse needs to 
be longer.” It’s easy to ignore such criticism from one reader, but two? That 
would be critical mass.

I had no clue, however, that I was writing a novel about the relationship 
between two sisters, even as the anecdote dictated it. I just put the girls back 
on the horse, and I made it snow. Soon it was a blizzard (both on the page 
and in the accumulation of pages, for the first draft came quickly; I wrote 
three hundred pages in five weeks) and both sisters had fallen for the teacher 
who unpinned them from the horse. The novel began in Oklahoma and 
ended up (perhaps like my doomed great-uncle) in Texas, stopping off very 
briefly in North Carolina before a stint in Wyoming.

But it is Lone Wolf, Oklahoma—a place I’d never visited until after I 
wrote the first draft—that shapes the sensibility of the sisters, and therefore 
the novel. The shared sensibility of siblings, and the forces that emerge to 
disrupt it as we age—politics, religion, geography, other people—is some-
thing that I’ve written about before, but not with such focus. The blanket 

ABCH RDR_Vol 8 issue 1_5th bp.indd   21 12/12/18   5:19 PM



22

t h e  a l g o n q u i n  r e a d e r  •  v o l u m e  8  •  i s s u e  1

the two girls share becomes a solar system whose stars are ever present above, 
even though the girls become women and mothers themselves and settle 
thousands of miles apart. They need only look up to see the same twinkling 
planets. But looking up—remembering with the vigilance of the childhood 
imagination a familiarity weakened by time, by choices, by circumstances—
is difficult for all of us.

I stopped through Lone Wolf on my way from Texas to Wyoming in the 
fall of 2017. It was September, high summer still, and dry. In the Panhandle, 
tractors and combines worked the roadside fields, followed by billowing 
parachutes of dust. My GPS asked me to take a left not far outside of Lone 
Wolf. I always do what that crisp voice tells me to, and I ended up on a dirt 
road in the middle of a cotton field. Town appeared in the distance—a few 
blocks of low buildings and modest, vinyl-sided houses. I parked my car in 
front of a diner that had gone out of business with dishes still on the table. 
Midmorning and crazy hot, there was no one in sight. Finally a car chugged 
up from the west. I kept window-shopping along the mostly abandoned 
storefronts, but I heard the car brake. I looked over. A woman about my age 
was rolling down her window by hand. She was smoking the longest ciga-
rette I’ve ever seen. When the window was three-quarters open she leaned 
over and said, “Well, are you here?”

Had I the slightest doubt, still, that this novel should have remained its 
original three pages, it disappeared in that second.

“My grandmother is from here,” I said, after telling her that I was, indeed 
and blissfully, in Lone Wolf, Oklahoma.

“What’s your grandmama’s name?”
“She moved away in 1918.”
“But what’s her name?”
“Hallie Hall.”
“Knew her well.”

This was beyond impossible. But it made sense in the spirit of the 
novel I’d written, in which two sisters have a bond so tight—despite an event 
that leads to their decades-long estrangement—that they believe in things 
with a fervency that makes those things, if not exactly true, their own invio-
lable truth.
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f ro m

Prairie Fever
b y  m i c h a e l  pa r k e r

In the warm months, Elise ran barefoot in the fields with the Bulgarian 
boys from the neighboring farm.

“They speak gibberish, you speak gibberish, why don’t you marry them?” 
said Lorena. “You could get yourself in the paper once and for all.”

The four Bulgarian children and their parents had lived in a one-room sod 
house, but now they had a real house with two rooms aboveground. They 
stored potatoes and onions and sometimes bales of hay in the sod house. 
Elise liked to huddle there out of the wind with the newspaper. She would 
read to the three boys—Andon, Andrey, and Damyan. There was also a girl 
named Blaguna, but she had married and moved to Gotebo. She was a year 
older than Lorena, and for some reason, Lorena admired her, though Elise 
found her haughty. Her breath smelled of paprika.

“Is paprika a first cousin once removed to pepper?” Elise asked her sister 
once.

“Of pepper, not to it.” Lorena was particular about her prepositions.
Maybe Elise preferred the company of the Bulgarian boys because her 

own brothers, Elton and Albert, had died from prairie fever.
Lorena blamed their father for their brothers’ deaths. She said he stored 

water in barrels and allowed the cows to drink from it and then dipped 
Mother’s pitchers in the tank and set them out on the dinner table.

Elise said that their father did not know that prairie fever had gotten into 
the tank, and Lorena chose not to tell her that prairie fever was a euphemism 
for typhoid. Elise was led, by omission, to believe that her brothers had died 
from an allergic reaction to the prairie itself. She did not understand what in 
their constitutions made them susceptible to such an allergy when she and 

E
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Lorena, who drank the same water, as did her mother and father, survived. 
Maybe certain people are supposed to keep out of the wind was all she could 
figure. But the wind blew also in Axtell, Kansas, which is where they had 
been before they came to Lone Wolf. Maybe Axtell was not considered 
prairie? Her memories of it were dim as she was five when they moved. She 
remembered only the house they lived in, which Lorena called nothing but 
a shack. The walls were also lined with newspapers, and a ditch ran behind 
the house where men did their business in daylight.

Her mother had gone for two years to Knox College in Illinois. There she 
learned to play the organ. Every night before her boys died, she had combed 
their hair. Mother of Pearl, Elise called her, though she had no daughter 
named Pearl. That was just Elise’s name for her, or one of them.

Where her parents met, or how, was not a story told to Elise. She knew 
that her father came to Axtell to work on the railroad, and that he was born 
in Pennsylvania, and that he had many ideas. He called himself an “idea 
man.” Other idea men would stop by to talk to him. Elise’s mother would 
watch them from the kitchen window, the one above the sink, as if keeping 
an eye on small children.

One of the men, Wilbur Shilling’s father, Bud, was big. Elise and Lorena 
called him Big Idea.

Apparently one of their father’s ideas had led them to Oklahoma. First to 
nearby Hobart, the county seat, along with thirteen thousand other people. 
Their father had read in the Marysville, Kansas, newspaper about a land 
lottery in Hobart. They lived for a month in a tent. Elise did not mind 
the smell of moldy canvas, which reminded her of bread, Madame Curie, 
and bugles. At dusk she and Lorena took their baby brothers in strollers to 
the edge of the camp called Ragtown to see the Kiowa. They came every 
night to stare. People described them as “proud,” but they appeared to 
Elise very curious. Elise had never seen Indians. If they had them in Axtell, 
Kansas, they kept them locked up somewhere or made them take back  
alleys.

On the day of the lottery, their father’s number was called. He threw his 
hat in the air, which made Elton, who was four years old then, whoop and 
clap. Eleven thousand people were turned away that day. He had won, “free 
and clear,” he said, 160 acres in Lone Wolf.

ABCH RDR_Vol 8 issue 1_5th bp.indd   24 12/12/18   5:19 PM



25

t h e  a l g o n q u i n  r e a d e r  •  v o l u m e  8  •  i s s u e  1

“This is the happiest I have ever seen Father,” said Lorena.
“Yes,” said their mother. They waited for more, but she tended to the 

baby, Albert, who would die because of their father’s happiness. Their father 
was happy over winning the right to work acres of matted sod that proved 
so resistant to the dull plow he bought off a German that he had to straight-
away use all the money they had saved for a windmill to hire a team of men 
with a special steel plow to break it up. A windmill to draw clean water 
from the ground would have saved her boys. This was what their mother 
meant by yes.

“Where is Joe McNutt? I heard someone inquiring about him,” Elise 
quoted from the Kiowa County News. They were almost home. They could 
tell they were almost home by their horse Sandy’s breathing. He breathed 
differently when he was close to being put up and allowed his fill of hay.

“It’s an interesting question,” said Lorena.
“Do you happen to know Joe McNutt?”
“I have probably made his acquaintance,” said Lorena. She reached up 

to mess with her hair, getting it ready to pearl-handle. Probably she was 
pursing her lips. Elise wanted to pinch her. It wasn’t too cold to play in the 
barn. Sandy lived in the barn. Her father had only twenty head of cattle left 
because of an outbreak of something, who knew what, but the cows lived 
in the snowy fields. Sometimes they had icicles hanging from their noses.

“Blaguna probably has an icicle hanging from her nose,” said Elise.
“Blaguna is well married,” said Lorena.
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean that she married well.”
“What are the degrees of marriage, I would like to know?”
“Well would top anyone’s list, obviously.”
“Did Mother marry well?”
“Why don’t you ask her?”
“Why do you like to do the same thing every day?”
“Are you referring to washing beneath my armpits?”
“Mother of Pearl,” said Elise. Lorena did not know that this was one 

of Elise’s names for their mother. She thought Elise was referring to the 
handles of the comb and mirror and she wasted no time informing Elise 
that mother-of-pearl was not pearl but a cheap imitation of.
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“I think that is insulting to mothers everywhere.”
“I didn’t name it.”
“I named Sandy.”
“Not everyone calls him that, you know,” said Lorena.
“But when I call him, he responds.”
“He is responding to your voice. He does not speak English.”
“He speaks island.”
“What is island?”
“Just never mind,” said Elise. Explaining gave her a mild headache and 

made her sleepy at once. The Kiowa were a proud people and a curious tribe 
at once. Pride and curiosity somehow did not seem to go together in Elise’s 
mind. Maybe because her mother did not like gossip and if you asked a 
question about someone—for instance, if you were to march right in the 
house, because they had reached the house, because Elise heard the screen 
door slam shut by the wind, which meant her mother was struggling across 
the yard to unpin them—and asked her where was Joe McNutt, she would 
say it was none of their business, even if told that someone was inquiring 
about it in the newspaper, therefore making it more of a public notice than 
idle gossip.

Her mother’s pride did not permit curiosity. It only permitted her to say 
yes when she meant, What has your father gone and done now?

In the barn, combing the snow from Sandy, wiping him down with 
the blankets her father had bought from the Kiowa, Elise wondered if she 
would do well to marry one of the Bulgarian brothers. She tried to think 
which one. Andon was closest to her in age and he did not have a thing 
wrong with his nose, or his entire face, for that matter, but Damyan, whom 
the boys at school called Damn when the teacher was not around, paid clos-
est attention when they met in the old sod house and she read aloud to them 
from the newspaper. He liked hearing who visited whom, the part Lorena 
and Damyan’s brothers and sometimes even Elise liked the least. The others 
were bored by it, but the section made Elise sad, for no one ever came to visit 
her family from Hobart of a Sunday, much less some famous relative who 
carried in his possession at all times a stout old-fashioned walking stick pre-
viously owned by a statesman. Only Big Idea and the other idea men came 
by their place, but their visits did not make it into the paper.
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The Bulgarians worked in the fields in fair weather, which meant that 
winter was the only time Elise got to play with them. If it was particularly 
cold, like it was out today, her mother would tell her not to go, but Elise was 
able to change her mind.

“I will take Sandy,” she said, for it was a little over a mile across the fields 
to the Bulgarians’ farm, and if the snow blew up, it was easy to get lost. But 
Sandy knew the way.

Her mother wrapped her in her grandfather’s greatcoat, or perhaps it was 
her great-grandfather’s coat? It was huge and itchy and Sandy did not care 
for it. “Leave before the sun drops behind the trees,” her mother would say, 
but she must have been thinking about Kansas, because in Lone Wolf there 
were no trees to speak of. To the east, south, and north was the ocean of 
prairie and just to the west ran the worn but noble Wichita Mountains, ris-
ing from miles of flatness as if discarded, like the detritus cast off by wagon 
trains of old. The Kiowa thought the mountains sacred, but Elise found 
them depressing and would prefer nature to speed up its course and wear 
them down to pebbles, so her view would be unencumbered by lumps of 
rock and dark brown dirt.

“Sometimes when we arrive at Oklahoma we burn cow dung,” said 
Damyan one day in the abandoned sod house. His brothers shushed him. 
He was often caught staring out the window by Professor Smythe, who 
preceded Mr. McQueen. Elise would stare at him staring. His eyes, like 
hers, could see beyond the playing field, the stable, the outhouse. He was 
the only person she had ever heard say that barbed wire was a bad idea. She 
thought to ask her father about it, but if it wasn’t his idea, he wasn’t that  
interested.

But Damyan did not like Mr. McQueen.
“He is not much,” said Damyan that day in the sod house.
“Not much what?”
He shrugged and grabbed the paper, as if he could read it. She snatched 

it back.
“I do not have time to teach you English, by the way.”
“I speak English good.”
“Perfect,” said Elise. “But back to Mr. McQueen. He is not much what?”
“Something is in his belfry,” said Anton.
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“Well, I should hope so,” said Elise. “I would think they made sure of 
that before they hired him.”

She learned from the Bulgarian brothers that none of the boys at school 
cared for Mr. McQueen. But none could say why. If only they had said why.

PRAIRIE FEVER
by Michael Parker
978-1-61620-853-0
On Sale May 2019
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Off the Map
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

mathangi subramanian

In the spring of 2013, I found myself in the middle of a bustling Bangalore 
slum, trying to get my bearings. The world around me was a whirl of 

motion. Boys sprinted between the tin-roofed houses, expertly dodging 
women and girls crouched in the blaring sunlight, scrubbing grass stains out 
of soapy clothes and coaxing chutney off metal breakfast plates. Men reeking 
of betel nut and bidis played three-card poker in the shadows of broken-
down cars and bent-over banyan trees. Auto rickshaws spluttered across the 
uneven ground, leaving plumes of dust in their wake.

Somewhere in this joyful morning chaos was a government-constructed 
early childhood education center where I was supposed to be doing fieldwork.

“Excuse me,” I said to a woman walking by. “Do you know where the 
preschool is?”

“Which one?” she asked me.
“There’s more than one?” I replied. When she raised her eyebrows and 

turned to walk away, I hurriedly said, “I spoke to someone named Krishaveni. 
Do you know her?”

“Ah, okay. Go through there, and then right, and left,” she said. When she 
saw my blank expression, she added, “If you get lost, just ask anyone. They’ll 
tell you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “But can I ask you one more question?”
She didn’t say anything, which I took as a yes.
“If the government built the center, then why isn’t it on the map?” I 

showed her the empty gray square on my phone’s map application that sup-
posedly represented the maze of alleys and structures and vehicles wind-
ing around me. “Aren’t all the government buildings supposed to be on the 
map?”

“On a map?” she said, laughing. “This place?”
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Before I could ask anything else, she strode away, guffawing like the only 
appropriate way to answer my question was to pose another one.

Although I didn’t know it at the time, city governments across 
India routinely scrub slums and the structures within them from the city’s 
official maps, both paper and digital. It doesn’t matter if the same govern-
ment has spent considerable funds constructing schools, community centers, 
and clinics within the slum’s borders—institutions that often serve people 
who live in much sturdier brick-and-mortar houses in the surrounding area. 
As far as the official municipal records are concerned, these places—and the 
people who inhabit them—do not exist.

Tech companies, microbreweries, five-star hotels, western-style apart-
ments: these are the buildings that define the new India—and, in particular, 
the new Bangalore. But in a country of over a billion people, space is a rare 
and precious commodity. Finding it requires creativity.

If slums aren’t on the map, then, according to the Kafkaesque rules of 
Indian bureaucracy, the land they occupy is empty. And if the land is empty, 
then it is available for development. And if it is available for development, 
then progress can occur without casualties.

You can’t destroy something—or someone—that never existed in the first 
place.

After a few months, the mothers, children, and workers who filled 
up the early childhood centers where I was an ethnographer got used to my 
habit of lurking in corners and scribbling in my notebook. As I started to 
learn Kannada, the language that most of the slum dwellers considered their 
“mother tongue,” suspicion melted into curiosity: I went from being an odd-
ity to being an opportunity.

“Hey, you. I have something to tell you. Write this down,” they would say, 
gesturing at the red batik bag I used to carry around my notebook and pen. 
After I was poised and ready to write, they’d tell me about missing rations 
or broken political promises or slum demolitions.

“Did you get all that?” they’d ask, telling me about husbands who left in 
the middle of the night, of fathers who wouldn’t let them study past eighth 
standard, of mothers who worked five different jobs just to keep them fed.

ABCH RDR_Vol 8 issue 1_5th bp.indd   30 12/12/18   5:19 PM



31

t h e  a l g o n q u i n  r e a d e r  •  v o l u m e  8  •  i s s u e  1

“Keep writing,” they’d say, telling me about teachers who had believed in 
them enough to convince their parents to let them stop working as vegetable 
vendors or trash collectors or shepherdesses to study instead. Husbands who 
had married them against their family’s wishes and had, against all odds, 
stayed married. Children who, despite not having enough water to bathe in 
the mornings, still managed to get into college, to get out of the slums where 
they were raised.

Their stories lodged inside me, banging together like tectonic plates, 
forming a topography that was both urgent and strange. I had always 
regarded slums as places of misery, and the women who inhabited them as 
portraits of defeat. Instead, these women’s narratives traced out a cartogra-
phy of strength, hope, and community. A land that was certainly not free of 
obstacles, but also wasn’t bereft of triumphs. Of joys.

To erase a place, you can remove it from the map. You can silence the 
people, refusing to consult them or interview them or quote them when you 
are making decisions about their lives. You can ignore their complaints, their 
unions, their votes, pretending that their voices can’t be heard, that their 
protests make no sound. You can withhold resources, effectively starving 
them to death or letting them perish of preventable disease. You can with-
hold dignity.

Every time I wrote down a woman’s story, I felt like I was being given a 
gift. But the act of listening felt like more than that: it felt like the beginning 
of something, like planting a flag on newly discovered territory, or drawing 
historical conclusions from freshly unearthed archaeological remains.

It felt like a step away from invisibility. Like a step toward progress.
The people I met and the stories they told me became A People’s History of 

Heaven. The women I met blended into the characters who were irreverent 
and defiant, confident and powerful, unapologetic and bold. The women 
and girls who peopled my narrative were survivors who held a deep and abid-
ing love for themselves and their community, amalgamations of strangers 
whom I had grown to admire. To love.

Women who, at any second, could lose everything, simply because their 
existence is the ultimate inconvenience.

Women whose survival is the ultimate revenge.
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f ro m

A People’s History of Heaven
b y  m at h a n g i  s u b r a m a n i a n

“Padma? Padma, where are you?”
“Amma?” Padma springs up from where she’s sitting with the 

rest of us, crouched in front of steaming plates of biryani.
“Where is everyone?” Gita Aunty asks. “Why isn’t anyone home?”
“We’re all out here, Amma,” Padma says. “There’s been some trouble.”
“Trouble?” Gita Aunty says. Rubs her eyes with the back of her hand. 

“What trouble?”
“First, eat,” Padma says. “Then I’ll tell you.”
Our mothers are brassy and cheerful, larger than life. Fill up space with 

their bodies, their orders. Their noise. Padma’s mother, though? She doesn’t 
take up any space at all. Floats through our home, a slum called Heaven, like 
a silhouette. An outline of someone who once was, a charcoal pencil sketch 
smudged around the edges.

Padma’s mother is nothing like our mothers. But Padma says she used  
to be.

“Did you feed the crows?” Gita Aunty asks. “They’ll be hungry.”
“I will, Amma. Right now it’s dinnertime, okay?” Padma says. Steers Gita 

Aunty around the bulldozers, away from the line of engineers loading up the 
bus. Settles her mother on the ground, pours water over her hands to wash 
off the dirt. The way our teachers did when we were in preschool. Before we 
knew how to take care of ourselves.

Banu scurries over with a plate of biryani and a water bottle. Hands them 
to Padma, who hands them to her mother.

“Eat, Amma,” Padma says. “You need your strength.”
Beneath the glow of the rising moon, streetlamps flicker and headlights 

E
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glimmer, fireflies twinkle and cell phones gleam. The foreign lady’s camera 
flashes, illuminating Padma stroking her mother’s back, Banu curling her 
shoeless toes. Gita Aunty hunching over her meal, next to the space where 
Banu’s ajji would be if she wasn’t too sick to eat.

Heaven may be striped with all kinds of light tonight. But it’s the 
line between the mothered and the unmothered that always glows the  
brightest.

After she gives birth to Padma’s youngest brother, Gita Aunty can’t 
stop crying. She cries when she hangs the laundry on the clothesline strung 
between the roofs of Heaven’s houses. When she pours the dosa for break-
fast, packs the rice for tiffin. Even cries when she sees Padma, even though 
Padma is the only one who makes her happy.

“Why’s your amma so sad?” Rukshana asks.
“She misses the village,” Padma tells us.
“What’s there to miss in the village?” Joy asks. The way she says it, you can 

tell she doesn’t want an answer.
“The colors,” Padma says. “Especially the blues and greens.”
“There’s blue here. Green too,” Joy says, pointing to the blue-and-white city 

bus rumbling by, the peeling green paint on the Dumpsters they installed 
behind the school.

“Those aren’t the greens and blues she misses,” Padma says. “She misses 
other colors. Not those.”

“What nonsense,” Rukshana says. “Green is green and blue is blue.”
Padma shakes her head and says, “There’s sky blue, river blue. Peacock-

neck blue and God-skin blue. Even sky blue is so many blues. There’s a sky 
blue that smells like rain. There’s one that smells like drought. Green is like 
that too. Rice-paddy green, bitter-gourd green, parrot-tail green. You don’t 
know about them because in Bangalore, you don’t have them. Those are the 
colors my mother misses.”

Padma’s eyes are full of fear. But they’re full of something else too. 
Something the rest of us wish we had. A memory of air that isn’t salty with 
petrol and construction dust. Of roads lit by stars instead of the headlights of 
two-wheelers. Of river mud and thunderstorms and beetle wings we’ll never 
feel against our toes, our cheeks. The palms of our hands.
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There is city smart and there is country smart. One day, Padma will be 
both. But we will only ever be one.

Still, Rukshana says, “All that jungly stuff is well and good, but it won’t 
get you anywhere here.”

“That jungly stuff is exactly what she misses,” Padma says. Like she hasn’t 
heard right. Or like she’s heard right, but she’s answering wrong. “She misses 
the birds.”

Before we met Padma, we always took the short way home. Through 
narrow gallis where skinny-shouldered men push wooden carts full of gua-
vas, cucumbers, chili, and salt. Where village women hack open tender coco-
nuts with machetes, sunlight bouncing off the jewels in their twice-pierced 
noses. Where city women crouch on straw mats heaped with vegetables, 
herbs, fruits, calling out, “Carrots! Bananas! Cilantro! Beans!”

Padma makes us take the long way home. Starts in the alleyway behind 
the school. Weaves through piles of plastic milk bags and cow dung and rot-
ting vegetables. Opens into the posh neighborhood full of three-story houses 
with gardens full of roses and carnations, driveways full of cars, entire floors 
to rent to strangers.

Or, in one house, an entire veranda just for birds.
There are plenty of birds in Bangalore. Mynahs with feathers the color of 

mud. Pigeons with necks that pop like rusty bed springs. Kites that carry 
pieces of rotting flesh in their city-sharpened claws.

These are not those kinds of birds. These birds are the colors of the jewels 
in the Joyalukka’s window. These birds are so posh that if they applied for 
visas at the American embassy, they would get them on the first try.

When she sees the house, Padma dusts off her skirt, tucks in her shirt. 
Licks her palm, smooths down her hair. Walks right up to the door and 
rings the doorbell.

“Madam,” she says to the lady who answers. A lady dripping in actual 
jewels from the actual window of Joyalukka’s. “Do you need a maid?”

“In fact, I do,” the lady says. Words pleated like she hired the ironwallah 
to press her tongue. “But you’re a bit young, aren’t you, darling?”

“Not me, madam,” Padma says. “My mother. Her name is Gita.”
“Is she neat and clean like you?” the lady asks.
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“Yes,” Padma says. “And she has impeccable manners.”
Where did Padma learn a word like that? We can’t help but be impressed. 

The lady is too, because she says, “Bring your mother tomorrow, darling. She 
must be a decent woman if she raised a girl like you.”

On her mother’s first day of work, Padma wakes her early. Makes 
her apply the tiniest bit of kohl to hide the dark circles under her eyes, wear 
the sari Padma has washed and dried and pressed the night before. Holds 
Gita Aunty’s hand as they cross the footbridge, taking a left instead of going 
straight. As they plunge into the rich neighborhoods, memories of rivers and 
farms trace watery tributaries on Gita Aunty’s cheeks.

Inside the house, the hall hums with whirring ceiling fans, with wind 
rushing between open windows. The floor is lined with earthen pots full of 
tall, feathery plants, the walls with tasteful tribal art. The air is still buttery 
with the smell of the alu parathas and yogurt the family had for breakfast.

“The work is nothing difficult,” the pressed-tongue woman says, gesturing 
for Padma and Gita Aunty to follow her up the stairs. “We have a girl to do 
the chopping and cooking. Another girl for the clothes. The mali comes for 
the plants. We’d need you only for some sweeping and dusting and tidying 
up. And then, of course, we need you to care for the birds.”

“The birds?” Gita Aunty whispers.
“I hope you don’t mind?” the pressed-tongue woman says, giving the 

door at the top of the stairs the slightest push. It glides on its hinges, like it’s 
recently been oiled.

Padma and her mother step out onto a veranda wrapped in wooden 
boards and chicken wire. The air flashes with feathers, beaks, throats, wings. 
Wooden perches and baskets of seeds hang from the ceiling, swinging back 
and forth as birds land, pause, take flight. The air smells of ammonia and 
grain.

“You’ll need to clean this and feed them twice a day,” the pressed-tongue 
lady says. “We only get the best organic feed. Oh, and don’t forget to make 
sure they always have water. From the dispenser, not the tap.”

Padma bites the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. No one in 
Heaven would waste money on a bottle of Bisleri branded water, let alone a 
whole twenty-liter can a week just for birds.
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“Would you mind, madam,” Gita Aunty asks, “if I sing to them?”
Padma tenses. It’s over now, she thinks. Her mother has revealed too 

much, stepped over the line from charmingly naive to downright insane.
But the pressed-tongue woman seems pleased. “That would be wonder-

ful,” she says. “I’m sure that would make them happy.”
Padma isn’t sure then, but she thinks she sees the currents of her mother’s 

waters still.
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Archie’s Ghost
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

felicit y mclean

When my great-grandfather, Archibald Douglas Hume, was in his 
forties he went to a party where the entertainment for the evening 

was a clairvoyant. The year was 1914 and the world was hurtling irrevoca-
bly, drunkenly toward the First World War. In Greenwich, North Sydney, 
however, my great-grandfather Archibald spent the evening sidestepping the 
clairvoyant.

It just wasn’t done, in Archie’s book. Sticking your nose into things better 
left unknown.

Not that Archie had any reason to fear the future, if his experience so far 
was anything to go by. Archie’s life was a good one. He had a secure job as a 
clerk. He was happily married. He had three teenage children, the eldest of 
whom was my grandma Gwen. In fact, the only tragedy to mar Archie’s life 
was the loss of his first child, a son, who died when his neck was snapped dur-
ing childbirth. But that had been sixteen years ago, and Archie was learning 
to live with the loss.

As the party wound down and Archie got ready to go home that night, 
the clairvoyant, done with palm reading and prophesizing and peering at 
pulpy tea leaves, cornered Archie by the door. Did he know, the clairvoy-
ant asked, that wherever Archie went at the party that night a young man 
followed him? My great-grandfather glanced behind in confusion. A young 
man? Following him? Was the clairvoyant suggesting there was a spy at the 
party? Surely Archie would have noticed if there was a stranger tailing him. 
Not if you can’t see him, the clairvoyant said. And she waved to a point just 
over Archie’s shoulder.

It was only when Archie got away from the din of the party that it occurred 
to him. A young man. Not quite enlistment age, the clairvoyant had said. A 
presence that followed him everywhere. Was it possible that it was Archie’s 
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beautiful baby boy, who had died sixteen years ago? Were Archie’s ghosts 
growing older with him?

The idea that the past travels with us is central to The Van Apfel Girls 
Are Gone. The novel is a bildungsroman of sorts, as eleven-year-old narra-
tor Tikka Malloy recounts the sweltering summer her three friends dis-
appeared. Hannah, Cordelia, and Ruth Van Apfel vanished during their 
school’s Showstopper concert by the river, and the circumstances around 
their disappearance weren’t fully understood. Fast-forward twenty years and 
Tikka is back home again, no less obsessed with the mystery of the Van Apfel 
sisters.

For instance, Tikka sees Cordie in the faces of women who walk past. 
One rainy weekday Cordie is there, sashaying down North Avenue in 
Baltimore, making her wet way to the Metro station. She materializes at the 
supermarket checkout. She surfaces in the lane next to Tikka at the pool, 
her stroke inefficient but beautiful to watch. The only thing is: the Cordie 
whom Tikka sees is not the child who disappeared in 1992. This Cordelia is 
a grown woman who has aged in tandem with Tikka. A beguiling specter, 
reappeared from nowhere.

Just as Tikka travels with her ghosts throughout her life, as a writer I find 
I carry my “hauntings” with me. The fictional valley in my novel, for exam-
ple, is geographically similar to the valley in which I grew up. Both are fringe 
suburbs on the outskirts of Sydney, Australia, surrounded by encroaching 
bushland. And while my hometown doesn’t have an eerie, unexplained 
stench that’s only mitigated after three virgins vanish there, the setting for 
my story was nonetheless informed by my own experiences, and in ways I’m 
only just beginning to understand.

During the writing of The Van Apfel Girls Are Gone I often visited my par-
ents’ place, high on the western ridgeline overlooking the valley of my child-
hood. And yet I found I didn’t need to be there to conjure up that landscape. 
The smells, the colors, the changes in the air—things I didn’t even realize I 
knew, and that I know only on some intrinsic, subliminal level—had all been 
absorbed as if by osmosis, passing across the filmy membrane of my memory 
before setting up camp undetected. Just like Archie with his invisible son, 
these hauntings aren’t things I can necessarily see, but they’re things I carry 
around with me all the same. Things that have become part of me.
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On a much more prosaic level, however, a childhood spent adventuring 
in the bush meant I knew that Tikka could safely suck nectar from the pink 
heath flowers in the valley, because I’d done that a thousand times myself 
and I hadn’t carked it yet. Similarly, as soon as I slipped into Tikka’s shoes 
I knew she should first check them for signs of deadly redback spiders, and 
then watch each footfall carefully for red-bellied black snakes during the 
warmer part of the day. (The worst, though, are the funnel-web spiders, 
which can lurk for hours undetected on the bottom of a swimming pool, 
but then their bite can knock you dead in a matter of minutes.)

In short, I knew the valley was teeming with potential perils for the  
Van Apfel girls. The trope of the lost child exists in Australian literature for 
good reason.

Which brings us neatly to the notion of literary hauntings, and there were 
plenty of these hovering at my shoulder while I wrote. Jeffrey Eugenides’s 
dreamy The Virgin Suicides. The iconic Australian novel Picnic at Hanging 
Rock (in which a group of girls and a teacher from their Victorian-era board-
ing school vanish in the bush, and their disappearance is never resolved). 
Early readers even suggested that my precocious protagonist, Tikka, has a 
touch of To Kill a Mockingbird ’s Scout about her. These are all books that I 
read, if not for the first time, then with greater appreciation during my years 
at university. I got my degrees at Sydney University, where I crossed the quad 
each day under the gaze of a (seemingly antithetical) kangaroo gargoyle. The 
kangaroo was made of sandstone excavated from Sydney Basin quarries. 
His wide-eyed stare, evidence of an apparent coke binge, was chiseled into 
immortality. How that kangaroo, a bizarrely goth version of a quintessen-
tially Australian image, lay dormant in my memory before manifesting itself 
in the form of The Van Apfel Girls is still a mystery to me.

And yet my novel was very much born of the idea of writing an Australian 
gothic novel. The concept of gothic literature seems so at odds with our 
sparkling sunshine, our blisteringly blue skies. But perhaps all this sunlight 
serves to heighten the shadows. Isn’t the nightmare worse if it unfolds dur-
ing the day?

Ultimately, what I wanted to create with The Van Apfel Girls Are Gone 
was an inexplicable mystery. A story that’s unforgettable for what it doesn’t 
reveal. Ask any self-respecting Alfred Hitchcock fan and they’ll tell you that 
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the deliciousness of his films—the delight—lies in that moment of antici-
pation. The sharp intake of breath. That sliver between knowing and not 
knowing.

My great-grandfather Archie understood this, with his aversion to clair-
voyance. To some questions, there are no clear answers, and sometimes, it’s 
better that way.
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The Van Apfel Girls Are Gone
b y  f e l i c i t y  m c l e a n

The ghost turned up in time for breakfast, summoned by the death 
rattle of cornflakes in their box.

She arrived on foot. Bare feet. Barelegged and white-knuckled, in a pale 
cotton nightie that clung to her calves and slipped off one shoulder as jaunty 
as a hat. Her hair was damp with sleep-sweat—whose wasn’t that sum-
mer?—and stiff strands of it fenced in her thirteen-year-old face like blink-
ers strapped to a colt.

By the time we got there she was already halfway across the cul-de-sac. 
Her unseeing eyes, her stop-me shuffle, they’d taken her as far as that and 
she might have made it farther too, if it wasn’t for the car that sat idling at a 
ninety-degree angle to her path. A right angle made from her wrongs.

The driver’s elbow pointed accusingly out the window and he leaned out 
and shouted to each neighbor as they arrived on the scene: “She came from 
nowhere!” As if that was her crime. This girl who appeared from thin air.

We came running when we heard the squeal. Rubber against road. Rhyme 
against reason. We ran into the street and that’s when we saw her, illumi-
nated against the heat haze and the headlights that hadn’t helped and that 
weren’t needed anyway now the sun had sat up.

“Cordie! It’s Cordie Van Apfel!”
“Jesus Christ. Is she sleepwalking?”
“Can she hear us? Can she see us, you reckon?”
Then Mr. Van Apfel appeared, stepping forward with his arms out-

stretched and his palms to the sky as if coming in from the Lord’s outfield. 
In that instant he blocked the sun. Then he took another step closer and the 
eclipse was over and the sunshine streamed back in just as sinister as before.

E
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“Nothing to see here, folks,” he declared in his lay-preacher’s soothe. 
“Nothing to see here.”

We lost all three girls that summer. Let them slip away like the 
words of some half-remembered song, and when one came back, she wasn’t 
the one we were trying to recall to begin with.

Spring slunk off too. Skulked away into the scrub and there, standing in 
its place, was the summer that scorched the air and burned our nostrils and 
sealed in the stink. Like the lids on our Tupperware lunchboxes.

“Jade Heddingly says if it gets hot enough your shadow will spontaneously 
rust,” I reported.

“It’s spontaneously combust!” my sister crowed. “Jade Heddingly is an 
idiot and so are you, and anyway your shadow can’t combust or rust or noth-
ing. Your shadow is always there, dummy.”

“Not in the dark.”
Mum was right: you can’t see your shadow in the dark. She stood at the 

kitchen sink ripping the heads off geraniums. Flitch, flitch, flitch. She snapped 
the dead blooms off at the neck and dropped them into the sink, where their 
petals were the same color as the scabs we picked off our knees. It was the 
year the Cold War ended. The year they stopped making Atari 2600s for-
ever. I was eleven and one sixth, but it wasn’t enough. By then we’d learned 
shadows vanished in the dark.

“What else did Jade tell you?” Laura said.
She waited until Mum went into the laundry before she asked the ques-

tion, so that the two of us were left alone at the kitchen table, where we were 
pretending to do our homework.

“About shadows?”
“About anything. Go on, what else did Jade say?”
Jade Heddingly was fourteen, which meant she was old enough to wear 

braces on her teeth, but not so old that she used those teeth and her tongue 
and the rest of her mean mouth to stop saying “arks” instead of “ask.” Jade 
kept saying it wrong long after the rest of us had left behind “hostibul” and 
“lellow” and all those other word jumbles we said when we were little kids. 
Why didn’t you arks my opinion? she would whine. As if that would ever 
make you change your mind.
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“What else did Jade say?” I echoed.
“Yeah.”
I leaned in before answering: “She told me that, to hide a dead body you 

bury it six feet underground, and then bury a dog three feet above that.”
“Why?”
“So that the police sniffer dogs will only dig as far as the dead dog, and 

they won’t find the body below.”
“That’s gross!” my sister squealed.
“Well, you arksed.”
“Is it true?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
“Did she say anything else? You know, anything about—you know.”
“Nothing.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure,” I said defensively.
“Jade doesn’t know anything about it,” I added.
She didn’t know nothing about nothing.

What we all knew—even as far back as that—was that the valley 
stank. Jeez, it reeked. It smelled like a sore. Like the something bad had been 
dug out before the sky was stitched back over, low-slung and bruised and 
suffocating.

They never did work out why.
It wasn’t Ruth’s fault, but. That valley had smelled bad long before any of 

the Van Apfel girls ever went missing there. Even from our house high on the 
western rim, the stench would waft up the gully and smack us in the face on 
a hot, dry day, and they were all hot, dry days once the Cold War had ended.

That summer was the hottest on record.
Back in those days the valley had only been developed in places. It was dis-

sected by a cutting where a skinny, two-lane road wound down and around 
and across the river and then slithered up and out again—but the real excava-
tion work had been done long ago by something much more primitive than 
us. It was deep and wide. Trees covered both walls. Spindly, stunted she-oaks 
spewed from the basin, swallowing the sunlight and smothering the tide 
with their needles. Higher up there were paperbarks, and tea trees with their 
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camphorous lemon smell. Then hairpin banksias, river dog roses, and gums 
of every kind—woolybutts, blackbutts, bogongs, blue mallets, swamp mal-
lets, and craven gray boxes—right up to the anemic angophoras that stood 
twisted and mangled all along the ridge line.

At school we called the valley the “bum crack.”
We steered clear of the Pryders and the Callum boys and the rest of that 

handful of kids who lived in the shanty-style shacks in clumps along the 
valley. You didn’t sit next to a Valley Kid on the bus if you could help it. But 
the strangest thing about the place wasn’t the kids who lived there. It wasn’t 
the silence, or the way the sunlight sloped in late in the morning and slid 
out again as soon as it could in the afternoon. No, the awful part was the 
shape of the thing. Those terrible, fall-able cliffs. The valley wasn’t V-shaped 
like normal river valleys—instead the whole canyon was a hollowed-out U. 
It was almost as wide at the bottom as it was at the top, as if an enormous 
rock had been chiseled out but somehow we’d gone and lost that too. It was 
a fat gap. A void.

Even now its geography is only worth mentioning because of what’s not 
there.

I used to spend hours down there on my own. I’d go when I was bored—
when my sister was at Hannah’s—and when the wind was blowing the right 
way for a change and the stink wasn’t so awful. I’d pick heath flowers and 
suck the nectar out of their tiny pink throats and then I’d pretend they were 
poisonous and that I was going to die. Back then dying was nothing to be 
afraid of. At least, that’s what Hannah once said her dad said, and her dad 
was told it by God. But then, Hannah’s dad had never actually died and so 
I’ d said: “What would your dad know?”

What none of us knew—what we’ll never know—is what happened to 
Hannah and Cordie that December.
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Mr. Bucket
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

tim mason

I moved to New York City in 1980, immediately following the unex-
pected end of a long-term relationship. Suddenly I was on my own, and 

more than a little lost. What would I do? How would I make a living? How 
would I make a life?

One afternoon I walked into a bookstore. I searched the shelves for some-
thing that might offer comfort, and maybe even some firm ground on which 
to stand. Nothing contemporary; my day-to-day struggles as a newcomer 
to New York were all I needed of contemporary life, and then some. I took 
down a classic: David Copperfield by Charles Dickens.

The young woman at the counter took the book from me, smiled, and 
looked up. “If you’ve got Dickens in your life,” she said, “you never need to 
be lonely.”

Where had she gotten such wisdom?
Dickens’s novels and characters have been companions for me through 

thick and thin ever since. This book comes from one of them, in a sense. 
More specifically, The Darwin Affair comes from Mr. Bucket.

Inspector Bucket is the private investigator who darts here and there 
across the landscape of Bleak House. If he has a first name, I’ve never heard 
it. Perhaps his fictional parents didn’t think one necessary; perhaps he didn’t 
have parents; perhaps he just appeared. Throughout the book, Bucket doesn’t 
enter rooms, he materializes in them. He’s the sly, manipulative intelligence 
who gets people’s cooperation without their knowing it. He is one of the 
first-ever fictional detectives, and he came to haunt me in the best way.

In the years following my move to New York, I was busy writing plays, 
and making a modest name for myself as an off-Broadway playwright with 
the late, great Circle Repertory Company. (I did make non-fictional, non-
Dickensian friends and collaborators along the way, I’m happy to say.) But 
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wouldn’t it be fun, I always thought, to write a novel in which Bucket was 
the main character instead of a member of the supporting cast? However, the 
story that slowly gathered around him in my mind involved actual historical 
characters, and that posed difficulties.

My late father was a Lutheran minister, and the most devout person I’ve 
ever known. And Dad loved Charles Darwin. He read and reread his works. 
He wrote and self-published two books himself, in which he argued that 
religious faith was not necessarily antithetical to a fervent embrace of all that 
science offers, including evolution. Evolution and cosmology were big topics 
in my father’s universe. It didn’t come as a shock to me, then, that the story 
growing bit by bit around Mr. Bucket should involve Darwin, and a violent 
attempt to suppress his influence.

To mix historical figures (Darwin, Robert FitzRoy, Thomas Huxley, 
Bishop Wilberforce) with a fictional one like Bucket wouldn’t work. But 
eventually I discovered that Mr. Bucket had a real-life counterpart. Dickens 
always denied his fictional character was modeled after a very real London 
police detective, Charles Frederick Field, but it’s almost certain he was. This 
discovery gave me permission to proceed. I wanted my book to be as histori-
cally accurate as possible. I would insert my fiction into the interstices.

If you spend time with Dickens, you find that while he is entertaining, he 
actually is not comforting. He is profoundly angry. Just beneath his improb-
able coincidences and exaggerated sentiment is a trembling rage: rage against 
hypocrisy, self-righteousness, and greed. That Dickens escaped the poverty 
and delusional cant of his bleak childhood doesn’t mean he ever lost sight of 
the multitudes that did not. Instead, for all his personal faults, he became 
a nineteenth-century activist, working energetically, almost ubiquitously, 
to raise issues and funds, to make societal change, and to give a voice to 
the voiceless. A Christmas Carol may be a beloved holiday classic, but it is 
anger that infuses the story. From the voluminous robes of the Ghost of 
Christmas Present come two ragged children, a boy and a girl. The boy is 
named Ignorance; the girl, Want. There’s no excuse for either of them exist-
ing in such a bountiful society, but there they are. In the present. And the 
Ghost warns, “Beware them both, and all of their degree, but most of all 
beware this boy . . .” Dickens might as well have been writing about our own 
twenty-first-century present.
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In The Darwin Affair, Inspector Field comes to realize that the attempts 
to diminish and dismiss the theories of Charles Darwin are vitally impor-
tant to those in the upper echelons of commerce and society, as a means of 
clinging to wealth and power. The universal equality that is implied by On 
the Origin of Species is a death knell to dominance and empire. To maintain 
the upper hand, ignorance and poverty are essential.

Of course, my fictional version of Dickens’s fictional version of Inspector 
Charles Field doesn’t think Dickens got it right at all. It’s not a bit like me! 
he complains to his wife. But I’ve grown quite fond of my own Inspector 
Field in the years it took me to write this novel. He has become very like a 
friend. As have his friends. Thereby proving how right the young woman at 
the bookstore was, all those years ago.

If you’ve got Dickens in your life, you never need to be lonely. She might have 
added, Keep an eye out for two ragged children. They’re bound to turn up.
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f ro m

The Darwin Affair
b y  t i m  m a s o n

The heat moved like a feral thing through the streets, fetid and ines-
capable. Chief Detective Inspector Charles Field, sweating in his 

shiny black greatcoat, ducked into the shadowed portico of a house near 
St. Albans Street, just bordering the Mall. Because of the view it offered, as 
well as the protection from the elements, it was the spot he invariably used 
to monitor royal processions along this stretch. The horses pulling the royal 
carriage plodded solemnly, resignedly, their tails flicking at the flies. Victoria 
and Albert, their faces glimpsed within the open coach, had a wilted look, 
but they seemed to be conversing nevertheless. Today, given the heat and 
the mundane nature of Her Majesty’s errand (she and the Prince Consort 
were to open a public bath in the West End), the crowd was understand-
ably thin. But because the Queen already had survived several attempts on 
her life, the royal coach was accompanied by a couple of the Horse Guard. 
A few police constables, Field’s men, walked here and there along the 
route, watching the spectators and licking perspiration from beneath their  
mustaches.

Inspector Field, his face glistening, clutched his stiff top hat behind his 
back. Tall, dark, and burly, he was clean-shaven, unlike most of his contem-
poraries, and gave the impression of not having been properly introduced to 
the clothing he wore. His shifting gaze touched each onlooker, one by one, 
and then came to rest on a skinny, threadbare figure on the curb directly 
before him.

I know you.
Little Stevie Patchen was an eighteen-year-old pickpocket and occa-

sional purveyor of stolen goods. Field and his men had hauled him before 

E
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the magistrates more than once. “Hatchet-Face,” as Stevie was known to his 
intimates, was a very small fish in London’s large pond of criminality, but 
what was he doing here among these mostly provincial sightseers? And what 
was he holding in a bundle of rags wrapped round his right hand?

As the royal carriage drew abreast of him, Stevie’s arm rose. “Oi!” shouted 
Field, starting to move. “Stevie!”

The youth glanced nervously over his shoulder, saw the policeman bearing 
down on him, and flung away the bundle of rags. He hadn’t run more than 
a couple of yards before Field tackled him, tumbling him and then immedi-
ately hauling him to his feet again, and frog-marching him back toward St. 
Albans Street. The royal carriage continued slowly on.

“Leave off!” cried Stevie. Field spun the lad around and shoved him 
against the railings of a grand house at No. 44 St. Albans, introducing the 
back of his head to the iron rods. A fine spray spurted from Stevie’s nose. 
“Now look, I’m bleedin’!”

“It was a gun you just pitched away, was it not? Assassination? You’re out 
of your depth, Stevie!”

“This all you got to do now you’re famous, Mr. Bucket? Persecute the 
lowly?”

“My name is Field, not Bucket. He’s a fiction, and I am a real, daylight 
fact, right here before you. Whatever do you have against the Queen?”

“I don’t know what you’re on about.” Stevie wiped his bloody nose with 
a sleeve.

“I’ll tell you what you’re about, young man, you’re about the hangman’s 
rope that is someday a-waiting you, that’s all. You know it, and I know it, 
and I’d wager your mother knew it, too, to her sorrow, as you partook the 
maternal refreshment.”

“Sod off.”
“I beg your pardon?” said Field, danger in his voice.
Stevie’s eyes darted furtively. “Think you’re so bleedin’ smart.”
A fearful thought occurred to the inspector: I’m looking at a decoy.
“Damn,” he muttered, shoving the little man from him and then abruptly 

running, pelting along the broad Mall, scattering pigeons as he ran. The sud-
den crack of a pistol shot smote him like a blow.

Oh, dear God.
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Field sprinted down the dusty road, trying to make out what was 
happening.

Another shot.
He saw a confusion of blue and red and black surrounding the carriage 

and heard the cries of men and frightened horses. A couple of onlookers had 
got someone on the ground, thrashing and cursing. The horses of the Guard 
were rearing, and the coachman was trying to calm the steeds harnessed to 
the royal carriage. As Field came abreast of the entourage, he saw the Queen, 
flushed and wide-eyed, talking rapidly to her husband, gesturing and scan-
ning the horror-struck crowd. And then Prince Albert’s furious gaze came to 
rest directly on him, Inspector Field of the Detective.

Her Majesty’s alive, anyway, although my own prospects are dim.
The figure on the ground was no longer struggling; a policeman sat on the 

man’s chest while others pinioned his arms and legs.
“Kilvert!” cried Field, and one of the constables, a rail-thin, dour 

Welshman, appeared at his side. “You and Llewellyn see to it no other 
blighter in the crowd’s got a bloody gun—I’ve got Hatchet-Face back at St. 
Albans with a gun or something like it.”

“Yes, sir!”
There was a cry and the crack of a whip, and the black-and-gold carriage 

lurched into motion once again, making a wide arc and turning back toward 
the palace, its royal passengers seemingly safe after yet another assassination 
attempt. Field was running in roughly the same direction, back toward St. 
Albans, determined to find Little Stevie and wrest from him a name, a face, 
a description.

Stevie, however, as Charles Field, deep in his dark policeman’s heart 
already feared, was no longer available for questioning. What Field hadn’t 
anticipated, however, was to find him just round the corner from where he’d 
left him. The young man sat beneath the wrought-iron railings behind No. 
44, his back against the rods and his head resting on his left shoulder. His 
narrow face was tilted sideways to the pitiless sky, his waistcoat scarlet and 
glistening, his throat sliced to the bone.

Inspector Field quickly looked up and down St. Albans Street and then 
knelt in the widening pool of Stevie’s blood. The young man’s right hand was 
thrust into the pocket of his trousers. Field gently pulled Stevie’s arm, and 
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the hand emerged, fist still clenched. When he prized it open, a bloodied 
sovereign dropped from the fingers. Field got to his feet, picking up the coin 
and grimacing at the sticky feel of wet at his knees and hands.

“You there!”
Two young constables Field didn’t recognize ran toward him. One thrust 

the inspector against the railings and pinned him there with his truncheon.
“Whoa, now!” shouted Field. “Get your hands off!”
A liveried servant, wigless and unbuttoned, approached, carrying a toast-

ing-fork, looking both fierce and frightened. “That’s ’im!” he cried. “’E did 
it, I saw it all!”

“Constable,” said Field, “you must be new to the Metropolitan. I am chief 
of detectives, do you understand me?”

The other policeman, crouching beside Stevie, looked up and said, “He’s 
dead all right.”

“Murderer!” cried a woman from the corner. She and several others were 
approaching.

“I saw it all!” repeated the servant from No. 44, shrilly.
“You will release me this instant!” shouted Field. “I’ve work to do!”
“I believe you already done your work here, sir. You’re half-covered in 

blood, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“I was inspecting the body, idiot!” Field glanced down, following the con-

stable’s pointed gaze, and saw that not only were his knees and hands wet 
with gore, but his shirt front and waistcoat were speckled with a fine red 
spray.

“He had nosebleed, for God’s sake!”
The other constable rose to his feet, and as he did so, Stevie’s head fell like 

a lid to the right, exposing vertebrae, oozing clusters of tubes, and a gaping 
hole where the left ear should have been.

“Good God,” murmured Field.
“Nosebleed, right, then.” In less than a moment Inspector Field was 

roughly handcuffed to the iron fence, with the body at his feet.
Meanwhile the alarm surrounding the assassination attempt had risen, 

with bells sounding in the distance, horses’ hooves pounding up and down 
the Mall, and police whistles blowing. The crowd in St. Albans, watch-
ing Field’s arrest and morbidly eyeing the nearly headless figure of young 
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Hatchet-Face, had grown. Police Constable Kilvert pushed his way through 
the throng.

“Josiah!” cried the inspector. “Get me clear of these fools!”
“Officers,” said Kilvert, “you’ve made a grave mistake here. Just up from 

the provinces, aren’t you, and soon to return at this rate.”
The constables looked abashed, but the man in footman’s livery was sput-

tering. “It weren’t no mistake! I was watchin’ from the winder all mornin’, 
an’ there wasn’t nobody but ’im in the road—’im and the bloke ’e done for!”

“That’s enough out of you, Brass Buttons, this man here is Detective 
Field!” Kilvert grew indignant. “Mr. Charles Dickens called him Bucket!”

“Shut up, Kilvert!” said Field.
“Inspector Bucket of the Detective!”
“Kilvert, you ass,” said Field, “just get me out of this!”
As the inspector was released, there was renewed scrutiny from the crowd. 

It was clear that many of them had heard of Dickens’s fictional detective. For 
a person who did not in fact exist, Mr. Bucket was quite the celebrity, and 
so was his model.

“I don’t care who he is,” cried the woman from the corner, “he’s been 
a-murderin’ the populace!”

“You there!” said Field, thrusting a large forefinger at the liveried servant. 
“You’re going to tell me what you saw from the window, lad—that’s what 
you’re going to do.”

The young man with the brass buttons, somewhat abashed by the turn of 
events, muttered, “You know wot I saw.”

“I do not, in point of fact. I know what I saw, but I’ve a keen interest in 
your observations. Go on. You were watching, you say. You saw no one but 
me and the, uh—this fellow?”

“That’s right. Just you and ’im, and you weren’t poundin’ ’im, oh no, you 
weren’t!”

The onlookers murmured ominously.
Field put a fatherly arm round the servant’s narrow shoulders, causing the 

young man to shudder.
“What’s your name, son?”
Looking as though he wasn’t eager to expand the acquaintance, he replied, 

“Willis.”
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“Right, then, Willis. You saw no one but me and . . .” He tilted his head 
in the direction of the corpse. “No passersby? No tradesmen? Not so much 
as a nurse pushin’ a pram?”

“Not to mention, no. I mean, there was an old lady just now.”
“How old was she, Willis?”
Willis glanced over his shoulder at the crowd and felt their support. “A 

hundred and twenty-six, sir.”
The laughter was universal and no one seemed more pleased than 

Inspector Field.
“Delightful lad,” he said, beaming. “So we got one crone, we got me and 

the dead bloke, and that’s all, that’s it, there ain’t no more, we can all go home 
now, is that right, young Willis?”

Willis was beginning to enjoy the show. “That’s about it, sir. Oh, there was 
a dog, I was forgettin’ the dog.”

Gusts of laughter from the crowd.
“The dog could be important, Willis, you never know,” said Field, still 

smiling and nodding. “What was the dog doing?”
Groans now from the crowd, whose impression of the police as a bunch of 

sorry buffoons was being confirmed.
“Doin’?” said Willis. “Dog was doin’ ’is bizness, wasn’t ’e?” Laughter, 

tinged with scorn. “Doin’ ’is bizness an’ sniffin’ up the butcher’s man, just 
like always.”

“Which butcher’s man was this, now, Willis?”
“Comes every second day, don’t ’e? Brings a joint to No. 42.” Field flicked 

the merest glance at Kilvert, who nodded and moved quietly through the 
crowd toward No. 42 St. Albans.

“I see,” said Field. “Comes every other day, wheeling a barrow with a joint 
or a haunch, and the dogs all love him ’cause his apron’s covered in blood, is 
that about right, Willis, my boy?”

“That’s about it, sir!” cried Willis triumphantly, looking around and grin-
ning as though he were about to take a bow. The crowd, however—or at least 
a number of them—had assumed more thoughtful expressions and did not 
look as likely to applaud as they had a moment ago.

Police Constable Sam Llewellyn, a black-haired, pink-cheeked lad from 
Abergavenny, arrived breathlessly. “Sir, you’re wanted.” Llewellyn’s gaze fell 
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on the body of Stevie Patchen. “Good Lord. Where in God’s name is the 
blighter’s left ear?”

“Well, I haven’t got it, Mr. Llewellyn. Get the crowd back and have a look 
round. Also, Stevie threw a bundle into the bushes back there—find it.”

“Yes, sir. I was sent to fetch you, sir. You’re wanted at the palace.” His voice 
dropped to an undertone. “It seems the royal family is not best pleased.”
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