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Most people don’t realize that the Master is an orphan. 
Ambassador Chang and his wife the fortune-teller were not 

the Master’s true parents, and in fact did not legally adopt him until 
he was already an adult. He keeps their portrait in his study, even 
into his old age. No one can ever know the Master’s true feelings, 
of course, but he seems to love them as parents. I spoke with him 
several years ago in that study, in January, with a roaring blizzard 
outside and a roaring fire within, and he explained the portrait in 
great detail. His servant at the time, an elderly Irishman named Ben, 
brought us tea and biscuits. The Master declined to have his photo 
taken but told me he would be sitting for a portrait the next week. 
He was small, maybe five-five, and seemed robust, though I hear he 
has shrunken in the years since. One imagines that the Master will 
never die, but just grow smaller and smaller, until we can no longer 
see him and he kicks around atoms like soccer balls, until even they 
become like great planets to him. The Master as infinitely-shrinking 
asymptote allows him to explore realms of metaphysics unknown to 
us. That, anyway, is a theory postulated by a fellow journalist. But let’s 
leave that for another time. The night I interviewed the Master in his 
study, he seemed vigorous and unknowable and that’s the way I like 
to remember him. He sat in his papazan and I sat on an ottoman sort 
of thing, chairs befitting our respective statuses. I was interviewing 
him for the magazine Cowhead Mailbox. 

AN EPISODE FROM THE 
MASTER’S YOUTH

Nicholas T. Brown
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 “My mother hated photographs,” the Master said, indi-
cating the portrait. “She claimed that she couldn’t see the fac-
es in them. She didn’t want a picture of her family with blank 
faces. So every year, we sat for a painter. Father hated it, but 
his love for mother overpowered everything.
 “See my father’s golden coat? The red seal on his lapel? 
Does that look familiar? It’s the seal of the Red Dragons. Only 
the elite, only the geniuses and polymaths, are chosen to wear 
the seal. My father was no genius, but sometimes exceptions 
are made. In his case it was for bravery.
 “Years ago, you see, before the war—before he became 
Ambassador Chang—my father was merely Secretary Chang. 
He had no further aspirations. He met a few people, shook 
a few hands, and was content with that. A decent living for 
a simple bachelor. But one summer, he was assigned to look 
after an orphanage full of refugees. The place was a country 
estate, way out past the moorland. No access by car. A heli-
copter dropped off my father in his brown suit and white hat, 
and a gaggle of nuns ran out to greet him. He had to get mud 
on his alligator shoes—he always mentioned that. He had nev-
er really gotten dirty before. And now at the orphanage, he 
saw things he never thought he’d see. Burnt babies, children 
missing limbs. Boys and girls with hollow eyes, expressions 
forever vacant. He saw children who had never known joy.
 “My father was there to glean information from these 
children, information that might help solve the problems of 
their war-ravaged nations. But after a few days, he tossed 
the paperwork in the incinerator. He started helping in the 
garden. A dozen nuns and one priest lived there, grew their 
own food, awaited orders, did the best they could. My father 
became one of them. He slept in a cell like a monk. He let his 
beard grow.
 “He converted one of the churns into an ice-cream 
maker. None of the children had ever tasted ice cream, and 
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the nuns hadn’t had it in years. Everyone loved him. He made 
particular friends with a boy named Hoder, who had been 
blinded by poison gas, and who would to cling to my father’s 
leg.
 “That August, when my father got word of the quar-
antine strafe, he assumed that everyone would be evacuated. 
Even when the small helicopter arrived—the same one that 
had dropped him off four months earlier—he assumed oth-
ers would be coming. ‘How large are the other transports?’ 
he asked the pilot as they took off. ‘What other transports, 
sir?’ the pilot said. ‘Why, the ones for all those children down 
there! And the nuns and the priest! They’re directly in the 
strafe zone!’ But the pilot looked confused. ‘There’s no other 
transports, sir.’ And my father saw immediately what was hap-
pening: the government was strafing the whole area, in order 
to make a firewall, and they didn’t have time for evacuations, 
especially for disfigured foreigners and forgotten old nuns. 
He was strapped in, fifty feet above the ground and rising, but 
he yanked off the seatbelt and leapt out. He landed in a hay 
bale. The pilot circled overhead a few times, cursing, and then 
flew away.
 “My father had a broken ankle, but that didn’t matter. 
He gathered everyone together and explained the situation. 
The orphanage would be incinerated, along with the grounds 
and everything else, and they had to flee. He guessed they 
had forty-eight hours to do it. Little Hoder clung to him and 
cried.
 “Many of the children couldn’t walk, and the priest was 
feeble. So my father spent that day building sleds out of ply-
wood—the healthy children would have to pull the lame ones. 
They packed a few supplies and, with Hoder hanging from 
my father’s back, they started across the moorland at night. 
They tripped and fell in the brambles. Wolves howled in the 
distance. The older children showed the younger ones how to 



54

FICTION

band together and soldier through. Just before dawn the sky 
lit up behind them and my father knew the orphanage had 
been hit. They had barely made it out.
 “Three days later they came trudging into town: a 
bunch a scraggly children, a dozen nuns, one priest, and my 
father, who had deserted his post by leaping out of that heli-
copter. The government was none too happy. They whisked 
everyone away and tried to keep it quiet. My father wrote a 
book about it, of course, and that was the beginning of his 
political rise. He was soon elected Ambassador.
 “Even though he wasn’t a polymath like da Vinci or 
Thomas Jefferson, or a singular genius like Beethoven, his 
valor in the face of tyranny earned him a membership in the 
Red Dragons. And that is where the seal on his jacket came 
from.”
 At this point Ben, the servant, entered with our re-
freshment. There was a slight tremble in his hand; he served 
everything with great solemnity. The fire threw shadows on 
the wall of books around us.
 “Let me guess,” I said when Ben had gone. “You turned 
out to be one of the orphans, and the Ambassador raised you.”
 The Master smiled. “Goodness, no,” he said. “This was 
all decades before I was born.”

***
 Trendy party, upper East side. I lurk by the snack table 
with a martini, cramming stuffed mushrooms into my mouth. 
Some of my fellow journalists advised me to be here. Import-
ant connections, they said. It would unwise to miss this one. I 
keep checking the time.
 The split-level walkup is packed shoulder-to-shoulder 
with hipster pop intellectuals. Men with beards and fedoras, 
women with jeans under their dresses and glasses they don’t 
need. Bookshelves filled with Hunter S. Thompson and Chuck 
Palahniuk. Framed Quentin Tarantino poster in the bath-
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room.
 I run into an old friend: Dolores, an elderly woman 
who used to model. I know her through some colleagues. 
She’s one of these prunes with red lipstick and white gloves.
Damn punks don’t have any idea what they’re talking about, 
she says. Gin sloshes in her glass.
 Come again? I say. She sloshes the glass some more, 
and I add: Nice to see you, Dolores.
 Oh, those pretentious pricks, she says, pointing to 
some men in the corner. They wouldn’t know greatness if it 
slapped them in their pimply bearded faces. They wouldn’t 
know subtlety, they wouldn’t know art or elegance or grace.
Is that right?
 They don’t understand what it means to be someone 
like him. That every day, he’s walking a tightrope. They don’t 
know the discipline, the honor of it. He’s greater than any of 
them will ever be. 
 I realize she’s talking about the Master. Do you know 
him, Dolores? I ask.
 Know him! I knew him when he was seventeen years 
old. Saw him ride a bicycle upside down with his nose on the 
handlebars and feet in the air. He could hold his breath for 
over forty-five minutes. One fall he raised a litter of wolver-
ines in his barn.
 Did you know him before he was the Master?
Wrinkles pucker around her lips. He’s always been the Master, 
honey, she says.
 She turns for another drink, and I survey the party. 
Half the people stare into their phones. The rest stare at a gi-
ant TV screen on which men in shorts chase a ball. When the 
ball does a certain thing, everyone screams. Outside, a siren 
goes by.
 You don’t look like you want to be here, Dolores says.
 They told me I ought to be.
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 Who told you?
 I don’t know, I say. A lot of people.
 What people?
 They made it sound pretty important.
 Listen, she says. Nobody knows anything. Everybody 
goes around pretending like they know something, because 
they think everybody else knows something, but really no-
body knows nothing. Just remember that.
 A moment later, some of the bearded hipsters pass by, 
and Dolores says: You couldn’t even lick the dirt off his boots.
They stop and circle around us. Flannel, stretched ears. Let 
me ask you this, lady: what’s he a master of ?
 Dolores blinks. What’s he a master of ?
 That’s right. What is he a master of.
 There’s a pause, and then Dolores gives one shrill 
laugh, like a goose honking, as though the question is too 
absurd to answer.

***
 One night my wife, who was pregnant at the time, sent 
me to the corner store for one of her weird cravings. I darted 
down there in my bathrobe, not paying much attention to the 
lobby of our building or to anything else, and was already on 
my way back up with bags of candy and chips when I noticed 
the elevator man. He was new. His name tag said Hoder.
 He wore dark glasses and a cane rested against his 
knees. He asked me what floor I wanted. Sure, a blind man 
could do the job. You just had to know where the buttons 
were.
 I stood behind him as we went up. Wrinkles criss-
crossed the back of his neck. There was something damp 
and green about him. I could almost smell the moorland, the 
country estate. The homemade ice cream. The scorched reti-
nas. The darkness.
 I wanted to reach out and touch him, but feared he 
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would turn to dust at the slightest poke. Besides, it wasn’t 
really him. It couldn’t have been. Those strafings took place 
over a hundred years ago. Nobody could be that old. 
 Back inside, I told my wife about it, but I couldn’t get 
the words right. There was something else—some feeling I 
couldn’t put my finger on. It was the damnedest thing, I said.
 Well, she said, Hoder is an unusual name.
 I hung around the elevators all week, but never saw 
him again. The other attendant, some redhead kid, seemed to 
work twenty-four hours a day. My wife got worried about me: 
Why are you going up and down the elevators so much? Then 
she suspected I was having an affair.
 Look, I said. It’s this Hoder. I want to get to the bottom 
of this.
 There’s nothing to get to, she said. You’ve got to stop 
thinking about the Master and all his stories. They’ve changed 
you. 
 Yes, you’re right, I said. But later that week I couldn’t 
help myself, and stopped at the main desk in the lobby. A fat 
woman sat there watching a tiny black-and-white TV.
 When will Hoder be back? I asked.
 Excuse me?
 The elevator man. Hoder. What’s his schedule?
 The woman muted the TV. Was there a problem? Did 
he say something to you?
 No, no—I just wanted to speak with him. I think he, 
uh, used to be friends with my father.
 I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Hoder quit last week. I think the task 
was a bit much for him, at his age.
 I don’t suppose you have any contact info.
 That’s against policy, sir.
 I figured. Thanks anyway.
 I might have kept digging, but life got in the way. The 
baby came, I got a bunch of freelance gigs, we moved out of 
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the apartment and into a bungalow near the Village. Every-
thing was fine. But there’s one secret I’ve kept from my wife 
all this time. When our son was born, she wanted to name 
him after her father—but I’m the one who filled out the birth 
certificate. She was too busy cooing at the baby. She thinks I 
wrote Richard. We call him little Richie. The truth will come 
out someday—maybe when it’s time to enroll for school? 
Maybe before then? And we will see if this is an offence my 
wife considers divorce-worthy. And in that moment I will say 
to her what I say now: It was something I had to do. It was 
something I had to do.

***
 The Master is still alive, of course. Sometimes I refer 
to him in the present tense and sometimes in the past tense, 
because he seems like a person from another time. He’s out 
there somewhere. He’s got to be pushing a hundred by now. 
Despite my colleague’s shrinking asymptote theory, I believe 
the Master is still alive because of a woman—specifically, be-
cause of the Baroness Greta Vandermeyer. He won’t die until 
their relationship is resolved. 
 He won’t speak about her, except to say that he consid-
ers her a close friend. I did plenty of research about them. It 
was tough finding anything that people don’t already know. 
She was in the tabloids years ago, riding giraffes across Africa 
with some Hollywood stars. She hiked alone across Antarctica 
with snowshoes and a portable igloo. Her barony is in Moldo-
va, but she keeps homes in Lesotho, Fairbanks, Paris, Cordo-
ba, and Westport. There are rumors she has a pet tiger, but 
she’s actually allergic to cats. (The Master keeps no animals.)
 She met the Master a year after his accident, when old 
Giuseppe was serving as his valet. Some urban planners had 
flown the Master in to Burundi as a consultant, and, as fate 
would have it, the infamous Cerulean Revolution took place 
that same weekend. The Baroness was on the streets with 
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the rebels. Molotov cocktails, staccato gunfire. The Master, 
though familiar with the political situation, hadn’t anticipated 
this. He and Giuseppe, along with the terrified urban plan-
ners, had to hunker down in an office building.
 The idea of the Master, so tiny and soft-spoken, wear-
ing his robes, sitting cross-legged with perfect posture in 
a basement while bombs dropped around him, is endlessly 
fascinating to me. Of course, it’s possible the Master panicked 
along with everyone else. I wasn’t there. But somehow I can’t 
picture that. I think of the Master like Christ, sleeping sound-
ly below deck while the storm raged outside.
 The difference, of course, was that the Master could 
not calm this particular storm. The revolution was in full 
swing. When the office building got blasted and troops came 
surging in, the Master did as he was told. Hands on head, 
stand in corner. Only the Baroness recognized him. “Wait,” 
she said in Swahili. “These aren’t ordinary citizens.” She 
pulled the Master and Giuseppe from the group, and took 
them away in her Jeep. She didn’t save his life exactly—I’m 
confident the Master would have survived on his own—but 
she certainly made things easier. 
 Naturally, they fell in love. 
 At first glance, the Master and Greta seemed an awk-
ward match: she is six-two and buxom, he is tiny and hairless. 
But they couldn’t stay away from each other. She took him to 
Paris, where he amazed her by knowing the back alleys of her 
neighborhood better than she did. At her castle in Moldova, 
the Master saw her library, and fell even more deeply in love. 
They stayed there for some time, before sailing around the 
world on Greta’s yacht. Later they had some adventures in the 
Andes with Giuseppe.
 Eventually they had to split up. The Baroness moved 
to Siberia, to help with a restoration project at a nunnery; the 
Master had his own mysterious agendas. They went months 
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without seeing each other. Greta wrote dozens of letters, 
many of them fiery and poetic, others strangely utilitarian. As 
a reporter, I gained access to some of them—with the stipula-
tion that I not reproduce them. Someday they’ll be collected 
in a book.
 The Master set about painting her portrait from memo-
ry. It took him six months. The likeness is incredible. It hangs 
today in the Menil Collection, in Texas, but originally the 
Master had it delivered to Greta’s castle. He knew she wasn’t 
there, and that it would be waiting for her when she returned.
At some point, the Master decided to surprise her at her lodge 
in Fairbanks. That’s where he caught her with the trapper, in 
flagrante, as he walked into the billiards room. They were ac-
tually on top of the table. The green felt had ripped. I got all 
this information from the trapper himself, one Earl Duggins, 
many years later. He was a real Natty Bumppo type. I could 
see the visceral animal appeal. Duggins recalled the Baroness 
with an obvious fondness, a twinkle in his eye, but he seemed 
more reverent toward the Master.
 “When he walked in,” Duggins told me, “I figured, hell, 
this is it. I started recitin prayers, you know. I didn’t know 
what he was capable of. But he just stood there. Took it all in, 
and then turned away and went out to the porch. Greta, now, 
she jumps up and starts screamin and runs out there, half-na-
ked and all, and I’m creepin along behind to see what’ll hap-
pen. That Master fella, he don’t say nothin. Not one word.   
Just stands there at the porch rail gazin off at the mountains. 
Greta’s screamin louder and louder, and I realize it’s him she’s 
cussin, that Master, and boy let me tell you, she let him have 
it. I never heard such language from a woman before or since. 
She cussed him and his momma and everythin else she could 
think of. Lookin back now, I can see she felt guilty about the 
whole thing. That was her way of lettin it out. Reckon I did, 
too. I knew who she was. Knew all about it. But hell, it was 
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huntin season, and we’d been out there draggin moose around 
in the goddamn snow, and one thing led to another. It wasn’t 
nothin to either of us. Just a way to keep warm. But I reckon 
you can’t tell that to him.”
 The Master returned home, and a predictable chain of 
events occurred. Greta went back to her castle, saw the por-
trait waiting for her, burst into tears, and then begged the 
Master to forgive her and take her back. He could not do it. 
He told Giuseppe to deny her at the door. Now, despite their 
respective sizes, it was the Master who seemed larger. 
 No one will ever know the workings of his mind, or 
what he did during the years of seclusion that followed. Some 
people say he wrote novels under different pen names, and 
that most of the recent canon is actually by him. I’ve found no 
evidence of this. But at some point, he had a change of heart, 
or perhaps he felt enough time had gone by. He sought out 
the Baroness, only to find that she had married someone else, 
some wealthy, oatmeal-faced American.
 By the time they divorced, the Master had disappeared 
into India, to study with a maharishi, and Greta couldn’t find 
him. They kept up this pattern for years. Sometimes they 
found each other and enjoyed months of bliss together—but 
something always bubbled to the surface. Imagine the erup-
tions that occur in any relationship, and then imagine them 
between these two.
 The Baroness ended up having a daughter with one 
of her husbands, but the Master remains childless. It’s been 
several years since they’ve seen each other. When asked about 
her, the Master will smile and say, “Yes, we are good friends.” 
I don’t know what more, if anything, he hopes to get out of 
their relationship—Greta is far past child-bearing age, and 
whatever physical allure she had must be long gone. Still, 
there’s something. I think the Master lives for her. Maybe it’s 
just chivalry: ladies first, even to the grave. Or maybe he still 
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hopes for some confirmation, for a signal that she is his, for 
some communication between the two of them that only they 
will understand.

***
 That night in his study, when I interviewed the Master 
for Cowhead Mailbox, I asked him how he came by his pow-
ers. It seemed such a simple question, but no one ever asked 
it. The Master closed his eyes for a moment. 
 “I don’t have any powers,” he said. “But I understand 
what you’re asking. You want to know how I became the way 
I am. That I cannot answer. It’s like asking a fish why he 
swims.”
 I was embarrassed at wasting his time with such a triv-
ial question, and bowed my head. But he waved me off, say-
ing, “Now, now. Don’t worry. It’s perfectly reasonable. Most 
people are too afraid to ask. And while I can’t answer as you’d 
like me to, I can provide an anecdote that might help you un-
derstand certain things.”
 I sat forward on the ottoman.
 “As a youth,” the Master said, “long before I met my 
parents, I spent a lot of time in Tuscany. I lived on the out-
skirts of a village there, as a vagabond, sleeping in fields, 
taking fruit from orchards. The townspeople loved me. I was 
nine or ten years old, a boy from nowhere, without a name, 
and people called me Mother Nature’s Son. I carried a satch-
el with a few instruments: guitar, ukelele, mandolin. In the 
evenings, I sat on wagons and played songs for people. Some-
times they drank and danced around fires, other times they 
sat and swayed back and forth like daisies in the wind. 
 “Farmers let me sleep in their barns. Women made me 
pies. No one wanted me to grow up. I was everyone’s child. I 
couldn’t imagine ever wanting a different life.
 “One summer afternoon, I was sitting in a field with 
my mandolin, entertaining some children around my age. 
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Everything was golden. Happy faces, clapping hands. Freck-
les. Butterflies. Girls filled their aprons with blackberries. We 
were all singing.
 “In the distance, on top of a hill, a little boy came run-
ning. He stumbled down the path, through the trees, across 
the field to where I sat. A feeling of dread came over me. I 
knew this boy was bringing bad news. He ran up to us and 
stood there panting, dust swirling around his ankles. The 
children grew quiet.
 “ ‘Master,’ the boy said—it was the first time anyone 
had called me that, and yet it felt totally natural. ‘You’re need-
ed at the Green Lagoon,’ he said. ‘Hurry.’
 “He didn’t have to say any more. ‘Au revoir, children,’ 
I said, slinging the mandolin on my back, and ran with this 
messenger boy across the field, through the trees, up the hill. 
Neither of us spoke.
 “The Green Lagoon was a place where people jumped 
from a high cliff into deep water. It was easy to dive in, but 
difficult to climb out. Some people called it Suicide Lagoon, 
because of its popularity as a final resting spot for angst-rid-
den teenagers. I knew this was what had happened: some poor 
soul had tried to kill himself, and the villagers wanted me to 
intervene.
 “When we arrived, a crowd of people stood weeping 
and wringing their hands. They parted for me, so that I could 
look over the edge. An old man grabbed my cloak and said, 
‘They both jumped. They tied themselves together. Maybe 
they’re still alive. You can save them. You can untie them. You 
can convince them to live. They look up to you. You make 
them happy. Tell them we don’t care if they get married—we 
take back everything we said. We just want them to live!’
 “I understood the situation: young lovers whose fam-
ilies were enemies. ‘I’ll do my best,’ I said, and, placing my 
mandolin on a rock, I took a deep breath and dove in.
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 “It took me a few seconds to get my bearings. The 
lagoon was much deeper than I’d thought. I shot down to the 
bottom, through shafts of green light, and came to a hall of 
floating corpses, their ankles tied to rocks, skin covered with 
algae, eyeballs eaten by fish, frozen in postures of facsimile 
life. Some had been there for years, maybe decades. Regular 
swimmers never came this far down.
 “I swam through the bodies until I found the two 
star-crossed lovers. The woman was still alive. She was dark-
skinned and beautiful and she looked at me with huge eyes—
she couldn’t believe I was down there. The boy was already 
dead. His hands floated listlessly. A rope connected them at 
the waist, and their feet were tied to boulders. Bubbles came 
out of the woman’s mouth. 
 “I could have easily untied her, brought her to the sur-
face. But she begged me not to. She begged me with her eyes. 
She had wanted this. And I took a moment to look around 
that silent green chamber, a forest of human kelp, anchored 
by stones—a place so beautiful, so serene, that in order to 
view it, you had to give your own life. You had to become part 
of the forest too. I was one of the few—maybe the only one—
who got a chance to wander through it and lived to tell.
 “I thought about all those young people who’d wanted 
to die. Somehow, I understood. This was their passion, their 
bravery. It was their destiny. And when I turned back to the 
dark-haired girl, the last of her bubbles had gone and she 
floated with her arms above her head, like a dancer, one who 
will dance forever beside her true love.
 “When I emerged alone, everyone knew. They wait-
ed along the path as I climbed back up. I stood before them, 
dripping, and said: ‘There’s nothing I could do. They wanted 
to die.’ The women started wailing, and I picked up my man-
dolin and went back down the hill.
 “All the other children were still in the field, laughing 
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and eating blackberries and chasing each other. They cheered 
when they saw me coming. They had no idea what had hap-
pened. They swarmed around me, pulling my robe, asking me 
to sing more songs. ‘You’re all wet,’ someone said. ‘Did you go 
for a swim?’ ‘Yes, I went for a swim.’ And I noticed that, even 
though we were the same age, these children didn’t treat me 
like a fellow child—but they didn’t treat me like an adult ei-
ther. They treated me like something else. I began to feel like 
they were my children, just as those floating bodies had been 
my children, and suddenly I had all these living and dead 
children I didn’t know what to do with. 
 “The sun was still out, and some people showed up 
from another village, who didn’t know anything about the 
tragedy, and they wanted to hear music. So I sat down and 
played a bunch of sad songs—but sad songs with pleasant 
melodies, so the people could dance. The sunset turned ev-
erything orange. And I knew then that I was different, and 
not just a vagabond, and that I wouldn’t be called Mother 
Nature’s Son anymore, and that nothing was going to be the 
same ever again.” 
 I sat there trembling. I double-checked to make sure I 
got everything on tape. The Master had just given me some-
thing rare and valuable—something I could make a career on. 
Never had he revealed so much about himself. 
 (Needless to say, the heavily-censored article that ap-
peared in Cowhead Mailbox does not represent my original 
vision. I accepted writing credit along with the editorial team, 
collected my paycheck, and washed my hands of it.)
 Why had he chosen me, someone he knew only periph-
erally? Maybe he didn’t grasp the worth of what he’d given 
me. Then I realized: the Master didn’t have any friends. He sat 
there with his hands crossed in his lap and a tranquil expres-
sion on his face. An unopened letter lay on the mantle. Snow 
fluttered at the window.
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 In the hall, a grandfather clock struck eleven times. “I 
have to go, if I’m to catch my train,” I said, feeling horribly 
awkward. I felt like a thief who had stolen something in plain 
sight. 
 “Very well,” the Master said.
 “Thank you for your time.”
 The Master nodded sagaciously.

***
  The train station was half a mile away. On the way out 
I spoke with old Ben, the valet, the Irishman who doesn’t 
drink. There was something noble and burning in his eyes. 
He was meticulously shaven, wearing a tie, and had a sort of 
regal redness to his jowls in this colder-than-normal January. 
He offered me a coffee for the road, which I declined. I might 
have said yes to a whiskey, but I knew the Master kept no al-
cohol on the premises. I stood for a moment in the kitchen.
 “Ben,” I said, “how do you like living way out here, 
away from everything?”
 “I enjoy it very much, sir.”
 “Have you no family of your own?”
 “Not to speak of, sir.”
 “Not to speak of ? I’m a journalist, you know.”
 “Yes sir.”
 “I’m naturally curious about people.”
 “That’s to be expected, sir.”
 “Don’t you have anything interesting to tell me?”
 “What would you like to know, sir?”
 “Well—were you in the war?”
 “Yes sir, I was.”
 It occurred to me that I didn’t even know which war he 
meant, and it seemed beyond impolite to ask now.
 “All right,” I said. “I won’t bother you any more. Good 
night, Ben.”
 



SILK ROAD

67

 “Good night, sir,” he said, shutting the door behind me, 
and I turned and walked into the snow.


