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Prologue




Blood Mask I, it was. There were to be others.

It was an entire head, a man’s head. It was frozen, kept under refrigeration, in a locked display case on an altar-like platform. My aunt brandished the magic key: “You can touch it, Marta! Like this.”

You could not see this, but the head, the bust, had been sculpted out of clay, and covered in a masking of blood. The entire head covered in a quarter-inch mask of congealed and frozen blood. It was a man’s head but it looked like something mineral, primeval, raw tissue that has become fossilized, skin peeled away so that you can see what is beneath the skin. Clearly this was not a living thing, yet you could not help expecting the shuttered eyes to open, the fleshy mouth to stir. I had never seen anything so ugly, I stood staring. The adults were laughing at me.

Bio-art it was called. Bio-anatomical-art it was explained. An experimental and highly controversial European art movement begun in the 1990s. The sculptor had made a model of his own head in clay and “masked” it with his blood, which was then frozen. He’d used several liters, he said, in an embalming process called plastination.

My aunt urged me to touch the mask, its texture was “uncanny.”

“It’s frozen solid, don’t be afraid. You can’t damage it.”


It will damage me! If I touch.

The sculptor stood close by, observing. The display case was bathed in incandescent light. My aunt had a key to the case, for my aunt owned the gallery in which Blood Mask I was being exhibited.

She was becoming impatient with me, reaching for my hand. As if impulsively.

My aunt’s sudden unplanned gestures. You were made to think they were unplanned.

“It’s the most profound art, I think. ‘Bio-art.’ To make of ourselves, such blood masks, to outlive us.”

My fingers were made to brush the stiff-quilled top of the head that was layered in frozen blood, the forehead with its ridges and creases, so lifelike. My fingers were made to caress the thick-jowled cheeks. The blood mask was kept so cold, almost my fingertips mistook it for extreme heat.

“Marta, don’t be so squeamish. You’re not a child. Frozen blood is altogether different from liquid blood.”

No! It will bleed onto my fingers.

I could smell the blood mask, I think. Frozen and solid it wasn’t supposed to have any odor. A work of art is not supposed to have any odor.

Blood Mask I was the decapitated head of a man of about forty with a fiercely ugly face, lined cheeks and fleshy lips set in a disdainful expression. The eyes were shut, not in relaxation but in strain. The lower jaw was angular, defiant. You would think that the blood mask was a death mask but the living sculptor loomed beside us smiling with pride in his achievement. It was something of a shock to see the living man beside the monumental head: a paunchy sallow-skinned man with undistinguished features, faint acne scars and thinning hair. He had not shaved for two or three days, his jaws covered in glittery stubble.

“And one day, Marta, we may arrange for Xenia to do you.”

Xenia was the sculptor’s name. He was “Scots”—as he called himself—from Edinburgh. He’d repudiated his “Scots” name as he had repudiated his national identity, in the service of art.

I must have flinched, the adults laughed at me again. I wanted to think that their laughter was a fond sort of teasing and not something else.

Aunt Drewe was locking up the display case. The ordeal was ending. She and the Scots sculptor Xenia would go on to dinner somewhere in TriBeCa, with others. It was speculated that they were lovers. It was known that my aunt had commissioned Xenia to draw her blood and “mask” it on a model of her head: Blood Mask II.

I remember: watching my aunt’s fingers with their blunt tips, the playful gleam of her rings. She was a rich woman. She was a rich desirable woman. She was my father’s older sister much envied and disliked in the family. She spoke in a voice throaty and seductive yet oddly wistful, like a girl’s: “The blood masks will never decay, as we will. So long as they’re kept refrigerated at, or below, thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit.”

Another time the adults laughed, it must have been a joke.



This was sometime in mid-November 2002. For days afterward I would wash, wash, wash my hands that were already chapped and reddened but the blood-odor would remain.
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Something Wounded




…calling to report an emergency situation here, something wounded in the underbrush, maybe an animal but maybe a person…

The call comes in to the Shale River Mountain State Park Emergency Service at 10:20 A.M., April 2, 2003. In a hiking area of white pine and serrated shale outcroppings above the Shale River, at the western edge of the park, hikers report having seen something crawling in the dense underbrush on the riverbank, approximately twenty feet below the hiking trail. The creature had seemed to panic at their approach, crawling frantically into the underbrush to escape. They’d called to it, “Hello? Do you need help? We won’t hurt you…”—wanting to think it was an injured deer, or a coyote or stray dog, though it more resembled a human being, possibly a child.

Crawling into the underbrush on all fours.

At this time of year the Shale River Park, as it’s commonly called, is mostly deserted. Upstate New York thirty miles northwest of the Hudson River at Newburgh, it has the feel of late winter and not early spring. Most of the snow has melted except at the highest elevations but fresh snow has fallen during the night and is slow to melt in the morning. Ice crusts form on small ponds and puddles. The light is razor-sharp, hurting the human eye.


One of the hikers descends into the underbrush, slipping and sliding, thorns tearing at his jeans. “Hey! D’you need help?” There are outcroppings of shale underfoot, weirdly shaped like steps, treacherously sharp-edged. There are patches of marshy soil that suck at the hiker’s boots. Below the trail the river isn’t visible but the sound of its rushing and plunging, swollen with mud-colored water, is deafening.

Whatever is fleeing the hiker is crazed with fear, forcing itself through such dense underbrush. The hiker gives up the search. Seeing on thorns at ground level, bright blood glistening like glass beads.

No way to tell if it’s animal blood, or human.



Something wounded isn’t found until 12:05 P.M.

The hikers have moved on. Several park rangers have been searching the underbrush without luck. There’s a blood trail, but it’s confused and doubles back upon itself and leads into a thicket impossible for an adult male to penetrate without equipment. Then, one of the rangers thinks to investigate a park services cabin about fifty feet away, a shuttered little building resting on cinder blocks. When the ranger squats to look below it, into a shadowy space no more than six inches in height, he sees what appears to be a human figure.

Calling, “Hey: who’s there?”

The figure is lying very still. But the ranger can hear him, or her, breathing.

It isn’t an adult male but possibly a boy, or a small-bodied woman, or a girl, lying on her side, knees against her chest, face hidden. A swath of what looks like hair. A very pale, bare foot.

The ranger identifies himself. “I’m not going to hurt you, I’m trying to help you. D’you hear me?”

The breathing has become quick terrified panting.

“Let me help you, O.K.? Here—”

The ranger stretches an arm beneath the cabin, to his shoulder. Grunting with the effort, blindly groping.

“Hey! Damn.”

A muffled cry. The girl has kicked at him.

The ranger calls to the others, who come to investigate. After twenty minutes of effort, they manage to pull out from beneath the building a struggling, seemingly deranged adolescent girl: Caucasian female approximately fifteen-to-eighteen, weight one hundred five, probable assault victim, needing medical attention, raving & delusional, schizophrenic/meth overdose. There is no I.D. on her person, she doesn’t respond to questions, has to be considered dangerous. Her blood pressure is abnormally low but her heartbeat is rapid and erratic so emergency medics can’t give her a sedative until it has been determined at the hospital what drug or drugs might already be in her bloodstream.

The girl is strapped to a stretcher. It’s presumed that she has been raped, beaten. Dumped and left to die in the Shale River Park.

“Jesus! Watch out she don’t bite you.”







    

Abducted





Straube, Annemarie.

19, resident Chateauguay County.

abduction/assault victim hospitalized Newburgh General 4/2/03.

found Shale River Mt. State Park perpetrators unidentified.

address: R.D. 7, River Road, Chateauguay Springs.




taped interviews, Newburgh General Hosp., 4/4/03, 4/5/03, 4/6/03, Chateauguay Co. Sheriff’s Department Detectives Lindemann, Armsted, O’Striker, Gervais.



…said they would kill me, come back and kill me heard their voices said they had killed my aunt laughing I heard them

I think I heard them dumped and left to die crawling in the underbrush something is wrong with my head can’t see, only things moving so afraid they will come back stomp me to death like a broken-winged bird something wrong with my head

in my brain something seeped into my brain hurting, so white terrible white like laundry detergent burning my mouth




my jaws had been forced apart, I was forced to swallow burning my mouth he held my head tried to spit out the poison he cursed me said he would kill me my aunt they wanted my aunt they wanted to kill I was gagging, choking started to vomit something was slung over me, to blind me I heard my aunt scream I was being carried somewhere later I was dumped dumped and left to die this terrible thirst I was lapping water from puddles on fire with thirst couldn’t see where I was, so hungry eating rotted leaves, dried grasses tearing with my teeth there was water somewhere nearby could hear water smell water thought it was near home the river near home Hudson River where we lived my aunt took me in my aunt made a home for me Aunt Drewe saying This is your home now Annemarie, I will protect you from harm and shame



turned off the paved road onto gravel I could feel the tires crunching in the country somewhere believed that they would kill me now he had his feet on me on my back, on the floor of the van there was something clanking like metal on metal sounded like a flagpole, no flag and something clanking against the pole they dragged me from the van threw me from the back my head hit the ground, I couldn’t move heard them drive away must have fainted, when I wakened it was another time it was dawn I think it was dawn the covering over my head was gone my head, my shoulders they’d blinded me I was afraid they would come back I began to crawl Am I dead I thought is this what it is my bones felt broken my head my eyes, there was something wrong couldn’t see


like fire, flames my eyes I was dragging myself I was calling for Aunt Drewe there was like a mist by the river so cold

thought I heard her voice Marta help me, don’t leave me but there was nothing



upstairs at the house in my room heard voices somewhere in the house my aunt had visitors most nights my aunt had visitors

there’s a loft studio my aunt has in the older part of the house there’s the barn used to be a barn now it’s a gallery exhibits

my aunt has guests who stay overnight there are artists in residence I help my aunt, I’m on the staff I am not an artist I am on the staff I was helping in the barn, in the exhibit went to bed late I wasn’t undressed I fell asleep dressed the lights were on wakened by voices about 2 a.m. downstairs somewhere I think I saw Aunt Drewe where she’d fallen bleeding from her face her forehead I tried to scream, I was on the stairs she tried to shield her face they were stooped over her to lift her their hands on her I screamed at them one of them ran at me, yanked me down the steps to my knees my face was struck my head was gripped in the crook of a man’s arm it was like my head was gripped in a vise, the vise was tightening I thought he would break my neck he would squeeze my skull out of shape my jaws were pried open one of the men held me, another tore open a plasic bag a gritty white powder like detergent was forced into my mouth I was terrified, I thought it might be lye I thought they would burn out my mouth I tried to spit the powder out, my jaws were clamped shut I couldn’t breathe I was struck on the head a man’s fists striking me I think I saw a tarpaulin being wrapped around my aunt her body wrapped in it her head was covered, blood was soaking through the tarpaulin my aunt was struggling clawing my aunt is a strong woman she would not die easily



didn’t hear, didn’t see their faces I didn’t see something over my head suffocating couldn’t breathe, I was being dragged carried from the house lifted into the back of a van too frightened to beg for my life could hear them, their voices but not their words couldn’t think not even I am being taken somewhere to be killed in the morning they were gone there was no one

so cold! I was freezing mud in my mouth, my hair I could not see clearly but I was alive, I could crawl birds by the river, I could hear birds sharp cries like nails nails in my skull but

I was alive







    

Sole Witness




What I could remember. It came in patches. The neurologist said a miracle you can speak at all, it was methamphetamine they forced on you.

Crystal meth: drug of choice in rural Chateauguay County.

Take your time Annemarie. But try.

I knew: these were detectives. I was in a hospital, I was being interviewed. I could not lift my head, I could not move my legs. My arm was fixed in place, a spike through my arm in the soft flesh at the elbow. Another one of them came to stick a needle in my arm, I kicked at her.

Kicking, screaming. No no no noooo.

Drug overdose. Methamphetamine. Remaining in the brain for days, weeks. Flashes, paranoia. I was panicked, I was being suffocated! Clawed at the pillow, threw the pillow onto the floor. So agitated they had to strap me onto the bed, my arms were bleeding from stab wounds. Broken glass inside my head.

Where was Aunt Drewe, I asked them. Was Aunt Drewe in this hospital. They ignored my questions, they repeated their questions to me. Witness you are our sole witness at the present time Annemarie Straube is that your legal name anything you can tell us to help us find your aunt Drewe Hildebrand.


Annemarie: that name! No one called me Annemarie, in Chateauguay Springs.

If Drewe heard, she’d be annoyed. Annemarie was the other girl, Marta was the girl I’d become. My daughter. If I had wanted a daughter which I don’t.

Drewe’s laughter, like silk tearing. Soooo shivery that sound of silky Drewe tearing.

Can’t budge the goddamned pillow. They must’ve strapped it onto the bed. Tearing with my teeth, to throw it to the floor. But I can’t. And my heartbeat monitored by a machine, if it goes crazy they will come running. How can you believe anything I tell you, my memory is gone.

Sole witness to—what?

Sometime in the night, Drewe entered the room. Stealthy and secret a forefinger to her lips. Drewe takes mercy on you sometimes when you are weak and stammering, other times not. Smallness of soul. Curse of the ordinary. Drewe took pity on me laying a cool hard hand on my burning forehead. Drewe hauled me up in her arms that are so strong, you can feel the small muscles bunching. Out! Out of bed! On your feet Marta! I’ll drive us home.

I wasn’t sure if this had happened yet. If Drewe was somewhere in the hospital, in secret. While they were searching for her in Shale River Mountain State Park.

Yes I forgive you Marta. Of course I love you.

Except: the detectives were asking me questions, was it another time? Goddamned nurse poking my arm with a needle to draw more blood. I wanted to make a joke about blood, were they draining my blood, Xenia tried to drain my blood, I kicked and fought, I hoped Xenia would die. One of the detectives was a woman. Could not remember her name. Annemarie she said sometimes you are called Marta is that correct please can you hear me? look at me? try to answer our questions?

Four days, or five. Night/day. Day/night. Throbbing in my head, can’t see. I am trying to answer questions put to me by strangers but I can’t remember why, where I am.

…from the beginning? said you were upstairs in your room, you heard voices, your aunt often had late-night guests so you didn’t register anything unusual until, happened to see it was 2 A.M.?

Yes I said. No. Yes I think. My throat was raw, scraped raw. My face was so swollen/ugly they would not allow me to see it except I can feel it, I can “see” as I feel it like braille. He’d held my head as in a vise, pried my jaws open. Crystal meth I had not known what it was, don’t do drugs I am frightened of drugs do you believe me?

No didn’t see any faces. Voices, didn’t recognize.

…skin color? Ages? You must have heard…

…in the time you were with them, forty minutes minimum…

They’d taken my aunt and me in separate vehicles. This, I seemed to know. I knew this. I didn’t know where they’d taken my aunt and I would not have known where they’d taken me, I was blinded, I had no idea what was happening, where I was taken, and dumped. Why hadn’t they killed me, if they wanted me dead. The “sole witness” dead. Why had they abducted me, drugged me, abandoned me, living, while they hadn’t abandoned my aunt…It seemed clear, it was assumed that the abductors had wanted Drewe Hildebrand, not Drewe’s nineteen-year-old niece who lived with her at Chateauguay Springs. The niece had to be incidental. She’d walked into the scene. Blundered into the scene. Instead of remaining upstairs and calling 911. Instead of helping her aunt she’d confronted the intruders naive and stupid deserving to be punished.


So afraid. They were keeping from me, they’d found Drewe’s body. Not a kidnapping but a homicide they were investigating.

…into protective custody, if you can identify them.

…guard outside your door here, twenty-four-hour watch.

But I could not. Could not identify them how could I?



It was known, Drewe Hildebrand had numerous enemies. Drewe Hildebrand was known to laugh at her enemies. Many times warned, Chateauguay County isn’t New York City. The Village of Chateauguay Springs isn’t SoHo or TriBeCa, Manhattan. People here in the Newburgh area, in Orange County, not just right-wing conservatives, not just Christians for Life, numerous others who hate the kind of art she exhibits, promotes. Vandalizing her property, attempted arson. Threats. The men who’d forced their way into the house to overpower Drewe and me had left behind a crucifix on the fireplace mantel.

A crucifix! While I was in the hospital I wasn’t told this. Such information was kept from me. Even when I was much improved, able to read newspapers, watch TV, I wasn’t allowed, nor were the hospital staff or my visitors allowed, to tell me what the news was, what the police investigation was yielding, facts known to the public.

Sixty hours in the park, before I’d been found. My medical condition, my taped statements, none of this was revealed to me, detectives didn’t want their sole witness “confused”—“contaminated.”

Questioned about drugs. Methamphetamine?

No I told them. No “drug history.”

Nineteen years old. Born 3/17/84, Cattaraugus County, New York. Birth records, they’d checked. Living with aunt, father’s sister, Drewe Hildebrand, since the age of fifteen. No “drug history” prior to the alleged forced overdose of 3/29/03. Maybe they believed me, maybe they did not. No one ever tells the truth about drugs and I was the niece of Drewe Hildebrand living at Chateauguay Springs where it was believed “drug use” was common.

Detectives from both Chateauguay County and Orange County would check into my background. The expensive private schools my aunt had sent me to in Woodstock, New York, and in Connecticut, schools for students with “special needs” where, in fact, drug use was common: ecstasy, painkillers, barbiturates, “horse tranquillizers,” anti-depressants, Ritalin, cocaine, even heroin and crystal meth; where smoking pot was casual as smoking cigarettes except I’d always been frightened of drugs, what might happen to my brain.

Slipping over the edge, and you can’t pull yourself back.

Like my mother.

My family I’d fled in Cattaraugus. You can’t believe how quickly a family can fall apart like a shattered brain.

Shame, shame! My aunt Drewe had hoped to save me such shame.

Annemarie: is there anything you haven’t told us?

Anything you’ve been remembering, you haven’t told us?

These long pauses. Nowhere to look. My damaged eyes, my head that hurts. Annemarie? Try.

One of the detectives reminded me of my father: that middle-aged once-handsome face going to ruin. Eyes alert and intelligent and lightly threaded with blood. The nose was just perceptibly swollen, a drinker’s nose beginning to be disfigured and discolored by tiny broken capillaries beneath the surface of the skin. I did not want to look at this stranger identified as a senior detective with the Chateauguay County Sheriff’s Department for he was the one, he was the only one, of all the strangers who’d questioned me, who regarded me with doubt. He did not contradict me, he was courteous, even kindly, you could see that he pitied me, the wreckage of my brain, yet he was doubtful of what I had to tell him, there was something in my faltering words he did not believe. I did not want to look at this man but it was not possible to look away, I was frightened, I was confused, I thought Does he know me? But how does he know me? Hadn’t seen my father since I was fifteen, hadn’t spoken to my father Harvey Straube in nearly that long and so seeing this man, this stranger, somehow he was confused with my father, if this was a dream (and maybe I was dreaming: hallucinating) maybe this detective was my father in disguise or a stranger disguised to resemble my father and at the thought my heartbeat began to quicken, I felt a jab of adrenaline to the heart Oh oh oh! I hid my face in my hands, terrified this man would peer into my soul, next thing I knew I was crawling into a burrow, a panicked creature crawling into a burrow to hide.

Nurses were summoned, to restrain me. Where I’d crawled screaming and hyperventilating to the foot of the bed, beneath the covers. The detectives were gone. A doctor was summoned. A needle was inserted in an available vein, to sedate me.







    

“Going to Live with the Rich Aunt”




June 1999. My father was taken from us to begin an eight-to-fifteen-year term in the State Facility for Men at Oriskany. Our household was falling apart, our family name was disgraced in Cattaraugus. The telephone rang, my mother picked up the receiver crying, “Yes? What do you want?” and it was her sister-in-law Drewe Hildebrand, my father’s older sister.

“Send the girl to me—‘Annemarie.’ Get her out of there.”

Get her out of there. My mother needed a moment to recover from the shock. I was in another part of the house, I froze hearing her say loudly, “No. Go to hell. I will never.”

My mother slammed down the receiver. For weeks she would repeat to anyone who wished to listen the words so contemptuously uttered by a woman whom she scarcely knew, who had had nothing to do with our family until now.

Send the girl—“Annemarie.” Get her out of there.

This terrible time, weeks and months. Telephone calls, sudden outcries, curses, slammed-down receivers. Collection agencies, a grim-smiling officer from Cattaraugus Home Mortgage & Finance knocking at our door. Relatives avoided us, my classmates stared at me in wonder. Straube was a name too often in the local papers, on local TV news. Still, I wasn’t prepared for my mother fierce as a hornet grabbing my shoulders and shaking me as if she wanted to break my neck. Her sallow face was livid, indignant. “You! Traitor! Going behind my back, are you? Talking to that woman? Your rich-bitch aunt? You and your father, eh? Behind my back?”

I was stunned, I knew nothing about my aunt Drewe Hildebrand. Only the way some of the relatives spoke of her as the “rich” Straube sister who’d left Cattaraugus, run away as a girl and had nothing to do with the family.

“Mom, no. I…”

In my confusion I didn’t know what my mother was accusing me of, only that I was innocent.

“Betraying your mother with that woman! Because she’s rich—because she’s ‘famous.’ Because she looks down on us, on me.” My mother shoved me from her, sobbing, furious. Her breath was sour from hours of sodden daytime sleep, there was a wet druggy glare to her eyes. “Well, you’re not going to live with that woman, Annemarie. We don’t accept charity. You can live with shame as well as I can. You’re not going anywhere. Stop staring at me like that, I’ll tear off your homely face. You’re my goddamned daughter not hers, you are staying here with me.”

I tried to explain to my mother that I hadn’t been speaking with my aunt Drewe, I didn’t know my aunt Drewe at all. I’d met her only once, years ago. I felt bad about Daddy but I wasn’t ashamed (of course, I was ashamed, I wanted to die), I didn’t want to live anywhere else. Maybe I said these things. It was hard to speak to my mother in one of her excitable moods, you dared not raise your voice because it would infuriate her but if you spoke in a normal voice, my mother did not hear. Such things my mother said, you didn’t know whether to believe them or not. In the past several months she’d become reckless in her suspicions and denunciations. My father’s arrest, indictment, trial, conviction and now his incarceration seemed to have taken most of our lives and with the passing of weeks my mother was becoming more deranged. Though, for as long as I could remember, she’d made scornful references to my father’s older sister, rich-bitch sister, wouldn’t it be nice if she did something for us? Seeing a woman on television who was patrician, pretentious, snobbish and snotty, yet undeniably glamorous, she would say in disdain, Could be your rich-bitch sister, eh? My mother would laugh to show that she was only joking; she was above such pettiness, if others were not.

But lately it had been revealed, since my father’s legal troubles, that Drewe had been “lending” him money for some time, in secret. My father must have contacted Drewe, asking her for help. Maybe she’d even helped pay my mother’s medical bills. All that was finished now, Drewe wasn’t providing any more money. She would take me in, but refused to negotiate with my mother. My mother protested: “That rich bitch, now she wants to take my daughter. She’s already taken somebody’s daughter, isn’t one enough?”

Somebody’s daughter was flung out in reference to an incident that had happened at Chateauguay Springs the year before: a young woman artist had allegedly died of a drug overdose in one of the residences. There had been a police investigation, Drewe had been cleared of any involvement. Still in the collective memory of Cattaraugus, where “Drewe Hildebrand” was so resented, the scandal lingered like a perverse homage.

“She will not. You will not. You are staying here with me.”

My mother’s arms, grappling and clumsy as tentacles, I managed to push away from.

She was a sick woman: three days after my father began serving his sentence at Oriskany, my mother was arrested for impaired and reckless driving and made to commit herself into a drug rehabilitation facility in Jamestown. So I was surrendered after all, to live with my aunt Drewe Hildebrand on her ninety-acre estate seventy miles north of New York City on the Hudson River.


The girl who’d died of a drug overdose. The girl I’d heard of, lacking a name only just the girl, that girl. The girl who’d died.

One of those childhood memories that come at second- or, third-hand. I had overheard my mother speaking with relatives on the phone, her voice lifting in excited disapproval. A girl? Drugs? Dead? And Drewe is involved? My father had refused to discuss it. My father had a way of dismissing rumors with a shrug and a wink at me, the two of us linked against my mother, an excitable woman.

When my father’s legal troubles began (“legal troubles” was the favored expression within the family) he refused to allow newspapers in the house, refused to allow us to watch local TV news that only distorted and sensationalized. You could not trust the media in its treatment of Harold Straube, 41.

My father spoke admiringly but guardedly of my aunt Drewe. He spoke of driving to visit her, sometime. As if Drewe had invited us, an open invitation, a summertime visit would be best, Chateauguay Springs was beautiful in the summer. Views of the Hudson River, a dignified old manor house with numerous bedrooms, an “artists’ colony.” There was the Village of Chateauguay Springs (population 1,200) and there was the estate my widowed aunt had inherited, a few miles outside town. On the map of New York State, Chateauguay Springs was a small blue dot on the western bank of the Hudson River between Newburgh to the north and Cornwall-on-Hudson to the south. And south of that, West Point. I had never been in that part of the state, no one among the relatives had ever visited Chateauguay Springs.

I felt a stab of pride, gloating. That I’d been singled out by the rich aunt.

The girl who’d died had been an artist of some kind. She’d been “in residence” at the Chateauguay Springs Artists’ Colony. No one in Cattaraugus had much idea of what an artists’ colony might be. “Art” itself was viewed with suspicion, scorn. There was the sense, as people like my mother conveyed it, of a fraud, a hustle. “Art” was putting something over on someone, the way politicians did. “Art” was a sorry excuse for not being productive, useful. “Art” was vanity, pretension.

In Cattaraugus, no one would have referred to my aunt as “Drewe Hildebrand” for her name, her true name, was “Eileen Straube.” She’d been born here, she’d grown up here. Cattaraugus knew her as the oldest of the Straube daughters who’d been a “difficult”—“high-strung”—“selfish” girl, a “discipline problem” at school who’d “mouthed off” to her teachers, and been “secretive, stubborn” at home. She had the temerity to imagine herself an artist—there were no art classes, no art teachers, in the Cattaraugus public schools to train or test her. She’d barely managed to graduate with the class of 1981 from Cattaraugus High, less for academic reasons than for disciplinary reasons, and, memorably, on the day following graduation she’d disappeared with no warning, taking only a few clothes, a single suitcase, leaving behind a hand-printed note generally interpreted as taunting:


GOODBYE DON’T LOOK FOR ME

(I WON’T BE THERE)

No one had gone to look for her. She was seventeen, with the poise of an adult woman.

In Cattaraugus, it wasn’t known if Eileen Straube had become “Drewe Hildebrand” for professional reasons (she was a “career woman,” a designer of some kind, an artist) or if that was the name she’d acquired when she married a man named Hildebrand about whom little was known except that he was a “rich” businessman in some way connected with art.

From time to time, Drewe Hildebrand’s name and photograph might appear in publications read in Cattaraugus: Newsweek, Time, People, USA Today. The Chateauguay Springs Artists’ Colony had been featured on CBS Sunday Morning, and Drewe had been interviewed. No one in her hometown could have said what Drewe had done to merit such attention: exhibited “controversial” art? Nurtured young artists? If she’d been an artist herself, she seemed to have set her art aside, or maybe she’d given up. Her personal life was said to be complicated, messy. By the standards of Cattaraugus she was a promiscuous woman. Even her photographs differed suspiciously from one another: her hair changed style and color, her face appeared altered, a kind of malleable sculpture. Only once had she returned to Cattaraugus, twelve years after she’d run away, for her mother’s funeral—“Just like Eileen, isn’t it, to come too late!” My memory of having seen her after the funeral is blurred. Maybe I was frightened of her. A woman I had never seen before, a face that looked as if it were made of something like hammered metal, mask-like, beautiful and impersonal as
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