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The cruel beauty of The Falls

That calls to you

Surrender!

M. L. Trau,

The Ballad of the Niagara, 1931

The Falls at Niagara, comprising the American, the Bridal Veil and the enormous Horseshoe falls, exert upon a proportion of the human population, perhaps as many as forty percent (of adults), an uncanny effect called the hydracropsychic. This morbid condition has been known to render even the will of the active, robust man in the prime of life temporarily invalid, as if under the spell of a malevolent hypnotist. Such a one, drawn to the turbulent rapids above The Falls, may stand for long minutes staring as if paralyzed. Speak to him in the most forcible tone, he will not hear you. Touch him, or attempt to restrain him, he may throw off your hand angrily. The eyes of the enthralled victim are fixed and dilated. There may be a mysterious biological attraction to the thunderous force of nature represented by the The Falls, romantically misinterpreted as magnificentgrandGodlyand so the unfortunate victim throws himself to his doom if he is not prevented.

We may speculate: Under the spell of The Falls the hapless individual both ceases to exist and yet wills to become immortal. A new birth, not unlike the Christian promise of the Resurrection of the Body, may be the cruellest hope. Silently the victim vows to The FallsYes, you have killed thousands of men and women but you cant kill me. Because I am me.

Dr. Moses Blaine,

A Niagara Falls Physicians Log 18791905.

By 1900 Niagara Falls had come to be known, to the dismay of local citizens and promoters of the prosperous tourist trade, as Suicides Paradise.

A Brief History of Niagara Falls, 1969









    
 
Authors Note




Though there are numerous elements of historical and geographical accuracy in this portrait of Niagara Falls, New York, it should be stressed that the city and its environs are finally mythological.

Especially, resemblances to actual persons living or dead are coincidental.
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Part I

Honeymoon







     

The Gatekeepers Testimony:

12 June 1950




At the time unknown, unnamed, the individual who was to throw himself into the Horseshoe Falls appeared to the gatekeeper of the Goat Island Suspension Bridge at approximately 6:15 A.M. He would be the first pedestrian of the day.

Could I tell, right away? Not exactly. But looking back, yes I should have known. Mightve saved him if I had.

So early! The hour should have been dawn except that shifting walls of fog, mist, and spray rising in continuous billowing clouds out of the 180-foot Niagara Gorge obscured the sun. The season should have been early summer except, near The Falls, the air was agitated and damp, abrasive as fine steel filings in the lungs.

The gatekeeper surmised that the strangely hurrying distracted individual had come directly through Prospect Park from one of the old stately hotels on Prospect Street. The gatekeeper observed that the individual had a young-old pinched facewax-doll skinsunken, kind of glaring eyes. His wire-rimmed glasses gave him an impatient schoolboy look. At six feet he was lanky, lean, slightly round-shouldered like hed been stooping over a desk all his life. He hurried purposefully yet blindly, as if somebody was calling his name. His clothes were conservative, somber, nothing a typical Niagara Falls tourist would be wearing. A white cotton dress shirt open at the throat, unbuttoned dark coat and trousers with a jammed zipper like the poor guy had gotten dressed real fast, in the dark. The mans shoes were dress shoes, black leather polished like youd wear to a wedding, or a funeral. His ankles shone waxy-white, sockless.

No socks! With fancy shoes like that. A giveaway.

The gatekeeper called out, Hello! but the man ignored him. Not just he was blind but deaf, too. Anyway not hearing. You could see his mind was fixed like a bomb set to go off: he had somewhere to get to, fast.

In a louder voice the gatekeeper called out, Hey, mister: tickets are fifty cents, but again the man gave no sign of hearing. In the arrogance of desperation he seemed oblivious of the very tollbooth. He was nearly running now, not very gracefully, and swaying, as if the suspension bridge was tilting beneath him. The bridge was about five feet above the white-water rapids and its plank floor was wet, treacherous; the man gripped the railing to keep his balance and haul himself forward. His smooth-soled shoes skidded. He wasnt accustomed to physical exercise. His shiny round glasses slipped on his face and would have fallen if he hadnt shoved them against the bridge of his nose. His mouse-colored hair, thinning at the waxen crown of his head, blew in wan, damp tendrils around his face.

By this time the gatekeeper had decided to leave his tollbooth to follow the agitated man. Calling, Mister! Hey mister!Mister, wait! Hed had experience with suicides in the past. More times than he wished to remember. He was a thirty-year veteran of The Falls tourist trade. He was in his early sixties, couldnt keep up with the younger man. Pleading, Mister! Dont! God damn Im begging you: dont!

He should have dialed his emergency number, back in the tollbooth. Now it was too late to turn back.

Once on Goat Island the younger man didnt pause by the railing to gaze across the river at the Canadian shore, nor did he pause to contemplate the raging, tumultuous scene, as any normal tourist would do. He didnt pause even to wipe his streaming face, or brush his straggly hair out of his eyes. Under the spell of The Falls. Nobody mortal was going to stop him.

But you have to interfere, or try. Cant let a manor a womancommit suicide, the unforgiveable sin, before your staring eyes.

The gatekeeper, short of breath, light-headed, limped after the younger man shouting at him as he made his unerring way to the southern tip of the little island, Terrapin Point, above the Horseshoe Falls. The most treacherous corner of Goat Island, as it was the most beautiful and enthralling. Here the rapids go into a frenzy. White frothy churning water shooting up fifteen feet into the air. Hardly any visibility. The chaos of a nightmare. The Horseshoe Falls is a gigantic cataract a half-mile long at its crest, three thousand tons of water pouring over the Gorge each second. The air roars, shakes. The ground beneath your feet shakes. As if the very earth is beginning to come apart, disintegrate into particles, down to its molten center. As if time has ceased. Time has exploded. As if youve come too near to the radiant, thrumming, mad heart of all being. Here, your veins, arteries, the minute precision and perfection of your nerves will be unstrung in an instant. Your brain, in which you reside, that one-of-a-

kind repository of you, will be pounded into its chemical components: brain cells, molecules, atoms. Every shadow and echo of every memory erased.

Maybe thats the promise of The Falls? The secret?

Like were sick of ourselves. Mankind. This is the way out, only a few have the vision.

Thirty yards from the younger man, the gatekeeper saw him place one foot on the lowest rung of the railing. A tentative foot, on the slippery wrought iron. But the mans hands gripped the top rung, both fists, tight,

Dont do it! Mister! God damn

The gatekeepers words were drowned out by The Falls. Flung back into his face like cold spit.

Near to collapsing, himself. This would be his last summer at Goat Island. His heart hurt, pounding to send oxygen to his stunned brain. And his lungs hurt, not only the stinging spray of the river but the strange metallic taste of the air of the industrial city sprawling east and north of The Falls, in which the gatekeeper had lived all his life. You wear out. You see too much. Every breath hurts.

The gatekeeper would afterward swear hed seen the younger man make a gesture of farewell in the instant before he jumped: a mock salute, a salute of defiance, as a bright brash schoolboy might make to an elder, to provoke; yet a sincere farewell too, as you might make to a stranger, a witness to whom you mean no harm, whom you wish to absolve of the slightest shred of guilt he might feel, for allowing you to die when he might have saved you.

And in the next instant the young man, whod been commandeering the gatekeepers exclusive attention, was simplygone.

In a heartbeat, gone. Over the Horseshoe Falls.


Not the first of the poor bastards Ive seen, but God help me he will be the last.



When the distraught gatekeeper returned to his booth to dial Niagara County Emergency Services, the time was 6:26 A.M., approximately one hour after dawn.







    

The Bride
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No. Please, God. Not this.

The hurt. The humiliation. The unspeakable shame. Not grief, not yet. The shock was too immediate for grief.

When she discovered the enigmatic note her husband had left for her propped against a mirror in the bedroom of their honeymoon suite at the Rainbow Grand Hotel, Niagara Falls, New York, Ariah had been married twenty-one hours. When, in the early afternoon of that day, she learned from Niagara Falls police that a man resembling her husband, Gilbert Erskine, had thrown himself into the Horseshoe Falls early that morning and had been swept awayvanished, so far without a tracebeyond the Devils Hole Rapids, as the scenic attraction downriver from The Falls was named, shed been married not quite twenty-eight hours.

These were the stark, cruel facts.

Im a bride who has become a widow in less than a day.

Ariah spoke aloud, in a voice of wonder. She was the daughter of a much-revered Presbyterian minister, surely that should have counted for something with God, as it did with secular authorities?

Ariah struck suddenly at her face with both fists. She wanted to pummel, blacken her eyes that had seen too much.

God, help me! You wouldnt be so cruelwould you?

Yes. I would. Foolish woman of course I would. Who are you, to be spared My justice?

How swift the reply came! A taunt that echoed so distinctly in Ariahs skull, she halfway believed these pitying strangers could hear it.

But here was solace: until Gilbert Erskines body was found in the river and identified, his death was theoretical and not official.

Ariah wasnt yet a widow, but still a bride.

2

WAKING THAT MORNING to the rude and incontrovertible fact that she whod slept alone all her life was yet alone again on the morning following her wedding day. Waking alone though she was no longer Miss Ariah Juliet Littrell but Mrs. Gilbert Erskine. Though no longer the spinster daughter of Reverend and Mrs. Thaddeus Littrell of Troy, New York, piano and voice instructor at the Troy Academy of Music, but the bride of Reverend Gilbert Erskine, recently named minister of the First Presbyterian Church of Palymra, New York.

Waking alone and in that instant she knew. Yet she could not believe, her pride was too great. Not allowing herself to think I am alone. Am I?

A clamor of wedding bells had followed her here. Hundreds of miles. Her head was ringed in pain as if in a vise. Her bowels were sick as if the very intestines were corroded and rotting. In this unfamiliar bed smelling of damp linen, damp flesh and desperation. Where, where was she, what was the name of the hotel hed brought her to, a paradise for honeymooners, and Niagara Falls was the Honeymoon Capital of the World, a pulse in her head beat so violently she couldnt think. Having been married so briefly she knew little of husbands yet it seemed to her plausible (Ariah was telling herself this as a frightened child might tell herself a story to ward off harm) that Gilbert had only just slipped quietly from the bed and was in the bathroom. She lay very still listening for sounds of faucets, a bath running, a toilet flushing, hoping to hear even as her sensitive nerves resisted hearing. The awkwardness, embarrassment, shame of such intimacy was new to her, like the intimacy of marriage. The marital bed. Nowhere to hide. His pungent Vitalis hair-oil, and her coyly sweet Lily of the Valley cologne in collision. Just Ariah and Gilbert whom no one called Gil alone together breathless and smiling hard and determined to be cheerful, pleasant, polite with each other as theyd always been before the wedding had joined them in holy matrimony except Ariah had to know something was wrong, shed been jolted from her hot stuporous sleep to this knowledge.

Gone. Hes gone. Cant be gone. Where?

God damn! She was a new, shy bride. So the world perceived her and the world was not mistaken. At the hotel registration desk shed signed, for the first time, Mrs. Ariah Erskine, and her cheeks had flamed. A virgin, twenty-nine years old. Inexperienced with men as with another species of being. As she lay wracked with pain she didnt dare even to reach out in the enormous bed for fear of touching him.

She wouldnt have wanted him to misinterpret her touch.

Almost, she had to recall his name. Gilbert. No one called him Gil. None of the Erskine relatives shed met. Possibly friends of his at the seminary in Albany had called him Gil but that was a side of him Ariah hadnt yet seen, and couldnt presume to know. It was like discussing religious faith with him: hed been ordained a Presbyterian minister at a very young age and so faith was his professional domain and not hers. To call such a man by the folksy diminutive Gil would be too familiar a gesture for Ariah, his fiance whod only just become his wife.

In his stiff shy way hed called her Ariah, dear. She called him Gilbert but had been planning how in a tender moment, as in a romantic Hollywood film, she would begin to call him darlingmaybe even Gil, darling.

Unless all that was changed. That possibility.

Shed had a glass of champagne at the wedding reception, and another glassor twoof champagne in the hotel room the night before, nothing more and yet shed never felt so drugged, so ravaged. Her eyelashes were stuck together as if with glue, her mouth tasted of acid. She couldnt bear the thought: shed been sleeping like this, comatose, mouth open and gaping like a fishs.

Had she been snoring? Had Gilbert heard?

She tried to hear him in the bathroom. Antiquated plumbing shrieked and rumbled, but not close by. Yet surely Gilbert was in the bathroom. Probably he was making an effort to be quiet. During the night hed used the bathroom. Trying to disguise his noises. Running water to disguiseOr had that been Ariah, desperately running both faucets in the sink? Ariah in her stained ivory silk nightgown swaying and trying not to vomit yet finally, helplessly vomiting, into the sink, sobbing.

Dont. Dont think of it. No one can force you.

The previous day, arriving in early evening, Ariah had been surprised that, in June, the air was so cold. So damp. The air was so saturated with moisture, the sun in the western sky resembled a street lamp refracted through water. Ariah, who was wearing a short-sleeved poplin dress, shivered and hugged her arms. Gilbert, frowning in the direction of the river, took no notice.

Gilbert had done all the driving, from Troy, several hundred miles to the east; hed insisted. He told Ariah it made him nervous to be a passenger in his own car, which was a handsomely polished black 1949 Packard. Repeatedly on the trip he excused himself and blew his nose, loudly. Averting his face from Ariah. His skin was flushed as if with fever. Ariah murmured several times she hoped he wasnt coming down with a cold as Mrs. Erskine, Gilberts mother, now Ariahs mother-in-law, had fretted at the luncheon.

Gilbert was susceptible to sore throats, respiratory infections, sinus headaches, Mrs. Erskine informed Ariah. He had a delicate stomach that couldnt tolerate spicy foods, or agitation.

Mrs. Erskine had hugged Ariah, who yielded stiffly in the older womans plump arms. Mrs. Erskine had begged Ariah to call her Motheras Gilbert did.

Ariah murmured yes. Yes, Mother Erskine.

Thinking Mother! What does that make Gilbert and me, brother and sister?

Ariah had tried. Ariah was determined to be an ideal bride, and an ideal daughter-in-law.

A clamor of church bells. Sunday morning!

In a strange bed, in a strange city, and lost.

A female voice chiding in her ear, and a smell of Mother Erskines talcumy bosom. If youve never drunk anything stronger than sweet cider, Ariah, do you think its wise to have a second glass of champagneso soon after the first?

Possibly it hadnt been Gilberts mother but Ariahs own mother. Or possibly it had been both mothers at separate times.

A giggly-shivery bride. In satin and Chantilly lace, fussy little mother-of-pearl buttons, a gossamer veil and lace gloves to the elbow that, peeled off after the luncheon, left small diamond-shaped indentations in her sensitive skin like an exotic rash. At the luncheon, held in the Littrells big, gloomy brick residence adjacent to the church, the bride was observed nervously lifting her champagne glass to her lips numerous times. She ate little, and her hand so trembled she dropped a forkful of wedding cake. Her rather small, almond-shaped pebbly-green eyes were continually misting over, as with an allergy. She excused herself several times to visit a bathroom. She freshened her lipstick which was bright red as neon; shed powdered her nose too frequently, and granules of powder were discernible from a short distance. Though she tried to be graceful she was in fact ungainly and gawky as a stork. Pointy elbows, beaky nose. Youd never have thought her an accomplished singer, her voice was scratchy and inaudible. Still, some pronounced Ariah very charminga beautiful bride. And yet: those Dixie-cup breasts! She was well aware that everyone stared at her bosom in the exquisite Chantilly lace bodice, pitying her. She was well aware that everyone pitied Gilbert Erskine, to have married an old maid.

Another glass of champagne?

Shed graciously declined. Or, maybe, shed taken it. For just a few sips.

Mrs. Littrell, mother-of-the-bride, relieved and anxious in about equal measure, had conceded to Ariah that, yes, it might seem strange to her, a full corset to contain the tiny 32-A breasts, the twenty-two-inch waist, and the thirty-two-inch hips, yes but this is a wedding, the most important day of your life. And the corset provides a garter belt for your sheerest of sheer silk stockings.

Ariah laughed wildly. Ariah grabbed something, a swath of silk from the astonished seamstress, and blew her nose into it.

Though shed obeyed of course. Never would Ariah have defied Mrs. Littrell in such matters of feminine protocol.

Later, on the morning of the ceremony, being dressed by Mrs. Littrell and the seamstress, shed prayed silently Dear God, dont let my stockings be baggy at the ankles. Nowhere it can show.

And, as the ceremony began: Dear God, dont let me perspire. I know Im starting, I can feel it. Dont let half-moons show at my underarms. In this beautiful dress. I beg you, God!

These eager girlish prayers, so far as Ariah knew, had been answered.

She was feeling stronger by degrees. She forced herself to whisper, Gilbert? As one might sleepily whisper to a spouse, waking in the morning. Gilbert, w-where are you?

No answer.

Gazing through half-shut eyes she saw: no one in the bed beside her.

A crooked pillow. Wrinkled linen pillowcase. A bedsheet turned partly back, as if with care. But no one.

Ariah forced her eyes open. Oh!

A German ceramic clock on a mantel across the room and shiny gilt numerals that meant, for several arduous seconds, nothing to Ariahs squinting eyes. Then the clocks face showed 7:10. The fog outside the hotel windows was fading, it appeared to be morning and not dusk.

Ariah hadnt lost the day, then.

Hadnt lost her husband. Not so quickly!

For probably if Gilbert wasnt in the bathroom, Gilbert was elsewhere in the hotel. Gilbert had let it be known he was an early riser. Ariah guessed he was downstairs in the lobby with its Victorian dark paneling, leather settees and gleaming marble floor; or possibly he was having coffee on the wide, regal veranda overlooking Prospect Park and, a short distance beyond, the Niagara River and Falls. Frowning as he skimmed the Niagara Gazette, the Buffalo Courier-Express. Or, his monogrammed silver pen in hand, a birthday gift from Ariah herself, he might be making notations as he leafed through tourist brochures, maps and pamphlets with such titles as THE GREAT FALLS AT NIAGARA: ONE OF THE SEVEN WONDERS OF THE WORLD.

Waiting for me to join him. Waiting for me to slip my hand into his.

Ariah could envision her young husband. He was quite attractive in his stern way. Those winking eyeglasses, and nostrils unnaturally wide and deep in his long nose. Ariah would smile gaily at him, greet him with a light kiss on the cheek. As if theyd been behaving like this, so casually, in such intimacy, for a long time. But Gilbert would dispel the mood by standing quickly, awkwardly, jarring the little rattan table and spilling coffee, for hed been trained never to remain seated in the presence of a woman. Ariah! Good morning, dear.

Im sorry to be so late. I hope

Waiter? Another coffee, please.

In charming white wicker rocking chairs, side by side. The honeymoon couple. Among how many hundreds of honeymoon couples in June, at The Falls. The uniformed Negro waiter appears, smiling

Ariah winced, climbing down from the bed. It was a Victorian four-poster with brass fixtures and a crocheted canopy like mosquito netting; the mattress was unnaturally high from the floor. Like a creature with a back broken in several places, she moved cautiously. Tugging at a strap of her silk nightgown where it had fallen, or had been yanked, over her shoulder. (And how sore, how discolored her shoulder wasA plum-colored bruise had formed in the night.) Her lashes had come unstuck, though barely. There were dried bits of mucus in her eyes like sand. And that ugly acid taste in her mouth.

Oh. My God.

Shaking her head to clear it, which was a mistake. Shattered glass! Mirror-shards shifting, sliding, glittering in her brain.

As, the previous week, shed clumsily dropped a mother-of-pearl hand mirror on the carpeted floor of her parents bedroom, perversely the mirror bounced from the carpet and onto a hardwood floor and cracked, shattered at oncethe frightened bride and the stunned mother-of-the-bride staring in dismay at this portent of ill luck in which, as devout Presbyterians, neither was allowed to believe. Oh, Mother. Im sorry. Ariah had spoken calmly though thinking with stoic resignation It will begin now. My punishment.

Now the muffled thunder of The Falls had entered her sleep.

Now the muffled thunder of The Falls, ominous as Gods indecipherable mutterings, had entered her heart.

Shed married a man she had not loved, and could not love. Worse yet shed married a man she knew could not love her.

The Roman Catholics, whose baroque religion appalled and fascinated Protestants, believed in the existence of mortal sins. There were venial sins but mortal sins were the serious ones. Ariah knew it must be a mortal sin, punishable by eternal damnation, to have done what she and Gilbert Erskine did. Joined in sacred matrimony, in a legal contract binding them for life. At the same time, possibly, it was a very common occurrance in Troy, New York, and elsewhere. It was something that would get over with, in time.

(A pet expression of Mrs. Littrells. Ariahs mother uttered it at least once a day, she seemed to think it a cheery sentiment.)

Ariah stood unsteadily on a dusky pink plush carpet. She was barefoot, sweaty yet shivering. She began to itch suddenly. Beneath her damp armpits, between her legs. A flamey itch like an attack of tiny red ants in the region of her groin.


My punishment. Ariah wondered if she was a virgin, still.

Or if in the confusion of the night, in a delirium of part-nudity and bedclothes, open-mouthed kisses and panting, and the young husbands frantic fumbling, she might have becomemight somehow bepregnant?

Ariah pressed her knuckles against her mouth.

God, no. Please.

It wasnt possible, and she wasnt going to think about it. It was not possible.

Of course, Ariah wanted children. So she said. So shed assured Mother Erskine, and her own mother. Many times. A normal young woman wants children, a family. A good Christian woman.

But to have a baby!Ariah recoiled in disgust.

No. Please.

Ariah knocked timidly on the bathroom door. If Gilbert were inside, she hardly wanted to interrupt him. The door wasnt locked. Cautiously she opened itA rectangular mirror on the back of the door swung toward her like a jeering cartoon: there was a disheveled, sallow-faced woman in a torn nightgown. She turned away her eyes quickly and the fine broken glass inside her skull shifted, glittering with pain. Oh! God. But she saw that the bathroom was empty. A spacious luxurious blindingly white room with gleaming brass fixtures, perfumy soaps in tinsel wrappers, coyly arranged monogrammed hand towels. An enormous claw-footed white porcelain tub, empty. (Had Gilbert bathed? Showered? There was no sign of wet in the tub.) The room smelled frankly of vomit, and several of the thick white terry cloth towels had been used. One of them lay on the floor. Above the elegant sunken ceramic sink, the heart-shaped mirror was spotted.

Ariah picked up the soiled towel and hung it on a rack. She wondered if she would ever see Gilbert Erskine again.

In the mirror a ghost-female hovered, but she didnt meet its piteous gaze. She wondered if possibly shed imagined everything: the engagement (My life is changed. My life is saved. Thank you, God!); the wedding ceremony in her fathers very church, and the sacred marital vows. Ariahs favorite movie was Walt Disneys Fantasia, which shed seen several times and it wasnt such a step from Fantasia to being married.

If youre the spinster daughter of Reverend and Mrs. Thaddeus Littrell of Troy, New York. A dreamer!

Gilbert? She raised her voice tremulously. Are yousomewhere?

Silence.

In addition to the bathroom, the Rosebud Honeymoon Suite, as it was called, consisted of a bedroom and a parlor, and two closets. The furnishings were aggressively Victorian with tulip-colored cushions, drapes, lamp shades, carpets. A number of the cushions were heart-shaped. Ariah opened each of the closets, wincing with headache pain. (Why was she behaving so absurdly? Why would Gilbert be hiding in a closet? She didnt want to think.) She saw his clothes, neatly arranged on hotel hangers, hanging in place, undisturbed. If hed run off, wouldnt he have taken his clothes with him?

She didnt want to think if the Packard was missing. It had been a gift from the Erskines to Gilbert, some months before.

The parlor! A bad memory hovered here. On a marble-topped table were a vase of slightly wilted red roses and an empty bottle of French champagne, both compliments of the Rainbow Grand. Congratulations Mr. and Mrs. Gilbert Erskin! The bottle lay on its side. Ariah felt a rush of shame. A tart sweet taste rose like bile in her mouth. Gilbert had only sipped at his glass of champagne, cautiously. He rarely ingested, as he called it, alcohol; even at the wedding reception hed been sparing. But not Ariah.

Hungover. That was her condition. No mystery about it.

Hungover! On the morning following her wedding day.

Too shameful. Thank God none of the elders knew.

For Gilbert would never tell. He wouldnt even tell Mother Erskine who adored him.

Disgusting. Frankly you disgust me.

Never. He was too polite. And he had his pride.

He was a gentleman, if an immature boy, too. A gentleman would never upset his wife, especially a high-strung, excitable wife. His bride of less than twenty hours. So Gilbert had to be elsewhere in the hotel. Downstairs in the lobby, or in the coffee shop; out on the veranda overlooking the lawn, or strolling on the hotel grounds, waiting for Ariah to join him. (Gilbert wouldnt have gone sightseeing yet, to The Falls, without her.) And it was still early, not yet 7:30 A.M. Hed taken his clothes and shoes and dressed quietly in the parlor. Taking care not to wake Ariah who he knew wasexhausted. He hadnt switched on a light. Hed crept about barefoot.

Desperate to escape. Undetected.

No! I cant believe that.

It was strange to be so alone. Even Ariahs voice in this absurdly decorated suite sounded alone. Shed supposed marriage would be different.

You begin with a wish, and the wish comes true, and you cant shut off the wish.

Like The Sorcerors Apprentice, the comic-nightmare sequence in Fantasia. The ordeal of Mickey Mouse as the Sorcerors hapless apprentice did come to a happy ending, however, when the Sorceror returned home and broke the spell. But Ariahs situation was very different.

Home. Where was Ariahs home? They would be settling in in Palmyra, New York. In a tall gaunt brick house that came with Gilberts appointment as minister. She hadnt thought very clearly about this residence, and wasnt going to think about it now.

Now: where was now?

Niagara Falls?

Of all places! Vulgar jokes. As if Ariah and Gilbert were hoping to be typical American newlyweds.

In fact it was Gilbert, strangely, whod wanted to come to The Falls. Hed long been interested in ancient glacial historygeological pre-historyin upstate New York. One of their dates had been to the Museum of Natural History in Albany, and another had been to Herkimer Falls where a retired army colonel had a collection of fossils and Indian artifacts, open to the public. From Gilberts dinner conversation with her father, which was so much more animated and interesting than Gilberts conversation with Ariah, shed gathered that Gilbert believed it might be his destined task to reconcile the alleged evidence of fossil discoveries in the nineteenth century with the biblical account of the Earths creation.

Reverend Littrell, square-jawed and robust in middle-age, looking no-nonsense as Teddy Roosevelt in the old photos, laughed at such a notion. He was one who believed that the Devil had left so-called fossils in the earth for credulous fools to find.

Gilbert had winced at this, but, gentleman that he was, made no objection.

The way of science and the way of faith. Ariah had to admire her fianc for such ambition.

Shed always interpreted the Book of Genesis as a Hebrew version of a Grimms fairy tale. Mostly it was a warning: disobey God the Father, youll be expelled from the Garden of Eden. A daughter of Eve, your punishment will be doubled: In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children, and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee. Well, that was clear enough!

Ariah didnt intend to get into theological debates with Gilbert, any more than with her father. Let these men think what they will, Ariah thought. Its for our own good, too.

Ariah decided to call the front desk. Bravely she picked up the pink plastic receiver and dialed O. She would ask ifif a youngish man was anywhere in the lobby? Orout on the veranda? In the coffee shop? She wanted to speak with him, please. A tall thin young man weighing perhaps one hundred fifty pounds, with a parchment-pale skin that looked too tight for his facial bones, round wire-rimmed glasses, neatly dressed, courteous, with a distinctive way about him of seeming to be waiting patiently to be pleased; or, revealing how charitable he might be, how willing to compromise his expectations, though secretly he was displeasedBut when the operator said cheerily, Good morning, Mrs. Erskine, what can I do for you? Ariah was struck dumb. Shed have to adjust to being called Mrs. Erskine. But it was a greater shock to realize that a stranger knew her identity, the switchboard must have lighted up her room number. Meekly Ariah said, Iwas just wondering what the w-weather is? Im wondering what to wear this morning.


The operator laughed in a friendly, practiced manner.

Though its June, maam, its also The Falls. Dress warm until the fog lifts. She paused for dramatic effect. If it lifts.
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7:35 A.M. ARIAH HADNT yet discovered the farewell note, on a sheet of dusky-rose Rainbow Grand stationery, neatly folded and propped against the vanity mirror in the bedroom. It was a small oval gilt-framed mirror into which, in her stricken state, Ariah couldnt bring herself to look.

God, no. Spare me. What Gilbert must have seen, while I slept.

Of course, it was a relief that Gilbert Erskine wasnt close by.

After the frantic crowdedness of the previous day, so many suffocating faces brought close to hers, and a nightmare lunacy of smiles, and the intimacy of the shared bed

A bath. Quick, quick before Gilbert returned!

Ariah would have taken a bath in any case. Of course. Ordinarily she bathed every night before bed, but she had not bathed the night before; if she missed a night, she bathed in the morning without fail. Sometimes in the sticky humidity of summer in upstate New York, in this era before air-conditioning, Ariah bathed twice daily; yet was never convinced, she didnt smell.

Nothing appealed to her more than a bath. A soaking hot bath in the sumptuous bathroom, in a luxury tub she wouldnt have to clean afterward with Dutch cleanser and a scrub brush; a bath fragrant and bubbling with lilac bath salts, courtesy of the Rainbow Grand. Her eyes filled with tears of gratitude.

Give me another chance! God, please.

Of course there was hope, still. Ariah didnt seriously believe that Gilbert Erskine had run off.

For where, after all, could a twenty-seven-year-old Presbyterian minister, son and son-in-law of Presbyterian ministers, run off to?

Hes trapped. Just like me.

Ariah ran bathwater from big brass faucets until every mirror in the bathroom was steamed over. Luscious warm suffocating perfumy air! And water hot as she could bear, to cleanse away the dried sweat and other stains from her body. The smells of her body.

And his body, too. Where shed clumsily touched him. By accident. Or somehow in the confusion, shed brushed against him, or pressed against himShe couldnt remember exactly. And whatever had happened, what milky fluid leaping from the mans rubbery thing onto her belly, and into the bedclothes, no she could not remember.

The mans shocked high-pitched cry. A bat-cry. His convulsions, his whimpering in her arms. She could not remember and she was not to blame.

Ariah would shampoo her hair, too. It was snarly and sticky at the nape of her neck. Her hair that was wanly-wavy and faded-red, so fine and thin as to require constant care. Pinning up with bobby pins, foam rubber hair rollers. (Shed brought a cache of these on her honeymoon, hidden in her suitcase. But obviously she couldnt wear such trappings to bed.) This morning she wouldnt have time to curl her hair, shed brush it back into what Mrs. Littrell called a chic French twist, and fluff out her languid bangs on her forehead. And hope shed more resemble a ballerina than a spinster librarian or school-teacher.

She would wear a pink rose bud twined into the French twist.

She would wear very light makeup, not the cosmetic mask of the previous day that had seemed required. Not vivid red lipstick but coral pink. A different sort of femininity. Seduction.

And so when Gilbert saw Ariah again, in a floral-print shirtwaist, a white cardigan over her shoulders, her hair in the chic French twist and a demure lipstick on her thin, curving lips, hed admire her again. Hed be in awe of her again. (Hadnt he been in awe of her once? For a while? The musically-inclined daughter of Reverend Thaddeus Littrell, with her small-town patrician aura?) He would smile shyly at her, adjusting his glasses. Hed blink at her as if a bright light were shining in his eyes.

I forgive you Ariah. However you disgusted me last night, and I disgusted you.

I cant love you. But I can forgive you.

Ariah let her ivory-silk nightgown with the wide lace straps and lacy bodice fall in a snaky heap on the tile floor. There were dried mucous stains on it. And darkish stainsShe wasnt going to look. She was grateful for the billowing steam, that obscured her vision. Carefully she climbed into the claw-footed tub, that was still only partially filled. Oh!the water was scalding. But she would endure it. The tub was larger, more ungainly than the Littrells old tub at home. A drinking trough for elephants. And not so sparkling clean as shed believed: narrow rings of rust around the brass fixtures, bits of fluff and tiny kinky hairs floating in the sudsy water.

Ariah settled gingerly into the tub. She was so slender-boned, she seemed almost to be floating. Dont look. Theres no need. Her sallow bruised body. Small breasts hard as green pears. Tight little nipples on these breasts like rubber caps. She had to wonder if Gilbert had been disappointedHer collarbone pushed against her pale, nearly translucent skin, that was sprinkled with pale freckles. As a girl Ariah had dared to poke her tight little belly button with a finger, wondering if this was an act considered dirty. Like so many acts associated with the female body.

At the fork of her legs, a rusty swath of that hair called pubic.

Embarrassing! A few years ago, introducing students at a music school recital, Ariah had stumbled over the word public and had seemed to say pubic. Quickly shed corrected herselfPub lic. Shed been addressing an audience of mostly parents, relatives, neighbors of her students, and her face flamed: each freckle in the constellation of freckles in her face was a miniature fiery star.

Fortunately, Gilbert Erskine hadnt been in the audience. She could imagine him wincing, his eyes pinching at the corners.

Out of kindness, no one had ever mentioned Ariahs slip of the tongue.

(Though people must have laughed, in private. As Ariah might herself have laughed if another had made such a blunder.)

In Troy, New York, it seemed much was left unsaid. Out of tact, kindness. Out of pity.

Ariah was examining a broken fingernail. It was cutting into the tender quick of her finger.

A scratch on Gilberts shoulder? On his back, or


Isnt Gilbert Erskine too young for you, Ariah?so Ariahs girl cousins and friends never once inquired, during the eight months of their engagement. Even in playful innocence, no one inquired.

She would wonder if anyone inquired of Gilbert Isnt Ariah Littrell too old for you?

Well, they were a match! Theyd seemed the same age, much of the time. They were of the same intelligent, bookish, high-strung, perhaps somewhat egotistic temperament, inclined to impatience, exasperation. Inclined to think well of themselves and less well of most others. (Though Ariah knew to hide these traits, as a dutiful daughter.)

Two sets of parents had heartily approved of the match.

Difficult to gauge who of the four elders was most relieved: Mrs. Littrell, or Mrs. Erskine; Reverend Littrell, or Reverend Erskine.

In any case, Ariah had become engaged in the nick of time. Twenty-nine was nearing the precipice, the edge of oblivion: thirty. Ariah scorned such conventional thinking and yet the nether years of her twenties, past the median twenty-five, when everyone she knew or knew of was getting engaged, getting married, having babies, had been dismaying, nightmarish. Dear God send someone to me. Let my life begin. I beg you! There were times, shameful to admit, when Ariah Littrell, an accomplished pianist, singer, music teacher, would have gladly exchanged her soul for an engagement ring, it was that simple. The man himself was a secondary matter.

And then the miracle happened: the engagement.

And now in June 1950, the wedding. Like Christ with the fishes and loaves, better yet like Christ raising Lazarus from the dead, the event had seemed to Ariah a miracle. She wouldnt have to be Ariah Littrell the ministers daughter any longer; the girl everyone in Troy professed to admire. Now she could bask in the innocent pride of being the wife of an ambitious young Presbyterian minister with, at only twenty-seven, his own church in Palmyra, New York, pop. 2,100.

Ariah had wanted to laugh at her friends faces when they first saw the engagement ring. You never thought Id get engaged, admit it! shed wanted to tease, or accuse. But shed said nothing, of course. Her friends would only have denied it.


The wedding ceremony itself had passed in a dream. Certainly Ariah had had no champagne before the church service yet her walk was unsteady, shed leaned against her fathers strong arm as he escorted his tall pale red-haired daughter up the aisle and a blaze of light blinded her, pulsing lights like manic stars. Do you Ariah Littrell solemnly swear. Love honor obey. Till death do youNo champagne of course but shed taken several aspirins with Coke, a frequent home remedy. It caused her heart to jump and her mouth to dehydrate. Gilbert would probably disapprove. Beside her at the altar he stood taller than she, still and wary, trying not to sniffle and reciting his part of the ceremony in a grave voice. I take thee, Ariah. My lawfully wedded wife. Two trembling young people at the altar being blessed like cattle about to be slaughtered by a common butcher. Bonded by terror yet strangely oblivious of each other.

What awaited Ariah, what physical ordeal on her wedding night, and on the nights to follow, she shrank from contemplating. Shed never been a girl whom forbidden thoughts much tempted, no more than forbidden actions. Though observed to be surprisingly passionate while thundering her way through the stormy movements of Beethovens great piano sonatas, or singing certain Schubert lieder, Ariah was a stiff, shy girl in most gatherings. She blushed easily, she shrank from being touched. Her pebbly-green eyes glinted with intelligence and not warmth. If shed had occasional boyfriends theyd been boys like herself. Boys like Gilbert Erskine who were young-old and inclined to be round-shouldered in their teens. Of course Ariah was routinely examined by the Littrells family doctor, but the elderly physician could be relied upon not to use gynecologic instruments in any extreme manner, and always desisted when Ariah whimpered in pain and discomfort, or kicked at him in panic. Out of feminine delicacy and embarrassment Mrs. Littrell skirted the marital subject, and of course Reverend Littrell would rather have died than speak to his tense, virginal daughter of intimate matters. He left this awkward task to his wife, and thought no more of it.

The hot bath was making Ariah light-headed. Or such thoughts were making her light-headed. She saw that her left breast floated in the water, partly ochre-colored as if in shadow. Hed squeezed, pinched. She supposed there were bruises on her lower belly and thighs. Between her chafed legs there was less sensation, as if that part of her body had gone to sleep.

That bat-cry of his! His flushed shiny boys face contorted like Boris Karloffs face in Frankenstein.

He had not said I love you, Ariah. He had not lied.

Nor had she whispered I love you Gilbert as shed rehearsed, lying in his arms. For she knew the words would offend him, at such a time.

Lying in the bath, as the water lost its steamy heat and began to scum over with soap, Ariah began silently to cry. Tears stung her eyes, that were already sore, and ran down her cheeks into the bathwater. Shed imagined how, while she was bathing, she would hear the outer door open and close, and Gilberts uplifted voiceAriah? Good morning! But she hadnt heard any door open and close. She hadnt heard Gilberts uplifted voice.

She was thinking how, long before shed met Gilbert Erskine, while still in high school shed locked herself in the bathroom at home and examined herself after a bath with a small mirror. Oh, shed nearly fainted! It was bad as giving blood. Shed seen, between her slender thighs, inside the damp, curly swath of pubic hair, a curious little raised tissue like a tongue, or one of those slithery organs you take care to remove from a chicken before roasting it; and, as she stared in appalled fascination, a small, pinched hole at the base of this tissue, smaller than her belly button. How on earth could a mans thing be fitted into such a tiny space? Worse yet, how could a baby emerge through such a tiny space?

The revelation had left Ariah weak with terror, dread, revulsion for hours afterward. Maybe she hadnt recovered, yet.
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THERE IT WAS. The note. So conspicuous. Like a shout. Propped up by the vanity mirror. Ariah would never comprehend how, or why, she hadnt noticed it earlier.

On rose-colored hotel stationery, in a hastily scrawled handwriting Ariah could not have easily identified as Gilberts, were these words:


Ariah sorryI cant

I tried to love you

I am going where my pride must take me

I knowyou cant forgive

God will not forgive

By this I free us both of our vows



On the carpet below was a monogrammed silver pen. It must have been tossed carelessly down, and rolled onto the floor.

For a very long time (five minutes? ten?) Ariah stood frozen, the note in her trembling hand. Her mind was struck blank. At last she began to cry, hoarse ugly sobs wracking her body.

As if, after all, shed loved him?







    

The Fossil-Seeker




Run, run! Run for your life.

At last it was dawn. All night the thunderous river had called to him. Through the night as he prayed to summon strength for what he must do, the river called to him. Come! Here is peace. River of Thunder the Tuscaroras named it centuries ago. Falls of Thunder. The Ongiara Indians named it Hungry Water. Devouring the unwary, and the sacrifices. Those who threw themselves into its seething waters to be carried off to oblivion, and peace. How many tortured souls repudiated by God had found peace in those waters, how many had been obliterated and returned to God, he could not guess. Surely there had been hundreds like himself, perhaps thousands. From the start of recorded history in this part of North America, in the 1500s. Many of these were pagans, but Jesus would pity them. Jesus would pity him. Jesus would grant him oblivion, as He on His cross would have been granted oblivion if He had wished it. But He had not required such solace for He was the son of God and born without sin or the very capacity or yearning for sin. Never had He touched a woman, never had He shrieked in ecstatic surrender to the womans crude touch.

It was dawn, it was time. Hed lived too long. Twenty-seven years, three months! They called him young, fussed over him as a prodigy, but he knew better. Hed lived a day and a night too long. Do you take this woman as your lawfully wedded wife. Till death do you part and so he could not bear another hour. Slipping from the bed. Slipping from the bedclothes that smelled of their bodies. As the woman who was Mrs. Erksine the lawfully wedded wife slept heavily, on her back as if shed fallen from a great height, unconscious, brainless, her hands flung upward in an expression of astonishment, mouth open like a fishs and her breath catching at the back of her mouth in a wet rasping idiotic way that maddened him, made him want to shut his fingers around her throat and squeeze. Run, run! Dont look back. Gathering his clothes, his shoes, tiptoeing into the parlor where a chill pale light at the windows exposed the fussily decorated plush-pink room. Honeymoon suite, paradise for two. Luxury and privacy. An idyll you will never forget! Fumbling with buttons, muttering to himself as he dressed hurriedly, pushed his bare feet by force into part-laced shoes, and fled.

Run, run! For your life.

Too restless to wait for an elevator, taking the fire stairs instead. Five flights down. By the Bulova watch (a gift from his proud parents when hed graduated top of his class at the Albany Theological Seminary) he had not failed to strap to his wrist, for G. was one to observe certain routine rituals of his life even in the final exalted hour of his life, it was just past 6 A.M. The hotel lobby was nearly deserted. A few uniformed hotel staff, taking not much notice of him. Outside, the air was cold and very damp. June, the month of brides. June, the season of young love. June, a mockery. If by G.s watch it should have been dawn, by the actual sky above the Niagara Gorge it was an hour without time, mist-shrouded, sullenly glaring like the bottom of a scrubbed pot and smelling mostly of something sulfurous, metallic. Niagara! Honeymoon Capital of the World. Hed known from the start, maybe. Never had he truly deceived himself. Introduced to the red-haired woman, eager to establish himself with her influential father the Reverend Thaddeus Littrell of Troy, New York. Introduced to the red-haired woman whose thin lips wavered in a hesitant, hopeful smile even as her pebbly-green eyes stared at him lustrous and unyielding as glass. And hed thought, in his folly, vanity, desperation A sister! One like myself.

He was walking swiftly. Bare feet in leather dress shoes, and his heels chafed. A mistake not to pull on socks but he hadnt time. He needed to get to the river, he needed to get there. As if, only there, he could breathe. The broad sidewalks of Prospect Street were puddled from a recent rain. The cobbled street glistened with wet. He stepped into the street and out of nowhere a rattling trolley rushed at him and a shrieking horn sounded and he hid his face so no one could recognize it afterward seeing its likeness in the local papers. For he knew the shame and desperation of his act would outlive him, and its courage would be obscured, but he did not care for it was time, God would never forgive him but God would grant him freedom. That was the promise of The Falls. Through the night he heard its murmurous roar and now in the open air he heard it more clearly, and could feel the very ground beneath his feet vibrating with its power. Come! Here alone is peace.

What pride, what a fervor of triumph. Ten months before.

On the telephone announcing in a tremulous voice I am engaged, Douglas. And his friend spoke warmly, spontaneously. Congratulations, Gil! And hed said almost boastfully, Will you come to my wedding? Theyre scheduling it for next June. D. said, Of course, Gil. Hey, this is great news. Im very happy for you. G. said, Im happy, too. Imhappy. D. said, Gil? and G. said, Yes, Douglas? and D. asked, Who is she? and for a moment G. couldnt think, and stammered, Who? and D. said, laughing, Your fiance, Gil. When will I meet her?

D. had been impressed (hadnt he?) when hed learned who his friends fiance was. The daughter of. A music instructor, pianist and singer.

At the seminary theyd been such opposite types. Yet theyd talked passionately late into the night: of life and death, mortality and Life Everlasting. Never had they talked of suicide. Never of despair. For, young Christian men studying for the ministry, why should they despair? They were themselves the bearers of good news. Instead, they talked with the fervor of late adolescence of lovemature lovelove between a man and a womanwhat a Christian marriage in the mid-twentieth century should be. Of course theyd talked of having children.

They played chess, which was D.s game. They went hiking, and sometimes searched for fossils in shale-rich ravines and creekbeds, which was G.s game since boyhood.

D. hadnt been able to attend G.s wedding. G. wondered if he would attend his funeral. If there can be a funeral without a body? For maybe theyd never find his body. He smiled to think so. Sometimes, going over The Falls, a human being was lost forever. Even small boats had been known to disintegrate in such a way that their parts were never retrieved or identified.

The peace of oblivion.

G. had left no note for D. Hed left a scribbled note only for A., his wife. Out of a sense of obligation that suggested (he hoped, for he wasnt cruel) none of the loathing he felt for the woman. But D. would forgive him. He believed.

D., in the simplicity and goodness of his heart. A natural-born Christian. He would grieve for G., but forgive him.

D. had his own, separate life now. For years. He was assistant to the minister of a large, prosperous church in Springfield, Massachusetts. He was proud husband and father of two-year-old girl twins. To make of D. an accomplice of a kind if only at second- or third-hand would be a sinful act. To make of D. a sharer of so shameful a secret. Unless it was so beautiful a secret. I cant love any woman, God help me Ive tried. I can only love you. D. had joined G. in his rambling walks in search of fossils. Hed begun as a boy collecting Indian arrowheads and artifacts but fossils came to fascinate him more. These delicate, leafy remnants of a lost and scarcely imaginable time before human history. Like mysterious artworks they were, skeletal impressions of once-living organisms from an era millions of yearsan unfathomable sixty-five million years!before Christ. A world of slow time in which one thousand years was but a moment and sixty thousand years was too brief a time to be measured by geological methods of fossil dating. As a boy of thirteen hed fashioned a fine-meshed net attached to a wooden frame so that he could wade creekbeds and sift through soft black muck in search of fragments of fossil rocks and bone, the teeth of ancient sharks and skates; the outlines of ancient squids calcified to a kind of amber. So far inland as Troy, New York! G. couldnt believe, as his own father did, that the Devil had planted so-called fossils in the earth to mislead mankind; to cast doubt on the account of creation in Genesisthat God had created the earth and the stars and all the creatures of the earth in seven days and nights, no more than six thousand years ago. (Six thousand! G. smiled to think of it.) Yet he resisted the very premise of evolution. Blindness, accident. No! Not possible.

And yet: could it be true that ninety-nine percent of all species, flora and fauna, that have ever lived have become extinct, and that species are passing into extinction continuously? Daily? Why did God create so many creatures, only to let them fight frantically with one another for existence, and then to pass into oblivion? Would mankind disappear too, one day? Was this Gods plan? For surely there was a plan. Christianity must try to comprehend, and to explain. G.s father refused to discuss such issues with G. Hed long ago come to the conclusion that science was a false, shallow religion and that deep abiding faith was all that mattered, finally. Youll see, son. In time. A few of G.s younger instructors at the seminary were more open to discuss such questions but these men, too, were limited in their responses, and uninformed in science. To them, there was little difference between six thousand years, sixty-five million years and five hundred million years. Faith, faith! G. complained to D., What good is faith if its based upon ignorance? I want to know. But D. said, Look, Gil. Faith is a day-to-day, practical matter. I can no more doubt the existence of God and Jesus than I can doubt the existence of my family, or you. What matters is how we relate to them, and to one another. And thats all that matters.


G. was moved by this answer. Its simplicity, and the essential soundness of such an attitude. Yet he doubted he could be satisfied with it. Always he wanted more

Maybe thats your special destiny, Gil. To make sense of these things. To bring together science and faith. Ever think of that?

D. seemed quite serious, saying this. He seemed to think that G., graduate of a provincial Protestant seminary in upstate New York, with virtually no science in his background, might be capable of such a task.

No one but D. had ever had such ambitions for G.

No one but D. had ever called him Gil.

Well, that was finished now. G. would be leaving his fossil collection behind, in his parents house. In his boyhood room, in drawers and cartons. In junior high hed begun bringing these to show his science teachers, who made a stab at identifying and dating them. Had his teachers known much more than G. himself, he wondered. Hed wanted to think so. They assured him that, at least, the fossils were millions of years old. Hundreds of millions? There was the Cambrian Era, and there was the Cretaceous Era. Fossils in this upstate New York region might belong to the Ice Age. The Age of Dinosaurs. The Age of Neanderthals. Hed been thrilled to think that these mysterious objects had ended up in his possession. There were no accidents in Gods plan, and he knew that God had intended him to be a minister; since God had allowed him to find these fossils, too, there was a reason. One day, he would know that reason. He intended to take courses in paleontology, paleozoology, at a distinguished university like CornellSomehow, he never had. He wondered if hed been fearful of what he might learn.

That you have no special destiny. Not you, and not mankind.

At this early hour of Sunday morning the city was nearly deserted. Yet church bells seemed to be ringing continuously. A noisy clamor. He wanted to clap his hands over his ears. Never had he noticed how intrusive his faith was. Here we are! Christians! Surrounding you! Bringing news of the Gospels! Good news! Come and be saved! How much more seductive he found the monosyllabic roar of The Falls.

He forced himself, panting, to walk at a normal pace. For what if a police officer saw him, and guessed his intention. His face. His ravaged face. His boys face that had aged years in a single night. His eyes sunken in his face. He was afraid it shone unmistakably in his face, the release from misery he sought.

It was difficult for him to simulate calm, though. He felt like a wild beast on a leash. If anyone got in his way or tried to stop him, if the woman had tried to stop him, hed have flung her aside in a rage.

It wasnt despair he felt. Not at all. Despair suggested meekness, passivity, giving-up. But Gilbert Erskine wasnt giving anything up. Another man would return to the hotel suite, to the lawfully wedded wife. The bed, the swath of rusted-red crotch. The moaning fishs mouth and the eyes rolled back in the head and the eventual babies, a cozy stink of diapers. That was Gilbert Erskines true destiny. The tall gaunt house in Palmyra, New York, mud-colored brick and rotted shingleboards in the roof and a congregation of less than two hundred people, most of them middle-aged and older, to whom the young minister must prove himself. Win their confidence, their respect, eventually their love. Yes? But no.

Not for G. He was acting out of courage, conviction. God would not forgive him. But God will know me as I am.

The roar of The Falls. Like the blood-roar in the ears. Penetrating his fevered brain as hed lain sleepless in that bed. Recalling the vanity of their first meeting. Hed believed the woman a sisterwhat a cruel, crude joke. How theyd met. Now he knew. Their elders had shrewdly planned the meeting, he saw now. Her parents were desperate for the prim, plain spinster to be married, and his parents were desperate for the prim, plain bachelor to be married. (Possibly they worried about his manhood? Reverend Erskine at least.) And so Ariah and Gilbert were but pawns on a chess board whod imagined themselves players!

Last night. His life careening past as if already he were drowning in the river. Broken like a cheap plastic doll in The Falls. Beside him the stuporous snoring woman. Drunken woman. His wedding night, and a drunken woman. Run, run! He had to throw himself into the most monstrous of falls, the Horseshoe. Nothing less would suffice. In his expansive sense of himself he dreaded surviving. He dreaded being pulled from the churning water below The Falls, broken and maimed. Would rescue crews be on duty, so early in the morning? He wished for total extinction, obliteration. To erase forever from his sight the smeared greedy face of the red-haired woman. Chaste and virginal and cool to the touch as an icicle shed been for the long months of their engagement, and that thin-lipped smile and awkward mannerWell, hed been deceived. Like a dupe of the Devil hed been deceived. He, Gilbert Erskine! The most skeptical of the seminarians. The most free thinking. He whod prided himself on eluding the wiles of featherbrained simpering-coy females for years. Desperate to marry, they were. The pack of them desperate to be engaged; shamelessly greedy for a ring to wear, to present boastfully to the world. See? Im loved. Im saved. But Ariah Litterell had seemed to him so different. Of another species. A young woman he might respect as a wife, a woman who was his equal socially and almost his equal intellectually.

He was bitter that D. had not asked Do you love this woman, Gil?

Hed planned to say to D. As much as you love yours.

The occasion had not arisen. In fact, no one asked G. Do you love this woman?

Possibly G. had murmured to her, yes he did. He loved her. Possibly, stricken with shyness. Embarrassment. And the woman in turn stiff, self-conscious, blinking rapidly and her green-glassy eyes wavering from his eyes. Possibly shed murmured to him, in turn. And I, I love you.

So it was decided. Hed slid the ring on her thin finger.

Run, run!

Spray wetted his face like spit. The roar of The Falls had been steadily getting louder. His glasses were misted over, hardly could he see the pavement in front of him. That bridge. Goat Island Suspension Bridge. Love me why cant you love me for Gods sake cant you. Do it, DO IT! It was Goat Island he wanted. Hed marked on the tourist map. With the little silver pen shed given him, inscribed with his initials G.S. His pride in this artifact! Im loved, Im saved.

Their shy groping dry-mouthed kisses. Her stiffening body, the tough little skeleton holding her erect when he touched her, put his arms around her. Like they do in the movies. Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, lets dance! Its so easy.

Hed known she hadnt loved him. Of course hed known.

Yet hed believed (almost!) that he loved her. He would come to love her, his lawfully wedded wife. In time.

As his father had come to love his mother, he supposed. As all men came to love their wives.

For had not God enjoined mankind to Increase and multiply.

Run! The shame of it would paralyze him otherwise.

Champagne at the reception, and in the hotel room. He had not known. Had not guessed. This delicate-boned woman drinking thirstily as a day laborer. Ignoring his tactful suggestions that maybe shed had enough. Giggling, wiping her smeared mouth on the back of her hand. Kicking off her shoes. When she tried to stand shed swayed, light-headed; hed jumped up to steady her. She half-fell, pushed herself into his arms. How different from the stiff-backed ministers daughter hed known. Ariah Littrell in her white ruffled blouses, her Peter Pan collars and crisply ironed shirtwaist dresses and flannel skirts. Neatly polished high-heeled pumps and spotless white gloves. That Ariah was nearly three years older than G. secretly pleased him. It was like a trump card, for he knew she had to be grateful hed chosen her. And he didnt want an immature woman for a wife, he understood that he would be the immature spouse. Ariah would take care of Gilbert as his adoring mother had done for twenty-seven years. If he was hurt, sulky, irritable, disappointed, Ariah would understand and forgive. If he flared up in a childish temper, she would forgive. All
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