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To my Princeton friends,

who are nowhere in these pages


. . . I was trying to find out the meaning of certain dreams . . .

—Socrates speaking in Plato’s Phaedo

Life devours life, but man breaks the cycle, man has memory.

—“Adam Berendt”
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Prologue:
 Fourth of July


1

IS THIS FAIR? You leave your home in Salthill-on-Hudson on the muggy afternoon of July Fourth for a cookout (an invitation you didn’t really want to accept, but somehow accepted) and return days later as ashes in a cheesy-looking funeral urn: bone chunks and chips and coarse gritty powder to be dumped out, scattered, and raked in the crumbly soil of your own garden.

Fertilizer for weeds.



YOU LEAVE HOME, with the highest intentions. No suicidal urges! Anything but. Securing your faithful German shepherd to a lengthy sliding leash in the back lawn, leaving him a big bowl of water spiked with ice cubes and his favorite dry food with a promise you’ll be back by midnight at least, by which time fireworks will have been bursting into the sky above the Hudson River for hours, by which time you will have been dead for hours, declared dead of a burst heart, your body temperature rapidly cooling in the Jones Point Medical Center morgue. You (or the body you’ve become) present the usual problem for professionals. Whom to notify? Who’s this man’s next of kin? “Adam Berendt” is the name affixed to the body, if the ID in his water-soaked wallet is correct.

What to do with “Adam Berendt,” the man of mystery.


 

I WAS “Adam Berendt.” For so long a period of time, I came to believe he was my life.



YOU LEAVE HOME, you drive up the river to Jones Point, New York. You find yourself among people you don’t know, and will not know. Invited to join your host and several others on a dazzling-white twenty-five-foot sailboat, The Albatross.

On the river you hear children’s cries. You’re panicked, thinking you hear children’s cries. Then in fact you hear: children’s cries. For help?


2

NOT WHERE I was born, which I’ve long forgotten. Or where I would die, which I would not know. But where I lived, where I was known. The Village of Salthill-on-Hudson, New York. Where by a sustained act of will through twenty-one years I created ADAM BERENDT as you might fumble a human, or humanoid, figure out of such materials as clay, earth, dung. Rotted wood and driftwood salvaged from the river. Bits of glass, plastic. Crude materials to be shaped by crude fingers.

ADAM BERENDT: if you glanced at this guy once, you’d possibly glance twice. One of those ugly burly fellows you can’t imagine other than middle-aged. A big jaw, Cro-Magnon head, thinning steel-colored hair he’s shaved close to the skull so the baldness will seem intentional. Even aesthetic! He has a flushed oniony skin, a peeling-flaking skin, of varying textures, but generally coarse, scarred-looking. A single functioning eye, the left, often bloodshot from strain; the right eye, amid scar tissue, glazed over like marble and glaring white, blind. (This eye, I’d explain, had been injured in a childhood accident. Which was, more or less, the truth.)

ADAM BERENDT, the body. Not a work of beauty. Not monumental. Not heroic! Nor even (in my own opinion) especially brave. Only just impulsive. Stubborn. Maybe reckless. What I do, I do on principle. The hell with the rest.

Because I was a sculptor. Or tried to be. And even mediocre sculptors are not easily discouraged or dissuaded.


3

Help! Help us! Save us! The cries tore at his heart, he turned to see a small sailboat capsizing, children sliding overboard, screaming and thrashing. And no life jackets.

This was about thirty feet from The Albatross, itself about thirty feet offshore. The drunken careening speedboat, a luxury Chris Craft item, continued on its way.

No time to think, only to act. The hell with the rest!

One of the children was a little blond girl and it was this child he swam for, this child he was determined to save.


4

ADAM BERENDT, whose official age would be a matter of speculation among his Salthill friends. For no birth certificate would be found among his papers. His closest friends, one of whom was his attorney, had no absolute knowledge of ADAM BERENDT except what he’d told them, carefully. It was generally conceded he was in his early or mid-fifties. It was generally conceded he’d been born somewhere in the Midwest. Or the West.

Blinded in one eye in a childhood accident, he said. And scar tissue, burn-scar tissue, lightly tattooing his body, on his burly hairy chest, and elsewhere. (More private. A few women have seen.) It was a shame, it was tragic, ADAM BERENDT wasn’t in better condition when he dived into the river to swim to the capsized children’s sailboat, maybe he was being reckless, maybe it was poor judgment, he didn’t pause to think, only just to act; maybe this qualifies as heroic, maybe just reckless, a man who acts before he thinks; a man who, having acted, will have abrogated forever the possibility of thinking.

But won’t give in. God damn, will not. The terrified blond child is only a few feet away, Adam Berendt will save her.


5

EIGHTEEN OF MY TWENTY-ONE YEARS in the floating paradise of Salthill-on-Hudson I lived what people thought was beyond his means. Because I was an impoverished-looking and -behaving sculptor with no reputation beyond the local. Because I threw together my junk-art with a disdain for how it might better be done, more professionally, more permanently. ADAM BERENDT living for the moment. And never quite completing anything, never achieving perfection. Like my fellow-eccentric Albert Pinkham Ryder, who so poorly prepared his canvases, painting and repainting untreated surfaces, that his beautiful dreamscapes are flaking and peeling away into Eternity.

Beyond his means because somehow I’d gotten together enough money to purchase one of the township’s picturesque ruins. An old stone house on the river north of the village. In the 1750s the building had been a mill owned by a Dutchman. After the Revolution, it saw service as a tavern, and later as a brothel. In the mid-1800s it was purchased, with fifteen acres of land, and rebuilt by a well-to-do farmer named Elias Deppe, and the Salthill Trust lists the property as Elias Deppe House. Not a distinguished house by local standards but there’s an air of nostalgia and romance about it. Two storeys, steep shingled roofs, pewter-colored stone that exudes damp in all weather. Built on a promontory above the river where the sun rising in the east floods its interior as if with flame.

Living beyond his means, no one exactly knew how. He’d die beyond his means, too.


6

YOU LEAVE HOME one afternoon, you never return as yourself.

Leaving home, you don’t anticipate not returning as yourself.

The home you’ve left ceases to be a home once you’ve left. If you fail to return. It reverts to being a house, a property. An estate to fall into the hands of others who survive you.
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ADAM BERENDT, the recluse. ADAM BERENDT who was sociable, gregarious. ADAM BERENDT, who was living alone at the time of his death but for Apollo (whose formal name was Apollodoros), the mongrel husky-shepherd with beautiful melancholy eyes and coarse silver-tipped hair. ADAM BERENDT, who was frequently seen hiking into the village along the River Road. Or riding his bicycle (English racing style, purchased secondhand). Or driving his Ford station wagon or his 1979 Mercedes-Benz. ADAM BERENDT, who occasionally taught sculpting and figure drawing in the Salthill Adult Program. ADAM BERENDT, who gave blood in the annual Salthill Blood Drive. ADAM BERENDT, the volunteer fireman. ADAM BERENDT, who canvassed through Rockland County on behalf of education, environmental, and gun control bond issues. ADAM BERENDT, who’d been invited to run for local office himself on the Democratic slate. (And politely declined.) ADAM BERENDT, who confessed to friends in an unguarded moment that he had never traveled outside the
United States but had a hope of doing so before he died: to Athens, Greece, where Socrates had lived more than two thousand years ago; and to the Far East, that region of Buddhist mystery.

Socrates was his hero. He’d first discovered the philosopher when he was a boy of sixteen, a lifetime ago. Already blinded in his right eye and yearning for a higher knowledge, a knowledge not of the body but of the spirit; craving not religious faith but faith in reason. Know thyself! Socrates taught. And through knowing the self, knowing the world. Socrates had been an ordinary-seeming ugly-burly man. A common man, a stone mason. By a vote of the Athenian court he was sentenced to death at age seventy. (Why? For asking penetrating questions and for inspiring young people to ask questions of their elders.) Yet it was a death of Socrates’ own choice, for he refused to flee into exile. It was a death of his own choice for he chose the exact means of dying. (Drinking hemlock.) The philosopher is one who practices dying, practices death, continuously, but no one sees it.


8

Adam, please don’t go! You don’t know these people.

Of course I know these people. In essence, I know them.

Stay with us in Salthill. We’re having a barbecue, just a few close friends. We’ll watch the fireworks over the river as night comes on. Say yes!

I gave my word, I’d go to Jones Point.

It will be a big event, won’t it? A fund-raiser? A hundred guests, at least? No one will miss you.

I can’t, I gave my word.



WHAT MORE TRIVIAL MATTER than a Fourth of July cookout to raise money for a liberal cause. What more trivial decision to make, which Fourth of July event to attend. It is trifles that constitute our lives. It is trifles that kill us.


9

NOT DROWNING, as it would be generally believed, but cardiac arrest. Not in the river but in the ambulance en route to the emergency room.

Though his lungs would be filled with river water. And his skull that looked concrete-hard would be severely fractured from striking the side of the rescue boat.
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The Albatross: a witty name!

You were inclined to be witty, ironic, self-conscious when you had money, when in fact you were rich, and involved in underdog idealistic causes like the National Project to Free the Innocent. (These “innocent” were mostly black indigent death-row prisoners abandoned by the American criminal justice system to die for crimes they had not, in fact, committed.) Adam Berendt wasn’t known as rich, far from it, but he’d been taken up by rich people, liberal-minded rich people like those who’d organized the July Fourth cookout in Jones Point. No, I hadn’t much wanted to attend. But it was in a good cause, certainly. And I gave, for whatever it was worth, my word.

The injustice of the world depressed him, he must do his part to help. Driving the traffic-slowed highway 9W north along the wide glittering Hudson River to Jones Point thirty miles above Salthill-on-Hudson. A town Adam didn’t know, had never before visited. A riverfront home, quite splendid, contemporary glass-and-redwood split-level overlooking the river, with a dock, at which The Albatross was moored.

ADAM BERENDT, who lacked all capacity for the supernatural. Who could believe only in man. Not God.

ADAM BERENDT, without wife or children. (Yet there would be speculation: surely he’d been married at one time? Surely he, the most masculine-paternal of men, had sired children? Somewhere?)

ADAM BERENDT, who was known to be a “partner” of some ambiguous kind with a woman named Troy, Marina Troy of the Salthill Bookshop on Pedlar’s Lane. (What was the relationship between Adam Berendt and Marina Troy? Were they lovers, or only just friends? Or only just partners in the bookshop? And how much could Adam have invested in the doomed little store? For Adam had no income, no holdings except his house and land—did he? The subject of money, finances, business of any kind made him restless, uneasy; if he couldn’t escape, he became irritable; roused to repugnance.)

ADAM BERENDT, who’d unconsciously taken for granted he would live forever.
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THE HUDSON RIVER at Jones Point was wide, rough, slate blue in reflected light, its surface like something metallic, shaken. The wind was ideal, steady at about fifteen miles an hour. There were clouds high overhead but these were not storm clouds. There appeared to be, late in the afternoon, no threat of lightning or rain. The men intended to sail to West Point and back, and this was a reasonable goal—wasn’t it?

No, Adam Berendt hadn’t been drinking. Amid many others who were. His quick stoic smiling response when drinks were offered: Thanks, but no! Not for me. Club soda?

Possibly his host, the owner of the sailboat, had been drinking. The other men on the sailboat had been drinking. Everybody on the river! It was that kind of festive American holiday.

Firecrackers detonating like maniacal laughter.

Adam Berendt gave his companions on The Albatross the impression, as they would afterward recount, of being a capable, calm sailor. He’d told them he lived on the river, at Salthill. He was a thick-bodied muscular man, very self-possessed, with powerful shoulders, arms, legs; of only moderate height, but he’d seemed taller. He wore a white visored cap, a navy-blue pullover sport shirt that fitted him tightly at the midriff, rumpled khaki shorts, and rubber-soled canvas shoes. These shoes, and the bulky shorts, would immediately become water-soaked when he dived into the river, the weight pulling him down. Pulling at his heart.

The medical examiner at Jones Point Medical Center would confirm that Adam Berendt had no alcohol or drugs in his blood at the time of his death.

After a delay, the four men set sail at about five-thirty. The sun still high in the sky. Just enough wind, edged with a taste of something cool. Of course, a sailboat on the Hudson River, there’s always some measure of danger. What pleasure would there be in sailing, otherwise?

What pleasure in life, otherwise?
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THE COOKOUT WAS HELD at the home of L—, a lawyer attached to the New York branch of the American Civil Liberties Union. L— was also a successful litigator in private practice. Adam Berendt had met L— once or twice previously, the men had shaken hands but no more, they’d scarcely spoken before that day.

S—, another ACLU lawyer, a woman in her mid-forties who wore, that day, a youthful red halter-top sundress, told of how she’d been talking with Adam Berendt, whom she’d only just met, and he drew her aside and “on the spot” made out two checks for the cause, each for $2,500. One to the ACLU, and the other to the National Project to Free the Innocent. S— stared at the man in startled gratitude, and impulsively hugged him, kissed his coarse-skinned cheek; felt a sharp frisson of sexual attraction between them; and drew back blushing fiercely. “Adam, thank you! This is much appreciated.”

S— determined she would be seeing Adam Berendt again, soon.

S— determined she would be seeing a good deal of Adam Berendt, and intimately, soon. Or so she hoped.

The checks to be cashed on the day of Adam Berendt’s cremation.
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IN PRINCIPLE Adam distrusts lawyers, why’s he with lawyers?

Speedboats rushing noisily past. Treacherous as giant wasps.

Rap music from a passing yacht. Dazzling white like The Albatross. Adam has strapped on a life jacket like the other men. His left eye is leaking tears from the wind.

On the river, seen from a distance, boats appear graceful and swift as paper cutouts in the wind; but when you’re in one of the boats, on the water, there is little grace involved, there are clumsy maneuvers, shouted commands, trying to get along amicably with bossy strangers. The river, beautiful at a distance, is without color; composed of ropy strands of water; frothy, smelly. A mild taste of panic, imagining the underwater world. What it is, beneath the surface, in that dense, dark place. What it is to drown.

Not now. Not today. Don’t think of it.

He isn’t thinking of it. Nor does he allow himself to think as The Albatross lurches north along the river amid a discordant flotilla of other craft. Why the hell am I here, why am I doing this?

Hoping he won’t throw out his back.

He’d been such a tough kid. A young man in his twenties, built like a steer. Now he’s grown a gut, he’s short of breath. Worried about his back. God damn: a man should have more dignity, ideals. Helping his host good-naturedly with the sails. And damned heavy sails they are.

“Some life, eh?” one of Adam’s cheery new friends shouts at him, except Adam hears, “Some strife, eh?”

Thinking of Marina. Suddenly, guiltily. He should have called her that morning. She’s been waiting to hear from Adam for several days, she has a question to put to him. Yes. I love you. But no, I can’t.

Don’t make more of me than I am. Forgive me!

It’s then that Adam begins to hear screams. Not certain at first what he’s hearing, the noise of waves and wind. For a moment his brain fails. He sees the terrible fire leap. The first flames, and the soft explosion. Liquid flame flowing from his outstretched fingers rising to the low ceiling of the trailer, like lightning in reverse. And the screams. The screams! His mother, his six-year-old sister Tanya. Trapped by fire you scream, scream until you have no more breath to scream. Strangulated cries of pure agony, animal agony. Help! Help us! Save us! Don’t let us die like this! Adam is dazed, his consciousness gone, obliterated. He’s telling himself he can’t be hearing screams, not here, it’s firecrackers, chains of firecrackers like gunfire.

But no. These are human screams. Children’s screams, on the river.

About thirty feet from The Albatross, which is rocking in the wake of a careening speedboat, there’s a small orange Day-Glo sailboat rocking more dangerously, violently, the boat is swamped and capsizing. A boy of about twelve, skinny, in bathing trunks, and two younger children, helpless, screaming, suddenly in the river.

Adam, squinting, sees, or thinks he sees, that the children are not wearing life jackets.

Within seconds, Adam Berendt is in the water.

Swiftly, without taking time to think, to register wariness, or caution, or fear, Adam dives into the water and begins swimming. His dive is a slap-dive, clumsy, awkward; he’s an overweight out-of-condition middle-aged man; in the adrenaline-rush of the moment recalling his young self, a vanished self, a boy lithe and wiry-strong and as expert in the water as a water rat, and as reckless. Now, he has time to register only Something’s wrong. The water is damned unyielding, thick and sinewy as snakes, resistant, surprisingly cold, Adam senses he’s in trouble, he has overestimated his strength. Lifting his head, tries to keep the children’s sailboat in sight. Glaring fluorescent orange, the mainsail floundering in the water. He tries to shout, “Hang on! I’m coming—” but swallows water, sputters and chokes. The other men on The Albatross watch in alarm, but only watch.
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AS A BOY what a damned good swimmer. In the swift-flowing creek behind the trailer camp, after heavy rains. Rising to the girders of the bridge. The cattle and lumber trucks rattling past into Helena, over that plank bridge. The raw smell of water and sewage mixed. But you didn’t mind the sewage, didn’t give it a thought. Just breathe through your nose. Don’t swallow.

Though Adam weighs now possibly one hundred pounds more than he weighed then. Aged eleven, twelve. The angry animal-happiness of that time. Before the other, the time to come. As a boy he’d been afraid of nothing. His name was Frankie: he was admired, he was feared, even older kids respected him. Certainly he hadn’t been afraid of the water, of swimming. Of diving from the bridge. A boy had drowned in the rushing water but not Frankie, who dodged and swam like a water rat, his limbs suffused with a powerful radiant strength, his sleek glistening combative soul shining like reflected light on the mucky, mud-colored water.

Always you believe you will live forever. Though others may fall away from you, and sink into death, oblivion.
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ADAM IS SWIMMING in the direction of the capsized sailboat, arm over arm as always he’d swum, a pulse beating in his good eye, his blind eye useless. No reason for his sudden fear—is there? He can’t drown, that’s impossible. He’s wearing a life jacket, he can’t drown. But it’s difficult to swim with the life jacket on, it’s difficult to swim (he knows now: this is a mistake) with his shorts, his shoes, soaking wet, heavy. Sodden. Like concrete weighing him down. Like trying to swim uphill. (How, pedaling up the steep hill before entering the village of Salthill, passing the old Salthill Community cemetery, where weatherworn, mossy stone markers tilt in the mossy soil like tossed-away playing cards, etched with the faint fading numerals of the 1700s. So long ago, Death couldn’t have been very real. Adam, pedaling his bicycle, begins to feel his breath shorten, just perceptibly, a quick strange tightness in his chest he doesn’t acknowledge. Though remembering,
since the previous April, how sweat breaks out on his forehead when he ascends this hill, when he hikes too briskly uphill, and Apollo trotting eagerly before him. What is it but weakness, God damn he will not give in to weakness.)

“Hang on—I’m almost there—”

Only a few feet away there’s a small blond girl in the water, her hair streaking down her face, face very pale, contorted in terror, she’s buffeted by waves, sinking, rising, clawing at the edge of the boat. The older boy, who’d been the sailor, has disappeared. Maybe he’s on the far side of the boat, maybe he’s under the boat, maybe he’s drowning, or swimming to shore to save himself. Adam sees only the little girl. He swims to her, he’s got hold of her. At last! He’s got hold of her. Grips her small shoulder, meaning now to wrest both himself and the child away from the sailboat, so that he can swim freely to shore, or to a dock, must be a dock nearby, except—Adam’s vision is blurred, he has only the one eye, streaming water. And he’s breathing hard, panting. And the child is kicking and struggling, panicked as a terrorized animal. Adam shouts at her, he’s got her, he will save her, Christ! he’s exhausted suddenly, an old man suddenly,
the terrible leaden weight in his muscular legs, his arms, he has always depended upon his strength, now his strength is ebbing from him. Hours have passed, in less than three frantic minutes. Splotched sunlight moves like fireballs in the waves. He’s confused about directions. Which way—? There’s another boat, a rescue boat, approaching. A swelling fiery ball in his chest. He’s wanted to hide it, this shameful fact, but it will no longer be hidden. His mouth opens, gasping for breath like a dying fish’s. His left eye, like his right eye, now blind. Except for the life jacket keeping him afloat he would sink, he’s useless now. The hysterical little girl is being lifted out of his arms into a boat. Into the arms of strangers? But where has this boat come from?

Adam doesn’t see. The fiery ball in his chest will not be placated. Pain, paralyzing pain of a kind he’s never felt before in his life, except the pain of that original fire, perhaps it’s the identical pain, and something strikes the crown of his head with such violence he’s beyond pain. Not thinking At least—the girl is safe. Not capable of thinking I succeeded in this, at least. He has no breath. No strength. His left eye has gone out like a burst lightbulb. Adam Berendt, dying. The life jacket keeps the moribund body afloat like sodden laundry.

He will not know the name of the blond child for whom he has given his life.





PART I


If You Catch Me . . . 
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SURVIVED BY . . .



1

HOW DEATH ENTERS your life. A telephone ringing.

And maybe you’re still waiting for Adam Berendt to call. And maybe you’re confused, your heart already pumping absurdly, when a stranger’s voice utters the name Adam Berendt and you answer eagerly, hopefully.

“Yes? I’m Marina Troy. What—what is it?”

That instant before fear strikes. Fear like a sliver of ice entering the heart.


2

Thwaite was the bearer of Adam Berendt’s death. She would learn.

An ugly name, isn’t it? Though the child’s name, Samantha, is beautiful.

It was Thwaite that would stick in Marina’s brain like a burr. Thwaite that became her obsession, she who would have defined herself as a woman free of obsession. A reasonable intelligent unemotional woman yet how Thwaite lodged in her brain as suffocation, choking, tar-tasting death. Thwaite Thwaite in her miserable sleep those nights following Adam’s death. Sobbing aloud, furious: “If I’d been there with him on the boat, I wouldn’t have let Adam die.”

In the derangement of grief Marina Troy quickly came to believe this.


3

LOCAL TV NEWS! How Adam would have been embarrassed, if, just maybe, secretly proud.

Good Samaritan. Adam Berendt. Resident of Salthill-on-Hudson. July Fourth accident. Hudson River. Rescue of eight-year-old. Adam’s face on the glassy screen: squinting his blind eye, smiling. That big head like something sculpted of coarse clay. A mere moment on the TV screen. Swift cut to the much younger Thwaites, parents of the rescued child. Thwaite. Harold and Janice. Jones Point residents. Devastated by. Tragic episode. So very sorry. So very grateful. Courageous man sacrificing his life for our daughter. Our Samantha. Our prayers will be with Adam Berendt. We are hoping to make contact with his family, his survivors. Oh, we hope . . . Marina switched off the TV in disgust.

How could she bear it, the banality of Adam as a “Good Samaritan.” The banality of the Thwaites’ emotion, how disappointingly ordinary they were, and young, stammering into microphones thrust into their dazed faces.

“Well. I must learn to bear it. And more.”

She was an adult woman, she knew of loss, death. She was not a naive, self-pitying person.

Her mother was chronically ill, and her father had died three years ago at the age of seventy-nine, so Marina knew, Marina knew what to expect from life, every cliché becomes painfully true in time, yet you survive until it’s your turn: you don’t become middle-aged without learning such primitive wisdom. Yet, when Marina’s father had died, Marina had not been taken by surprise. That death had been not only expected, but “merciful.” After cancer operations, and months of chemotherapy, the fading of Marina’s father’s life had been a slow fading of light into dusk and finally into dark. And there you are: death.

Not like Adam’s death.

“Adam, God damn you. Why.”

She was desperate to recall the last time they’d spoken. She shut her eyes, rubbing her eyes with the palms of her hands: Adam’s face!

A doctor at the Jones Point Medical Center had prescribed a sedative for Marina Troy. (Did that mean she’d become hysterical? She’d lost all dignity, and collapsed?) Next morning staggering from her bed that was like a grave, at the top of her house on North Pearl Street. Her storybook house, as Adam had called it fondly. As Marina Troy was a storybook creature to be rescued. (By him?) In sweat-smelling nightclothes, a strap slipping off her shoulder, tugging at a window to raise it higher must breathe! must breathe! There was some fact that plagued her with its cruelty, its injustice: what? The last time we spoke, I didn’t know. If I had known. The ceiling careened over her head with an air of drunken levity. Lilac fleur-de-lis wallpaper of subtly mocking prettiness. Thwaite mixed with the church bells. Thwaite Thwaite clamoring jeering in her head.

Marina’s bedroom was a small charming room with small charming windows of aged glass, dating to the mid-1800s, windowpanes badly in need of caulking, overlooking St. Agnes Roman Catholic Church with its heraldic spire floating in the night sky, and its ancient bumpy churchyard. (In which Adam Berendt would certainly not be buried. Adam had been pagan, not Catholic; and Adam had wanted to be “burnt to a crisp” when he died.) North Pearl Street was one of Salthill’s oldest streets, hilly and very narrow, and it dead-ended with three charming woodframe houses, one of which was Marina Troy’s.

Somehow it had happened (when, exactly?) she’d become thirty-eight years old.

Young enough to be his daughter, Adam Berendt used to joke.

Don’t be ridiculous! You’re, what?—fifty? Fifty-two?

Marina, to be perfectly frank, I’ve lost count.

She removed her sweat-soaked nylon nightgown and wadded it into a ball to toss onto the floor. She’d have liked to peel off her sticky itchy skin and do the same. In the silence following the church bells came the echo Thwaite! Thwaite. The sound of death, those hateful people, negligent parents, youngish, scared, reading off prepared statements to TV reporters, uncertain whether they should smile, or not smile, but one should always smile on TV, yes?—if only fleetingly, sadly? In truth, Marina didn’t detest these people. It was Thwaite that had insinuated itself into her head. Thwaite snarled like her long crimped dark-red hair, which by day she wore plaited and twined about her head (“like Elizabeth I”) but by night it snagged and snarled, snaky tendrils trailing across her mouth. Thwaite a mass of such snarls no hairbrush could be dragged through. Thwaite that was the fairy-tale riddle: what is my name, my name is a secret, my name is your death, can you guess my name? Thwaite the
helpless tenderness she’d long felt for Adam Berendt, who had been neither her husband nor her lover. Thwaite powerful as no other emotion Marina had ever felt for another person.

And the anger. God damn how could you. Without saying good-bye. Did you know, did you wish to know, why didn’t you let me tell you, how I felt about you. And now!

A boating accident. So many, each Fourth of July. Across the United States. Boating and traffic accidents. And accidents with fireworks and firecrackers, especially illegally purchased firecrackers, Marina found herself listening in a trance to—what?—a stranger’s voice, a radio voice this time, before switching it off and pounding at the little plastic radio (on her kitchen windowsill) with her fist. Oh, what did she care for the accidents of strangers? Even their “senseless” deaths.

Now Adam was gone, it was going to be difficult for her to care about much.

The official diagnosis was that Adam Berendt had died of cardiac arrest. His skull had been badly fractured, as well. He’d died, evidently, within minutes of being lifted out of the river; in the speeding ambulance. At approximately 6:20 P.M. of July Fourth. Marina hoped that he’d died unconscious, unknowing. But she hadn’t dared ask. Thwaite, death. Nothing to be done. A tragedy. If an accident can be a tragedy. You heard yourself utter that word tragedy as others did. It was a way of speaking, a way of attempting to assuage pain. You would not say of a good man’s death that he’d died accidentally, and therefore stupidly. Tragedy was the word for there was no other. Never kissed me. As I’d wanted him to. Never her breasts, her belly, between her thighs. That not-touching and not-kissing was her secret. She would ponder it in the night for a long time. She would ponder it in the bookstore, knowing that Adam Berendt would never drop by, not again. If the telephone rang it would
not be him, and if someone knocked at her door it would not be him. Through the barbiturate haze that slowed her heartbeat almost to stopping she would ponder these simple facts.

The Thwaite family had expressed a public wish to meet with Adam Berendt’s family. His “survivors.” To thank them for Adam’s sacrifice. Anyone other than Adam’s immediate family, a wife or a blood relative, wouldn’t qualify.

Hypocrite sons of bitches. I was as close to Adam as anyone who knew him.

But she wouldn’t hate them. She wouldn’t become obsessed with an illusory enemy. Mr. and Mrs. Harold Thwaite of Jones Point, New York. Within twenty-four hours they’d received their share of public media attention and censure: newscasters hadn’t accused them of being “negligent parents” but there’d been that implication, and police were going to “investigate” the accident in which the Thwaites’ eight-year-old daughter, Samantha, and ten-year-old son had gone out onto the Hudson River in a neighbor’s sailboat manned not by an adult but by a thirteen-year-old boy. The boat had been equipped with child-sized life jackets but none of the children was wearing one. Yes, it was stupid. It was negligence. Possibly criminal negligence. But how much more merciful, simply to forgive.

She would hear her voice on the telephone, commiserating with friends, “Being bitter won’t bring Adam back. And Adam was the most logical of men.”

And again, “Wasn’t it just like Adam! If—he had to go—without warning, suddenly—he would have wished for—something like this.”

But was this true? There came Thwaite Thwaite to taunt her, when she was being most rational, responsible. Thwaite the tarry black phlegm of death.
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MARINA HAD BEEN CALLED to Jones Point because, in Adam Berendt’s wallet, there was no information regarding next of kin. In case of emergency had been left blank.

Had the man no family? No one?

What was found in the badly worn wallet was a water-soaked little white card:


[image: card]


On the reverse of the little card was Marina’s home telephone number, scrawled in pencil, and it was this number authorities called.

So Marina was summoned. By a voice of authority. Like a sleepwalker she obeyed. Too stunned even to think, It can’t be, can it? Not like this.

In a calm sort of panic she was driving. She would not recall afterward getting into the car. Starting the motor. That suspension of time before she would see the irrefutable body. Yet she’d had a sense, for Marina Troy was a woman with an appreciation of bittersweet ironies, that this was a cruel time to be driving to Jones Point on such a mission. For dusk was the luminous time, the romantic time. At dusk, she’d often thought of Adam Berendt. At dusk, she’d often been with Adam Berendt. Now across the wide gleaming river was a scattering of lights like startled thoughts. On the river, there were ghostly sailboats and speedboats winking lights. Marina wondered: Was it safe to be boating on the river, as night came on? There were occasional freighters, enormous commercial barges beside which the pleasure craft seemed of no more substance than moths. Why had Adam been on the river, in a sailboat? Whose sailboat, where? Why at Jones Point? If I’d been with him. Why wasn’t I with him.
Marina and Adam were planning to see each other, with Salthill friends, the following evening. That had been their plan.

Why didn’t you call us, Marina. Let us go with you. What a shock for you. Are you sure you’re all right?

She was sure. Oh, yes! Only just she was so furious, and so heartsick. Wanting to drive up to see him, alone. Not wanting any talk. Not even commiseration. Shared tears. Maybe he isn’t dead, it’s someone else? Another man? Marina had been told only the stark fact that Adam, or a man purported to be “Adam Berendt,” had died a short time before of complications resulting from a “boating accident” on the river.

The river! Marina recalled how from Adam’s studio, at the rear of his house, you could stand staring across the river, those long mesmerized moments as light faded on the agitated waves, and dusk deepened at the edges of things; dusk, a quality of earth; while an eerie oily-glistening light remained on the water. In the west, the sun was chemical red and gorgeous, bleeding at the horizon like a burst egg yolk.

On both sides of the river fireworks erupted. Fourth of July: the American holiday celebrating gunfire, rockets, aggression, death to the enemy. Across the river on the east bank of the Hudson, in the vicinity of Tarrytown, gaudy pinwheels of crimson, gold, blinding-white light were rising, soaring and falling soundlessly into the river. And a moment later replaced by more explosions, gaudy glittering colors rising, sinking soundlessly to extinction. “Stop. Stop. Stop.” This idiotic celebration, at a time of death. As if in mockery of a man’s death. Even in Jones Point, where death awaited her. Lurid bright carnival colors pitching up into the now-darkening sky over the river. Exploding yellow calyxes, crimson eyeballs, streamers of rainbow guts. Hideous, hellish. Marina recalled that fireworks are jokey symbols of sexual orgasm, and the thought repelled her. Never us. And now never.

In her state of suspended shock she located the Jones Point Medical Center. Not a large facility. Parked her car, and ran to the rear entrance. She was breathless, breathing through her mouth. As, on their hikes in Eagle Mountain Preserve, Adam had cautioned her never to do. Inside, in a brightly lit lobby, Marina was met by strangers who’d clearly been awaiting her. She heard her name—“Marina Troy?” She who was the friend of Adam Berendt. These people not known to Marina, a half dozen of them, yet a crowd, introduced themselves as “friends”—“new friends”—of Adam’s, organizers of that day’s fund-raising cookout. (Fund-raising cookout?) Marina stared at these individuals, wordless. A weepy woman in her forties, raw-eyed, in a very young halter-top sundress with a shawl draped over her shoulders, dared to call Marina “Marina” and to embrace Marina’s stiffened shoulders as if they were two women linked by mutual loss; as if Marina
Troy’s shock and mounting horror were to be so easily shared. “Marina, we are so very very very sorry.” Marina, breathing through her mouth, pushed away, managing not to scream.

The Thwaites were not present. Marina was spared knowing of Thwaite until a later hour.

The next several hours would pass like a delirium dream of distortions and quick dazzling cuts.

“Marina Troy? You’re here for Adam Berendt? Please come with us.”

Escape! Marina was being led away from the guilty-faced “friends” in sports clothes, one of whom managed, as she’d discover afterward, to slip into her hand the keys to Adam’s car. What had Adam to do with these people, why hadn’t he told her about them, a Fourth of July cookout in Jones Point? Had that awful woman been one who’d adored and pursued him? Marina was trembling with fury, at them and at Adam for his poor judgment. Wasn’t it like him! Impulsive, impetuous! A young man in hospital whites and an older Asian-American woman who’d looked upon Marina sympathetically were leading her to the morgue for the viewing and identification, and they spoke softly to Marina, preparing her for the ordeal (was this a fixed script? though Marina had never heard it before, she seemed somehow to recognize it) but Marina was having difficulty comprehending, nor was she in this breathless blinking-eyed state aware of the shiny corridors through which she was being taken; an elevator
entered, and exited on a lower floor. Underground? “Adam? Adam!” She had only a vague awareness of someone speaking aloud. Possibly it was her. Wiping her nose on the edge of her hand. Rummaged in her purse but couldn’t find a clean tissue, God damn. And God damn why was it so cold here? While outside the air was warm and heavy as an expelled breath.

Couldn’t stop shivering. Adam had commented, sometimes on their hikes, Marina’s fingernails turned blue, she must have low blood pressure, was she anemic? and Marina laughingly protested, no, certainly not. She wasn’t a woman comfortable with being looked at, considered. She hadn’t a normal store of vanity, and that was indeed a handicap. She’d run to her car after the summons came to her, drove twenty-three miles in whatever clothes she’d been wearing, denim shorts, a T-shirt that fitted her slender torso loosely, bare pale legs and well-worn sandals. Tendrils of damp hair stuck to her forehead and neck like seaweed. She hadn’t glanced at herself in any mirror in hours and she wondered how desperate she would seem, to Adam’s critical eye. Marina for Christ’s sake get hold of yourself.

Or would he say, sobered by his near-escape, Marina, thank you! For coming to me on such short notice.

Marina was being warned. Of what? The young man and the Asian-American woman in their crisp hospital uniforms. Warning her she should prepare herself? How, herself? Car keys clutched in her hand. Her sweaty palm. She’d been entrusted with these keys, and told that Adam’s Mercedes was parked behind Emergency. (How anxious they’d been, the cookout couple, to transfer the car keys to Marina, and to be rid of the nuisance of Adam’s car.) She was being led into a large refrigerated room. The morgue. Stark lighting here. A powerful chemical odor. “Yes. That’s—him. You have the right man.” Idiot, why had she said such a thing? Yet her voice was even and calm, and reliable. Marina Troy was one of those whose concern is to behave in a civilized manner; in a way helpful, not hurtful, to others. She was not a woman of raw emotion. She was not a woman to break down in tears. She was not a woman to break down at all. In public. Yet her vision had narrowed strangely (good, for
she was in a medical facility, if she were having a hemorrhage or a stroke it could not be happening at a more convenient time) so that she was able to see little in the fluorescent-lit space except the man who lay motionless on a gurney beneath the strongest of the lights. “Adam?” How bulky this body was, how graceless. Yet profound. Had Marina ever seen any person, living or dead, looking so profound? Adam might have been a sculpture of subtly colored lead. It would weigh, what would it weigh!—a literal ton. This thing both was and was not Adam Berendt, her friend. The indignity of being near naked, in strangers’ eyes! Marina had seen Adam in swim trunks, she’d been struck by his barrel-like torso covered in swaths and swirls of silver-glinting hair thick as an animal’s pelt, but at such times he’d been in motion; always in her memory, Adam had been a man in motion; and that made all the difference. Here, lying exposed on his back, no pillow for his head so that his head
too rested flat on the aluminum surface, Adam was clearly “dead”; “deadness” lifted like a vapor from his ashen, slack skin, the sightless eyes, the mouth partly agape. Which of the eyes was the blind eye, now you could not have told. Both were nearly shut, sickly-white crescents. “Adam? It’s Marina.” She was whispering. Though she knew that Adam was dead, yet she was close beside him whispering. As if some secret might pass between them, unknown to observers. Marina fumbled to take hold of Adam’s hand. So heavy!—she could lift it only with difficulty. Adam’s muscles were rigid in the death-lock of rigor mortis, was that the explanation? This man who’d been so special in life, unique, subjected now to the most common of death symptoms. And decay to follow. “Cremation. His wish was for cremation.” Marina spoke distractedly. She was but half conscious of being questioned. “He must have next of kin, in the Midwest I think, or the West,
but—I don’t know who they would be. I—I’m not the one to know.” If her questioners had believed her the lover of Adam Berendt, now they must be reassessing her. But she’d taken Adam’s hand firmly in hers, as if to assure him. Knowing his instinct would be to draw away from her in manly embarrassment. How mortified Adam would be, laid out naked like this beneath a flimsy sheet, and he’d not have liked to see Marina here, nor any of his Salthill friends. Any of his women friends. Marina’s voice echoed faintly in the room that seemed so vast, her vision severely diminished, focused upon Adam. “Yes. I can give you his lawyer’s name. But just not now. Can I be alone with him, please. Now.” Her voice rose sharply on now. This hand gripped in both her shaky hands: clearly it was a “dead” hand. Yet it was her dear friend’s hand. The big, bruised knuckles, thick fingers and thumbs twice the size of her own, and the nails discolored
and ridged with dirt. Adam was a gardener, a handyman, a stonemason, an occasional sculptor; a man who loved to work with his hands, and put them to hard use. You could see, in Adam’s use of himself, how a man wishes to pay little heed to how he wears himself out physically. Adam’s fingernails had begun to crack recently, Adam had casually complained, and this made getting the dirt out virtually impossible even with a knife blade; Marina had said it must be a mineral or vitamin deficiency, concerned for him, but Adam had been indifferent and changed the subject. “Adam. Oh, my God.” Her head was ringing. Her heart was beating strangely. (Maybe it was a cerebral hemorrhage? A gathering of pressure as of water building up outside this lighted space; as if, and for a fleeting moment, as in dream logic, she thought this might be so, she’d descended into a vessel like a submarine, deep under water.) The strangers in white had left her alone with Adam. She had the idea that they were observing
her through one-way glass brick. She touched Adam’s face as perhaps she wouldn’t have done, quite like this, in life. His cheeks had gone slack. Crepey flesh beneath his jaws. Strange, he looked ashen, who in life had always seemed flushed, overheated. Now his blood was draining out of his face. Draining downward. Blood thickening in its own rigidity, as if congealing from a massive wound. There was a gash in Adam’s skull and forehead where he’d been struck by a boat (a rescue boat?) and the gash had bled, but had ceased bleeding; it would not bleed now; if cut elsewhere, Adam wouldn’t bleed; his flesh was “dead.” Marina hated it that Adam was looking so old. She wanted to protest to the hospital staff, Adam Berendt didn’t look like this. So old, and so ugly. Deep shadowed creases beneath his eyes, his bumpy skull visible through his thinning, short-trimmed hair, that slack mouth. In the corner of the mouth, something white and crusty. If Marina could coax a smile
from him, for Adam was the sort of man you could tease, he’d be himself again, and good-looking, with that bold funny sexy swagger, but she was beginning to feel desperate, she could not make him respond. Here I am. Marina. Adam, you know me. Of course she knew that he was dead. Yet she couldn’t help thinking that, in Adam’s sly way, he was kidding; had to be kidding; breathing very faintly, but breathing. “Could this man be in a coma?” Marina spoke sharply, accusingly. She was shivering, her teeth chattering. Her skin puckered and pimpled in goose bumps, hairs stirring at the nape of her neck. Whispering, “Can you hear me, Adam?” Yes, this was ridiculous, but she had to ask, didn’t she? “They think I’m your lover. But who is your lover? I don’t envy her.” Often, Marina was angry with Adam without informing him. She was angry with him now for behaving recklessly. Stupidly. Diving into the Hudson River? “Saving” a child from drowning?
Where were the child’s parents? Who will pay? Adam Berendt had died of cardiac arrest in a “boating accident”? Wasn’t it like him: offering aid to total strangers. Bad enough, helping his needy friends. Straining his back, after a New Year’s Eve party at the Hoffmanns’, helping a drunken friend dislodge his enormous luxury Lexus from a snowy ditch on Old Mill Way.

When Adam remarked to Marina that he wanted to be cremated, not buried, in a simple, private ceremony, and his ashes scattered on his property, mixed in the soil of his garden, he’d continued to ask Marina if she would be his “personal executor”; and Marina, deeply moved, but agitated, not at all wanting to pursue the subject of her friend’s mortality, had quickly said yes, yes of course—whatever “personal executor” might mean. (Seeing to his household effects, maybe. Assuming care of his dog. Oh, poor Apollo! Marina had tried, but she’d never been able to feel affection for Adam’s part husky, part shepherd mongrel who eagerly licked any part of Marina’s body he wasn’t prevented from licking.) Nor had she taken the opportunity to ask Adam about his family, relatives, who should be notified in a time of emergency, where did these mysterious folks live; would Adam be leaving a list of instructions with his lawyer? None of these practical questions
had Marina asked. Instead, she’d laughed nervously and allowed Adam to change the subject. She hadn’t wanted to think that Adam would die before her. (As if, considering that Adam was in his early fifties and Marina in her late thirties, this wasn’t likely.)

If you catch me and I don’t escape you. These mysterious words were from Plato’s Phaedo, which Adam sometimes quoted, the lyric, long death of Socrates who, having drunk poison, awaiting death, in the company of his friends, had turned playful. But the dead are easily caught, Marina was thinking. The dead escape no one. “Oh, poor Adam. You weren’t ready, I know. Darling, I’m so sorry.” She was greedily kissing Adam’s hands, both his hurt, stiffened hands. She was pressing against him, absorbing cold from him, the terrible bulk of him, a fallen colossus, heavy as lead; she kissed his forehead, his half-shut eyes. She cradled his head. She stroked his quill-hair. Kissed his lips. Dared to kiss a dead man’s lips. She’d been going to ask him frankly Do you know how I love you, Adam? Though risking the end of their friendship. Adam, why don’t you know? She pressed herself against him. She was shameless, desperate. She passed out of consciousness, in a swoon.
A smothering wave rose in her, again came the sensation of being deep under water, and doomed. Her strength drained from her, she was weak, falling. She was wracked with spasms of vomiting. She would strike the side of her head against something metallic and sharp and when they lifted her, to wake her, speaking her name urgently, she would discover that the front of her shirt was covered in a foul-smelling glutinous liquid, she’d coughed up the rank river water that had drowned Adam Berendt but of what help was this, Adam was still dead.
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“SO, MARINA! Tell me: what’s the purpose of life?”

They were hiking together, Marina and her friend Adam Berendt, in the Eagle Mountain Preserve, north of Hastings-on-Hudson. They were not a couple, though often together. “Just friends. But very close friends.” Marina understood that Adam had many friends, and he was a man who enjoyed plying them with sudden sharp questions. It was known that Adam’s interests were impassioned but curiously impersonal. You would never get to know the man intimately. But you might get to know yourself.

It was May of the year preceding Adam’s death. Marina was the only woman friend of Adam’s who enjoyed the out-of-doors and who was hardy enough to accompany him on hikes. He teased and baited her, he embarrassed her, but she didn’t mind. She said, “Do you mean what’s the purpose of ‘life,’ or what’s the purpose of ‘my life’? There’s a crucial distinction.” Adam said, “Answer one, and you’ll answer the other.” Marina laughed, though feeling a bit rebuffed. “The purpose of life, Adam”—she drew a deep breath as they were ascending a steep hill—“is to get to the top of this hill.” Adam said, “And beyond this hill?” Marina said, “I can’t see beyond this hill, yet. It’s just theory.”

Was it a form of sex, she wondered. Adam Berendt prodding, probing, querying his friends. His women friends.

Adam said expansively, “Beyond all hills, Marina.”

“Beyond all physical hills?”

“What other sorts of hills are there, Marina?”

Marina knew. Marina knew where this was going. She was a young headstrong dog, untrained. Her master directed her, with only his voice that was kindly, hypnotic, and tireless.

“Inner hills. Spiritual hills.”

“Do you feel that there are spiritual hills in your life, Marina, that you have yet to climb?”

“Yes. I suppose so.”

“And how would you describe them, Marina?”

Don’t do this to me! Don’t expose me.

I don’t need to answer you. Who are you, to me?

Adam Berendt had come into Marina’s life unexpected. With the authority of a protector, one who’d known her from childhood.

Knowing that the Salthill Bookstore was in a financial crisis, Adam had invested as a silent partner; often he dropped by the store to help her openly, greeting customers, shelving books and doing inventory, talking her out of becoming discouraged. (Oh, Adam sensed she was suicidal! In that way of American women, whether unmarried or married, young or not-young, brooding at twilight through windows that, as twilight deepens, become ghostly smirking mirrors of the soul.) To be discouraged, depressed, over business, mere money, when the world is a place of rapture, Marina! No. He did touch her, with his big, rather battered-looking hands. He was one to touch while speaking, smiling. Marina’s forearms, Marina’s shoulders. He might cup his hand on the top of your head, patting in approval as (for instance) he might pat his dog Apollo’s head in a similar gesture of approval, or easy affection. He might kiss Marina’s cheek, he might hug Marina in greeting, or in farewell. In Salthill, such kisses
and hugs, and some of them quite extravagant, were social displays: women hugging men, and the men needing to mime passivity; women hugging women, with emotion, affection. Or the ritual display of it. Marina Troy was likely to be a stiff partner in such displays, for she felt herself insufficiently female, or feminine; and, being unmarried, she had not quite the freedom to embrace men, especially a man like Adam for whom she felt strong emotion, as her married women friends did. Oh, Adam! If I dared touch you.

Here was a mystery. How Adam Berendt, a part-time teacher and not-successful sculptor, mostly unemployed, had enough money to help Marina repay her bank loan and to invest in the Salthill Bookstore. (And he’d invested quite a bit, Marina was surprised.) And he wanted no one to know: “This is our secret, Marina.” Adam might drop by the store several days in succession, fluttering Marina’s heart, and then stay away for a week, or more; he disliked telephones, and rarely called; if you called Adam, as Marina sometimes did, in a weak mood, his telephone might ring, ring, ring forlornly; he had no answering machine. He was one to chafe at the expectations of others. He might come to a party, but he might not. Impulse seemed to guide him. Unless it was strategy. You couldn’t predict Adam Berendt, he was a master who didn’t need his subjects. Yet, in his presence, it was impossible not to think This man! He loves me, alone.

“. . . my spiritual self? The hills I haven’t yet climbed.”

Marina felt embarrassed, saying such things. She felt like a child, anxious yet trusting; as, in her own childhood, she’d never been, for there’d been no Adam Berendt in her family or among her acquaintances. Saying, goading, in his expansive, kindly voice, “Marina, what are these hills exactly? That you haven’t climbed?”

It was the pure Socratic method. The impersonal quest for Truth. Marina felt the unease, and the excitement, of the hunt. Not she was the hunted, but the elusive Truth. For there was nothing personal here. Was there?

Adam, you. You are the hills! Loving you.

Loving a man. Fully, sexually.

Instead, Marina said, in a lowered voice as if ashamed, stumbling on the path and blinking away tears, “I—I’d wanted to be an artist. As long ago as I could remember. There was no one else in my family who had such notions. We were a practical family. My father was a high school teacher, it was a job. My mother, before she got married, a nurse. They worked, they earned salaries. Me, I had ‘visions.’ I was an excitable, nervous girl. In college, at the University of Maine, I understood that, to be an artist, you must filter your vision through technique. I became interested in sculpting and pottery. But not conventional pottery—experimental, odd work. Pottery that doesn’t sell! It was calming, I seemed to fly out of myself in a kind of trance. After graduation, this was in the eighties, I lived with some friends in Provincetown, very cheaply, and I was happy there, a local gallery sold some of my things, then I got restless and moved to San Francisco, and for a while I was
living in a wonderful ramshackle old ranch house in Mendocino, you’d have loved that place, Adam!—instead of the river outside your house, you’d see mountains. A mountain is a kind of vertical river, isn’t it? And the light cascading down. I was happy there, and doing some decent work; for a long time I’d been out of contact with my family, they hated my life, they didn’t want to understand it, then my father got sick and I came back east, and something happened there, between me and what I was doing, between my hands and what they touched, and that’s fatal for an artist, isn’t it? It was as if I’d lost my nerve. A young artist has courage, maybe the courage of ignorance. Then you lose that courage. I didn’t know it at first. I kept going for a while, mechanically. I loved my work but it became too important to me. It was my life, my breath. It was obsessive. I did sculpting, I suppose you could call it, on a smaller scale than your work, and in natural
forms, not metal, but it exhausted me, I couldn’t sleep, my head was filled with ‘visions.’ I wanted to create astonishing things that hadn’t been imagined before. I wanted so badly—” Marina felt the old, sick excitement; she’d been speaking rapidly, heedlessly. Why am I doing this. Exposing myself. As if it could make this man love me!

They’d ascended the hill, and were in an open, grassy area; wild rose was blooming in white clusters; to the east, miles away, the Hudson River was of the hue of weathered stone, flattened by distance, without motion as a design in wallpaper. Adam, who’d climbed the hill without betraying exertion, he whose legs were hard-knotted with muscle, twice the size of Marina’s slender legs, waited a respectful moment before asking, “How long was this phase of your life?” “About a year. A year and a half. I ran away to live again in New York, with a friend. He was an artist, too. And he had a commercial job in graphic design. I believed I loved him, it was part of my desperation.” Adam asked, “And then what happened, Marina?” Marina said, “I don’t know. I’ve tried not to think about it. I don’t ‘dwell’ upon the past. I had a collapse, I guess. I suppose I was sick, physically. I seemed always to have a fever. I was terrified to sleep,
I was anxious and angry all the time. Everything I touched, I seemed to destroy. My hands had turned against me. My lover couldn’t live with me, he said. I drove him away, and begged him to come back; I drove him away again; I hated what I was doing, my work, I destroyed most of it, I lost all faith in myself; I even threw out most of my clothes. I returned to Bangor, I got a job. It was my duty, I believed, to visit my mother, even if she didn’t know who I was, or care. When there’s someone very sick, you can measure yourself against that person, and take comfort that you’re not so bad. That’s sanity—that thrill of relief. Even with the sorrow, relief. But this confirmed my resolve not to risk mental breakdown. ‘Art’ isn’t worth it. And there was another side of me: I’d worked in bookstores, and I love books. I love the look and smell of books, the culture of books. There’s a romance, too, in sanity, isn’t there? I like the kind of people
who come into bookstores. Thank God, I thought, I’d given up on the other—that craziness. I came into a little money and I borrowed money and I took over the mortgage on Salthill’s ‘quaint’ little bookstore and I’ve been happy here.” Marina laughed. She was stubborn, and just slightly angry. “I am happy.”

But was Adam impressed? In his droll, blunt way evidently not.

He said, “Maybe you’ve embraced failure too quickly.”

Marina was stung. Failure!

“I’ll give you another chance, Marina. A choice. A way back into the life you abandoned.”



IT WAS THEN that Adam proposed to Marina Troy that he make a gift to her. Make a gift was the expression he used. He would sign over to her the ownership of a forty-acre property in the Pocono Mountains, in Pennsylvania, approximately one hundred miles west of the hill upon which they were standing. An old lodge, but in good condition; of fieldstone and half-timbering; seven miles from a small town called Damascus Crossing, and about thirty miles from the city of East Stroudsburg, on the Delaware River. Marina listened to this, without fully comprehending. Adam was pointing westward, and Marina turned to see a sequence of hazing receding hills, a horizon of trees that must have been only a few miles away but seemed distant. “Don’t look so alarmed, Marina,” Adam said, bemused, as if this were the crux of Marina’s alarm, “—the place has been winterized, insulated. It’s furnished, more or less. There’s a deep spring well, the purest water I’ve ever tasted. You
could live alone there, Marina, undisturbed, and undistracted by any of us in Salthill. You could do the work for which you were born.” Adam spoke excitedly, sincerely; Marina had never heard him, or any of her adult acquaintances, speak in such a way. This man does love me. But on a spiritual plane. Not human. Tears sprang into her eyes, she was so deeply moved; yet of course it was impossible, an absurd proposition. “But Adam, what of the bookstore? I couldn’t—” “What of the bookstore? It will be there when you return, if you want it. If you return. Say you’re gone a year: we’ll hire a full-time manager. There’s your current assistant who seems very capable. And of course I’d be in town to oversee things.” Adam let his hand fall, and clamp, upon Marina’s shoulder; the weight of this hand, and its heat, nearly made her stagger. Marina continued to protest, and Adam continued to make plans. “Your Pearl Street house, you can rent it for
a high price. I happen to know about Salthill real estate, and it’s as inflated as properties in Westchester County. Your droll little place, the size of a dollhouse, would be snapped up within twenty-four hours, and with your rental money you’d have more than enough to support yourself.” Marina stared at her friend’s face that seemed now to be glowing, glaring more fiercely. And his hand on her shoulder, so warm. I can’t. Can’t breathe. Long Marina had yearned to be touched by Adam Berendt, yet this touch was strange to her, disconcerting. They were standing so close together they might have been mistaken for a couple. Marina had to resist a sudden impulse to step into Adam’s arms, to embrace him around his burly chest, lay her head against him, and be comforted in her distress, even as Adam was the agent of her distress. She disengaged herself from the weight and heat of his hand. “Adam, of course I couldn’t accept such a gift. How have you come into this
property, that you can throw it away? What are you thinking of?” Adam said, surprised, “What am I thinking of? I’m thinking of you.” “I’m not a young woman any longer, Adam. And even if I—” “Bullshit.”

Abruptly then, Adam turned away, and continued on the hiking trail. He was offended, thwarted. He would speak no more on the subject that day. Like a woman who has crawled out of a wreck, Marina glanced down at herself to see if she was still there. She wiped her damp, clammy face carefully with a tissue, tightened the laces of her hiking shoes, and followed after Adam who was nearly out of sight.

Marina hoped the preposterous offer he’d made to her would be discreetly forgotten, but a few days later, Adam stopped by her narrow lavender house at the top of North Pearl Street, beside the Catholic churchyard, to present to her several fully executed legal documents deeding a property in Damascus County, Pennsylvania, to her; and, in a manila envelope, a hand-drawn map in colored inks, labeled keys, and a page-long list of instructions regarding the operation of the house. With maddening aplomb he said, “Anytime you wish, Marina. It’s yours now, it will be waiting.” Marina was frightened, furious. She wanted to strike Adam with her fists. “Adam, are you crazy? I can’t accept such a gift from you.” Adam said
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