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Epigraph


If we knew what we needed if we even knew


The stars would look to us to guide them.


W. S. Merwin




1965


near perihelion


Comets are vile stars. Every time they appear in the south, something happens to wipe out the old and establish the new.


—Li Ch’un Feng, A.D. 602–677





The sky always kept its word.


That’s how she had seen things since she was a little girl. Shouts might ring inside the house and teachers in school might grade unfairly, jealous of her knowledge, but if little Denise leaned out her window, begging the San Francisco fog to clear from the cliffs, she might catch Jupiter’s approach, or pluck a meteor from the night’s thick hide. So she spent her nights like this, staring from her window even when the fog lay heavy across the sky and made her shiver; she still knew the stars were behind it, as always, something to count on. And as she grew up, and came to know the world a little more, she grew more and more reliant on the night sky. In high school, in college, as the other girls giggled and saw movies and went on dates, Denise instead appeared late at night at the Palomar telescope, talking to the bewildered scientists, insisting on taking a look. She often got one. You would not exactly have called it girlhood—she mooned and daydreamed through the fifties like any teenybopper, but Einstein and handsome Oppenheimer were the posters on her walls, and when she went to sleep she traveled past the Horsehead Nebula in search of quasars. She was an odd child, and became an odd young woman as she grew. Her heart had little room for anyone; it was too crammed with stars. For a long time, she took their distant heat for love.


But now, on the deck of this ferry on the South China Sea, Denise understood that what she had felt was nothing like love. At twenty-five, she had finally felt the real thing and, as often happens the first time, she had chosen badly, fallen too heavily, and lost him. His name was Carlos. It was over within six months, but the affair had burrowed much deeper than she’d first suspected. When had an astronomical mistake ever felt like this? Denise, acting out the adolescence all the other girls had long since passed through, began to skip her graduate classes, miss her meals, spending days in bed in bitter agony. It became so bad that her mother, one sunny afternoon, arrived at Denise’s apartment in a green cloak and fedora, her gold hat pin glittering, bearing soft words and, hidden in her alligator purse, an airline ticket. She comforted her daughter, but when Denise saw the ticket brought out at her weakest moment, she understood two things: first, that her mother was paying her to forget Carlos, buying amnesia the way a sly tip gets a good table in a restaurant. And second, she knew she would accept.


It was a ticket to an event hosted by her professor, Dr. Swift, the famous discoverer of a comet. This year, 1965, was the year in which his comet had returned, beautifully, just as he had predicted, and to celebrate he was taking a group of colleagues and graduate students to the island where he had made his discovery. The excuse, for grant reasons, was to observe the meteor shower which, Swift also predicted, would be brightened this March by the arrival of his comet. It was already understood that these annual light shows occurred because Earth passed through the comet’s path, but Swift wanted to know if the recent passage of that parent body would replenish the meteors, causing a spectacular display. He wanted fireworks to follow his comet, and he had chosen the darkest corner of the world from which to view them. The celebrity of the day—Comet Swift—lay in the eastern sky just now, hidden by sunlight, a streaming Chinese kite. It would come again in 1977, 1989, and so on.


They were on their way to that island now, on an old wooden ferry from the mainland, braving the noonday sun that beat down on their heads like a mallet. All of the grad students—whether they luckily had been part of Swift’s grant, won their own awards, or scraped together money for the trip—were huddled in the violet shade of the boat’s canopy, hiding from the sun and laughing. Denise looked at them, gathered chatting together, and wondered if they had gone through what she’d felt. They were scientists, as well, passionate, arrogant. Had they grown up as stunted as she had, unable to cope when love at last approached? Or had they pruned their hearts like bonsai trees? How had they managed it?


Denise was managing by getting a little drunk. She was not used to drinking, but she’d brought a flask of bourbon along and it helped dull her mind a little. She was not what people expected of young women in 1965; her mind whirred on without her willing it. It covered every object with figures, trajectories, velocities, barnacling the world’s underside with calculations. It made her brilliant, the best student on the boat, obsessive, wearing sunglasses all the time to protect her night vision, but she felt this kind of madness also spoiled life a little. She wished, at times, that she had been born with a duller mind. This blundered love affair, for instance; her brain tugged at it relentlessly, a dog with a rag.


That is how Denise, twenty-five and nearly beautiful, came to sit on a coil of ropes, her face mottled with specks of light that fell from rips in the canopy; how she came to be drunk by the time they were halfway across the water.


“Isn’t this great?” she asked her friend Eli. She grinned, leaned out into the hot sun with her camera, and took a furtive picture of him writing in his book. The young man scowled, and tried to grab the camera, but she easily escaped. She had brought this to annoy him, along with an atomizer of water that she sprayed at him and his wife until Eli had to confiscate it. Ten minutes from now, he would have her camera as well.


“I don’t know what’s come over me, really,” Denise told him merrily.


“I’d guess a fifth of bourbon. …”


Denise squinted under her white hat; the sun flashed like foil in the sky. She said, “Well, and who could blame me? I think I have license to drink.”


“Give me a sip,” he said quietly while his wife looked away. He gulped the bourbon happily, looking up at Denise. Gulls were cackling around them.


Faces are rooms, and Denise thought of her own as clean, rich, but carelessly arrayed. You might have said that, like furniture, all her best features were inheritances from her mother’s French family. You could tell at a glance, though, that while women before her might have been beautiful, she hadn’t any idea about how to use her looks. On her, they were fine but ordinary; she knew this, and accepted it. Denise felt she was a boarder in her own face; she leased its loveliness. What Denise had instead, of course, was her mind, and in her face you could in any moment see a thought sitting there in a chair, or in a corner, cross-legged on the tattered rug.


Denise laughed at Eli glugging her bourbon. “That’s enough,” she told him, grabbing the flask back and dropping it in her purse.


“Do I have to confiscate everything you have?”


She grinned and looked at him. Eli had changed so much even in the two years she’d known him: hair cut close, his goatee gone. When she first met him, in the hallway of the grad student offices, he’d seemed so long-haired and wild. His wife had smoothed him down, a young married man, like a cool bed in the morning.


“Make sure Kathy doesn’t fall over,” she told him and his head turned quickly to see his wife, a mysterious, bookish woman with glasses, long black hair and a slouch. She was leaning far over the railing, dropping bread into the water.


“Kathy!” he yelled, and the woman lifted her head without expression. She was too distant to hear correctly.


Denise said, “Ask her if she wants a drink.”


Eli watched his wife resuming her bread-toss, and the lit quarter of his face, that crescent, was bright with fear. In a moment, he turned back, and the shadow covered his expression. “She doesn’t want a drink.”


“I’ll ask her.”


“You know they’re going to take that booze away when we get there.”


She raised the half-empty flask and laughed. “I’m well aware!”


The canopy cracked in the wind, changing their view of the sea and the hot lavender sky. There was no island on the horizon now, either before them or behind.


“Spray me with the water,” she told him, and he took out the atomizer and did. She yelped and he smirked as the Muslim guards turned and watched.


Denise would look back, days later, on this scene when she felt dizzy, dry as tinder, sick with the waves and the way she’d let her mother buy her heart. She would look back so differently on it all—the scene on the boat would seem idyllic, sweet and bright with sun. Before the night was over, something was going to happen that would subtly change things for each of these scientists, for her and Kathy and Eli. She would think, years later, how funny it is that you can’t know which moment will matter, what to pay attention to, how to pull yourself out of the muck of now. How could they have worried about anything except what they knew: old loves, bright stars, all that? We strain to hear the future, she would later think; we are deaf to it.


“Spray me again.”


Eli did, methodically, as if he were watering a lawn, and Denise thought he looked so old, so middle-aged, as if he should be stroking a beard and smoking a pipe. Calm, serious and wise. Yet he was her age; he was twenty-five. Would he never act young at all? Or would it overcome him in a later decade, rush at him in a ball of abandon and regret? She watched him put the atomizer back in his pocket.


“Happy?” he asked.


“Hardly,” she answered.


It was at this point that Eli stole her camera. She yelped, noticed the looks from the guards, and held her hand over her mouth. Kathy appeared above her, eyes large through the glasses, a cryptic smile on her pursed lips.


“Denise,” Kathy said. “It’s solved. I have a new man for you.”


Eli’s wife, quiet and small, was nonetheless intimidating. How mighty her hidden thoughts and passions were. Like some rare and intelligent species, Kathy would not be domesticated. She often disappeared for hours at dinner parties to sit on a rainy porch, read a book or go through the hostess’s medicine cabinet in search of unusual drugs. Eli seemed not to notice any of this. Denise adored his wife, but was slightly scared of her, of what she might think of her own spoiled, indulgent life and mind; but Kathy, wearily misanthropic toward most of the other grad students, was kind and attentive to Denise. She called her late at night with ideas, plans for art shows they could see together, political events they could go to. Kathy treated her like a favorite, but it still surprised Denise to find that Kathy had thought of her at all.


“I don’t want a man,” Denise told Kathy, unsure of herself. She knew that her chest was so wide open that any man could walk inside, anyone who seemed a little kind. Her voice seemed angry, frightened.


“Well, I only said I had one. You don’t have to take him.”


Eli, looking suspicious, asked, “Who is it?”


Kathy said, “It’s Adam—I don’t remember his last name.”


He laughed. “Oh that’s rich, Kath. He’s out of his mind.”


“Perfect for me,” Denise said. She watched Eli tilt his head to one side, raising his thick eyebrows. Sometimes, Denise thought, he could be handsome. His dark, shadowed eyes under a thick brow, the shining bone of his nose, his boy’s mouth always open in thought—Denise admitted to herself she’d had a little crush on him when they first met, in that hallway, when he threw his ideas at her with such passion. That was before she’d learned he was married, and now the crush had become a harmless trinket to carry; obvious, impossible. She knew how his wife loved him. Denise was in their house once, washing cordial glasses in the sink, and she saw Kathy standing, staring at a photograph of her own wedding day—yellow daisies and bare feet and a stern rabbi to contradict the mood—and Denise imagined Eli’s younger, beautiful face approaching the woman like a ghost.


The Spivaks were a funny couple. Together, they were aggressive and fun; but when you got either of them alone, in a coffee shop, or in the corner of yet another dreadful department cocktail party where sullen and attractive undergrads served tiny ham sandwiches, each would always talk about the other one. Secretively, adoringly, as if they were truly the constant subject of one another’s thoughts. Kathy and Eli still acted so adolescently crushed that Denise sometimes wondered if they’d had sex yet. Now she’s mooning over him! Denise thought that afternoon when Kathy stared at her wedding photo, wearing a loopy grin as she twisted her pearls. But she’s got him! She married him! In the lab, astronomers analyzed a star’s light to find its composition; here, with the Spivaks’ marriage cast before her in a spectrum, Denise read only bars of gold.


The Spivaks had taken in unmarried Denise without the words of pity other couples tried. The gentile couples, Denise could not help thinking. She hadn’t ever met Jews before, and she tried to say nothing, to ask no particular questions when they first sat in that dining room full (it seemed to Denise in memory) of various many-armed candelabra, inscribed velvet cases, leadless silver pencils, scroll boxes and urns. The room shone blindingly—how did bookish, intellectual Kathy find time to polish all these religious dishes? Was there a miracle Hebrew product that gentiles knew nothing about? She asked nothing; she acted as if she knew all about it, were practically Jewish herself, and found ways to have a common religious talk without promoting any difference—those Mormons, weren’t they a kick? The Spivaks had taken in the single girl, and she was grateful. The single blond California girl, arguing politics at a dinner she didn’t know was Shabbat, sitting in front of a scroll she didn’t know was Eli’s family’s Torah. Maybe they were as relieved as Denise—they had only the stars to talk about.


“I’m convinced,” Kathy announced again out of nowhere. “That your Professor Swift is wearing a false beard.”


“You know, Kath,” Eli said, not missing a beat, “I think you’ve really hit on something.”


Birds were flying overhead, crying, and the three could see those shadows cast on the canopy above them, turning and joining and fading as they rose. “See you later,” Kathy said without a smile, and made her clumsy way over coils of rope, out of the canopy’s shade and into the sun. Eli watched seriously, reminding Denise of the way a young father might watch his child. Kathy and Eli had no children.


How had they done it, with all those stars in the way? Had he compromised his astronomical first love for this second one? Or had Kathy paid somehow in the end, slept alone while he was at the telescopes? Denise would have to start over, learn from them, forget what Carlos had taught her. Her mother had paid, after all, a great deal for her to forget.


“What are you reading?” she asked Eli, who had dipped his nose back into his book. The cover had a painting of a sad man in a white coat, and a busty woman in a yellow sweater haughtily turning away. “Is that a romance?”


He looked up, distracted, then turned the book over to look at its cover. “What? No. Oh, I see. No, it’s The Search. You’ve never read it? It’s about chemists.”


“Like the hot number on the cover?”


He smiled, but seemed annoyed. “No, she’s not a chemist.”


“I bet she isn’t.”


Eli opened the book again and looked very much at ease, as if this page were the pleasant view from a window. “It’s sort of a love story,” he said vaguely, then looked at her sharply. “And you can’t borrow it, because I’m making Kathy read it. The minds of scientists. It’s required reading in our marriage.”


That look—her girlish crush rose up again inside her, made her blush. Denise asked, “What does she make you read?”


He squinted in distaste. “Virginia Woolf,” he said, turning back to his book and walking away down the deck, leaving Denise alone under the canopy. Love stories about scientists—only Eli could find a book like that. A man in a lab coat, a dame in a sweater; a simple version of a complex story. Here she was, for instance, the dame in the lab coat, standing in the hot still air, the sun white as a salt lick, left with only her mother’s command to forget, like a naval order in a sealed envelope, to be opened once at sea. She would forget; she counted on it. But please, she thought, not yet.


Denise had hardly noticed Carlos the first time she met him. It was at a grad student party, and her mind was on her mathematics. When the host, Jorgeson, introduced her to the tall, handsome man, she dismissed him: affable and rectangular, balding with a military cut, always in a tie and always grinning. To her, Carlos seemed thoroughly fifties, thoroughly married and dull. And being married was the final strike against him. Carlos was taken, and practical Denise simply wiped him from her mind.


Later, however, in the lab, studying data with Eli, Jorgeson and others, someone mentioned Carlos and his wife, the shrill pointless woman, their loveless life together. Her labmates painted steady, devout Carlos as sympathetic, disintegrating, desperate and pleading, available for some woman to save. They hadn’t meant to do this, to hook Denise. But that information was a thistle snagging her thoughts: not important, not part of some greater idea, but lasting because suddenly this dull man became a problem some woman could solve. Later, when she ran into Carlos in the market on Telegraph Avenue, she seemed to be meeting a different person. I know your secret, she thought to herself as he talked about weather and student protest; you’re trapped and lonely.


This time, she noticed his small clear eyes, the clean-shaven underbite, the oddly miniature ears sticking out from his buzzed black hair. Normally, she would disregard a man so clean and regular, but now she knew the truth. She imagined this was an act—the polite, kind man, the good husband. She imagined he was tormented by this life, this conventionality, which in the mid-sixties already looked flimsy. On the spot she gave him an entire hidden life; like a caricaturist on a boardwalk, she dashed off a sketch for Carlos to hold in front of himself. They arranged to meet next afternoon to exchange some books they’d talked about. He had taken her number on the inside of a gum wrapper.


“If you could change one thing about me, what would it be?” Carlos asked as she was turning away with a polite smile.


“What?”


“The way I look,” he said, standing tall and looking himself up and down. “What would you do to make me better-looking? I wanted to ask a woman.”


There were a thousand things she would have changed before, at those parties—the hair he was losing, the stiff posture, his thin lips, and she wouldn’t have minded telling him—but suddenly she saw nothing that she would alter. Make him better-looking? He had already changed, during their petty conversation, from a man of separate qualities to judge and dismiss, a stranger understood in pieces, into Carlos. A whole man, this grinning Carlos, too familiar to take apart now. Here was Carlos, all of one piece. Here he was.


“I’d make your eyes more blue,” she said.


“More blue,” he repeated, looking at her, then spreading his arms to show her his body in that dark suit. “But the rest is okay?”


“It’s fine.”


His fingers landed on her shoulder, then flew off again as he backed away, saying, “More blue, that’s good. Thank you. See you tomorrow.” He waved, carrying his bag of oranges, and walked into the crowd. She remained, unsure as to what had just happened.


Carlos would do this—seem so normal, hopeless, bland to the point where he bored Denise and she resolved to end things—and then, at the last moment, he would say something that made her realize he was smarter than she was. She was young; she could not resist it. That face she had never noticed before became beautiful—the eyes, nose and mouth, all his features stayed with her, coins held in her hand. She felt powerful, could feel his beauty clinking in her fist as she thought about him, even before he took her to bed, while they were having their sly and innuendo-filled afternoons of coffee and matinees. In time she seduced him away from his wife, from his frozen longing, and that gave her an even greater power. She would see that same smile each time he bent his head to enter her apartment, that wave and grin, that scar on his chest, and it would be beautiful every time. Love was so new to her that seeing him asleep or talking on the phone amazed her, never bored her. What else could fascinate but never change? The sky?


But very soon, it did change. She grew too attached, or her virgin charms wore off, and he began to make excuses and then made her believe that ending things was her idea. She realized very quickly that any other girl her age would have known better. How stupid, how obvious.


“What are you telling people?” Carlos had asked her after it was all over. They were sipping lemonade in a coffee shop in the city, in North Beach, where no one they knew would find them. At that moment she felt the whole weight of their six months together; but of course, later, in her memory, all that would remain would be that meeting in the market, one perfect afternoon on the cliffs with wine—and this, the end.


“I’m telling them you went insane,” she said.


He squinted, sipped his drink. “Well, Denise …”


“I’m saying it’s a problem you’re having,” she said, knowing just as she spoke each word that it sounded desperate and would never win him back. “You’re in therapy, you’re on some kind of new medication for it.”


He listened without saying a word, smiled, squinted and told her he had to go. It was wonderful seeing her again, and he wanted her to think of him as a friend.


No one ever understood, though, that it had never really been about him. She’d loved Carlos, but always knew she would have loved any man who bothered to seduce her. Why had it come so late? Had she never been worth it before? Denise felt angry and terrified, jealous of other people’s lives—their youths spent making love in old cars and graveyards, passing notes and receiving scented letters, working up the nerve to touch a shivering body, to whisper lies to get what you wanted. What could her youth have been? Dances, coy looks, unwanted advances? Instead of stars? No wonder she clung so tenaciously to the memory of Carlos, hoping for a word from him, hoping he would still come back. She was confused and full of hate; somehow she felt it was her last chance; she saw people around her, and thought the life you got by twenty-five was what you would be stuck with.


So, paid to forget, she spent her time hoarding her memories. Here, on the boat, she had even found a way to hear about him. One of Carlos’s friends was on board, the ugly grad student who had introduced her at the party, and she felt her gut tightening. She needed to talk to him, learn about her old lover. She knew it was ridiculous, and she tried to think about her thesis, gently leading her mind away from Carlos the way you might coax a jumper down from a high building. But her mind wasn’t interested. It forced her to watch this ugly student, the glow of Carlos he had about him, and she planned her approach. God, she would never forget; mother had wasted her money.


“Don’t let Kathy fool you,” Eli said to her. It surprised Denise; he had been walking along the deck, writing quietly in the margin of his novel, and now here he was, staring at her, his glasses gleaming in the hot sun. He had sweated through his white shirt at the breast-bone, and a translucent diamond formed there, showing the hair on his chest.


“What?”


“This guy she wants you to meet. Don’t go for it.” They did this often, Eli and Kathy: seemed to work against each other when, in the end, Denise believed, they were really two arms of the same creature, pushing her toward a single future they had both planned for her. Perhaps this was marriage? Eli peered down at her, but she could not see his eyes in the glare of his lenses. “A writer or something,” he said. “But sort of … I don’t know. … Not like us.”


What did they want her to be? Alone? Was that it—they were happiest when she was utterly alone?


“Not like us?” she asked. “Are we somehow special?”


He brushed the crumbs of her words aside. “Oh, he’s just conventional. He’s nice, he’s nice. But he voted for Nixon. He memorizes jokes. That kind of thing.”


“See,” she said, struggling to raise herself and feeling dizzy in the crowd of murmuring people, in the pounding waves and salt air. “See, now I’m intrigued.”


“Suit yourself,” he said, folding his arms and looking old again, grown-up and convincingly wise. “I wash my hands of this whole thing.”


“Do you think Kathy is okay?” she asked him.


Eli squinted to understand her. “What, do you … oh, oh you mean over there?” He turned his head to see the dark form of his wife at the other end of the boat, tying a scarf around her head. Sun caught half her back in a bright curve. “Kathy?” he said. “She’s fine. Look, that girl loves her.” Indeed, Denise could see a little girl, their professor’s daughter, Lydia, tugging at the woman’s skirt until Kathy looked down and started talking.


“She’s so great,” Denise said simply. The canopy flapped above them.


He wiped sweat from his forehead. “Yeah.”


“Once again it’s all BADgrads and her.” This was a nickname the students had—Berkeley Astronomy Department graduate students—as if they were a gang, ready to rumble.


“There’s Jorgeson’s girlfriend. …” He pointed her out, still looking away at the frothing wake of their boat. He was talking about a thin, timid Chinese girl who had come with the ugly student.


Denise leaned over to whisper happily: “Mail-order.”


“Who told you that?”


She smiled. “Kathy.”


Eli laughed and shook his head in that fatherly way, saying, “Don’t listen to everything she tells you.” Then he looked at her, smiling, his small eyes inscrutably examining her face while he kept the smile intact. She immediately recognized a mind in action, and it made her tense her shoulders, focus her mind on the details of his body. The half laugh he gave now, the hands brought together in his lap. What was he thinking? Sometimes she saw people as intellectual problems; if she paid attention, she might solve them. In a lower voice, Eli asked her, “So what does she tell you?”


Denise said nothing. Clearly, Eli believed his wife had whispered some secret to Denise at one of those barbecues, or out shopping, but what could he mean? Kathy told Denise nothing, nothing at all, and it surprised her to think that Eli knew his wife so poorly. Kathy never fidgeted with secrets; if she had them, she kept them sealed tight, waterproof. She was the kind of woman, Denise found, whose lock could not be picked—you might catch her gazing wistfully out to sea and, believing she was pondering some old love or regret, you’d carefully ask what was on her mind. “Thinking about a book,” she might say, smiling a little, or “I think I’ll roast a chicken tonight.” There was no confession brooding there. Didn’t Eli know this? Or was there something wrong with their marriage? Denise was so young, so caught up in her own mission to forget, that she had never considered that her friends might not be happy. It was an awful thought. She laughed with confusion.


“I’ve had too much to drink!” Denise said, fanning herself with her hat.


Eli smiled, giving up. “You think it’s a good idea to be drunk so early?” he asked.


“Yes. I do.”


“Good,” he told her. “So do I.”


He quickly pulled the camera out of his bag and took a picture of her sweating there, fanning herself. She squealed. Then someone shouted “Land ho!” and all faces on the boat turned to see the island. Denise could hear tiny Lydia calling out, “I don’t see it!” and everybody shushing her, but Denise could see it: a dark, green animal shape on the horizon. Why was she here?


The boat turned, and the sun crept through a rip in the canopy and lit her upturned hand so that the light, the foreign light in this place, was a warm lemon in her palm. She knew her sadness was a foolish one, but it was real, and despite her mother’s wishes, she could not forget. She had to feel that again, to feel alive before her youth was over; if not Carlos, then some other man. She remembered herself in love, and that memory glowed with a blue flame behind her thoughts. But now she was unhappy—now, on the boat, with Eli, with the island appearing before them, and the light sitting in her hand. Just as Eli touched his face—this was the worst here, for some reason—this, now. She turned her bright palm. It passed, the light, onto the water.


And everyone was shouting as they saw the island. They had no wish to know the future.


*


If you flew from Singapore to the main island, Raya, and from Raya by propeller plane so that you approached the island of Bukit from above, you would say it looked like a rabbit: the mountainous haunch of the volcano, the tea-plantation uplands where the sultan had his palace, the paler forelimbs reaching down to the shore, terraced with rice paddies; then the flat plane of the head and, of course, beachy spit of ears drawn back in fear. It would seem almost ridiculous to you; it would define the island in your eyes, the shape like a rabbit, the shivering blink there in the jungle, the nearby archipelago of wolves. The native people had never considered their island in this way. They had never seen their island from the sky. They had never seen a rabbit.


Their lives were very different from the Americans’. How could an island girl, equally brokenhearted as Denise, passing the woman as she left the boat, how could she understand her? They each stared at the other—the girl in a red sarong and headscarf, the tall beige-colored woman in khaki and pale blue—and could not comprehend that other life.


The only one among the Americans who knew this place was Dr. Manday, who had left to go to school in California twenty years before and had never returned. He stood next to Professor Swift, wiping the sweat from his broad mustache, chattering to the bearded man about his island, the sultan, the customs. He told him that the old sultans had never accepted the Gregorian calendar—the decision by Pope Gregory in 1584 to recalibrate the calendars by ten days—so that the island was always ten days behind the rest of the world. Actually, he told them, the error had grown to thirteen days. All the students were listening as Manday spread his hands across his chest, across the dark sweat heart there. “It’s thirteen days ago here. Not March twentieth: March seventh. A little joke, yes?”


But it was more than that for all of them. It allowed them, as they trudged across the hot beach, men in sarongs carrying their bags, it allowed them to feel less of a shock—this was old soil, in the past. Everything strange or uncomfortable was due to that, to Manday’s little joke about time, and they could feel, oddly, at ease believing (knowing it was ridiculous) that the modern world would arrive in thirteen days and change things, that they weren’t trapped here, that life wasn’t really like this.


“Look,” Eli whispered to Kathy and Denise as they walked toward the shade of a tree. He pointed to a man sitting beside a brightly painted fishing boat, smoking a cigarette and looking at them. “Manday said some of the men tell time with cigarettes.”


“Like a sundial?” Kathy asked.


“Like I’d say to you, ‘I’ll be back in two cigarettes,’ and you’d smoke them, ten minutes would pass and I’d be back. Like that.”


Denise shaded her face with a hand, beginning to be hung over now, feeling her mind becoming iridescent and confused. “Oh my God.”


Denise, Eli, Kathy, Jorgeson—all of them might have gone a little mad if they hadn’t been given Manday’s little joke. They were allowed to feel like aliens, like different creatures, like visitors from the future.


It was a familiar feeling, scientifically. They could look into the heavens like any human and see a swarm of lights receding from the earth, but their minds would spoil the wonder with mathematics. They knew, for instance, how distant each point was—in blackest space, and in time. The light from the closest stars had originated only years before, but images of the most distant objects arrived millions of years old. Yet each star sat equally on the dark palm of night. Orion’s belt had three stars of equal brilliance; yet Swift could point there for his daughter and tell the girl (baffling her) that the right-most light showed that star two thousand years ago, but the center showed light thousands of years older—a visual paradox, a time machine. What could the daughter say to that? What do I care, what does it matter, I can cover them both with my thumb. …


They could feel proud, the students and the professors stepping across the fiery sand. They could feel in command of light and time above them, of the rabbit-shaped green clump of land before them, of each staring woman passing with fruit in a basket upon her head. Yet at home they were lost. They could travel thousands of miles and be in command, but at home, where they should have seen the world so clearly, they were blind—one eye to the lens each midnight—and already part of the past. It was 1965 in Berkeley; they were each twenty-five or twenty-six, yet they were born too soon to be young anymore. They remembered the end of the war, the atom bomb, the music of victory and Daddy coming home; they had parents born in the teens, the twenties; they remembered beatniks; they could conjure up an image of an old TV, a gray blob in a radio cabinet; they had worn hats on the street as young men, coats and ties in college (Denise had worn white gloves each day). Just a week before, in Berkeley, they had sipped tea in the lounge at Campbell Hall at 3:30—they did this, every day, tea at Campbell. They were young, in their prime, yet they had been born too soon.


The truly young had just arrived at Berkeley—first as naive undergraduates, still in their bouffants and skirts for the first few months, then falling into dingy shirts and jeans when the work began; there they were, thousands of them, swelling the lists. Loud and joyous, they were already outnumbering and outshouting the older students like Denise, Eli, and Jorgeson. These new students knew the death count in Vietnam, knew what it meant to have the Black Muslim headquarters in San Francisco burned, knew every detail of the Reeb beating in Alabama. They began their marching, their signpainting and anger, their senseless carefree parties, too, out in the sunshine. But it should not have been the eighteen-year-olds’ time. It belonged to the scientists—the BADgrads—this time had been promised to them, promised by their parents and teachers, as their time to shine and take over the reins of America. It was their moment, now, as older plants folded and left a thinner shadow, to rise and flourish above. Their eyes were on their comets and fireballs, though—they read poetry aloud in bed and didn’t hear—they didn’t notice their moment being stolen. America was being shaken by their students while they slept. By the time this comet came around again and shed its meteor shower, they would realize their time had never come at all.


So they seemed a little innocent, a little more kind, walking toward the jungle and their huts, pointing at the man smoking a cigarette beside his brightly painted catamaran, at the pounded tin dome of the mosque, at the girls hiding their faces under their hands, dropping nuts for a frenzied monkey on the ground. The wind caught the palms and turned them, wheels in the sky, and a veil of dust rose between them and their boat. A cloud hovered magic carpet–like over the stunted volcano—on its hillside, you could see gleams of white from houses, bones buried in the lush green jungle. The women approached, smiling, their sarongs red and gold, their fingernails long and pointed, and they began to dance, smiling, jerking their arms, tossing rice in welcome. Each of the Americans shivered; thought, I’ve lost my way; then turned and caught someone else’s eye. Look at us, they all thought in relief, we’re wonderful, look at us. And they saw Dr. Manday halfway down the beach, holding a woman with a thin light-blue cloth over her head, a stout woman who touched his mouth, his cheeks, whispering. Manday laughed and whispered back, pointing up to the sky.


They all saw her head turn, owl-like, as she gazed at the bright sheet of sky, her mouth slack and expectant, her long black hair brushing his cheek. Through the cloth, you could see two golden combs in her hair, glinting. Manday was telling her about the comet. She was looking for it near the sun. They all saw that she did not understand, and they all saw him insisting. He took her arm, talking in her language but not in words she could understand—perihelion, aphelion, coma—and she kept her face to the sky, nodding and seeing nothing and looking afraid. She was his wife, they would all later learn, whom he had not seen in eight years, wearing gold combs in her hair for him.


Oh look at us, they thought, standing on that bird-haunted beach before the dancing women, look how wonderful we are.


*


Eli was quiet in his chair that night. A few meteors had already streamed across the sky, the earth passing through that cometary dust, and people had called out “Time!” to mark those few teeth pulled from the night’s dark mouth. Too early for the real shower—only midnight—but Eli was still searching the sky; every moment, his eye would flicker on its own. He had learned, over the years, to ignore the imaginary flashes in his brain and pick out the real ones.


They had found their huts and unpacked in the humid afternoon air. They had eaten lunch under a palm-leaf roof on the beach itself, and Swift had told long astronomical stories and jokes as Kathy and Eli held hands and tried to spoon the thin soup into their mouths. Denise had been quiet, staring at her food, sad or hung over or both. Later, they all returned to their huts and slept deeply in preparation for a night of watching the sky, each turning in the hot air, feeling a fever coming on. Around them, the jungle had rustled and made noises they had never heard before. Then it was dinner, and up the long stairs from the beach to the sultan’s broad overlook, where the chairs had been arranged. They took their stations. Eli and Denise, the best eyes, were put facing south, and Kathy was put facing north with some other wives. The Spivaks had kissed and parted. A few of the children, including Swift’s daughter Lydia, fell asleep out on the open stone, and others played catch with a baseball, which went over the edge of the wall and had to be retrieved from the beach far below. It was midnight. Darkness lapped against the overlook wall, the night’s tide coming in.


Eli could smell the sea coming over the white walls, the slight leafy death of it, something like flowers from the jungle below, and something sour as well. Above them all, a bowl of sky with nothing in the way but the low wall and a small gold dome that hid the staircase. They had traveled far for this diamond-clear view. Dr. Manday had taken out a notepad on which to record the meteors, and he walked among them all with an old man in gold brocade—the sultan himself, who murmured and scratched his slippers against the rock, talking about the repairs he would make to the overlook’s wall, which had been damaged during the war. There was no wind. People were whispering. Denise had chattered for a while, but seemed to be asleep beside Eli now, her headache beginning to fade. Eli listened for his wife’s voice across the parapet. There was no sound but the whispering, the sea, the flutter of bats’ wings. He stared at the sky, then over to the wall, where he saw that a gecko had crawled onto the whitewashed surface. Eli could hear it faintly croaking, a quasar in the night; he stared and wondered if they were all wrong about him.


He was lucky to be brilliant—his father had been so brilliant, a lawyer in Seattle, and everyone had watched Eli to see how this egg would hatch. Would he be ordinary and forgettable and safe in blue-collar Washington? Afterward, as an older boy, he had found a copy of Action Comics and felt just like that, like a death-kissed superhero with the parents peering over the crib to see if he might be human or extraordinary, if they should bother sewing capes. But he passed this test—his mother came home one day when he was three to see the letters ELI written in crayon on the wall. Had they really held a party for that? As if it were a true passage into genius, like the sailors passing the equator and pouring milk joyfully over one another. He had sweated after that, to live up to their prophecy.


But they were wrong. He had so easily conquered the scientific math, of course, shone so brightly as a student that even Swift remembered his name soon after Eli became a BADgrad—and wasn’t he one of the two fellows picked for this trip? Hadn’t he, finally, been tapped? But Denise, silently, was more brilliant. No one could see it but him. She had taken her preliminaries a semester early, and now was ready for her qualifying. Was anybody watching? Didn’t they see her there, with no praise, no support or notice, calmly jerking her slide rule through its motions until she had the answer before the rest of them? She didn’t raise her hand or speak, but she was first. Didn’t they see her?


Eli, on the other hand, was fading. He felt it fading, his brilliance, at twenty-five, like an aging actress feeling her once beautiful face. And somehow, in Eli’s mind, as he stared at the pale wall and tried to see the tiny lizard crouching there, croaking, the equation was simple and true: If Denise was brilliant, then he was not, and they were wrong. QED.


He turned toward his station again, and there above him was the constellation he had described to Kathy the other night: Centaurus. High in the southern sky, hidden from their usual vantage in California, it spread out hugely above him, the body of the creature drawn from the star Menkent and east toward the Southern Cross, where the imagined human head looked down. But there was nothing there, no meteors anymore—an empty vessel held before them all, or a magician’s hat which might (a childhood hope if anything) produce a rabbit all in fiery shards tonight. This he could see with his eyes. It was so clear here, and it was still so new to him that he could make out for the first time the stars of the Southern Hemisphere: the Southern Cross, Menkent, that open star cluster NGC 3532 just to the east of where the meteors would fall—wasn’t it amazing! All his life some curtain had been held up at the horizon, and here it lifted, as in a carnival tent, to reveal this museum of oddities—southern stars unknown to the ancients, named after objects in the sixteenth-century world: clocks, telescopes, air pumps.


But you could not describe these things to Kathy. You could try; you could name the stars and draw their lines on scraps of paper; show where, deep in the constellation, a spiral galaxy brooded. But in her folded arms, her tired stare, you would know it didn’t leap and form in her head; that even if she tried to pluck an image from his scribblings, hanging like a grape among the vines of math, it would not keep. Her mind was a poor place for his kind of wonder; after a while, the joy of it grew bad, turned to nothing. He had wanted, when he married Kathy, to take her up and show her what obsessed him as a boy, the hours he had stolen to bike in darkness to an observatory, the passion for it in college (all gone, of course, or changed). His mind was overfilling, like a library crammed with volumes to the ceiling, stacks on the tables, pages dusty on the floor; he had wanted to attach her to his library and fill that, too, with charts and names and nebulae. It was a foolish way to treat people, Eli knew, standing staring naked-eyed at the constellations (nothing yet in Centaurus, no sparks from its hoofs), and he felt very sorry.


Still, he wanted her closer. He had met Kathy at Harvard, through a friend who was a mathematician, at a party full of chemists. She had been a chemist then, bright and self-sufficient and promising, wearing a white dress with daisies and a frayed strap, sipping a rum drink through a straw, her hair in a shining ponytail. (He would always think of her that way, with her face stretched from the straw to the elastic in her hair, as she glanced up at him and raised her eyebrows.) He had stood near her, and, as he remembered it, she moved over on her chair so he could sit beside her. They dated in what seemed, now, like such an old-fashioned adventure: huddling in drive-ins on too-cold evenings, eating at odd foreign restaurants and laughing when misordered food arrived. And at first they didn’t go very far—it seemed impossible, just two years ago!—and she giggled and said they were all-American Jews now, and she should get a circle pin like a WASP and dye her hair. Kathy was dating two other men as well (a premed and, of all things, a math professor), but she ended things with them. She changed her major, without a word to him, to English. A friend lent them a house in Provincetown that winter, in their senior year, and, to his surprise, Kathy let him take off her clothes. They had sex there on the couch, breathing clouds of cold air. Eli fell hopelessly for her. She became his wife.


But she was never his; she was always a little apart, a little unhappy. She treated chemistry like a childish fad of hers, a rag doll she was embarrassed to hear about, and tossed the topic into a corner. She cooked and cleaned for him. She somehow knew her role as an academic’s wife and charmed his professors, his colleagues, and took poor waxy Denise under her arm. Kathy was clever, sometimes too bright for the men at the table, but she also didn’t mind their talking shop. She only minded that in Eli; the stars were not part of the deal; she wasn’t a woman in mythology, Kathy told him, marrying the sky. And there were times he heard her in the shower, weeping. It seemed so calculated, to time your sadness for the shower, to hide tears in water and camouflage red eyes with the steam and heat. He would have held her. He looked at her after a shower, smiling, beautiful, a towel wrapped around her, searching in the medicine cabinet—where was that piece caught inside her, cutting her, where was it?


But he dared not ask, nor mention any of his guesses about her mind. He knew, from experience, that he’d be wrong. He would just guess his own worries. He thought, for instance, that she cried about wanting a child; but his rational mind knew that this was off, somehow. Eli was the one who wanted a child. Kathy was the one who changed the subject, at dinner, or in bed, or looking at a baby in a carriage.


Whenever he saw her staring at the wall in bed at night, not at her book but at the wall, he patted her arm and said, “What’s the matter? It’s all right, things are great,” and then began to list off everything wonderful in their life. She looked peaceful, listening. It was wonderful! The house here in the city, their friends, the food and fun they had despite their poverty, the freedom of this time in history, his own career. He held her, loving her—it was wonderful.


“I’ll give you a hint,” she said one night as he held her and she felt stiff in his arms. It was in their small bedroom, almost a closet, high above the street near the campus. There was a picture of baby Eli and his brothers hung on the wall, yellow and old. The curtain was a green bedsheet, and they lay in a bed too big for the room. There was a tone in Kathy’s voice that he sometimes hated. He couldn’t imitate it, or tell you what it was until he heard it, but there it was. It usually came when she didn’t want to have sex. This time, however, she said, “When I look sad, don’t tell me things are great, that I shouldn’t be sad.”


“But.” He tried not to feel angry. He was so patient, so good, didn’t she see it?


She thrust out her lower lip, as if pitying him; he hated that, too. She wore her hair in a flip that stroked the pillow, and her glasses magnified her eyes and made her face seem pinched just above her nose. “Don’t even worry about why I’m sad, or what I tell you. Just say, ‘That must be hard.’ ”


“Kathy, you’ll know it’s a line. I want to help you. …”


“Trust me. Just say, ‘That must be hard,’ like that.” She leaned back on the pillow, her face so pale. Outside, sirens blasted through the dirty streets. They were both silent. “You can say it now,” she whispered with a little smile. “I’m feeling sorry for myself.”


“That must be hard,” he told her, baffled, almost horrified that she would give him a trick to work on her.


But for some reason it appeased her. Something in her unhooked and relaxed. “It is,” she told him, resting her book on her chest and closing her eyes.


He’d held her moist hand and wondered why she loved him.


Eli was a few distant yards from her now, gazing at Centaurus above the Southern Cross. Something moved in the blackness—a bat—there were bats crossing the sky and he couldn’t see them, just the way they blocked some stars in a jagged pattern. Instinctively he leaned his head down, and then saw others doing it as well. Denise awoke and let out a little scream of terror. Where was Swift? Farther toward the golden dome, his daughter asleep at his feet, a pale bundle. Eli set his eye to the sky again, and Centaurus leaped toward him like a tiger. In its teeth was everything the men and wives could not see, not if they had the keenest eyes—that irregular galaxy spotting the centaur’s hide, the globular cluster—and there were objects too faint even for normal telescopes, objects Eli knew were there from his late nights up in the mountains of San Jose, above the clouds: two spiral galaxies turning in the centaur, bright and spending gamma rays like drunken sailors. It was true, what he told Kathy, all of it—that life was wonderful, every precious particle of it.


He would buy her a present. He had already written a note in the margins of his novel, hoping that she would come across it late one night while he was at the telescope. He imagined her in bed, yawning, dutifully reading along until she noticed the tiny message beside the words. Then she might understand what he somehow could not tell her. But more. He would bring something tomorrow while she slept off this night—not a photograph of a fireball, nothing as selfish as that—one of those golden combs. Like the combs in Mrs. Manday’s hair. He would try to talk to the island woman where she sat with a look of girlish concern beside her husband. Kathy was beautiful—the pink-tinted smile, her lost sleepy look in the morning when she was weak and funny, her sharp stare across a room of people which meant she was bored and missed him, the times when he could read her mind, those few times—she was beautiful. If only she asked him questions about the sky, told him her secrets. He strained to see her in her chair but she was turned away. He would tell her. He would bring her combs. That was why she loved him.


“Do me a favor,” Denise said, appearing close with her hair falling between them, smelling too rich and flowery. She had clearly slept off the bourbon; she looked determined as she often did under the stars. Off at the far end of the overlook, one of the students was signaling and approaching. Eli looked at Denise, and saw a piece of sunburned skin on her nose, curling from her like smoke. He recognized, too, some new tension in her face, some new tone in her voice.


“Do me a favor when Jorgeson comes over here.” She was talking about the graduate student, a gangly Midwesterner with horn-rimmed glasses, the one with the mail-order bride. “Find out about Carlos.”


Eli sat struck for a moment by this shift, almost angry. He watched Jorgeson waving his arms. Eli had been relaxed and fine a moment before, and now here was Denise, reminding him of her ridiculous love affair, her fling with that crew-cutted Chicano rich boy, that married Republican cad. Eli looked at his poor friend and thought Don’t be so sad, and not from sympathy, not because he knew what it might be like to have moods like this one, dropping like spiders inside her. It was a command, a wish made because he couldn’t deal with sad women, especially one who wasn’t his wife. He almost couldn’t stand their sudden, crystal grief. Professor Swift had predicted that the comet, tonight, would bring with it a meteor shower. So why not make such wishes? Thousands of stars were already poised, ready to fall.


“What?” Eli asked, feigning ignorance. The Swede was listening to a colleague, stopped maybe fifteen yards away.


“He’s his friend. Find out.”


“Find out what?”


Denise didn’t answer, sniffing the vegetable air.


Eli remembered when she’d met this Carlos. A garden party at Jorgeson’s house, and Denise in a green frilly dress, talking to some handsome, military-stiff man, cocking her grinning head to one side in a girlish way that was utterly unlike her, some remnant of the upper-class coquetry she’d been taught in San Francisco. Eli could tell the man was a swindler. When he heard this Carlos had a wife, sitting inside the house, he assumed the meeting had been harmless. Carlos left, Denise came over and listened to one of Eli’s astronomy jokes, joined Kathy in a few drinks, and all was as it had been. It was months before Denise admitted she was seeing him—and then only through Kathy, who told the story plainly, as if it were a natural course of events and not a painful mistake. Brainy Denise had been seduced by married Carlos, had believed a promise from a man who could make no promises. And, Kathy told her husband, their blond friend was in love.


It had been infuriating to watch. Denise came to dinner far less often, rarely made it to the movie dates they all had together, and in general began to treat the Spivaks like a phase she had passed through, an old routine she wanted to forget. She was still friendly at school, but he could never catch her for coffee after class because of her complex schedule with Carlos, one that involved grabbing his lunch hours and breaks and free weekend moments, tiling her life with these shards of love.


When it had ended, a few weeks ago, Denise had returned. The prodigal friend. Kathy had listened to the whole tale, gone over the words Carlos had spoken, sat with Denise late at night in the living room with brandy and read these phrases like entrails, telling a fortune. As if this Carlos were a deity, hiding his heart in this tangle of clichés! Eli kept quiet; he knew the phrases, the phone calls and visits meant nothing. There was no code to break; there was no lock to pick; there was no anagram of love within this fool’s farewell.


He listened to her plea that night and stared at her sunburned scrap of skin. He seemed as if he wanted to reach out and take it from her, such was the look in his eyes. Perhaps he thought it was rare to own a piece of someone’s skin, taken from a memorable first day on this island, on this trip where she might have a chance to forget a bad romance and take the course he’d planned for her. Because he did have a course for her; he felt he made good choices for other people, but from experience he’d learned not to tell them. He had kept his silence, but here was at last a way to touch and change her.
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