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  I am thrice homeless:


  as a native of Bohemia in Austria,


  an an Austrian among Germans,


  as a Jew throughout the world.




  —GUSTAV MAHLER




  Every heart


  to love will come


  but like a refugee.




  —LEONARD COHEN







  
among dripping cacti




  English melancholiacs used to tour the ruins of Antiquity as a cure for their depression, which was, in fact, at the time called the English Disease. It was thought that somehow the contemplation of actual ruins would make one’s own ruined life seem less hateful, and that these dilapidated but still beautiful structures might suggest to the sensitive melancholiac the possibility of finding beauty in his own misery, indeed as essential to it.




  Masturbation was a part of the English Disease, not just depression. I mention this for no particular reason. It’s unclear to me how a trip, say, to Italy might effect that vice, but I imagine it has something to do with all the open piazzas.




  America, too, is filled with ruins. Or the West, at least: Chaco Canyon; Mesa Verde; Betatakin, this cracked and crumbling village of stone houses, hewn into the rockface cavern of an enormous protective butte, not more than a few hundred yards long, but an entire universe, probably, for the people who once lived in it. There’s little trace now of the Anasazi, according to our guide, no more than a few glyphs, a scattered collection of cliff dwellings and an astonishingly symmetrical system of roads. No one knows where they went when they left or even where they buried their dead. It’s a curious fact, but there are no graves here, and it occurs to me to wonder, standing in the shadow of its broken forms, how the Anasazi treated their depression.




  “Why would they be depressed, Charles, if they didn’t die?” Isabelle says petulantly, blue eyes narrowing behind mauve lenses and I suppose she has a point, although there is still the masturbation problem, probably not unknown even to the unmelancholic Anasazi. And what about the Italians? it occurs to me to wonder. Surrounded on all sides by ruin and beauty, where were they sent for their depression? To Greece, it’s safe to assume, plenty of ruins there, all of civilization’s, in fact, but at least they knew where their dead were buried, which is more than I can say for myself. My ancestors’ bones are probably on exhibit in some Holocaust museum deep in the Polish countryside.




  Now, there’s a depressing thought and I can’t help scowling at Isabelle. How stupid to think a trip out West could save our marriage.




  AFTER NEARLY THREE quarters of an hour, the tour guide is ready to leave the ancient village. It’s a long walk up to the parking lot in the blistering Arizona sun. Hurrying only makes it worse, and yet I can’t seem to help myself. In front of me, a tall man, his hands carefully placed upon his hips, ascends the endless stone staircase slowly in what looks like perfect, rapturous calm. His chin is square, enormous. He calls out in Swiss German to his children, who scamper and scurry like rugged goats up and down the bleached stone switchback.




  “Probably nothin’ compared to the mountains in their backyard, yuh?” a fellow struggler says to me between puffs of heated air.




  I permit myself a smile, albeit a peevish one.




  It’s unbearable, this heat, and I have no wish to be jollied or insinuated into this man’s misery-loving company. I’ve lost sight now of Isabelle. I don’t know where she is or even if she’s behind or in front of me. I feel an urgent need to punish her for everything that is happening, including the fact that I don’t know where she is so that I can’t, and the indecision over whether to hurry the rest of the way up or to wait for her here so that I may upbraid her immediately only makes the walk more and more unpleasant. She’s not in the rickety old school bus they brought us in from the ranger station; I see that as soon as I emerge over the plateau line into the dirt lot. I refuse to descend again in order to meet her coming up, and I wait, instead, seething, inside the bus, without ventilation, surrounded by these happy Swiss, so obnoxious in their indifference to the misery all around them.




  When Isabelle finally arrives, she’s accompanying an elderly couple who gibber incoherently, half-scalded out of their minds with probable sunstroke. The old man’s pate is boiled a violent lobster red. His bewildered wife searches idiotically through her handbag for the car keys she will not, until later, need. Isabelle helps them to a seat and takes her place beside me. Neither of us speaks, although she can’t help grasping my arm when the bus, at full speeds, trundles down the winding mountain road, edging impossibly close to the drop-off. She whispers “Stop!” and “Please stop! “ involuntarily towards the back of the driver, who couldn’t hear her over the bus’s rumble even if she shouted at him in full voice, as she has done so often lately at me.




  I can’t help being further annoyed.




  She’s the one who insisted on this trip.




  WOMEN HAVE ALWAYS been the source of my greatest unhappiness, beginning with Alma Mahler and my researches into her husband Gustav’s life when I was but a graduate student. Isabelle says I’m wrong to take it personally, but how could she have slept with the architect Gropius and all the others while her husband, music’s most melancholic genius, was slowly and painfully dying, transforming whatever was left of his life into the late magisterial works?




  This is not a situation with which I am altogether unfamiliar. At least by analogy. I don’t compare myself to Mahler, but the night before I was to defend my dissertation on the Second Symphony, for instance, I found my then-girlfriend in bed with her roommate, an alluring woman I myself had at one time considered stepping outside of the relationship to approach. None of their well-meaning excuses, nothing they said, could, the next day, erase from my mind, the horrifyingly indelible picture of the two of them devouring each other on her stained futon, their four full breasts corseted tightly against their twin abdomens, as I sat before my doctoral committee. Happily, I passed; but then, not more than two years later, with my first extended monograph, Neuroticism and the Opening Heart in the Song Cycles of Gustav Mahler, accepted for publication, my editor at the university press, an unstable woman that even people with no interest in my work had warned me against, disappeared for five agonizing weeks with the only complete copy of the text. Later, she revealed to me that upon arrival in Montréal for a professional conference, she had given in to an overwhelming need to scour the Canadian border towns in search of the child she’d been forced, as a troubled and unmarried teenager in Ottawa, to surrender up for adoption. Hot on the trail, she had simply forgotten that she had brought along the manuscript to proof, and now, reasonable again and returned to the States and to a somewhat more drastic dosage of Lithium, she felt it was only a matter of time before she might recall, with any clarity, the name of the motel in which it had been left.




  (The manuscript, unlike the child, was never located. I see him sometimes around the department, an awkward adolescent, nervous like his mother.)




  There were other women, of course, as my life and career progressed, each, it seemed, with her own portion of my heart to break, until at last I met Isabelle and fell in love with her out of exhaustion, more than anything else. This isn’t true, of course. She was catering a faculty recital the first time I saw her, and despite a debilitating migraine, I couldn’t help following her into the kitchen and speaking to her there. Even through the patterned distortions in my visual field (a common migraine symptom), her beauty was alarming. Everything about her seemed blonde. She had large, blonde hands, blonde skin, eyes that were blue, of course, actually, but which were impossible for me, when I conjured her face on the grey walls of my office, to imagine as anything other than blonde.




  Her clothes were blonde, and her apartment, or at least its furnishings, which were principally of varnished pine.




  I would awaken in the middle of the night, sunken deep in the overstuffed comforters of her bed, and gaze at the long blonde dunes of her body shimmering in the moonlight like a vast expanse of Mediterranean beach in which I had temporarily lost my way. Together, we huddled beneath her sheets, and in the morning, I sat at her wobbly breakfast table and watched her move through her small kitchen like a glistening refraction of golden light, brightening everything she touched, including (most palpably) my own dour moods, which assailed me at a less severe frequency than at any other time I could easily recall.




  Isabelle forgave me my sadnesses, my habitual cynicism, and my tendency to speak to her as though I were refuting an accusation made by a rival’s hostile claque.




  NOW, WHENEVER ISABELLE is angry, she brings up Gustav Mahler.




  True, it’s a fact that before they were married, he forbade Alma to continue on with her own compositions, refusing to marry her otherwise, but I’ve never understood what this has got to do with me, or with Isabelle, for that matter. We are probably the only people in the entire Southwest discussing the subject at the moment, certainly the only two campers in all of Canyon-lands who even know who Gustav Mahler is or was.




  It’s not exactly the sort of conversation by which one usually pitches a tent.




  This current assault on poor Gustav (who, let us remember, had problems of his own) began shortly after we pulled out of the Navajo National Monument and has increased steadily in animus the farther we’ve driven north into Utah.




  And what can one say?




  Mahler was a neurotic, granted; an egoist, and a depressive in frail health. It was a different age; men thought of women differently.




  Useless to point out that his young wife accepted and stuck to the terms of this idiosyncratic agreement while flagrantly disregarding the weightier ones of her marriage vow. Is it really possible that a woman who would think nothing of sleeping with half of fin de siècle Vienna, who had the ingenuity to stage-manage, well into the twentieth century, a complicated rotation of transatlantic trysts and assignations, couldn’t find a quiet hour away from a busy husband and her two already neglected children to clandestinely compose?




  “But composition is not supposed to be a clandestine activity, Charles!” Isabelle nearly screams this, and her voice resounds throughout the deserted canyons. “Infidelity by its very nature is. Comparing the two is totally unfair!”




  The tension we’ve been feeling reaches its breaking point and we very nearly come to physical blows over the collapsible tent spines. Neither of us, at this moment, can believe that the other knows anything about constructing a tent. Fortunately, the metal spikes are too dull to pierce skin or else the temptation to stab one another might prove overwhelming. It’s absurd, this petty little war of ours, waged in a landscape as vast and empty as the Heavens. Canyonlands, for those of you who have never seen it, looks like nothing so much as a life-size version of one of those castle-like candle sculptures hippies used to sell in head shops when I was a boy and that are once again popular, those flowing, overcomplicated fire hazards whose architects must have conceived of them through a psilocybinic haze and which Cloud (her real name Marjorie), fetching in a tie-dyed nightshirt, always lit on the bookshelf above her bed the summer I relaxed my strict prohibition against dating any of my students. Its sloping rock hills are a porous limestone called tufa, remarkably facile for climbing, and I’m aware of an impulse to walk out of my marriage by ascending the steep rock wall we’ve pitched our little green tent against, continuing to the highest peaks, ignoring Isabelle’s regret-filled cries, and vaulting into the Empyrean like the biblical Enoch, although Enoch probably—almost certainly—wasn’t running from his wife.




  “You can be sure if Mahler had had affairs,” Isabelle presses the point, “they would have been clandestine!”




  She ties down a portion of the tent guard.




  “But he didn’t, Isabelle, did he?”




  “No?” she says. “And why not?”




  “Because how could he?” I say. “He was too depressed over Alma for one thing!”




  “That’s not the point I’m making, Charles. That is not my point and you know it!”




  “And have I asked you to stop composing?” I say boldly in my own defense, immediately aware of how stupid it sounds.




  “I’m not a composer, Charles.”




  Needlessly, she reminds me of this.




  “Or whatever your analogy is.”




  “My analogy? My analogy is that I just follow you around, blindly doing whatever you want to do, never asking myself what I want to do, so that we never, in fact, do any of the things I want!”




  “Like what?” I say, although I regret it immediately.




  It’s no use asking Isabelle for specific examples. She’s too good at throwing them in your face.




  “You didn’t want to take this trip, for instance!”




  “Because I hate to travel, Isabelle, and you know that!”




  “Oh—oh and right—and I’m just supposed to live without it then?”




  “But you’re not. Look around you!” I say. “We’re traveling. I’m the one who’s miserable!”




  “Yes and making sure I don’t enjoy a minute of it. . . .”




  We continue on this way as the afternoon grows short and our tent is completed and our pillows and our mats and our sleeping bags and everything else, including ourselves—(“Don’t you dare touch me!” Isabelle screams)—have been thrown in through its open flap. Inside, we sit on the small hillocks of our sleeping bags, our faces closer than they’ve been in weeks, pressed together now not by the sensual impulsion of a kiss, rather by the narrowing apex of the canvas sheeting. At this range, so near, I can’t ignore the anger traveling visibly across Isabelle’s features, darkening her normally placid face.




  All this talk about Alma Mahler—even after all these years, she’s still breaking hearts!—but what could Isabelle have meant by it? Usually she has no patience for the trivialities associated with my work: poor ailing Gustav; his heartless, unfaithful Alma.




  Why, suddenly, so spirited a defense?




  It’s as though someone, a djinn, had breathed the words into my ear. Certain pointed questions uncurl themselves inside my brain: Has she taken a lover? I wonder. Is that what this is all about? Is she seeing someone behind my back?




  These unpleasant thoughts announce themselves as the first light taps of rain, hitting the tent, break into our concentrated animosities. A gigantic thunderclap follows and, instantly, before either of us can say another word, the tent begins to fill with water. I unzip the opaque flap and, through the transparent screening, see a river of rainwater coursing down the rockface and covering the small plateau upon which we’ve constructed our little tent.




  There is nothing else to do.




  I jump through the flap into the downpour, followed by the whirring murmur of lightning-quick zippers as Isabelle seals herself in behind me. The water is already almost an inch above the tent bottom and, on my knees and soaking wet, I dig a moat by hand into the softened reddish loam, encircling the tent like some medieval king, protecting his wife and castle, but too late, from invaders.




  My circle complete, I stand on the far shore of the muddle, a wet and silent figure among the dripping cacti.




  
a momentary break in the rain




  The momentary break in the rain lasts only long enough for the two of us to repack our things into the tiny trunk of Isabelle’s car before the sky darkens and it all starts up again: Grey, thick and heavy sheets, impossible to pilot a car through, although Isabelle seems to be enjoying herself and even managing quite well. This is the sort of thing she loves most, I know—an adventure!—and so I let her drive. Neither of us really trusts me behind the wheel anyway: she, because of the storms; myself, because I’m too enraged and depressed to even speak.




  Who is it? who is it? who?




  I stare out the window and imagine what the slides of this trip might have looked like had either Isabelle or I thought to bring along a camera: Here we are at the Navajo National Monument where Isabelle confided to me that she has been sleeping with X. (Who is it? who is it? who?) Here I am, wandering off into the cliffs, an abject and forlorn figure. (Who? who? who?) This is me, weeks later, unshaven and in rags, disguising my voice by placing a weathered kerchief across the mouthpiece of a dusty pay phone (“Who is this?”) luring an unsuspecting X out into the desert, where I pummel him to death with a Coleman lantern before burying his body in various out-of-the-way places—there’s a whole series of these, with the coyotes yipping and an owl hooting. (Who! who! who!) And in this final photograph, as you can see, I’m turning myself in at the ranger’s station, it’s dark and the focus is no good, so you can’t really make out the look of remorse on my face, but I tell you, it’s there, it’s there, it’s there . . .




  “But Charles,” my friends will surely say above the humming slide projector, “you always look like that.”




  “CHARLES!” ISABELLE’S VOICE cuts through my mental screen like a heart surgeon snipping at a patient’s aorta. “We have to stop,” she says.




  I recognize only too well the tone of finality in her voice.




  “I know, I know,” I say, and inwardly, I prepare myself for the worst.




  “It’s too dangerous,” she says, and of course she’s right. I don’t understand the first thing about adultery. Even as a child, I misunderstood the word, thinking it described not an act of illicit fornication, but rather the process of growing up, something the Seventh Commandment inexplicably forbade.




  THOU SHALT NOT GROW UP—I AM THE LORD THY GOD!




  It’s a strange word, adultery. Whispering inside its d and its t is its own disapproving tut-tut. A(tut-tut)ery.




  I look up at the sky. Large purple and black clouds have gathered into big fists above the road, casting an eerie lavender light.




  Isabelle checks her mirrors. Biting her lower lip, she steers with difficulty through the rain. Her arms, as stiff as oars against the wheel, extend through the sockets of her sleeveless denim blouse, the pucker of her vaccination mark visible beneath the down of her arm. I sit next to her, exiled from her usually generous affections, and near enough to smell the pleasant scent of rain upon her skin.




  “All right, that’s it!” she screams as a red pickup truck whooshes past us, raising in its wake a flood of water that covers our wind-shield like a grey, liquid quilt. Isabelle’s thumbs redden against the buttons of the horn. My hands flail about as I attempt to protect myself uselessly inside the knots of my crossed arms and crossed legs.




  “I-I-I-I-I,” I stammer.




  “We’re pulling off!” she says, and I can only nod as she steers the car from the road into a soggy dirt lot.




  
hole n” the rock




  Isabelle shifts into neutral, allowing the motor to idle. She shivers and, with two hands, rubs the bare skin of her thighs. Gripping the hem of her cotton shirt into her fist, she rubs the condensation from her window in large, violent circles. The glass squeaks. Craning my neck for a better view through the wipers’ shimmy, I see an enormous red butte with a series of aluminum partitions built into the bottom third of its rough wall, more the sort of thing you’d see on a mobile home or a hunting lodge, each partition shaped like a half-buried moon with windows and screens and uninspired filigree. In the center partition is a screen door, and above it, across the rockface, are the words HOLE N” THE ROCK spelled out in dirty white letters. Twelve feet above the sign and far to its right, in a recessed niche, is a granite bust that looks like Franklin Delano Roosevelt might have if he’d been someone who only vaguely resembled himself. A collection of cars and trucks are clustered together in the dirt lot. A handwritten sign on the door says OPEN.




  Isabelle and I contemplate each other across the car roof, our bodies half inside the doors on either side, each reluctant to commit an afternoon to this godforsaken place.




  And yet what else are we to do?




  It’s raining; it’s impossible to drive farther; we’re tourists, after all, a married couple on holiday out West; and another hour trapped inside Isabelle’s Volkswagen Rabbit will do neither of us any good.




  And so: without discussion or further thought, we dash horizontally through the vertical drizzle into what another sign (this one on wheels by the roadside with blinking orange lights and flashing arrows) reiterates is HOLE N” THE ROCK—AS SEEN ON NATIONAL TV!




  INSIDE, WE’RE GREETED by a young girl with a light mask of pimples on her chin and a green polyester turtleneck across her throat. She introduces herself to us as our guide in a nasal sing-song, from whose monotonous rhythms she will not deviate for the next half-hour or so. Or perhaps for the rest of her life. Still, it’s good to be in the dry though musty foyer. With its counter and its sofa and its sign-in registry, it resembles the offices of a cheap motel. A half-dozen other visitors mill about, thick-girthed men in farm caps and jeans. Their wives are plump in brightly patterned costumes, pants with big stretch-waists, burgundy, turquoise and cream in color, their arms dangling out of their striped short sleeves like albino salamis.




  They have traveled, some of them (I can’t help overhearing this), great distances expressly for the purpose of being here.




  “We saw’t on that television show t’other night?” one of them says.




  “Oh yes and we planned for it all summer.”




  “It was out of our way, ‘course, but we wun’t have missed it for the world.”




  “Christ!” I say and Isabelle nudges me for it in the ribs. It’s a small threat, but also the first time she’s touched me voluntarily in weeks. I’m miserable, knowing that my marriage is ending and that I’m helpless to prevent it. I glance surreptitiously at Isabelle. She’s the only woman here who could be described as even remotely attractive, the only one with any intelligence in her eyes.




  The others all resemble those Russian dolls that fit one inside the other.




  • • •




  OUR GUIDE ASKS the eight or so of us to please follow her, leading us down a narrow, crooked passageway. In line with the others, I’m beginning to experience the first stirrings of claustrophobic panic. There is neither light nor space here, and a large man inadvertently steps upon my heel, causing the canvas to slide beneath my foot.




  “Ooomps, sorry,” he says, regaining his step as our line moves forward.




  Unable to stop, I’m forced to limp, rotating my ankle in an attempt to restore my foot to its proper place inside the shoe, lifting one leg and hopping, pulling out the canvas with my finger, until the man bumps into me again, stepping on my other foot and, this time, although the shoe remains in place, his heavy boot breaks the skin over my tendon.




  Walking backwards before us, our guide describes, in her dulling drawl, how the man who built Hole N” The Rock had dreamed, since childhood, of living beneath the surface of the earth, something from which his family naturally tried to dissuade him.




  “But then,” she says brightly, “his mother died and in her will she left him”—I can’t believe I’m hearing this correctly—“a mule, a cache of dynamite and a small plot of land. This was during the Great Depression,” she tells us—hence, the high regard for FDR—“and with no job and little else to occupy his time”—plus, all the necessary equipment, I think—“Albert”—at last, I catch his name—“decided to make his lifelong dream come true.”




  She stops before a sealed door and our line stops obediently, if raggedly, before her.




  “Working countless backbreaking hours,” she continues in her marked twang, “in mourning for his mom, and with only the help of his trusting mule Harry, young Albert Christensen built his dream house right into the bosom of the earth and not too far from Moab.”




  Although I myself had considered flying off the tufa into the Heavens, it never occurred to me to live, like a lizard, beneath the rocks, and I find the idea completely without appeal.




  Our guide opens the door and our little group, gasping for air, pushes through it into the cave’s main living room. Spinning in circles like Sufis, we take in what is essentially a tasteless cracker-box, circa 1938, except (here, as one, our group looks up) its ceilings and walls are cave rock, there is no yard to keep, no neighbors to bother with, and no natural light of any kind.




  To make matters worse, Albert and his wife (can her name really have been Gladys?) filled their subterranean bungalow with an unfortunate number of homemade things, including, I see around the first corner, Albert’s amateur paintings of Jesus and the Apostles, all with bulging apoplectic eyes (Our guide: “Displayed here for your enjoyment”), and various other scenes of religious significance.




  “Oooh!” the crowd marvels.




  “So real!” someone says.




  “Yes and they certainly do follow you around the room, don’t they?”




  “He could heal lepers and effect resurrections,” I whisper to Isabelle, “and yet his own thyroid troubles somehow eluded him.”




  “Ssshh!” she shushes me, and the hissing sound, reverberating against the dense walls, returns to us, embarrassing us both. The others in our party seem to be doing their best to ignore us as we trudge dutifully along together, a shambling behemoth, the shuffling of our many feet muffled inside these cavernous halls.




  “And here,” the guide says with a flourish of her pale, nail-bitten hand, “is what we at Hole N” The Rock like to call the Underground Love Grotto.”




  She stands before a hollowed-out den, Gladys’ bedroom, it would seem, inside of which is a bed on a raised platform, its homemade yo-yo quilt covered by an army of fiendish-looking ragdolls, crafts-fair monstrosities, so fiercely deformed they would give a normal person nightmares.




  “She loved these dolls,” our guide says, sucking on the rim of her turtleneck, staining the fabric of its collar with a wet impression of her teeth. “This was her bed. And she kept her dolls here.”




  The monotonous intervals of her speech, a minor seventh repeated and repeated before descending to the tonic, have begun to grate on my nerves. When I look at our crowd of gawking bumpkins, however, none of them seems bothered by it in the least.




  Instead, “Impressive,” one woman says to her husband, eyeing the dolls.




  “There are so many of them!” gushes another.




  “They probably kept Albert and the mule out of her bed, don’t you think?” I mutter.




  Isabelle folds her arms across her chest and gives me a stern look, and yet I think I see that she is laughing, at least a little bit, beneath it.




  WE ARE MOVED swiftly into the den, given over almost entirely to an exhibition of Albert’s ill-starred attempts at taxidermy. Various now amorphous animals seem to leap and dance from every nook and cranny like wildlife amoebas. The centerpiece here is the beloved mule himself, which predeceased Albert. Albert, it seems, couldn’t stand to be parted from the mule, not after all they’d been through, and so he’s stuffed, mid-buck, in a sort of boneless bronco pose, a large zipperlike stitch visible down the humpy center of his back.




  I half-expect to find Gladys in a similar position in another corner of the room, and say as much to Isabelle.




  BY THE TIME we reach the Desert Gem Room, the final stop on our tour, neither she nor I can stop laughing—openly, raucously, in big plosive bursts that seem to carom, amplified, off the cave walls.




  “Sshhh!”




  “Shush!”




  “Hush, y’all!” a few in our party hiss at us, but most of them, I notice, simply avoid looking in our direction, out of an honest compassion, I suspect, pitying us for the lack of some essential quality which prevents us from experiencing the place with appropriate reverence.




  On the contrary: Isabelle is doubled over and in spasms, and our guide must raise her already straining voice to explain above our insensitive chortlings that in this room, (“an ordinary workroom with a long wooden table on its humble dirt floor,”) Gladys spent the afternoons of her life sanding down and polishing ordinary rocks and stones until they shone like desert gems, which she’d sell as curios to curious tourists, such as ourselves.




  “The most popular of these so-called desert gems,” our guide warbles nasally, “was made out of . . . that’s right, you’ve guessed it,” she says, although no one has, “ordinary Coke bottles found alongside the road.”




  The crowd sighs in astonished pleasure. Isabelle giggles, clutching my arm and expecting me to laugh as well, but I don’t. I can’t. It’s difficult to explain, but something in the story depresses me, and a sense of despair seems to shake me from within. My legs buckle and, in an instant, I’m on my knees and weeping, holding my rib cage and wailing, breathing with difficulty through my sobs, as the others stand in a concerned circle above me. Through tears, I see that several of them are also weeping. They seem to exhibit none of the derision I would have expected from them and which I would have shown to any one of their number, I’m certain, were he in my place and I in his.




  This stark confirmation of my own callousness only makes me weep more. I pull in hard breaths. An acrid lump burns inside my throat. I can’t seem to find my voice and, instead, gesture uselessly towards the others with my hands, my signaling incomprehensible, even to myself.




  Finally, Isabelle steps forward. Never has she looked so tender or so caring, her face alive with a compassion I see reflected on all the other faces encircling me. Luminous in the dark cave light, she holds out her arms to me and bends, whispering in my ear.
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