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PROLOGUE

I’d been thinking of pain and death and loss when the turtles first came to me. I’d been seeking some sanctuary of the spirit—asking for guidance. When I closed my eyes I’d see them—great, graceful sea turtles gliding through the blue waters of my dreams. They came not once, but many times. To understand these visits, I read about sea turtles, photographed them, studied them. But when, in dreams, they still floated up before me, I had to listen to them—to hear the story they would tell. . . .

A woman walks out onto the deck of a ship. It is a cruise ship—the Blue Pearl—famous for its level of luxury. It’s filled with happy couples, people escaping, people paying for an illusion of the exotic. But it is early morning and still, and she passes no one as she pads softly on bare feet from her stateroom to the lowest of the outer decks—the one that offers no obstructions between the railing and the sea.


She is calm, perhaps more tranquil than she has been in a very long time. Her stateroom is in order. Her small suitcases and camera bag are packed and sitting on the still-made bed. There is a tip for the woman who has cleaned her stateroom each day and arranged for fresh flowers to be delivered. There is a letter for a friend on the dresser, stamped and addressed and ready to be posted. The bottle of complimentary champagne in her stateroom is unopened. She has avoided her prescription sedatives and antidepressants. She has not been crying. The few passengers who might later recall meeting her will not have observed any particular sadness or air of melancholy about her. Mostly, she will not have been noticed at all, as if the light by which we are able to see each other in her had been snuffed out.

She finds a point along the railing more in shadow than the rest. She drags a deck chair into the shadow with her but does not sit. She looks out across the moon-sparkled night sea. It is warm, and the only breeze seems to come from the ship’s forward motion. The wind is barely enough to lift her dark curly hair from her shoulders. Except for the humming vibration of the ship’s engines, all is quiet. She breathes in the salt scent.

She unties the belt of her silk robe and lets it fall from her shoulders as if casually shrugging off a skin. Naked, she steps up onto the deck chair and swings first one leg then the other over the railing. She finds a ledge, just wide enough for her heels, on the outboard side of the railing and stands up. She steadies herself by holding a vertical brace and takes a deep breath. She is not nervous or frightened. She does not regret. She feels only a primal urge to return to the sea from which her ancestors once crawled.


Her compass spins.

She has strong legs and they carry her surprisingly far from the edge of the ship before she begins to drop. It is a long way down, but she enters feet first, slicing into the water. She is drawn through the curtain of ocean. It is strange and enveloping. The warm darkness wraps around her like a shroud.

Time stops.



 

CHAPTER 1—DESCENT

Stopping time—living in the moment—is a sorcerer’s trick. But between me and the magician there is an unspoken agreement. I choose to see the fantastic. I assume that sea turtles find their way through thousands of miles of open sea. I invent their navigation from seaweed fields off protected coasts to breeding beaches washed by unrestricted waves. But when I see through this illusion, the turtle whispers, “There is no navigation, no finding. There is only one place, one moment in the life of a sea turtle—here and now.”

Marina was quite prepared to die as she hit the water. She had been courting death with increasing abandon over the past several years. She had flirted with death in Bosnia, but no bullet or bomb fragment had so much as grazed her. She had danced with death in Rwanda and gotten only a now-pale scar from the blade of a machete to show for it. It had not frightened her. It had not sobered her. She had gone on to sleep with death in Chechnya, but not even so intimate an acquaintance—lying close to death, in death’s embrace—had satisfied her.

There had been countless little moments, obsessive self-assignments, casual brushes with death. She had the photographs to prove it. But each morning she woke up alive.


At first she had lied to herself about this preoccupation. Photojournalists, at least the good ones, she told herself, were expected to put themselves in harm’s way. She was just “pushing the envelope,” she told herself. It was the images that mattered, and she specialized in suffering. Her passport read like a chronology of conflict: Lebanon, Afghanistan, Iran, Tibet, central Africa, the implosion of the former Soviet Union. She was good at what she did—wars, famine, natural disasters, holocausts. Her photographs had a passion and a humanity that elevated them beyond the merely voyeuristic. At least that was what was typically written on the dust jackets of her books.

She believed that her photographs had once possessed a certain quality, a grace or an honesty that made demands on the heart. But that was before the slide into darkness. Her photographs had been a part of what made her whole, and it was now through her photographs that she saw her illness.

She had not always felt so cut off, so disconnected from what it was that made people want to be alive. She’d had family, friends, causes she had believed in, underlying truths. But it seemed to her that those ties, those things that had once anchored her, had been cut, frayed, or worn away over the years, with nothing to replace them. All she had now were her photographs.


Marina saw those photographs as she expelled the air from her lungs and sank into the warm ocean. Time had been stilled for her in this moment, and she contemplated the irony, smiled at the idea of seeing her life in her own photographs. She had heard people talk about having their lives flash before them in moments of near-death experience. She saw her life now as a slide show. Images that had changed her life or images that reflected her changes appeared to float before her. Only they weren’t really her life. Her life was behind the photographs, attached to them marginally, like so many captions and cutlines—black marks on a page.

Lebanon 1978—Refugee Camp

Black-and-white image: A woman in a dust-caked black robe cradles her dead son in the dirt. He is shirtless and slender, perhaps twelve or thirteen years old. There are dark holes in his chest, but not much blood. He lies across his mother’s legs, arms splayed out and limp, head back, a Madonna and child. The woman looks up at the camera, but it is not grief that penetrates past lenses and film stocks, papers and printing processes, it is bewilderment. Perhaps later the woman would come to despair or hatred or bitterness. But at this moment, captured in Marina’s photograph, the woman simply, silently asks why.

* * *


It seemed like an eternity since she had made images that held that kind of power. That image was from her first assignment as a photojournalist. She had made other powerful images on that assignment, but this was the photograph that had won her the respect of her colleagues. She had interned at two newspapers and one magazine during her summers, and even gotten some of her photographs published, but to get a foreign assignment like this, just out of college, was rare. Her editor had hoped that because Marina was a woman she might get access to the closed society of Muslim women. She’d gambled that Marina might be able to put a human face to the suffering in Lebanon, and that gamble had paid off.

Marina had been too young, too inexperienced to be afraid. She was open to the pain of others. She had no defenses and no need for them. At that point in her life the act of photographing had been a kind of connecting force for her—one she came to call her heartline. It ran from her heart to the hearts of her subjects. It was her gift, to reveal a moment of humanity in silver halide. She had a way of getting people to open up to her, to relax and forget that they were being photographed. She could make herself, if not invisible, at least insignificant. She could slip between the cracks, observing and photographing as if from another dimension.


Marina spent three years in the Middle East. She learned some of the language, a lot of the culture, and, thanks to her olive complexion and dark hair, could pass for an Arab woman. She made the images that an insider might have made. She showed how the constant fighting of Muslims and Jews, Muslims and Christians, Muslims and Muslims affected the lives of women. She had the ideals of a liberally educated young woman, but she kept her opinions to herself when she was working. Inside, however, she grew frustrated. The conflict made no sense to her. She found no side to claim her moral indignation. No party or group seemed much superior to the other.

In the end she turned her attention to another conflict—one further east—a conflict she thought she could believe in.

Afghanistan 1983—Christophe

Black-and-white image: A young man and a young woman sit side-by-side on an outcropping of rock. They are both dressed roughly, as peasants, or bandits, or pilgrims. A camera sits on top of a leather bag at her feet. A rifle leans against the rock on his side. She wears no shoes, and her head rests on his shoulder. The camera angle is odd and the image is not well framed, but despite these technical faults, the photograph reveals that some secret thing has passed between them. One knows, without understanding how, that these are lovers.

* * *


This image had won no awards, had never been published, was not even a photograph Marina shared with friends. It was the only photograph she had of Christophe and herself together. It had been made with a timer so that they would both be in the picture. They had slipped away from the guerilla group they traveled with, to make love, and Marina had desperately wanted a photograph of the two of them together.

Christophe was a French photojournalist. First he was a comrade in the heart of the conflict, then something much more. Their affair was made more intense by the circumstance of constant risk. They made no plans, lived wholly in the moment, and loved always as if there might be no sunrise. For Marina it was her first and only great love. Before Christophe she’d had relationships—some which claimed her body, others which claimed her soul, but never both at the same time. After Christophe she never again allowed herself to give both body and soul.

Christophe died in a helicopter raid, killed by machine gun fire. Marina had been there; she’d photographed it. His death confirmed her almost-sacred belief in the prohibition against carrying a weapon. Christophe had carried a rifle as well as a camera. Her camera was her shield. It created an inviolate bubble of safe space around her. As long as she trusted it completely, it would make her invisible. If even for a moment she placed her trust in some other form of protection, her bubble, her shield, would crack and fear would slip in.


But her shield had a price. She began to see her camera—her photographing—not so much as a channel to her subjects’ hearts but as a barrier around her own. It wore away at her heartline, fraying the subtle connection she had always been able to make with her subjects. It was a little thing at the time. She hardly noticed the change.

She buried Christophe on a mountain in Afghanistan. She had no way of getting his body home. She couldn’t even dig into the rocky ground. She piled stones over him, finding it increasingly difficult to breathe as she placed the stones on his chest.

She won a Pulitzer for her work in Afghanistan. She got an agent, produced the first of her books, Killing in the Sun, and had her pick of assignments around the world. It was a good time for her. She was well known and well respected. No one, least of all Marina, could yet see the cancerous little shadow that had begun to grow inside her.

She photographed in China, Tibet, and Cambodia. Many images strobed before her in a blur. She could have picked any one and unfolded the story behind it or related it to a moment in her life. She loved the east, but she came halfway west again to photograph both sides of the war between Iran and Iraq. Then came Baghdad and the Gulf War.


Baghdad 1991—Aerial Bombing

Black-and-white image: An old man and an old woman lie in one another’s arms. Masonry, plaster, concrete, and steel beams bury their legs. Daylight from a newly cleared section of the bombed apartment building slashes the darkness to illuminate them. Dust hangs in the air like a mist. It is quiet and still. It is hard to tell if the old man and woman are asleep or dead. There are little details that one notices in the photograph after the initial bouncing of the eye between the peaceful repose of the upper bodies and the carnage below. He has pulled her close to him to cradle her. Her hand covers his heart. His lips are still pressed to her forehead.

* * *

Her bubble—her barrier—had protected her throughout the long night of an aerial bombardment. The building she took shelter in crumbled around her, but still she was unharmed. She clung to her cameras. Her film cassettes were her rosary beads. The walls around her toppled. The floor beneath her gave way and she fell. She was bruised, the wind knocked from her, but she was not more seriously hurt. She spent the night in darkness, trapped as much by the total lack of light as by any material restriction. She heard the moans and cries of the injured echoing eerily through the collapsed ventilation shafts.


When morning came and the first shafts of light penetrated her temporary prison, Marina began to photograph again. She did not leave the building immediately, but went in search of those pained voices she had heard. She refused help for herself—after all she had her magic camera—but led rescuers in the direction of the injured. She photographed what she saw. She found the old man and old woman this way. They had not lived through the night. She photographed them, then turned back to the world of light.

Marina was a well-known and respected photojournalist with an international reputation, but no American newspaper or magazine had wanted to publish these pictures. Marina had spent very little time in America in the preceding nine years. She returned only occasionally to visit her parents in Seattle, her sister in Washington, D.C., and to meet with her agent or publishers, but she still thought of herself as an American. While not overtly patriotic, she was by no means ashamed of her country. She was out of touch with popular sentiment and had no idea that the Gulf War had taken on a life of its own back in the United States as some kind of national healing ritual for Vietnam. Now she began to question her country and it showed in her photographs.


Marina felt that she was simply doing what she had always done—looking for the heart and soul of conflict and capturing it on film. But her family and others questioned her. After all, they had argued, the people of Kuwait had suffered and American soldiers had died in a war we didn’t start. Her photographs seemed to imply that America was the aggressor, the heavy-handed power. This criticism incensed Marina and made an expatriot of her.

Cut loose from family and country, she became even more of a gypsy than she had been. Nothing anchored her, and she let the work she did toss her about as an ocean might toss drifting wood.

Haiti 1993—The Tonton Macoute Aftermath

Close-up in color: A brown-black hand extended in a puddle of blood across a plank wood floor. The index finger points like the hand of God in Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling. But instead of passing the spark of creation, this hand gestures in futility to a long, narrow strip of paper soaked in blood. It is a voting ballot. It is marked crudely in pencil, but it will never be counted.

* * *


“You should be working in color,” they told her. “There are very few publications that print black-and-white photography anymore.” Marina knew they were right, these well-meaning friends, her editors, her agent. So she began working in color. It frightened her at first, but she got used to it. She found herself looking at the world differently. Or was it that she was already looking at the world through different eyes and her shift to color film followed her shift in perspective?

The world that had seemed alive and vibrant in black-and-white seemed dull and lifeless in color. She began to look for graphic evidence to photograph. Sharp vivid colors, contrast, blood and viscera. She had misplaced her ability to see in subtle terms. If she could not whisper and suggest with her photographs, she could still make them scream.

When she wasn’t on assignment she was miserable now. She sabotaged every relationship in her life. She sought out shallow and superficial people because they did not challenge her. She lived on the surface of her photographs. She took an assignment to shoot fashion against the backdrop of a burned-out Cambodian village. It paid more than any assignment she had ever done and it cost her twice as much. For the assignment she traveled with a small army of fixers, arrangers, editors, gaunt, beautiful women, and style mavens. She drank heavily, slept little, and smoked opium just to numb herself for the work.


When it was over Marina plunged right back into the world she knew best. She seldom visited America anymore. She lived in temporary apartments, hotel rooms, with friends. She communicated with the publishing world almost exclusively through her agent and friend, Erin. She kicked the opium habit and stopped drinking for awhile, but she still found it hard to sleep, and the numbness she had sought in the drugs and alcohol now came unbidden.

Marina began photographing herself, comparing the photographs to younger versions of herself. She was not concerned with aging, the little lines and wrinkles some women look for. She had once been attractive, even striking. Her dark wavy brown hair fell below her shoulders and was usually tied back with some impromptu scrap of cloth. It framed and softened the sharp angularity of her features. Her eyes were almond-shaped and a warm, chestnut brown in color. Her skin had a soft olive glow that was enhanced by the sun. What she looked for in the new photographs she made was the encroaching darkness around her eyes. It was as if her eyes were receding into some dark cavern of her soul. This was when she became fully aware of her slide into the darkness.

* * *


It was an accident that took her to Rwanda, a chance sexual encounter with a journalist in Sarajevo, made romantic by the fog of fermented and distilled potatoes. She must have lamented the lack of anything dramatic to photograph as they drank in the hotel bar. Or perhaps she cursed her own boredom and emptiness out loud while making love. Whatever the reason, before leaving in the morning he told her that central Africa was where she should be. “Things are just about to come apart there,” he told her. “Old tribal feuds. It won’t be pretty.”

It sounded like just what she needed.

Rwanda 1995—Executioner

Color image: A man stands between two hospital beds. He is jet black and glistening with sweat. He wears mismatched camouflage fatigues with a rifle slung over his back. He is swinging a machete in a wide arc down at the body of a woman who is trying futilely to escape under the bed. He has struck her twice, maybe three times. There is blood on her back, blood on the machete, blood spattering the sheets and the soldier’s uniform. Droplets of blood hang in the air as a red blur behind the machete blade. The man’s eyes are open wide, his teeth are bared, threateningly white against thick black lips. If he hears the camera shutter recording his gruesome task, he gives no sign of it.

* * *


Marina had shot nearly a whole roll of film, spinning it off with her motor drive, before he noticed her. Afterward she realized that he had developed some sudden compulsion to leave the little hospital and she merely got in his way. If she had moved aside, perhaps stepping over one of the crying wounded or one of the corpses, he might have passed her right by. For all she knew, her whiteness might have made her invisible to him. But she kept photographing as he came toward her. She backed up and tripped. She fell over an outstretched leg and hit the wooden floor hard. Still she might have escaped injury, but she thrust a leg up at the man defensively and he swung at it with the machete. It bit into her calf muscle and lodged in bone. She was aware of the dull thud of something striking her leg, but the pain did not come until later. She twisted and wrenched her leg hard and the machete slipped from the man’s grip. Whether it was the blood on his hands or that he had suddenly lost his enthusiasm for the slaughter, she never knew. He ran past her, leaving her lying on the floor of the primitive hospital among the dead and the dying with a machete blade embedded in her leg.

Marina pulled the machete blade free and poured some dark liquid that smelled like a disinfectant over the wound. She took an antibiotic tablet and a codeine pill (she always carried her own medicines when she traveled), and bandaged the wound in gauze and torn bed sheets. By this time others had come out of hiding to help as they could with the wounded patients. There was little she could do to help and she had not the strength to continue photographing so she limped back to her rented car.


It was a forty-minute drive on the rough back roads between the village hospital and Kigali. She hoped she would make it back to her hotel while the codeine tablet lasted. She thought about HIV infection and other blood-borne tropical diseases as she drove, but she knew there was nothing she could do about that. Now there was only prayer and she did not know to whom to pray.

The capital city of Kigali was in chaos, but the little hotel that catered to western journalists maintained an illusion of safety. She redressed the wound, took more codeine and antibiotics, unloaded her cameras, and labeled her film cassettes—all before falling asleep. She spent a week in her hotel room, drifting in and out of feverish sleep, clutching her film cassettes like charms.

When she was well enough to travel she left Rwanda.

Her pictures were published, somewhere. She didn’t even keep track of these things anymore. Her few remaining friends began begging her to slow down and take some time off. She renewed her self-portraiture with a particular interest in the healing of her wounded calf. She had seen a specialist in England and, aside from the scar, was expected to make a full recovery. It hurt her sometimes, but mostly she was fascinated by the numbness she experienced as she ran her fingertips across it.

She began to fantasize about other wounds she might experience. She traveled to Russia, shot a piece about the Russian Mafia, selected and slept with dark men named Yuri or Boris, half hoping they would hurt her, but not knowing how to ask them to.


Chechnya 1996—The Hands

A series of images, all black-and-white, all stark and empty: Most of the images are of solitary trees, bare and leafless, almost black against a gray sky. With a quick glance they might all appear to be trees, but one image is a detail of a hand reaching up from a shallow dirt grave. The hand and the trees are similar in shape. They all seem to be reaching up to something, perhaps pleading. They take up the same space in the composition of the images. They are mournful and yet in some way transcendent.

* * *

Chechnya was where Marina found the edge she had been circling—found it and crossed over it.

She had been photographing the advance of the Russian army from a little village on the outskirts of Grozny. She was with a mixed group of Russian and western correspondents, some of whom she knew well. It was near dusk, but she was photographing the way she once had. She called it “tapping in.” It was that feeling of being connected to something bigger, as though she couldn’t make a wrong move or frame a bad image.

They were traveling in a pack, this small cadre of photographers and journalists, shuttling from one area of fighting to another, drawn by the sound of gunfire, down first one alley, then another. They were moving cautiously. They were all veterans of this sort of reportage. They knew the dangers.


There were times, she had learned long ago, when it was good to blend in with a crowd, and times when it was deadly. She knew this rule, had learned it from hard experience, so she knew they were in trouble when she saw the frightened crowd of villagers heading toward them. They were unarmed, as near as she could see, and they were stampeding in the dying light of day. In the narrow alley there was no place to run but back the way they had come, so she ran. Peter Burdett, a stringer for the international wire services, was beside her, but the others were soon lost in the crowd that overwhelmed them. She went down on the cobblestones once and felt sharp pain shoot up from her knee. Peter grabbed her arm and pulled her up, keeping her from being trampled.

There was no fighting the flow of the crowd so they went with it. Marina heard the popping of automatic-weapon fire behind her and the occasional screams of the wounded. She and Peter held onto each other as they ran. Marina’s cameras banged against her chest and hips. She felt like she was in a maze. It seemed as if they were running downhill.

Then they stopped.

It was as if the crowd was a wave striking a seawall. The energy of the panicked mass continued to surge forward from the back for a few seconds while the group in front flowed backward. They met in the middle in a crush of people unable to move in any direction.

Then the popping report of automatic weapons sounded louder. It came from the front and the back. A low dull moan grew from the belly of the crowd. It was not a shriek of panic or pain, but an acknowledgment of the inevitable.


A head exploded near her but the body was wedged in too tight to fall. It merely slumped. Other bodies slumped or jerked around her. When enough bodies in a given area had been hit, they sank to the ground under the weight of their mass, leaving others all the more exposed and vulnerable.

She felt a slam in her shoulder, as if someone had punched her, then a burning pain. She felt it again lower in her side and she doubled over. Peter wrapped himself around her, pushing her head into his chest. He held her for a moment. She felt more of the punches, but they did not reach her, and there was no burning pain that followed. Peter began dragging her down to the ground and she let him. She did not know whether he was already dead or mortally wounded when he slumped over her, but there was little she could do for him anyway. He covered her like a heavy blanket, still and unmoving. Then there was more weight on top of her as more bodies piled up. Her leg was twisted underneath her and uncomfortable, but the way Peter had fallen created a kind of shelter over her so, though she lost consciousness, she was not crushed.


She woke up in an impromptu Red Cross hospital. Peter was dead. He had probably died quickly, she was told. The other journalists were also dead. She learned later that Russian soldiers had continued to fire into the crowd long after no one was moving. Then they had blown up a building on one side of the alley and bulldozed a thin layer of dirt over the rubble to bury the evidence. Fortunately, they had been in a hurry and had not done the job properly. The Chechen fighters pushed the Russians back the following morning, but still it had been almost twenty-four hours before all the bodies had been exhumed from the mass grave. She was one of five survivors. She had been shot in the shoulder and the side and taken an additional bullet in the thigh, but her prognosis looked good. Even her cameras survived, though this was most likely because they were strapped to her body.

Later she would find the solitary hand image on a roll of film still in one of her cameras. She could not have taken it herself. She was unconscious when they pulled her from the pile of bodies, and she could not imagine anyone stopping to take a picture with the camera while it was still tangled around her. Her best guess was that it had fired accidentally as they pulled her free of the dirt and rubble.

She could not bring herself to publish any of her pictures from Chechnya, but she did allow “The Hands” to be made into a poster. It sold well considering its gruesome subject matter, but she asked that the proceeds from the sales go to Peter Burdett’s wife and daughter.

* * *


There were no pictures after Chechnya, but there was no relief, either. She went on pilgrimages to holy places, read ancient sacred texts, sought answers, tried turning inward, but all she felt was empty. There was nothing romantic or exciting about death now, but there was nothing exhilarating or important about being alive, either.

When Erin, her only remaining real friend, recommended this cruise, Marina had gone along with it out of apathy and exhaustion—not knowing anymore what to do. “You could shoot some landscapes or people,” Erin had prompted enthusiastically. “It’ll be fun.”

Marina had not yet decided to end her own life, but the thought was with her. She could just disappear in the night, slip back into the great dark womb. There would be no mess, no chance of complications, no body for family or friends to identify. It seemed clean.

And now she had done it. The letter she had left in her stateroom was for Erin. Within that letter was another letter, this one to her parents. It was not a kind thing to do to Erin, giving her this responsibility, but Marina was afraid the letter might be lost if it wasn’t entrusted to her agent. In the letter she had tried to explain why this really was the best thing to do. She wasn’t happy with the suffering she would cause her family, but she could no longer go on as she had been. She’d once taken pride in her own hidden resources, her inner strength. Now she was tapped out.


On the cruise she had searched as much of her soul as she could find. She had asked, pleaded, begged for an answer. She wanted a sign from a god she didn’t really believe in—but there was nothing and no one, and she was alone.

She opened her mouth and let the water in.

There was no time to taste the salt, for she was coughing and gagging reflexively. Her lungs hurt first, then quickly her face, and the inside of her head burned. She kicked and clawed at the water for a moment, then relaxed. She was floating now. How odd, she thought. It had only hurt for an instant.

She opened her eyes and was surprised that she could see—not far, but a little way around her. There was a light above her, but beyond a few feet she could see nothing. It was like being in a fog or heavy mist. Fish seemed to materialize in front of her, swim past, and fade away. Fish with stripes, wide fish.

What were they called? she wondered. Angel fish? Would she see angels soon? she thought. She seemed sleepy, dizzy. So this is what it feels like, she told herself. But she couldn’t remember what “this” referred to.

She thought about sharks and things that might eat her. She wondered if she could still feel a bite or tear. Would she even know if she was being devoured? She was not afraid, but she was curious.

Something circled her. She caught glimpses of it at the edge of the misty range of her vision. It was big and graceful. She thought it was round, then it seemed like a woman, then it was round and almost glowing yellow green in the water again. It rolled and did pirouettes. It had a halo. It’s an angel, she thought. It’s my angel.


Her angel drifted close to her, studying Marina. It had the face of a woman. It probably had the body of a woman as well, but Marina could not see beyond the gentle face.

“Why?” Marina heard the question without hearing it. It seemed to go straight inside her head. She wanted to give this angel an answer. She had a hundred answers and a photograph to go with each one of them, but her brain would not make her mouth work. She tried thinking the answers she wanted to give, but this was too much work, required too much concentration. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open.

“Dreams?” The word came to Marina, but she was not sure if she had heard it or if she thought it.

Yes, she thought, take me into dreams. Let me dream one long dream and never wake up.

The woman before her, her angel, she supposed—though something inside her balked at the idea and did not believe in angels—turned in the water. As she turned, her back became rounded. There was a pattern, like a map of interlocking islands, painted on her skin. It was beautiful. Marina had never seen a painting more beautiful. It was alive. It undulated and moved. It was like the shell of a large sea turtle, but it was also more. It was green and blue with hints of accents of red and golden yellow.

The painted islands became the continents of a watery planet, and she saw them drift together and apart, accelerated as if through some kind of time-lapse photography. Mountain ranges pushed up, lowlands filled with water. She drifted close to it.


Once while visiting her sister in Washington, D.C., she had seen a film at one of the Smithsonian’s theaters. It had been shot from one of the space shuttles and showed the planet Earth as a beautiful blue, cloud-stroked orb. It seemed so incredible, this vantage point. She recognized places she had been, but they appeared so different from just a matter of miles up in space. None of the scars showed. She had paid to see the film three times in a row. When her sister finally dragged her from the darkened theater she felt oddly at peace.

She felt this way now as she hovered over the painted planet—the turtle shell islands. She was in low orbit. It was sweet and serene from this distance. There could be cultures and civilizations being born, fighting their wars, dying off, and evolving on those island continents, but from here it was an elegant ballet. She reached out to it, not with intention, but by letting her arms drift to embrace it. Her hands found a hard, smooth edge. She could still move her fingers so she held onto it. She wanted to lie over this planet, wrap her skin around it, become a mother goddess for this beautiful little planet.

She felt herself being pulled through the water—faintly aware of momentum. She clung to the edges of the turtle’s shell and laid her cheek down among the island continents. Her eyes closed and she surrendered to angels, and turtles, and islands, and currents, and dreams.



 

CHAPTER 2—PASSING WITHIN

There are competing theories to explain how sea turtles navigate over great distances. It has been posited that they use celestial navigation to find their way—that each time a turtle surfaces for air at night it studies the stars—that there are, perhaps, certain turtle constellations that mean “steady on for food,” “this is the path,” or “this is the place from which you came and to which you must return.”

I once dreamed that I saw pictures in the stars, but in the moment of my waking the pictures fell apart like a puzzle. Now when I look to the night sky, I’m only aware that there is something I’ve forgotten.

* * *

When you die, you move down a long tunnel, drawn by an intense and beautiful light.

This was the thought with which Marina awoke. Surely this was the light. It was a golden light, intense and burning. There was an irregular but dull rhythmic throbbing that sounded both close by and distant at the same time. Marina’s eyes were closed and still the light was blinding and warm. Should I open my eyes? she wondered. Can I open them? What would it mean to look into the light? Would I cross some line that I could not step back over? Wasn’t there some test about looking or not looking in the land of the dead?


Marina opened her eyes, blinked, closed them, then tried opening them once more. There were colors at the edges of her field of vision. Blue. She could see blue around the edges of the light. A pale blue that ran to brighter, almost turquoise, shades. Sky blue, she thought, almost immediately aware that she was, in fact, looking at sky.

The bright light was the sun. It was directly overhead in a vivid blue sky. She was staring right into it and could not seem to look away. She closed her eyes. If sight was a sense that one still needed after death she did not want to jeopardize it. She had not spent much time imagining what death would be like, but she was sure that she did not like the idea of being both dead and blind.

She concentrated on looking away. It took a great deal of effort, much more than it had taken to open her eyelids, but with time she found she could move her eyes and bring other things into her field of vision. To the right, there was more blue sky and the wisp of a cloud high up and bannerlike. Further to the right, and this took even more effort, the sky met a horizon—part water, part land. Sand. She was on a beach. The distant pulsing rush she had heard were waves, though they still sounded oddly distant, as if her ears were plugged, or, more likely, filled with water.

When she looked down all she could see was the familiar out-of-focus abstraction that was her nose. When she rolled her eyes back she saw more sky and a line of something darker, perhaps the tops of trees.


She looked left and realized that her head must be inclined slightly in this direction because she could see the sand and the ocean and one of her arms stretched out away from her. The arm was an angry shade of red and blistered, but it did not hurt. She realized for the first time that she could not feel it at all. She tried moving it. She tried wriggling fingers, clenching a fist, but nothing moved. She tried to feel other parts of her body but they were equally lost to her. She could see that she was lying on sand, but she could not feel the sand. She felt some warmth from the sun on her face, but felt none in other parts of her body. She could control no muscles. She felt no pressure against her skin, neither the ever-present resistance to gravity nor the places where her body must be coming in contact with other matter. Even her somatic sense, the understanding of where her body was in space, was confused. She had no idea how her body was arranged on the sand.

She closed her eyes again.

She would not have imagined death to be like this. She had hoped it would be a liberation, that her spirit would fly free of her body and she would move on to some beautiful peaceful place. But this seemed more a punishment than a liberation.


Was this what death was really like? Would her spirit remain trapped in her body while it decomposed? Would she spend long nights on this beach while crabs tore the skin away from her body and birds pecked out her organs? Perhaps this was hell. Once her body had been dried, devoured, and bleached clean by sun and salt, would her spirit then be free? Or was this all there was? She was not a Catholic, but she knew that Catholics believed that suicide was a mortal sin. Were they right? Was she condemned to this for taking her own life?

* * *

Marina slept for a while, or at least a period of time passed that she recalled neither thinking nor dreaming.

Something firm but gentle pressed against her right cheek and a hard edge touched her lower lip. Something cool ran into her mouth, a few drops of sweet fresh water. There was a pause and then a few more drops trickled in, not a lot, but enough to make her cough because her tongue and throat were not working in unison. She closed her lips and concentrated on learning to swallow again. After a moment she parted her lips again and more of the cool water poured into her mouth. She swallowed better this time. She repeated this ritual several more times and, like a child nursing, found that water was always available when she opened her lips.


She felt a shadow pass over her face and carefully opened her eyes. The sky had been replaced by a face. It was a woman—an old woman with thin, tangled black hair streaked with gray. She had the features Marina associated with South Pacific Islanders—a mélange of ethnicities—delicate European nose and mouth, honey-toned Asian skin, and deep-set, dark, jade green eyes, perhaps the blood gift of some Jewish merchant or Spanish sailor. She would have been beautiful as a young woman. She was, in fact still beautiful. She looked at once familiar and foreign. Marina felt as if she had seen this woman before, but she could not remember a place or a time.

Marina tried to speak, tried to say “thank you,” but all that came out was an unintelligible, hoarse whisper. The old woman cocked her head to the side like an animal that knows it’s being addressed without understanding the message. She studied Marina. The old woman had thin lips, and it did not take much of a smile to expose shining white teeth. She said nothing but held up the shell with which she had been pouring water into Marina’s mouth, offering more. Marina tried to shake her head no, then tried to say the word no, and finally settled for closing her lips.


The old woman seemed to understand. She leaned back and Marina could see that she was sitting cross-legged in the sand. She was bare-chested and her breasts hung low and pendulous. She was a small woman, tight and compact, but she looked strong. She wore a short, ragged skirt of dark green grasses or seaweed that looked more decorative than protective. Her hair, Marina noticed, was more than just tangled. There were things in it—feathers, twigs, leaves, a piece of shell. She wore a necklace of beads around her neck—polished white coral, and black pearls threaded on a cord of twisted fiber.

Marina watched as the woman surveyed her from head to foot. Slowly, the old woman scanned with her eyes. Sometimes she squinted and pursed her lips, other times she made faces, poking her cheek out with her tongue, closing her lips and blowing both cheeks out while bulging her eyes. Marina wanted to laugh, but the old woman seemed to be concentrating intently on what she was doing. She put her hands over Marina’s face, not touching her but several inches away, and bounced her hands as if against some invisible barrier. She made some noises in a high singing voice, but Marina could not tell if they were words, prayers, or simple vocalizations.

Then, as if satisfied, the old woman stood up abruptly and walked away. Marina tried to call out, tried to say “Don’t go!” and “Please stay!” but her own voice was unrecognizable to her and barely more than a whisper. Left alone again, Marina tried moving her head, tried moving some part of her body, but felt nothing. What is this place? she wondered. What is happening to me?


But this time Marina was not alone for long. Soon the old woman was back. She set two carved wooden bowls down in the sand and sat next to Marina again. She cradled Marina’s head with her right hand and slipped her left hand under Marina’s shoulders. When she lifted Marina into her lap it was almost effortless. She held Marina’s head gently at an angle so that she could see her surroundings. The sea was in front of her, as was the setting sun low on the horizon. She was, as she had thought, on a beach. Her feet were in the water and the waves surged as high as her thighs, but she could not feel this. She noticed that she was naked, but this bothered her less than the color and condition of her skin.

Every inch of skin that she could see was an angry red. In some places the skin had bubbled and broken to create open sores. Her legs were splayed and twisted unnaturally. She could have seen the machete scar on the back of her calf if the rest of the skin around it had not been so burned from the sun. She wondered if one or both of her legs were broken. In some places—her right knee, her right hip, her left ankle—she noticed swelling. On her abdomen she noticed a dark bruise, purple-black beneath the burned skin.

She felt panic rise up within her. Her breath quickened. She saw her burned breasts rise and fall on her chest, but she seemed, at the same time, disconnected from the source of her breath. She was, she realized, disconnected from her whole body. She felt none of the pain she would expect from such injury. In fact, she felt nothing. Her pain, her panic came from a different place.


Again she thought, Is this death? Am I watching my body die? Now she was truly living in her head. If she was living at all.

Something cool dripped onto her forehead and ran into her eyes. The old woman dipped her fingers into one of the bowls and let more of the liquid drip onto Marina’s forehead. The liquid was soothing and smelled faintly of flowers. Marina realized that her face must be as burned as her body, but she felt no pain, only the cool liquid that the old woman first dripped then painted on with light strokes of her fingers.

Marina closed her eyes. The old woman hummed to herself and rocked gently from side to side. This is what angels must be like, Marina thought.

Sleep or stillness came over her again, as though it required great effort even to maintain awareness in this place. When she opened her eyes it was twilight. The sun had dropped into the ocean and the sky had hissed red, orange, and then pink, before shifting to evening blues. There was still enough light to see and the first thing Marina saw was the turtle’s shell.

It was close to her, upright and almost heart-shaped in the sand. The pattern of interlocking plates was a deep green and blue with details in red and yellow. There were five on either side and five down the center. The outer edge formed a border of smaller plates. Where had she seen this pattern? She balanced on the edge of recognition. She tried thinking backward. She had seen this shell in a dream, her dying dream. She recalled it now. Her angel had been there, but her angel had been a sea turtle. It didn’t make much sense to her, but she recalled clinging to the turtle’s shell.


Slowly, the shell she was watching began to move, but it did not move the way she expected shells to move. This shell undulated, bent, twisted to reveal arms instead of long reptilian flippers. A human head rose up as if from within the shell itself, but as it continued to turn Marina realized this was no shell but a picture of a shell. It was painted, no, it was tattooed on the back of the old woman who had given her water and cooled the burn on her face.

It covered all of the old woman’s back, from her neck to the base of her spine where the seaweed skirt hung. It spread out to wrap halfway around her sides. It covered so much of her that when she sat, head hunched down and arms pulled in, all that showed was the beautiful shell design.

The old woman turned to look back at Marina as she stood up. Marina was surprised to see that she did not look as old as she had seemed earlier. Her face was less lined, her skin tighter, her breasts sat higher on her chest, and her waistline was more narrow. She still wore the same necklace and her hair, while a bit more lustrous, was still tangled with the detritus of the sea.

She also seemed to step more lightly as she walked up the beach out of Marina’s line of sight.

For a long time Marina was alone. She did not sleep or close her eyes. She watched the sky go from cerulean to navy. She watched stars come alight in the night sky, forming patterns she did not recognize. She looked for clusters of bright stars and made patterns of them as she had when she was a girl, before she knew that there were such things as constellations. She named them silently to herself. There is a ship, and a bear, and an arrow.


“A sea forest, an egg, and the north stone,” a voice added. It seemed to come from above and behind Marina, though she could not tell for sure. It seemed so much a continuation of her own thought that she wondered for a moment if she had heard it at all. She could see each of the shapes she had heard spoken. There was a sea forest, and an egg shape made from seven stars low on the horizon. She could even see a single bright star in an irregular cluster of stars, like a diamond glinting from a rock. Somehow she knew this was the north stone, though she did not know what this meant.

“The north stone is the way there and the way back,” the voice answered. It was a woman’s voice, almost familiar. In tone and pitch it sounded like the singing of the old woman, but it also seemed lighter, more youthful. The words were accented strangely and assembled with the precision of someone not used to speaking English.

Marina tried to look behind her, but she still could not move her head. She rolled her eyes back, but stars were all she saw. “Hello,” Marina said. Her voice came out a little clearer than it had earlier in the day. “Who is there?” There was no answer. “Hello,” Marina tried again. She used more breath this time and spoke a little louder. “Is someone there?”

“Why are you here?” the woman’s voice asked softly.

“I don’t know where I am,” Marina answered, though this was not an answer to the question.

“Why are you not knowing where you are?” The construction was awkward but Marina understood the question. What she did not know was how to answer.


“I don’t know where I am because I’m dead.” It came out more sharply, more impatiently than she had intended, so she softened it by adding, “I have died, haven’t I?” If she wasn’t dead, but merely paralyzed below the neck, well . . . she didn’t even want to contemplate it further. It was quiet for a long moment, then the woman spoke again.

“What is dead?” she asked, emphasizing the word dead in her question.

“Dead is not living.”

“You were not living before?” The way the woman made a question of her response confused Marina. She was not sure if it was a comment on her life or a misunderstanding of her explanation.

“No, I was living before, now I am not living. That is being dead.”

“I know death, but not dead.”

“Then I am in death,” Marina answered. This made the woman laugh and made Marina feel like she had miscommunicated. “This is death, isn’t it?” she added. Again there was a moment of silence.

“Death is out there,” the woman said. A shell or stone plopped in the water down by Marina’s feet. “Death is a . . . ,” she seemed to search for the correct word, then found it, “current.” She was pleased with her choice of words. “It carries you here.”

“Then I am dead?” Marina asked. She disliked having to belabor this point but this was not what she had expected death to be.


“You are not . . . living.” She said this slowly and carefully and Marina wasn’t sure if it was because the woman was not certain herself or if she was just being careful of Marina’s feelings.

“So this is what death is like,” Marina whispered, more to herself than to the woman.

“This is what death likes,” the woman pronounced, as if it answered Marina’s question. Again Marina suspected that this was not simply a miscommunication. Either the woman was deliberately not answering her question or she honestly did not know how to answer it. Something about the woman’s voice made her doubt dishonesty, so she tried a different approach.

“Then who are you?” Marina asked. By way of answer, a head moved into her field of vision. She knew at once, even in the darkness, that it was the turtle woman she had seen before, but now she seemed even younger, almost girlish. She wore the same necklace, had the same wildly festooned hair, but she had the glow and aura of youth about her. Marina knew that this young woman, the older woman she had seen at sunset, and the old woman who had given her water and cooled her forehead, were one in the same. And now she began to recall seeing this woman before. She had seen her in water, in a dream of water. She had been the angel that had come to Marina. “Are you an angel?” Marina asked hesitantly.


“An-gel.” She drew the word out, playing with it, almost tasting it. The young woman moved to sit beside Marina. She laughed and said the word again, “Angel.” Even in the dark Marina could see the young woman’s eyes glisten as she tried the word on. “Angel. Turtle,” she added as if comparing the two. “Angel.” She held out her left hand as if holding something in it. “Turtle.” She held out her right hand and appeared to be gauging the weight of an invisible object.

Marina watched in silence. She was struck by the quality of play in the young woman, as if everything was fresh and new to her. Vaguely, through a great mist of time, she recalled possessing that quality herself. When she looked up, the young woman was studying her with that same head cocked to the side, that same almost animal curiosity that she had shown earlier in the day when she had seemed so ancient.

“What will happen to me now?” Marina asked. Once again the woman did not answer right away. She looked up at the night sky as if looking for an answer or, at the very least, searching for the right word. She put a hand on Marina’s chest, covering her heart.

“Healing?” The way she accented the end of her words made everything she said sound like a question, or, perhaps this was meant to be a question.

“Healing?” Marina repeated, intending for it to be a question. “If I am dead, why must I heal?”

“Dead?” the woman asked. She looked confused.

“In death,” Marina added impatiently. “If this is death, if I am in death, why must I heal?” Again, the woman looked confused. Her forehead wrinkled and she brought her hands up to her face.


“Death . . . is a current,” she was speaking slowly and deliberately as though Marina was were a child.

“I know, you said that,” Marina interrupted. “Death is the current that brought me here. I understand that. This is where you go, this is what happens to you when you die. I know I am dead. I know I am in death. What I want to know is what happens now?” The woman nodded her head, smiled, then began again.

“Death is a current, there.” She gestured out to sea. “Life is a current,” she looked around, then gestured in the opposite direction, “there.” Marina closed her eyes in frustration. “Current brings you here in death. If you heal, you may find your way, there.” Again she gestured in the direction she had assigned to the life current.

“Do you mean that I can live again?” Marina asked. There was a tone of bitterness she heard in her voice that she had not intended.

“Maybe.” The woman smiled, but did not seem certain.

“Do you mean that I will be reborn, reincarnated?” Marina asked.

“Re-in-car-na-ted,” she rolled the word slowly out of her mouth and laughed. “Reincarnated.” She seemed pleased with the word, but Marina had no idea whether they shared an understanding of its meaning.

“I don’t want to live again,” Marina explained. “I was no good at it.”

“Good at it,” the woman repeated, nodding her head.


“Do you understand? I wanted to die. I ended my own life. It was my choice. I was not good at being alive. I wanted death.” Marina repeated herself, saying the same thing several different ways in an effort to make the angel or woman, or whatever she was, understand. “Now I just want to move on, to see what comes next. Do you understand?”

“Move on.” She nodded her head. “Yes, heal to move on.”

Well, Marina thought, I can understand that. If I have to heal to move on to the next level or place then that is what I will do. “How do I heal?” she asked. “Can you help me?”

“Maybe?” Again Marina could not tell if it was meant to sound like a question. Then she added, “I don’t know.”

“Isn’t that what you’re here for?”

“Maybe?” the woman answered and again it sounded like a question. She was smiling, though, and did not seem to have been bothered by the question.

“Then will you help me?” Marina asked softly.

“Maybe?” she answered brightly, but then for a moment she looked troubled.

“What is it?” Marina asked. “Have I said something wrong? Don’t you want to help me?”

“It is . . . hard,” the woman answered haltingly. “I don’t know the . . . ,” she faltered again, as if searching for a word, “the way you speak, your . . . your . . .”

“Language?” Marina completed the sentence.

“Lang-uage.” This was another of the words that seemed to please the woman. She said it softly several times, as if laying claim to it. “Yes, language.”


“No,” Marina interrupted, “you speak my language very well.” The woman laughed at this, and her laughter made Marina’s eyes tear.

“Not this lang-uage,” she said through her laughter. She drew the word language out as she had done with the words angel and reincarnation and touched Marina’s lips with her fingertips. “This language,” she said as she touched Marina’s chest over her heart.

There was a moment of silence between them, then the woman stood up. “Wait,” Marina said. “What should I do?” The woman seemed to ponder this question for a moment, then she dropped to her knees in the sand beside Marina.

“Decide,” she said, and this time it did not sound like a question. She held each of her hands palm up as though there might be something in them. “Angel?” As she said this she lifted her left hand and cocked her head to the left gesturing out to the ocean. “Turtle?” She posited this word as though it and not devil or demon were the common antonyms for the word angel. At the same time she lifted her right hand and cocked her head to the right, gesturing in the direction she had identified with the life current. “Angel? Turtle?” She repeated the choices and the gestures that went with them, then she laughed, stood quickly and was gone.


“Wait,” Marina called out again, but this time there was no answer. Decide, she thought, decide what? What did it mean to decide? But even as she turned the question over in her mind she knew what it meant. She didn’t understand all of it, but somehow she was being asked to decide whether she would do what it would take to move on with this experience. While she was not certain that this place was death, it was clearly not life. Perhaps this was a way station, a step in the process of transition from life to death. Well, she thought, let me get on with it. I’m ready.

* * *

The sun woke her in the morning. She felt it on her face. As far as she could tell nothing had changed. She had not moved. She still felt nothing below her neck. She still heard the waves rolling ashore along the beach on either side of her. She smelled the salt air, and she was thirsty.

Almost as soon as she was aware of her thirst, the old woman, the old turtle woman was there beside her with water in a scalloped shell. Marina drank, in sips, most of the water from the shell. She looked up at the old woman. The eyes, the mouth, the shape of her face were identical to the young woman she had spoken to, more alike than even a mother and daughter could be.


“I am ready,” she said quietly. “I have decided.” The old woman cocked her head in that peculiar way that Marina recognized from the day before, but showed no sign of understanding her. “I am ready,” Marina tried to explain. “You know, angel . . . turtle,” Marina repeated what the young woman had said, but the old woman still looked puzzled. “You remember,” Marina pleaded. “Last night, you said that I needed to decide. Didn’t you? Wasn’t that you?” Again the old woman just looked confused, as if she wanted to understand Marina but couldn’t.

She stood up and turned her back to Marina. The turtle tattoo was still there. It was beautiful, fascinating in its detail, intricate and precise. But Marina was confused. Why couldn’t the old woman understand her when the younger version of what Marina was certain was the same woman, could? Had she dreamed the conversation in the dark? Could she trust any of her senses?

The old woman walked up the beach, out of Marina’s range of vision and for a few moments Marina was alone again. Then the woman was bending over her, lifting and folding Marina’s arms across her chest. Next she felt her head and shoulders being lifted. The old woman lifted her by the shoulders and began dragging her backward. Marina saw again the burned and sun-scarred condition of her own skin. She saw the tracks in the sand made by her limp legs.


As she was pulled backward her view of the beach expanded. A wide white band of sand extended as far as she could see in either direction. The waves rolled ashore powerfully, but seemed to break further out, their force blunted by some sandbar or reef. A barrier of palms and other trees began just beyond the dune line and quickly became a dark tangle of undergrowth.

When the old woman stopped dragging her and laid her down, she was next to a shallow trench in the shade of a particularly full palm tree. The trench was about six feet long and two feet wide scooped out of the sand to about eighteen inches deep. Beside the trench was a pile of wet seaweed. The thick, broad fronds appeared to be coated in a slick, almost slimy, translucent film. As Marina watched, the woman layered the seaweed in an overlapping pattern to cover the bottom and sides of the trench. She did this carefully and it took time to complete. Marina found herself mesmerized by the simple repetitive activity.

She had almost drifted off to sleep when she felt herself being lifted off the ground. When she opened her eyes, the old woman, who was easily a foot shorter than Marina, had lifted her up as if she were a baby. She was limp in the woman’s arms and felt herself being lowered into the trench. Once down, the old woman pulled and tugged Marina into place. She straightened Marina’s arms and legs, pulled back her hair, and pushed sand beneath the seaweed layer to form a support for her head and neck.


“What is this?” Marina asked. “What are you doing?” The old woman smiled at her but said nothing. Instead she began layering the remaining seaweed strips over Marina. She molded them carefully around Marina’s feet, calves, and thighs. She covered her belly and breasts, wrapped her arms and shoulders, and ended by wrapping her throat carefully. Marina felt none of this, but watched it with an eerie detachment, as though this was someone else’s body that must be causing someone else, somewhere, excruciating pain. While the old woman wrapped, she sang. Her voice was pretty and melodic, but Marina could not make out any words.

When she finished her wrapping, she stood up and walked into the forest. Within a few feet she was outside of Marina’s view and Marina felt, once again, alone. She wondered if this seaweed wrap was to help her heal. The old woman had laid several strips across Marina’s forehead and cheeks, and it did feel cool on her face.

After only a few minutes, the old woman returned carrying an armful of flowers. They were tiny coral red and pink orchids. She had never seen such small orchids in such intense colors. The old woman knelt beside Marina and let the flowers fall into the trench. There were not enough blossoms to cover Marina’s body, but the woman arranged and distributed them evenly. The scent of them was honey-sweet but also sharp, with a hint of citrus and cloves. The odor filled Marina and she closed her eyes just to concentrate on it.

When she opened her eyes again, her feet were gone—covered in sand—and her legs were fast disappearing.


“What are you doing?” Marina cried. “No! Stop! Please stop.” The woman was methodically but rapidly pushing sand down into the trench to cover her. Marina suddenly thought of flowers at funerals. She thought of Chechyna. She thought of wanting to die, but she was already dead so how could she die again?

“Wait,” she called out. “I did choose. I want to heal and move on. You said I had to decide. I have. I have decided.” The old woman ignored her. She sang to herself and pushed sand into the trench to cover Marina’s torso. “I don’t want this, please don’t.” She was crying now as the old woman pushed sand in around her neck and head. Despite the futility of it Marina found herself taking deep breaths, as though this would give her some protection from being buried alive. As the sand came close around her face she closed her eyes, waiting for the dark, waiting for the smothering weight of sand.

But it never came. When she opened her eyes again, the old woman was smoothing the sand over her. She had pushed and packed the sand around Marina’s head, right up to her face, but no further. She brushed the sand off of Marina’s face and patted her head. Then she drew handfuls of gray and black powder from another pouch and sprinkled it over Marina. The powder was lighter than sand and some of it blew into Marina’s face. Ash. She could taste burnt ash. What bizarre burial ritual was this? she wondered. The ash marked the mound that covered Marina. The old woman inspected her work, nodded her head in approval, and left.


Several times during the day the old woman returned with a basket of tightly woven grasses. She poured fresh water from the basket over Marina’s buried body. Though she could not feel it, she knew the cool water must be trickling down between the folds of her seaweed wrapping, keeping her skin moist and cool. She also helped Marina drink water from the scalloped shell. Never a lot, but always enough to keep her mouth and throat cool and moist.

She did not speak again to the old woman. She had not decided if this old woman was her savior or her tormentor. With all this careful watering, she wondered if something was supposed to grow from her grave. Or was her skin supposed to just decay beneath the earth and slip from her bones? Would she be free, then? Free to move on to some other place, some other level?

With the night, a woman came out of the sea. It was clearly the younger version of the strange turtle woman, for even in silhouette against the moonlight, her youthful figure stood out. She stood up with the waves making foam about her ankles and stretched her arms up to the night sky. She dropped her head back, and Marina could not tell if she was stretching or worshipping the moon or simply studying the sky. Turtle Woman, Marina thought. She had no other name to use for the young woman. I will call you Turtle Woman.


“Why are you here?” It was the Turtle Woman. She had slipped silently up the beach while Marina was studying the stars. Why am I here? Marina thought. Wasn’t that the same question she had asked the night before? I’m here because I’m dead! She wanted to shout this. She thought it. But she remembered how difficult it was to explain dead to the woman, and, besides, she wanted to talk to someone. She decided to try a different approach.

“I’m here to heal,” she said. She didn’t really understand what she was saying. She did not know how she could both be dead and need to heal at the same time. It seemed pointless, but it was the language the Turtle Woman had used, and Marina thought it might be what she wanted to hear.

“Dying . . . healing.” The woman stood over her, her legs on either side of the shallow grave Marina was buried in. She held up both of her hands as she had the night before, miming a kind of scale. “Dying?” She bounced one hand as though judging the weight of something resting in her palm. “Healing?” She bounced the other hand. “You are still choosing, yes?”

“No,” Marina said. But it was true that she had made no conscious decision to heal. She had not really chosen anything. She could not choose something she did not believe in. “Well, yes,” Marina admitted softly. “It’s just that I don’t understand this, any of this. I just wanted to die.”

“Then get up. There is the current.” She gestured at the ocean. “Go to it. Continue dying. Or . . .” she paused, put her hands on her hips, “. . . come again to the living.”


“I told you I was no good at living.” Her voice was angry now, with traces of desperation. “I just want to die.” The Turtle Woman gestured with both hands toward the ocean, but said nothing. “I can’t move, damn it. If I could, I would. I died once. I can do it again.” Marina was actually not sure she believed this, but frustration was building within her. “Why can’t I move? If I’m dead why am I crippled?”

“Are you crippled?” the Turtle Woman asked.

“Would I be lying here, buried like this, if I had a choice?”

“But you chose not to be with the living.”

“This is not how it’s supposed to be,” Marina snapped. She strained her body, willing it to move with all the muscles in her face. She felt her eyes bulge with the pressure she was creating, but nothing moved. It was like trying to lift an object securely bolted to the ground. She fought the sand, the dead weight of her body, gravity itself, until she had nothing left to fight with. “I can’t . . . ,” Marina fumbled. “Please. Take me to the current. Let me move on.” Her voice was weak, defeated. She never liked asking people for things. It made her feel diminished.


“I cannot,” the Turtle Woman said. She sat lightly in the sand beside Marina. The moonlight reflecting off the water and the white sand created just enough of a glow for Marina to see the Turtle Woman’s face. It was a beautiful face, dark but radiant. She had a young girl’s mouth, full and quick to smile. There were no lines in her face yet, but her eyes seemed still to belong to the older woman. They were a mother’s eyes. “I can help you to walk, but the path you must choose. . . .” She did not finish the sentence. She did not need to. Marina knew the Turtle Woman was telling her the truth. It did not please her to know she still had choices to make. Choices were what death was to have resolved.

“Who are you?” Marina asked gently. Then, without waiting for an answer, she added, “I mean, are you an angel or a spirit? What are you?” The Turtle Woman seemed to be considering her question. She looked as though she would speak several times, then didn’t. She looked out at the ocean. Marina had the impression that she was searching for words.

“I am like you,” the Turtle Woman began hesitantly. “Now I am woman. There . . .” she gestured up to the night sky, “I am mother.” She pointed out to the ocean. “Then I am . . . tur-tle.” She said turtle slowly, breaking it up into two distinct syllables, as if she found it both amusing and fascinating to associate herself with this word. “Here,” she touched Marina’s forehead, “I am angel.” She looked at Marina closely, as if to see whether she understood. “Many things. One thing.” She seemed pleased with her own explanation.

“You come from my head,” Marina asked, “don’t you?”


The Turtle Woman wrinkled her forehead, thought for a moment, then answered. “Yes,” she announced, pleased with herself. She touched her fingertips to the point between her breasts where her heart beat. “I come from your head.” As she said this she touched Marina’s forehead again. Then she put her hand on the sand that covered Marina’s chest. “You come from your head.”

“I mean,” Marina struggled to explain, “that this is all a fantasy, a dream. Isn’t it? Even though it seems like a long time, it’s probably only taking seconds, right? Somewhere my body is drowning right now. I’m unconscious and this is my last dream. Right?”

The Turtle Woman seemed to contemplate Marina’s perception for a long time. In the silence, Marina thought about what she had just expressed. Like the moment when one becomes aware of being in a dream, Marina half expected to have her surroundings begin to fade, to be snapped back to her drowning body. But nothing changed. Her surroundings, if anything, seemed more real. Minutes seemed to go by as neither of the two women spoke. Then the Turtle Woman patted the sand firmly.

“This is a real place,” she said in a quiet but serious voice. “This is also a dreaming place. Maybe you are dreaming me. Maybe I am dreaming you. Maybe Turtle Island is dreaming us both. Turtle Island is a mother. Maybe we are daughters in her dream.” Marina’s head began to swim.

Can I stand this? Marina asked herself. Can something be both a dream and real?


“What is a photographer?” the Turtle Woman asked. She said the word again, playing with it as, Marina noticed, she did with all the words that seemed new to her.

“A photographer makes pictures,” Marina answered, though she knew as she said it that it was not a satisfactory answer.

“Draws pictures?”

“Not really drawing.”

“But pictures?” She leaned and turned slightly touching her own back where the turtle-shell tattoo covered it. The colors were brighter than Marina had remembered from when she had seen it before.

“Yes, pictures,” Marina said, “but not with ink, not drawing.”

“How, then?”

“With light,” Marina answered, though she did not really know how to explain this simply. “I catch reflections of light to make pictures.”

“Hmmm.” The Turtle Woman nodded her head. Somehow she seemed to find a connection, some way in which this could make sense to her. “How?” she asked. She leaned in close to Marina, expectant and curious. Marina was not sure where to begin.

“Film,” she started to explain. “Something sensitive to light.”

“Like skin,” the Turtle Woman interrupted. Marina thought about this for a moment.

“Yes,” she admitted, “like skin.” Skin was a surface that reacted to light. It changed color, darkened, with exposure to light. “Like skin, but more complicated.”


“Complicated?” the Turtle Woman asked. It was another curious word for her. Actually, Marina thought, it is not more complicated. What could be more complex, more magical, than the natural chemical reactions of the body in response to its environment? Still, she was looking for some way to explain the almost magical clumping of microscopic particles of silver halide on film.

“Light,” Marina began, “focused by a lens.” She stopped to see if the Turtle Woman understood this word. “A glass,” Marina tried. “A crystal,” she added, and at this the Turtle Woman nodded. “Light, focused by a crystal, makes patterns on a sensitive surface that reflects what we see.”

“What we see?” the Turtle Woman asked with emphasis on the word “we.”

“What everyone sees,” Marina tried to explain, though she knew as she said it that it was, at best, an imprecise answer and, at worst, a falsehood.

“How much light?” Marina had expected to have to further explain how she could possibly record what everyone sees, but the Turtle Woman seemed contented with her explanation and ready with a different question.

“Only just the right amount of light will work,” Marina began. “Too much light will make a negative go dark. When I try to make my image from that kind of negative it will appear all white with no detail, no patterns. Not enough light and the negative will appear clear. Then the print will be too dark to see the detail or the pattern.” Marina realized this explanation was probably too complex, but the Turtle Woman seemed to be thinking about it.


“Then you need some light, and some dark,” she announced, clearly pleased with herself. This was technically not a correct observation, but at a deeper, more essential level, it made perfect sense.

“Yes,” Marina decided to agree, “some light and some dark.”

“This is good,” the Turtle Woman responded.

“Why good?”

“This is your language,” the Turtle Woman said. She emphasized the last word and Marina remembered that they had used the word in their conversation of the previous night.

“What do you mean?” Marina asked.

“You think . . . ,” she hesitated, “you speak to your body in this language.”

“What language?”

“Light,” she said as she stood up. “Light and darkness. This is why you are here. This is what you have to heal.”

“I don’t understand,” Marina said.

“Too much darkness,” the Turtle Woman said. She laughed a little and smiled, clearly pleased with her discovery. “You have too much darkness. You cannot see the patterns. You cannot see your own image clearly anymore.” Marina was silent. “You rest now. Tomorrow, maybe you will sit up.” As she said this she backed away from Marina with light dancing steps.

Marina watched the Turtle Woman run to the water. She ran out into the surf until she could run no further. Marina expected to see her dive headfirst into the water, but, instead, she bent at the waist and lowered herself into the water, so that the last thing Marina saw was the turtle-shell tattoo floating just above the water line. Then she was gone.


Marina became aware of the odor of flowers again, as if the blossoms that had been buried with her were percolating their sweet scent to the surface. Too much darkness, she said to herself as she closed her eyes. Too much darkness.

Thirst woke her. It was day again and the sun was already high in the sky. Broken sunlight filtered down through the palm fronds and for a while Marina watched the pattern made by the light progress across the sand that covered her.

Shadows and light, she thought. What it takes to make a pattern.

It was not by movement and it was not all of a sudden that she became aware of the old turtle woman next to her, for the Turtle Mother, as it now seemed more appropriate to call her, sat so still that she might have been a rock or the brown stump of a cut tree. Marina became aware of her slowly. One moment Marina was alone, the next she was almost certainly alone, then she was in the presence of someone, then the Turtle Mother was with her. All this occurred without word, sign, or movement.

The Turtle Mother sat cross-legged in the sand, back bowed slightly, hands palm up on her knees. If she breathed, it was with excruciating slowness, for Marina could not see her chest move at all. Her eyes were open, fixed on some point on the horizon. Her face was serene and relaxed, and much closer to the young Turtle Woman she knew from the nights.

“Please, I’m thirsty,” Marina whispered. “May I have some water?” The Turtle Mother unfurled her right arm slowly and lifted a shell from the sand at her side. She brought it to her own lips and drank. Then she set it back in the sand beside her.


Marina did not know what to make of this. She had not known the Turtle Mother to be mean spirited. She had only experienced her kindness. She had been frightened by being buried in the sand, but it seemed clear to her now that the woman had meant her no harm. Perhaps, she thought, she did not understand me.

“May I please have some water?” Marina said a little louder. Again the Turtle Mother lifted the shell and drank herself. Marina could see a rivulet of water run down the Turtle Mother’s chin and trickle between her breasts. She found herself opening and closing her mouth as the Turtle Mother drank. She made little moaning sounds like an infant dependent on a breast or bottle. She was so thirsty.
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