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The earth is not yet a garden


about to be turned. The stars


are not yet bells that ring


at night for the lost.


It is much too late.


“MY MOTHER ON AN EVENING IN
 LATE SUMMER” MARK STRAND










PART 1
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Spring












1.


It is not yet the end. Moss descends from the oaks, thick as curtains, veiling the night’s secrets from the living. A wild mare and her foal are out to feed before the dawn. Seagulls bark their hunger at the sky. And Lyra, our island, remains above the sea. The ocean has not engulfed all this, even though I have woken from that dream I’ve had again and again over the decades. In last night’s rendering, after the island had burned and sunken into the waters and all the stars had fallen into the Atlantic, I could still swim. And beneath the surface, wandering among the blue constellations like a mermaid, at last I found Gabriel.












2.


But it is not the story of a drowned ghost haunting my dreams that Dr. Madera wants from me. He says I must focus on the facts. Dr. Madera has commanded that I report the story of myself, the real story, every morning. Should I get lost, he has offered me helpful mnemonic exercises: What is your age? What is your name? Where do you live? What year is it? Who is your husband? What are the names of your children? What is the weather like today?


The wind smells of rain. My name is Elle Ranier. It is May the thirteenth, 1997. A voice talks at me from the radio, telling me that the market has turned for the worse, the Israelis and Palestinians are at war, snow falls late in the north. The broadcast makes it sound as if the world is finally ending. I no longer tremble at signs of the apocalypse, since my own was prophesized for me in a fluorescent medical office some time ago.


At the start of the Second World War, I moved from New York City to Lyra Island, population four hundred—most of whom, until these last years, were employed by my husband, Simon. We have lived since then on this strip of sand, woolly with oak, off the coast of southern Georgia. The dunes here shimmer, white as snow. Wild horses roam, ancient and unapproachable as unicorns. Storms trample us in this part of the world; we are the midwife of the ocean’s wrath. Hurricanes have ravaged my garden many times over. Until this year I have always been able to revive my rosebushes. Our home was built on the foundation of a previous one, which was built on the foundation of one before that; both houses burned to the ground a century apart. The island has never wanted us.


Back in ’41, the three of us—Gabriel, Simon, and I—had anchored at the dock on the river’s side, rather than the ocean’s, where the irreverent tangle of oak recalls the woods of some fairy tale. I knew even then that I’d become lost in them. The path to the house was scarcely marked by an ancient sandy trail; there has only ever been the one dirt road carving its way through the island, from the town in the south to the northern settlement. Our house stood on Lyra’s highest ground, right in the middle. It was Elijah, at first the groundskeeper and later Simon’s ship watch leader, who guided us to our new habitat, which stank of earth and ocean and fire. We were city people and startled by the sound of our own feet crushing the leaves beneath us, but it was not the land itself that would curtail our welcome.


Once the house was before us, I gazed at it in awe, the stone stairways rising into a menagerie of vines veiling more windows than I could count, the grounds so spacious that a wild horse gnawing on the lawn seemed the size of a dog. Even the light overhead was of a different quality, more persistent in its splendor. I wondered to myself how a person would not go missing in such a place.


After some moments engaged in this reverie, I noticed that Gabriel had indeed vanished. I turned to Elijah, mustering what composure I could, and asked after his whereabouts.


“Mr. Simon says your cousin’s to be staying in the old shed,” Elijah responded. “So I pointed him on his way.”


“They’ve done it up for him quite nicely, Elle,” Simon said. “And wait until you see the bridal quarters.”


I had not yet had a chance to visit even the bathroom when Mr. Clarke Senior, the mayor, materialized from the ghostly spread of oak with a rifle in hand. “Well then, Ranier, you’ve found our Lyra,” he said by way of greeting.


Back then, the island still answered to the Clarkes, as it had since the beginning of American time—that is, after Lyra was stolen by the Clarkes from its indigenous, most of whom had been driven from the earth. The family had derived its fortune first from gold and then from steel, but they had fallen out of the financial favor they once held. It was from the Clarkes, I learned later, that Simon’s father had purchased the land where our new house stood. Theirs, too, had stood there once.


It was not only Clarke we would meet that day, but an entire cadre of his loyal locals. One by one they emerged from the woods, armed at his side, as if our puny party represented the German invasion feared along the Atlantic coast. Whatever sudden inferiority they might have felt toward Simon, with regard to financial standing on the island, was upstaged by this display in military might. Simon’s stature seemed to shrink, from its former six feet to something less, as he stepped behind Elijah and then very nearly behind me, his slender and helpless wife.


It was Gabriel who spoke at last, reemerging a wraith from Lyra’s wild. He stood before the militia in the manner of an immortal, unarmed and grinning. “Who knew paradise was so easy to find?” he replied, on our behalf. And so ended the short-lived standoff.


SIMON RETIRED EARLY that evening, claiming exhaustion, so Gabriel and I walked through the grounds toward the sea, which I had not yet seen. The island was more feral back then. Or perhaps it is only so in memory. Moss tickled our shoulders as we walked; above it the stars were bright as fireflies, a dream of the trees.


“Simon is still shaken up over that reception from Mr. Clarke this afternoon,” I said. “He even said something about returning to New York. Wondered if he should write his father.”


Gabriel shrugged. “Clarke was only trying to spook him, Elle. Show Mr. Simon he might be the boss right now, but not for long.”


“So that’s what their whole circus was about?” I asked.


“I was hiding in the woods listening in on ’em before they ever approached. They were goin’ on about not letting any Yankee take what’s here,” Gabriel replied. “I heard one of ’em say it’s blue ground, Elle. That there’s diamonds in the water—or maybe some kind of jewels even prettier than diamonds. ’Course then another said that was all just an old slave story.”


“There it is,” I said, distracted as the trees parted. Before us suddenly were the iridescent dunes, and beyond them, that canvas of impassive, violet sea. Nothing would ever be so magnificent as that first glimpse.


“Yes, there she is,” Gabriel said, drawing me into him. “My sham cousin, alone with me at last.”


THAT WAS OUR FIRST day on Lyra, a far more poetic day to die. Instead I’ve lived to hear Dr. Madera diagnose me with a disease that befalls the old, that destroys memory—my own, surely, but also the memory of the world as it once was.


I stare out the window and imagine all my most beautiful memories, stretching vast and deep as the ocean, shimmering blue as a mirage beyond the scrum of oak. I am losing the Atlantic, losing all that makes me Elle: my facts.












3.


The first fact that left me, as far as I can recall, was the existence of my keys. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t find them. One afternoon, suddenly, it was as though they’d never existed at all. It was scorching already, the rite of southern spring, and the mosquitoes had laid waste to my calves. As I stood there at my front door on my pockmarked legs, struggling with the doorknob, I thought someone was playing a cruel joke on me. I understood that the door was locked, but not how to undo the state of it being so. I felt like the dreamer whose mouth won’t sound though she is screaming.


Finally, I thought to go around to the garden and call for Elijah. I was screaming for his assistance when Ethel appeared. I hardly recognized her—her hair was nearly all white.


“What are you goin’ on about?” she asked. I explained to her that I could not get into the house, that the door was standing in my way.


“Where is Elijah?” I demanded again.


“My Elijah?” Ethel was frightened, as if I’d pointed to some specter in our midst. Then the fear passed and a curious expression formed on her face.


“Well, what’s taking him so long?” I asked.


Ignoring me, she pulled a large chain of keys out from the pocket of her dress and walked me like her darling through the front door. “You forgetting things again?” she asked. “Go on and sell my soul to Satan if my own Elijah was resurrected for your eyes to behold before my own.”


OUTSIDE I HEAR SIRENS. The oaks do not mind the interruption. Only we humans are given pause by the reminder of death. Perhaps everyone on the island is dying. It is happening to all of us, all at once, the planet over. The rain finally begins. The morning review of my facts disintegrates beneath the ambulance’s wailing soundtrack. I hope there is a little room somewhere in the universe where all the lost bits have gone to hide. “Second star to the left and straight on till morning,” I say aloud for nobody.


The wall calendar says it is Sunday, and on Sundays, for as long as we have lived here, Simon attends the Baptist church on the north end of the island. There he plays piano for the congregants, most of whom are or have been his employees. And on Saturday evenings, for as long as we have lived here, I have played for him the part of the church chorus as he rehearses the list of songs he plans to play the next morning. That is, until just days ago, when suddenly I could no longer stand the cacophony of what had always been melodious music to me. In fact, all I could hear in it were sirens. I screamed at Simon to Stop, please—it’s torture. He stood and closed the fallboard with little ceremony, then kissed me on the forehead. “As you wish, Elle.”


I rather wish he trembled with rage instead. But that has never been his way. It was never for me that Simon reserved his passion. Throughout his years of secret dalliances, there was only one I believe he loved, and that was the gentleman from Louisiana. We have never said anything about the lovers, nor about the geologist from New Orleans. I have always protected Simon, and he has always protected me. When I was young, I believed I was saving my life by marrying him. But one never knows how a life may be saved or destroyed until it is too late.


So we both had lovers who were originally from New Orleans. But unlike Simon’s, my affair has primarily been with a dead man.


I have only the one photograph of Gabriel and me. There is so little proof he ever existed before or after that day. My body, in the photo, has turned blond from the summer. Our knees just barely touch, but I can still feel the hair on my thighs stand at the gesture. He hands me his cigarette and I can taste him on it. I have never before wanted anything so much. The smoke wanders in and out of me. And then I collapse, coughing.


As the camera shutter clicks, he whispers a secret in my ear. The cigarette remains in my hand; his mouth is pressed against my hair. Desire is hardly the word. There is nothing else, in that moment, for us. I don’t remember where we were, who was taking the photograph, only that we’d just recently met. I was still a girl, barely seventeen. Time began its advance with Gabriel. Memories of the time before him belong to some other child’s life.


Gabriel’s punishment for me has been that he will always remain young, always the face in the photograph, while I’ve watched my body age. He is forever the man whose legs were entwined with mine that summer, who carried me out into the sea at Coney Island despite my shrieks that I couldn’t swim, whose weight later pressed down on that body of mine, now long gone. It was beneath him that I first felt what it was to melt the edges of myself into another. I wonder if he had a sense then, in the picture, that he would die so young. I wonder what his secret was, stilled forever in my ear by the camera, that I will never hear again.


LIKE THE SIRENS BEFORE, the shrill ring of the telephone shatters my daydream. There is so much more noise in the world now than there once was. Simon announces that no one on the island has died. A kitten climbed up a tree and the ambulance—Lyra has only the one—came to rescue it. “Thank God, right?” he says into the phone.


“So, we all aren’t dying?” I ask him quite seriously.


“Would you like anything from town, darling?” Simon asks, ignoring me.


A time machine, I want to say. My own cat, Mina, stares at me curiously, as if I were engaged in a conversation with ghosts by using the telephone. I shoo her away but she returns to my side. Before I became sick, she never paid me any attention at all. The mice and the raccoons in the garden were far more interesting. Lately, though, I have become a subject of great curiosity to her. Ever since I realized that Mina will remember me longer than I her, I have an irrational resentment toward her. I hate that she will roam among my things, my purses and coats and blouses, free to destroy them once their occupant is gone. “Your friend is okay!” I shout at her, referring to the reckless kitten of Simon’s phone call.


Beholding the cat, I suddenly ache from the simple fact of her pretty face. If life weren’t full of so much beauty—the sweet mischief in Mina’s gaze, wild horses running down the blue beaches of everywhere, a spell of spring rain, the lilac dawn and its twin in dusk, the silk of a first kiss, Gabriel’s knee grazing mine, the stupidity and ephemerality and naïve violence of youth, of want, and children laughing, skipping beneath the curtain call of this world—then we wouldn’t cling to life so. There would be no use for memory. We would rise to eat, lie in the sun, then sleep again until it was all over. It’s beauty that has grown our minds. And it is beauty that has undone us. For a long time, I have wondered whether it would exist without the end, without death. If beauty and death are coincident, codependent. I still wonder now.












4.


I question whether Madera realizes that this is the loneliest of activities—going on about myself to myself, morning after morning. It would be better if there were someone I could call, someone I could meet for tea, someone with me to say Mmhmm or Huh or Oh, my! But at a certain point in an old person’s life, those people we might like to waste an entire afternoon with have either crossed to the other side or lived so long absent from our lives that they might as well be dead.


There were so many girls I might still know, girls I knew in New York, ones with whom I’d go ice skating, girls who sat beside me in French or Latin at Hunter College High School, and we’d go on and on and on about whom we might marry and where we might marry and what we might wear to marry, and then once we were all married we would exchange letters, just a few, until time was the only thing that passed between us. Oh, true, there were women in town here on Lyra whom I’d meet weekly for tea at Tilly’s; we’d speak of holidays, our plans for them, who was coming and what we would cook, holidays that were still months away. When one had passed, we’d start talking about the next. Thanksgiving and then Christmas, Christmas and then New Year’s, New Year’s and then so much emptiness. For a time, I was very popular on the island. My diary was full from Monday to Friday with lunches, lunches that lasted for hours. Those women—what were all their names? It doesn’t matter now. Never did we exchange one true word. And yet we squandered so much of this life together.


ONE WOMAN’S FACE from that ancient Rolodex materializes from my memory, and yet I could swear it was only the once, in that lonely initial winter on Lyra, that I ever encountered its owner. The first brush of cold was not so devastating as it had been in New York, when come October the heat left overnight, without hesitation or regret. Lyra was kinder. It stayed light later and warmed almost to summer during the day. But Gabriel had just died, and so it was inexplicably cold. And I was pregnant with my first child, so I felt frigid even beneath the blazing sun. The world was gutted; all I could see were its dark parts. Was it the eccentric aspect of the stranger herself that implanted her face so firmly in my mind, or the spell of time from which she arose? I do not know if memory works like the planets and stars in space: the heavier a season, the more time slows around it.


There was snow that year, and the dunes were a wonder against the dark-blue Atlantic. All the magnolia leaves dropped, the palmettos were murdered by frost, and the moss was subsumed by ice cycles. We were accused by some of having brought the north and its weather with us. This woman was one of them, that day in December, just sitting down with me like a guest on one of our chairs on the beach, where I had come to hide over my lunch.


“Don’t reckon we’ve ever met,” she said casually, as if I were the one trespassing on her property.


I was too young or too sad or too shy or too lonely or mostly too curious to consider reprimanding her. “Can’t I get you anything?” I asked. In her lap, she clutched a red picnic basket and an umbrella.


“Oh, no, ma’am.” She shook her head dramatically. “Up here, you’ve got the best view of the ocean in all the island. You know that? I’m content to just look at it.”


“Doesn’t it look the same here as anywhere else?” I asked.


“You can’t see how it shows its face right here?” she replied.


“What face are you referring to?” I asked.


“The ocean’s,” she said. “Look closely. You can see, between the swells, that the ocean is dreaming something nice.”


“I’m sorry, Miz …” I said, waiting for her to fill in the rest of her title, but the woman never offered a name. “I don’t believe I understand.”


The woman was mad, certainly, but she did not frighten me. I wanted to hear her go on and on, deeper into that dimension which did not quite resemble our own, but rather the realm of a child’s imagination. And she did go on and on, her voice mingling with the hush of the sea, until, unbelievably, hours had passed, and spurred by a polite glance at my watch, I was forced out of the reverie her tales had sewn around me. “… so many of ’em drowned after gazing down into the depths at the ocean gems. It’s because you can see the beginning of the whole universe in those stones.”


“I’m so very sorry,” I broke in. “It was nice chatting with you, but I must finish up here and get ready for our guests.” Joseph, Simon’s brother, was arriving that evening.


She ignored this and trained her gaze back toward the ocean. “Prettiest things you ever saw, but you gotta swim into the deep deep to really see ’em. And then it gets too hard to come back. No one ever comes back. Why would you want to come back here after you’ve looked into the eyes of God?”


“I wouldn’t know,” I said, standing and wiping the sand from my skirt to emphasize my departure.


“You do know” was all she said, her eyes like an owl’s, dramatic, unblinking.


MOMENTS LATER, I WAS greeting Joseph’s wife, Deborah, whom I had not yet met. “My husband always said Simon was the melodramatic type,” she cooed as she gazed around our home. “But will you take a look at all this?”


Before I could answer, Deborah held her left hand up beside my own. Her engagement ring featured a diamond three times the size of the one Simon had given me. “Now, Elle, dear, which one do you think catches the light more?” She chuckled conspiratorially. “Sometimes I wonder whether I married my ring or my husband!”


Deborah was a beauty queen, from one of those New England families that struck gold the moment they set foot on Plymouth Rock. She was busty where I wasn’t, red-haired and cat-eyed, and had a dancer’s posture. Since childhood, I had always been reprimanded for slouching. “You mean to say you only have one maid here?” she went on. “But how do you ever keep it clean? I should send you one of ours. They never know what to do with themselves. They hate working, these people. You have to make them do it.”


The conversation went on this way, on that same day that I’d learned of the ocean’s capacity for dreams. Up in her room, as they settled in, Deborah rang the bell for Ethel’s assistance every twenty minutes. I had not yet used it once. I was never trained in the ancient art of making others do what you can just as easily do for yourself.


“I hope you don’t still feel you got the short end of the stick being sent here,” Joseph said to Simon that night at dinner. Simon’s brother had sturdy hands and a broad chest from playing quarterback in his youth. Simon had never performed anything more athletic than a brisk walk. Joseph’s suits were perfectly tailored to him; Simon’s jackets devoured his frame. Still, Joseph was the sort of man who by age forty would grow fat. His voice was like that of a petty king, with the haughty command of one who considered himself the most important person at any table. “It’s quite the opportunity. You know, I felt a little sore when Father proposed it to you instead of me.”


“The weather is good for me.” Simon regarded his brother with a gaze that mere mortals reserved for their gods.


“So they say. Couldn’t tell from tonight, though. It’s colder than New York.”


“The property is nice, isn’t it?” Simon asked.


“A real jewel in the jungle,” Deborah chirped. Joseph cast a glance her way for the first and only time that evening, a look that meant Shut that pretty, fatuous mouth.


“You’re starting to speak like one of them, Simon. Is there anyone here who’s educated enough to talk numbers?” Joseph asked when he was finished silently humiliating his wife.


“I meet with the mayor of the island now and again. Educated at Harvard. Elle’s not much for it. She’s never worried herself about these things.” Simon giggled. Now we were even, Deborah and me.


“Ain’t that the fellow we bought this swamp from? You and Father are always too impressed by these Ivy League types,” Joseph replied, throttling Simon’s mirth. “In my experience they’re know-it-all good-for-nothings. Surprised an island this size even has a mayor. Why, you should be the mayor, given the charity we’re doing employing all these people during a war. What’s he call himself again?”


“Clarke. Old family, around these parts,” Simon replied.


“And how is it going—the prospect?” Joseph asked, swatting away a bug that had become caught in a flying pattern around his face.


“Very promising,” Simon said. “We’ll be drowning in it in no time.”


Joseph pounded Simon’s back as if the mosquito had just landed there to meet its death. “We better be. We’re getting murdered in diamonds. Can’t believe those damn South Africans have got every gal in heat for them with one little shred of ad copy. But they’ll get tired of diamonds once the war’s over and their husbands are lavishing them on their French whores, too. A good American wife’ll want this blue, this blue—”


“Wonder?” I offered, but everyone seemed to have temporarily gone deaf. “If you’ll excuse me,” I said, to obliterate my attempt at poetry, “I feel as though I’m going to be ill.”


One nice thing about being a mere woman in my day was that one only had to threaten to feel faint or nauseated when one wanted to be discourteous. This was even easier while pregnant. As I got up from the table, they all expressed their tired hope that I was carrying a son. But she would be a girl.


I left the miserable party and snuck out through the service door into the yard. A storm had recently passed over Lyra. Its lightning had shorn the oak, and left the woods skeletal. But on that night there was no weather. The beach chair where my strange visitor had sat hours earlier, with her red picnic basket, was still and empty, deserted. The full moon was up and cast over the ocean, and I looked upon its glowing surface to see if I might glimpse any of its dreams. All I saw was a golden road into the black.


“WHEN ARE YOU LOST in now, Elle?” Simon asks. Suddenly I find we are sitting in the garden. It is no longer 1941. A newspaper is in my husband’s lap. His front page is turned to me. The headlines: a blizzard in May, bombs kill scores in Haifa, a stock market collapse, a new virus born in the streets of Hong Kong. The fountain chokes, but no water falls from its spout. I ask if Elijah will ever fix it.


“You mean old Elijah, Elijah?” Simon looks at me peculiarly.


“What other Elijah is there?” I ask. I do not know what I have said wrong, so I tell Simon he’d better quit chewing his gum like a cow.


“It’s better than smoking, Elle. The scientists say that kills you in a multitude of ways.” I look down to find a cigarette in my hand.


“Since when have I cared about science?” I ask half facetiously.


“You used to love your astronomy books,” he says. Then he turns the newspaper up to his face again. “No longer, I suppose. … I’ve always been fascinated by it.”


“Well, it got you nowhere good, following Joe around. All those facts and figures,” I say. “That’s what that batty woman on the beach told me to watch out for. She was like a prophet. She had those owl’s eyes.”


“Say, Elle, maybe it’s time you got a little shut-eye?”
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