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This is a memoir and represents events to the best of my ability. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that memory is an ephemeral and mysterious thing, acted upon by all our other experiences combined. Others may have different memories of these events. To protect the privacy of those still living, whose experiences are represented in this book, some names have been changed.









For Natalie
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The author, age 9













“In ancient Greece, the three Fates, or Moerae, determined the destiny of each newborn child. Ancient mythologists elevated them to the position of half-goddesses, representing them as three distinct individuals: Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. One spun the thread of life, one wound it, and one cut it short.


As the personifications of change, the Moerae appear at the three most important moments in a man’s life: at his birth, his marriage, and his death.


Their first appearance is on the third night after a baby’s birth, when they come to foretell his future, give advice, and favour him with his birthmarks. Great care should be taken to prepare the house for their arrival. It should be well swept and a table should be neatly laid out with honey, bread, and three white almonds. (In certain areas of Greece, water, coins, and precious gifts are also placed beside the food.) The door should be left open, a light kept burning, and the house should be very quiet.


Once the Moerae have pronounced the child’s fate, it cannot be changed.”


—From A Field Guide to the Little People












PROLOGUE



The Hardest Part





March 1986


It would be simplest just to say that I’d forgotten what had happened to me before, and that his death made me remember. But I’m not even sure if that’s what happened, though it seemed that way at the time. A shock of recognition, disbelief. How could one forget something like that? You stop thinking about it and your life changes: all the new places, new bonds rush up to meet you. All the time you are becoming different from the person you were without even realizing it. The weeks and months add themselves silently to your memories. Then one day it comes back to you, in a sudden, shocked way, a picture as perfect and complete in your mind’s eye as a photograph. That was how it was for me to remember what happened, like waking up from a dream.
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It was one of the most beautiful days I had ever seen—that morning in March. It had brought a brilliant blue sky with masses of white clouds and the wind blowing in huge broken gusts. Sailboats covered the bay like tiny white moths on a canopy of blue leaves. Late in the morning, while I sat in a salon having golden streaks burned into my brown hair, he would have been standing on the bridge looking down into the water, or maybe out beyond to the place where the tides meet. He would have been surrounded by the Headlands, the ocean, the wind, and all the people, some in cars rushing past, in boats below, and walking along, oblivious to him. He may have been the only one on the West Walk at the time, because of the strength of the wind. While I waited for the strands of my hair to turn blonde, he would have been pausing to wonder, for an instant. I used to believe he took that moment to consider what it was going to be like.


Now, so many years later, I realize he might never have thought about the next few moments. He may have been thinking only of the past. Such questions plagued me in the weeks that followed. But I knew no one who could answer them.


To get to the West Walk from the point where his car was parked, you must take a staircase underneath the bridge and come up again on the other side by the ocean. I went down there once. After the car was found and we waited for him to come back, for his body to come back, I went there and listened to the sound of the water and the wind, and later, in the stairwell beneath the span, the sounds of the cars passing overhead, their deafening vibration on the steel and concrete.


You’re not really meant to stop down there, underneath. It’s a place just to go through and leave by itself, untouched, on the way to someplace else. But something down there held me and made me afraid to go on. That’s how I ended up standing frozen, listening, while each moment seemed to stretch out endlessly: the noise and momentum, the rush and press of people, cars, and machinery perceived from a solitary, silent point that was my own body, motionless and concealed. In that corridor there is no hint of the world outside, except for the sounds that envelop one in an isolation too sudden and complete. I don’t remember anything after that, or whether I ever made my way to the span on the ocean side. I have never been on the bridge before or since. For a time, they closed the corridor and there was no longer any access to the West Walk.


I wanted him to be alive, somewhere in the hills, to believe that he had fallen or was hurt, but at least not in the water, to believe that he was somewhere waiting to be found. We did not know about the letter until later. We held on to the possibility of his being alive, and you must wonder why—it was selfish, really. It was for the same reason that you don’t like the sun to sink too fast beneath the horizon: you know that soon it will be night, the sky will be dark and close around you, all the beautiful colors will be gone, and you had wanted to stay there awhile longer. I felt for him the way one does about something beautiful that you want to last.


But he had not fallen by accident, and he was not waiting for us in the hills, and his body never came back with the tide. Someone had seen him jump. A week later his family held a memorial service. I drove alone from the house where Kelley and I lived, across the bay by another bridge, to a chapel in the hills on the northern side. There had been rain again, in the days between, but that day came cold and clear and beautiful, just like the one a week before.


That night, after the service, I would have the worst of the dreams, and afterward I would wonder where it had come from, thinking back about the daylight. I did not understand at first. I could not have said what was the hardest part of that afternoon, while the sun still caught the beads of rain that lay on the edges of leaves and in puddles on the ground.


From the chapel the bridge was visible in the distance at the mouth of the bay. But that was not the hardest part. The hardest part was not the way she shone so strangely, like a jewel, beneath her mantle of dense, airless fog. Not in seeing her through the window of the chapel, holding herself weightlessly above the waves with her perfect, majestic indifference. It was not the perfect blue of the sky or the whiteness of the clouds or the smell of wet earth outside the chapel or the wind and the aftermath of rain. It was something someone said.


We had gone outside and were standing on a lawn, and I looked up and saw Kelley standing across from me. She had just glanced up at the sky. Her dress was dark against the colors of the grass and the brilliant blue above her, a small black figure in a huge landscape. I saw her eyes and looked away quickly; their expression was like a wound in my own body. But I could not remember when the wound had gotten there or how it had opened again.




Sean


Later that night I was sitting in front of a fire, and you were there, waiting for word of how the funeral had been. In the year that we first met, you had traveled the world over, sailing alone for months at a time. I looked up to you, to your knowledge of aloneness and the sea. For the first time since we had known each other, I had no desire to trade places with you. I told you what had happened at the service, what I could remember. The things that seemed safe to say. Before I left, I asked you if they would ever find his body.


You looked at me with an expression that was a mixture of pain and surprise, as if the possibility of such a lapse of reasoning on my part was more than you could have imagined. After a moment you said, “Darien, his body is a piece of human flesh floating in the ocean . . . it’s been there for a week . . . fish and shark feed on flesh floating in the ocean.”


I was sitting on the edge of the couch, and you were in front of me, the fire burning behind you. Weeks before I had sat in the same place, and Aiden had been sitting across from me.


I’d thought of the water before and its natural effects. I had thought of Natalie Wood, floating off the coast of Malibu, facedown. I had never thought of what you were saying.


I said, “Isn’t there any way he could have washed into a cove or somewhere else . . . and hasn’t been found yet? Somewhere people don’t go?”


I felt my heart sinking without knowing why it mattered, anyway. You explained, just as I knew you could, the tides. That was the last time I wondered about Aiden being found. I wouldn’t need to keep waiting for some word.


I put what you had said out of my mind; your words were unbearable to me. Later that night, just before falling asleep, I was reaching for the light switch by the doorway when it struck me suddenly. I saw his eyes. I hadn’t considered his eyes.


What comes to me too suddenly, what comes on too hard and fast, I let go of—the thoughts floating away to another place, gently, while I turn away, unable to bear them. After a while they begin to sink, covered over with depths of memory. I watch my own detachment with surprise. While I sleep and work, and play and laugh, something else is happening. Then, when I least expect it, the thoughts come back. I’ve wondered about this for a long time; it has happened before, and it happened again that night before I fell asleep. I thought of his eyes, once full of kindness, as I turned out the light. Later, while I slept, some part of me that had continued its quiet ruminations worked a strange alchemy. I floated underwater in a sea whose depths I had never seen before. And I had the dream about the crow.







The Crow / Der Haifischtraum


I dreamt I was at home again.


I dreamt that I was in my old room, and my sister, Mara, was with me. We were sitting on my bed together, the lace of the canopy suspended above our heads, our hands and knees almost touching. The golden light was there, and filled the room, filled the air above us.


I remember it this way. She said, “I think you should talk to someone,” and watched me.


“I’m talking to you.”


“No, I mean . . . because it was so sudden. It might begin to get hard for you.”


“It’s hard for everyone. Already,” I told her.


I could see the two of us from my dreaming place, the lace of the canopy and the bedspread underneath us, myself in the room, looking at the lace in that light.


“I don’t want to talk,” I told her. “I don’t want to be alone anymore.”


And then, as though it were something I finally believed, I told her: “We’re not meant to be alone for years and never touch someone. I want to see Michael again. I want to find Michael.”


I wanted to go. So I left her, thinking that I would find him, but everything changed. I walked down the hallway, but it was not a single house anymore. My steps led past rooms from different houses I had lived in, all of them suddenly appearing again in one place. At the end was a bedroom, the door ajar, and Michael was inside. I went to stand at the door of the room we had shared together in his house the year before, when I was twenty-two, the house that I had left behind. Even in the dream, the walls were pale green, the shutters dark, and the golden light filled that room also. I wanted to go to him. I wanted Michael to see me, but he didn’t. He couldn’t see me or hear my voice. He was sitting on the bed, speaking to someone on the telephone, speaking to Mara, left behind in the other room with golden light. I stood in the doorway while he told her that they had gone through all my letters and papers and journals. All my letters . . . they had found nothing. His voice was confidential. I heard him tell her, “It doesn’t make any sense. Why would anyone want to do this?”


Then Mara came down the hallway, past me, and into the room. I wanted them to see me. I wanted to show them I was still alive, but they didn’t see me. They just kept talking as though I weren’t there.


“I can’t see how anyone could want to do it . . . how anyone could want to die.”


I wasn’t dead. My head began to hurt, watching them, a pressure in my head and chest like rage or crying. I came forward then, toward them, in my dream.


“Can’t you,” I whispered, “can’t you see?”


But what had started so softly began to grow until I was screaming at them, and they were frozen, staring, finally seeing me, but they were afraid.


“Do you really want to know?” I screamed again.


And then I took a conspiratorial tone, smiled, and said softly, “I can tell you if you really want to know.”


Before I could go on, my mother appeared at the end of the hall. She came down the hallway, like everything else in the dream, but she was coming toward me, watching me. They were all watching me, and she turned, everything happening so slowly. She was angry. She turned to face me, her eyes a pure black with something shining, lights shining in the irises of her eyes. Her body was dark and roiling, like smoke, and she fell on me. She was burning, her body burning, but in flames that were black, black feathers like wings above her black body. And her face and head were a mask—black eyes, a black hood, an ivory black beak. I felt her on me, her whole body burning. I felt her wings beating the frame of my body, smashing my skull and chest, clawing my eyes, tearing the skin of my face with her talons. I was pleading with her not to hurt my eyes. I covered my head with my arms, and I felt her beak tear at the flesh of my knees, at my thighs, and the tenderest flesh, the secret flesh like a perfect seashell in shreds then. I was bleeding and I tried to pull at her claws, but they wouldn’t come away. I couldn’t pull her away and her wings were still beating a wind that was burning like fire all around me. I was screaming; I screamed over and over till I awoke.


I couldn’t remember where the sound had come from at first. I couldn’t tell where the choking sound had come from, but when I woke up, I was at the bottom of the sea.


In the darkness that had submerged my bed, a small white shark was swimming. It circled, coming closer, and moved through an arc of green phosphorescent light, pale; disappeared into the darkness; turned, its tail pulling swiftly side to side, an effortless, visceral beating. It circled back again, homing closer and closer to me in the dark—a shadow that glowed and darkened then suddenly disappeared.


At the side of my bed a kitten was crying, plaintive, afraid. She was hardly real, her white fur shining a deathly color in the light that spilt across the floor from the alarm clock beside the bed. She paced, knocking gently with her forehead against the edge of the cover that was hanging down to the floor. I pushed myself up to sit at the edge of the bed. I reached out and caught hold of her. I gathered her up, her tiny body weightless in my hands, and pressed her to my neck. I was awake now. But in the darkness, numbly, I felt the wetness on my cheeks, my eyes. The terror of my dreams would subside, I knew. The ghosts of my life of a decade ago would begin to dissolve. But he would still be there in the water, his eyes, his body in pieces.
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