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Now I am ready to tell how bodies are changed Into different bodies.

OVID, Metamorphoses





I








One



It’s true: a few of us slept through the entire ordeal, but others sensed something wrong right away. We grew restless in our seats and felt what exactly? An uneasiness, a movement in the air, a certain quiet that hadn’t been there before? Several men craned their necks about the cabin. We caught each other’s eyes, exchanged searching looks, and just as quickly—embarrassed—glanced away. We were eighty minutes into the flight. Orion on our left, the bear to the right. The motors droned. The cabin lights dimmed. The whoosh of the engines was the sound of erasure: Shhhhh, they whispered, and we obeyed.

The woman beside me clicked on her overhead light and adjusted a pair of reading glasses. She laid a folder of sheet music on her tray. Thin, black-haired, she smelled vaguely of breath mints. Her blue cello case lay strapped to the seat between us. She was giving a concert in Amsterdam and had booked an extra ticket for her instrument. I’d joked about her cello on the tarmac: Did she order special meals for it on flights? Did it need a headset, a pillow? She was retying hair behind her head and cast me a barely tolerant smile.

When the drink cart passed, she ordered a Bloody Mary—I, a scotch. Our pygmy bottles arrived with roasted nuts. I reached across the cello case and touched her plastic cup.

To your cello, I tried again. Does it have a name?

She nodded tepidly over the rims of her glasses.

Actually, she said, it does.

I couldn’t place her accent. Something Slavic. Romanian perhaps. She wore a lot of eye shadow. She returned to her music. I could just make out the title of the piece: Richard Strauss’s Metamorphoses: A Study for Twenty-three Solo Strings.

Over the Gulf of Maine, the moon glittered below us. I wanted to point out to the cellist as I would to my wife, Ana, that the moon hung actually beneath us. I wanted to tell her we were near the tropopause, the turning point between the stratosphere and the troposphere, where the air is calm and good for flying; tropo from “turning,” pauso from “stop” (I prided myself on my college Latin). And surely she’d know these musical terms. But the woman was counting bars now. Across the aisle, a man in a wine-colored sweater lay snoring, his mouth opened wide.

Somewhere over the Bay of Fundy the cabin lights began to flicker. The video monitors went dead (they’d been showing a map of the Atlantic, with our speed, altitude, and outside temperature). The cellist looked up for a moment, her lips still moving with the sheet music. Then the cabin fell entirely dark, and a strange silvery light poured into the plane through each oval portal and lathed the aisles in a luminous, oddly peaceful glow. One by one, people tried to press their dome lights on, not yet in alarm but bewildered, to be up so far in the atmosphere, bathed in that frozen blue moonlight. A flight attendant marched up the aisle and told us to keep our seat belts on. The clouds lay effulgent below, edged in gold; another attendant shouted that there was nothing to be alarmed by. The lights blinked, faltered, turned on again. A sigh rose from the seats, and the cellist glanced at me with nervous relief.

The captain came over the intercom then. He apologized and mentioned we were going to make a “short stop” in Halifax “before we get on our way.” He was trying to sound unfazed, but in his Dutch accent—we were flying Netherland Air—his comments sounded clipped and startling. He got back on the intercom and added that we might want to buckle our belts for the rest of the ride and—incidentally—not to get out of our seats.

The cellist turned to me.

What do you think it is? she asked.

I don’t know, I shrugged.

Her glasses had slid halfway down the bridge of her nose. She squared her sheet music on the tray table. The man in the wine sweater had awakened and was demanding answers. People flipped open their cell phones—to no avail. Outside, the tip of the wing looked laminated in moonlight, the Milky Way a skein above. We had started sinking fast, that much was clear, the nose of the plane dipping downward; and there was a curious chemical smell, not exactly burning, more like a dashboard left to bake in the sun.

The man in the wine sweater bolted from his seat and ran toward the bathrooms at the rear galley of the plane. Beside his empty seat a young Chinese woman in leather pants lay sleeping, earphones on her head, seat belt cinched across her hips. She wore an eyemask across her face.

Someone ought to wake her, the cellist said.

She’s better off sleeping, I replied. Besides, it’s probably nothing.

Probably, she whispered.

Tell me, I asked, about your instrument.

She looked at me with disbelief.

My cello?

Yes, I urged. I wanted to distract her; I wanted to distract myself. Then, as if she understood the reason for the query, she swallowed and began talking about her cello, how it was built by one of the great Italian cello makers, a man named Guadagnini, and how he traveled between Cremona and Turin, and how his varnishes were famous, though they varied with each place he worked. She talked of the thinness of the plates, the purfling, the ivory pegs, the amber finish he was known for. I could barely hear her voice; she kept toying with one of her earrings. I asked if it was old and she said, yes, it was built a few years before the execution of Marie Antoinette.

She snapped off her glasses and drained the meltings of her Bloody Mary and placed the cup back in its bezel. Her hands were trembling slightly. The Chinese girl hadn’t moved; we could hear the tinny sound of hip-hop through her earphones.

For several minutes neither of us said a word. Clouds shredded past the windows. The cabin rattled unnervingly. The entire plane was silent now, save the shaking and the whisper of air in the vents. The name Moncton appeared on the video map. We were being passed from one beacon to the next, a package exchanged between partners, Boston Control to Moncton Control. The cabin grew noticeably hot. The moon was now the color of tea.

I told the cellist I had a particular interest in orientation and flight. In birds, actually. That I was an ornithologist, my wife too; I told her about the study skins and museum collections. She nodded, clenching and unclenching a cocktail napkin in her fist. I rabbited on to fill the empty space, so my voice might be a rope that both of us could cling to; and I told her about polarization filters and magnetic fields, the tiny pebbles, no larger than poppy seeds, found between the skull bones of migratory birds. Magnetite, I said. Black ore, which helps them home, to the same nest or tree across an entire hemisphere. I kept the patter going, reeling and threading out more rope, whatever came to mind, cladistics, the systematics laboratory, how we needed new bird specimens for their DNA (which you couldn’t obtain from the old study skins), and how I collected birds (killed them actually), and that I was going to Amsterdam to deliver a lecture and then visit the Leiden Museum to inspect their collection of Asian Kingfishers. I told her about Ana as well, her work with Savannah Sparrows and migration—but the cabin was growing hotter by the minute, my collar sponged now in sweat, the little hairs on my arms damp. The plane shuddered and pitched and my heart leapt and I could hear the cellist’s breath catch beside me. “Gravity” comes from the Latin gravitas, I explained. Heavy, grave, a lowness of pitch. The impulse of everything toward the earth. Newton’s universal law, Kepler’s “virtue.” Someone vomited in their seat; we heard the vile gurgle, then smelled the sickening odor. The cellist yanked the paper bag from her seat pocket.

Shut up! she hissed.

Was I still talking? I hardly knew. She fished inside her pocketbook and fumbled a tube of lipstick and a hand mirror, and held the trembling glass in front of her face. Her forehead gleamed. She skull-tightened her lips but kept missing, dabbing dots of pigment on her cheeks.

Fuck! she screamed and clicked the compact and tossed it in her purse.

Then she pushed up the cotton sleeve of her black blouse. Her arm was slender and pale. With the lipstick, she composed an E just below her elbow. I watched as she wrote each letter on the inside white of her arm: E, then V, then D, then O.

When she finished it spelled “Evdokiya.”

She handed the opened tube across the cello.

What do I do with this? I asked.

You write your name.

You’re being dramatic.

Am I? she asked.

The name of the lipstick was Japanese Maple. Against her pale skin, the letters looked lurid and blotchy.

The Japanese maple on our roof was slightly more purple than the lipstick. Its leaves in fall the color “of bruises” Ana once said. She would have looked good wearing that pigment. I held the glistening tube in my hand, not knowing what to write or where. I wanted to write Ana’s name, or both our names, as though we were a piece of luggage that, lost, would find its way back to our loft. So I put our address down, taking care with each number, each letter: 150 First Avenue; and then I showed my arm to the cellist, and she said: Your name. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to write it down.

The smoke seeped in slowly and curled to the ceiling. The smell of burning plastic was distinct now. The video monitors were still working and showed we were twenty miles from Halifax. A man in a silk prayer shawl stood bobbing up and down in the aisle, the white cloth a cowl over his head. The girl with the earphones still lay fast asleep; no one apparently had woken her. Now and again a pilot or a flight attendant raced up the aisle, urging us to keep calm. We all had our life vests on by then—some inflated theirs against instructions, and you could hear the alarming pffffff of them filling with air. The cellist found my hand across the cello case and burrowed her fingers into mine, as if to hide them there. Others were grabbing hands across the aisles. I kept jerking open my jaw to pop the unbearable pressure in my ears; the cellist was doing the same. I imagine, in the end, we all looked like fish.

An eerie whistling filled the fuselage like someone blowing into a soda bottle. The cellist named the notes as we were going down. The pilot was uttering the word “pan, pan, pan.” We could hear it over the intercom. It sounded as if he were shouting for bread.

We dropped between layers of atmosphere. Clouds tore past the wing. The whistling lowered to a gentle warble, the fuselage a flute with one hole left open, an odd arpeggio in the rear of the plane. Someone shouted land! and I pressed my forehead to Plexiglas and saw, between scraps of cloud, lights below, pink clusters like brush fire, four or five of them, the brief flames of villages and towns checkerboarded, scalloped along the coast, yet distant; and some began to cheer, thinking, We will make it; we are so close to land, Halifax couldn’t be far. We were coming over the spine of the world, out of the night, into the welcoming sodium lights of Canada. We hit clouds again and the plane shuddered; the ocean hurled to the left, and the plane rammed hard to the right.

Oxygen masks sprang from the ceiling panel and swung in front of our faces. I caught mine and helped the cellist with hers. The plastic was the color of buttercups.

She took the belt off her cello and unfastened the buckles.

Help me! she screamed through her mask. She was in a sudden rush, fumbling, standing, a flight attendant shouting for her to sit. I helped her prop open the shiny plastic case and saw inside the instrument—amber-toned, varnish gleaming, the grain a fine and lustrous brown. In its capsule of red velvet it looked like a nesting doll. She slipped a finger in through the F-hole and touched the sound post and closed her eyes. The instrument was humming a sympathetic vibration.

It’s the D, she whispered.

It’ll be safer with the case closed, I said.

She leaned over and kissed the cello’s neck and let the cover drop.

The cabin rattled. The bulkheads shook. The overhead bins popped open. Bags, briefcases, satchels rained down. The cellist clenched her eyes. I felt her fingers tightened on mine—but it was Ana I felt beside me.

We broke cloud cover and dropped into a pool of dark. The bones around my cheeks pressed into my skull. I saw the sheet music flattened like a stamp on the ceiling. The metamorphoses. I couldn’t tell which way was up and which was down and out the window a green light stood on the top of the world, a lighthouse spun above us, a brief flame somewhere in the night.

Did I feel it then, the beginning of this pilgrimage, from air to thinner air, from body to body, before the impact? Was it then or after or in between, before the seat belts locked our pelvises in place and unleashed the rest of us. The ilium. Why is it the same name for Troy? Ana once asked, tracing the upper bone of my hip with her finger. Because it’s a basin, I said, and told her the Latin word ilia. More like wings, she said and climbed above me and laid the two points of her hips on top of mine. Our bones tapped together, like spoons.

The cabin burst into light, sunbright, dazzling, an orange edging around it. I could see the bones beneath my flesh like pieces of pottery. And then we were entering the sea.







Two



The sunset over Trachis Bay had been brilliant, and now the ocean lay pewter in the lingering dusk. It was the perfect end to the final Sunday of the season; families lingered on the beaches until the last possible moment, dragging children—red-faced, reluctant—into vans, locking up cottages, stuffing suitcases, shutting hot water heaters for the summer. They crammed into the last ferry and headed back to the mainland and the cities. It was the middle of September. They wouldn’t be back until Christmas—or more likely the following spring.

This was the season and the hour Kevin Gearns liked best, after the crowds departed, the guests thinned at the inn, the beaches emptied again, when the island itself seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. In another few weeks, they’d close the inn for the year. Kevin couldn’t wait. After months of nonstop guests, of cooking each night for a dozen strangers, arguing over bills and diets and bedding, they’d shutter the cottages and hang the wooden sign on the Peninsular Road “Closed for the Season.” The nights would turn chill, the trees grow bare, the roads untraveled. By the time the first frost arrived, they could finally relax. Douglas was even talking about a vacation. Lisbon, perhaps. Lake Averno. It didn’t matter much where.

 

The night was warm; a cotton of fog hung over the sea. Kevin had come outside for dill but lingered on the lawn, inhaling the wild tobacco, the potted jasmine. Ever since they’d bought the inn on Trachis Island, he’d wanted a moon garden, but he’d had neither the time nor the energy until that summer. He’d planted the night blooms as a surprise, furtively, on afternoons when Douglas was away. But Douglas didn’t appreciate the subtleties of trumpet lilies or Himalayan musk roses. Why, he asked, would you want flowers blooming when no one can see them? If you have to ask, Kevin felt like saying…but resisted. He simply replied: For the moths.

That summer was their tenth anniversary on Trachis Island. They’d bought the inn with money from the sale of Kevin’s mother’s house in Brookline. Kevin had the most tenuous connection to Nova Scotia: a childhood trip there one summer with his grandparents. Yet the memory of brick-red cliffs, blue water, beaches of white, speckled stones had stayed in mind, stored away, a seed lying dormant all those years. When his mother’s estate was finally settled, Kevin knew exactly what he’d do with the money—though he’d never spoken it before. Nova Scotia. The words nearly surprised him too. They would move there. They would find a place, on an island preferably. No matter that he and Douglas were Americans. No matter that he hadn’t been back since that one childhood trip. Why not the Cape? Douglas asked. Why not Fire Island? Why not—for that matter—the Jersey Shore? Kevin wouldn’t hear of it. So fraught were all of those places with memories and ghosts of those he’d cared for with Hickmans and cocktails—not to mention his abandoned dissertation (left in a box bound in rubber bands)—that all he wanted was to leave everything behind. A fresh start. A new place, a terra nova. An island.

But how would they live? Douglas protested.

Kevin remembered his face when he told him his idea for an inn. And what exactly, Douglas inquired, one hand on hip, made him capable of running an inn?

Nothing, Kevin shrugged. But he’d cared for so many sick people for the last eight years, how much harder could it be looking after perfectly healthy ones on holiday?

Besides, Kevin added, he liked the ring of the word “innkeeper.” It sounded so Chaucerian.

In the end Douglas consented; what else was he to do? He had no real job to speak of, only the occasional work as a personal trainer. Most of the important decisions in the last few years he’d ceded to Kevin, not because Kevin was twelve years his senior—and a bit more experienced—but because Douglas was too lethargic to make up his mind. So when it came to the big move, Douglas went along, more out of laziness than any real conviction that living on an isolated island suited his temperament or lifestyle.

The property came with eleven acres, one hundred feet of ocean frontage, a beach of crushed pink shells. Broken crockery, Kevin called it, sifting sand through his fingers the first afternoon they visited, for the beach sand looked like nothing more than teacups and saucers that had been tumbled ceaselessly by the tide. How appropriate to move there then, Kevin mused, among the pulverized dishes, the shards of scallop shells, for his life up until that point in New York City had seemed the tail end of an imaginary tea party where all the guests were now gone. That June afternoon, looking up at the house on the bluff, Kevin knew this was the place he’d live for the rest of his life. Trachis. An island ringed by emerald. Black glacial boulders. Fifteen miles from the mainland. Twenty from the Scotian Shelf. So what if, two months earlier, he’d never even heard of the place?

That first afternoon, he and Douglas wandered up the path to the main house: a Greek Revival, with Gothic touches added later. The Realtor had left them keys. The house was chill, echoey, redolent of mice. They wandered each enormous room, Douglas reluctant, skeptical (though with a slight mercurial look), Kevin trying to keep himself from ecstatics. The carpets smelled of sea damp. There was sand on the floor, a library with warped shelves, old books with gilt edges and pages pocked with mold (they’d have to be spread in the sun). A Persian rug lay rotting on the parquet. A black Baldwin upright, scandalously out of tune. Plaster crumbled everywhere. Paint blistered. Could they possibly restore the place to its grandeur? The lightning rods beaded with cobalt porcelain balls, the widow’s walk, the Doric columns? Yes, it was tremendous work. But even Douglas had to admit there was something magical about the spot: the dramatic drop to the ocean, the lime green of the lawn in early June, the Prussian blue of the sea. To wake to that each morning, Kevin thought, he’d feel alive again after all those years in a lightless apartment on Gansevoort Street.

The first few seasons on Trachis were not easy. There were problems with the contractors, the plumbing, the dry rot. They had trouble finding help; the housekeepers kept quitting. The islanders themselves were not particularly welcoming. Neither Douglas nor Kevin was a Maritimer. Worse yet, they were Lower Americans—the worst kinds of carpetbaggers. Hadn’t Kevin overheard Bunty Phillips, the island constable, once say as much, publicly, at a town meeting?

Yet slowly, incrementally, year by year, they were, if not entirely embraced, at least accepted. When people drove past Trachis Inn now off the Peninsular Road, they caught sight of the yellow-painted main house, the black shutters, the spruces and antique hollyhocks out front. It looked so much better than before, when the place had lain in ruins—they had to concede that much. For the main house was one of the island’s few historic buildings, had belonged to Ezra Trachis himself, a sea captain. His wealth, they said, was earned in the opium trade.

 

Kevin unlatched the gate and entered the garden. An orange moon drifted hazily in the east. He found the patch of dill, the heads lush, lacy, fragrant in the moonlight. He was making a gravlax from a salmon he’d bought that morning straight off Government Dock. Nova Scotia salmon, the freshest possible. He needed several bunches of dill and some juniper berries for the recipe. Down at the cottages, lights twinkled through trees. Oscar barked and loped on the lawn, nose to ground, the sea behind; he’d caught the scent of rabbits.

The inn was nearly empty after the weekend, the main house unoccupied. In the Quahog Cottage stayed the retirees from Minnesota: a lumbering man with burst blood vessels on his cheeks, and his tiny, wire-haired wife. They’d been motorcycling around the Maritimes on matching Harleys. In the Whelk Cottage were the young windsurfers who came to breakfast each morning in wet suits. Kevin had stumbled upon them on the beach the night before while walking Oscar. They were naked in the firelight, the girl acrobatically on all fours, her ass in the air. Kevin came back to the main house holding a hand to his mouth.

What? Douglas asked.

Whelks on the beach, Kevin said.

Whelking?

Kevin nodded.

Oh my God, you saw it?

Yes, Kevin said. Regrettably.

He couldn’t wait for them to leave. The boy had the tiniest brown beard hanging from his chin like a shred of steel wool that practically begged to be snipped off. And just that morning, he’d knocked meekly on Kevin’s office door and mumbled something about a clogged toilet. Kevin discovered later a blue condom flushed down there, despite the quaint signs he’d calligraphied himself—perhaps too quaint—that warned of the delicate island plumbing, not to put anything “incommodious” in the “commode.” What didn’t they understand: Incommodious? Commode? Thank God, they’d be gone in the morning, along with their colored condoms.

 

Kevin placed the last of the dill in the basket. A scarf of clouds crept off the ocean—vaporous, metallic blue. He left the garden and walked to the bluff for juniper berries. On a clear night over Trachis, he often saw the aurora borealis this time of year. On any cloudless night, the stars were overwhelming on the island, and if he looked up he could see, among all that acreage of sky, tiny red navigational lights flitting across the atmosphere. Airplanes, hardly noticeable, tacking across the Atlantic on their way toward Europe or Asia. Other times the Canadian Navy flew practice runs directly over the island, the F-16s thundering so low, so loud, the windows of the cottages shook in their frames. That night was too cloudy, and the moon too full, for the aurora borealis. Oscar sniffed the air, tail erect, and growled. Kevin groped for berries among the juniper needles. The offshore fog slipped eerily beneath the moon.

Back inside, the office lights blinded him. Douglas lay sunk in a Mission rocker, immersed in the pages of a Consumer Reports. Their chain saw had died earlier that summer and he was shopping for a new one.

It looks like either a Stihl or a Husqvarna, Douglas announced. He didn’t look up; he wore a look, so familiar lately to Kevin, of concentrated annoyance.

The displacement values are better with the Stihl, he muttered. But the price with the Husqvarna. He sighed and turned the page.

Kevin set the basket of dill on the counter.

The Husqvarna sounds sexier, Kevin remarked.

Douglas rolled his eyes.

It’s not about the name.

What is it, Russian?

Swedish.

And the Stihl?

German.

Can you get the Husqvarna, Kevin asked, for a Stihl?

Douglas peered over the top of the magazine with an exasperated expression. Kevin picked the basket off the counter and started toward the kitchen.

Well, it’s all the same to me, he said and waved one hand in the air.

Halfway through the door, he stopped. Oscar was barking madly now outside.

What’s wrong with the dog? Douglas asked, but Kevin didn’t answer.

They heard the plane then at the same time: louder and more thunderous than usual. The windows trembled. The lights flickered. And then there was a high deafening shriek as if the aircraft was heading straight into the house. The chandelier shook. A puff of plaster ghosted from the ceiling. In seconds, the roar receded.

Fucking navy, Douglas shouted and threw down the magazine. Why do they need to come in so close?

Kevin, who hadn’t moved from the door, who was still gripping the basket of dill, his heart thumping, said: That didn’t sound like the navy. He hurried back the way he’d come, through the screen door, out into the night, up the hill, and back to the garden for a better view. Oscar shivered beside him, tail between his legs. The fog had nosed onshore. The groan of the aircraft was faint now, somewhere out at sea.

Years afterward, Kevin wished he’d gone somewhere else, to the bluff or the parking lot, or out to the Peninsular Road—anywhere but inside the garden. For whenever he opened the gate in autumn again, whenever he caught the scent of ripe salt hay or dill or the ginny odor of juniper berries, he’d remember what he saw that night, two, three miles offshore: the bottom of a fuselage lit up in a ghastly red glow, enormous, groaning, something not meant to be there, that low, in that place. To have seen it, by himself, alone, a single witness, and then see it no longer—all from inside the garden gate (and hear the terrifying explosion moments later)—seemed almost a personal failure, monumental in scope. The garden, of all places, where he’d always felt protected, enclosed, engirded among his Brussels sprouts and cabbage, his moonflowers; where the world could never enter, where the guests and even Oscar were not allowed.

Lights flashed on in the cottages. Guests ran out to their decks. Douglas appeared in the lighted panel of the office door and shouted for Oscar (Oscar! why not for him?). Sheila Quinn, the kitchen help, ran outside as well, wiping hands on a dish towel.

What happened after was a blur. Sirens wailed sometime later on the Peninsular Road. The retiree with the red cheeks paced the bluff holding a shortwave radio, trying to raise a police scan.

Kevin retreated to the kitchen. When he was a child, in times of crisis, his mother had always brewed a pot of tea. When his father died, when the call came, she went calmly to the sink and filled a kettle, placed it on the stove and sat in a kitchen chair. Kevin had inherited the habit, along with her Brown Bettys and her collection of tea cozies (quilted from the shoulder pads of her vintage dresses). He did the same now. He set a large copper kettle on a ring of blue flame and turned to the table in the center of the room.

The salmon lay spread out on parchment paper in a baking dish. He’d left the fillets there only minutes before—though it seemed like hours now. Numb, slightly queasy, he rinsed the dill in the sink, chopped it, squeezed five limes in a glass bowl, threw in salt, brown sugar, peppercorns. He spooned the marinade over the fillets, smothered them with dill, then laid one fillet on top of the other, like a sandwich. His hands were trembling the whole time.

Douglas burst through the swing door.

Where the fuck have you been?

Here, Kevin said weakly. Where else?

What the hell are you doing?

Kevin laid parchment paper over the entire salmon.

Finishing the gravlax.

Now? Douglas stared at him incredulously. I’m going to Government Dock. They’re calling for help. Do you want to come?

Is everyone all right in the cottages?

The retiree wants to come with me. He keeps asking what he can do.

Kevin shrugged. What could any of them do? If they had a boat, it would be one thing. And even then, who knew?

I’ll stay, Kevin said. He was slightly annoyed; he’d completely forgotten the juniper berries. He felt as if he might be sick.

Douglas waited; he was about to say something else.

Go! Kevin shouted and flung a hand in the air.

The swing door paddled shut. Kevin squatted to the floor, closed his eyes, and pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers. The image of what he’d seen he couldn’t erase from his head. Nor the horrendous crunching sound, a sound he’d never heard before but knew precisely what it was.

He sat on his heels, two arms bracing the table, and exhaled; then he pulled himself up, ripped a long sheet of plastic wrap from the roll, and covered the salmon. The fillets would stew for three days in the gentle acid of the lime juice, the flesh slowly acquiring a lighter, pickled tone. The Swedish used to bury theirs underground and dig them from the snow when winter came. Kevin carried his gravlax to the walk-in and maneuvered it onto a back shelf.

 

All night, the horn on Caginish Hill wailed, the same horn that moaned for fires, hurricanes, and once for ships lost at sea. Lights burned up and down the beaches, in cottages and fishing shacks, in all the old gingerbread homes in Trachis Harbor. In the drawing room at Trachis Inn, the TV blared, the windsurfers huddled together beneath a blanket, but Kevin stayed away. At three o’clock Douglas rang, breathless and agitated, from Government Dock. A search and rescue was under way. They’d probably need food. When are you coming home? Kevin asked but didn’t expect an answer. Finally, around four in the morning, Kevin stumbled into a chair in the library and closed his eyes. Some nights he went there when he couldn’t sleep. With the windows closed, the dehumidifier humming, it was the only room in the entire house where you could forget momentarily that you lived so close to the sea.







Three



In the early evenings at the end of summer, migratory birds grow restless. When dusk approaches, they fly off their roosts, circle overhead, call from the dark. The behavior, known as zugunruhe, or “migratory restlessness,” has long been observed by bird biologists. Anxious, expectant, the migrants begin small reconnaissance flights at twilight as early as August. Their disquiet builds for weeks, until finally an evening arrives in September when the skies clear and the wind bears down from the north. When the sun drops precisely six degrees below the horizon, thousands of birds pour into the sky, triggered by a signal not yet completely understood. The birds stream into the twilight and rise five thousand, ten thousand, twenty thousand feet above the earth. They travel by night because the moon is much more forgiving to fly beneath than the hot sun, and they expend less energy, and fewer predators await them in the dark. They migrate through midnight and sometimes until early the next morning. Even the first-year fledglings, who’ve never made the journey before, know exactly when to depart in fall, and which direction to go.

 

Miles from Trachis Island, in the Ornithology Lab at New York University, Ana Gathreaux slept at her desk. Dawn was approaching. Already her caged Savannah Sparrows were starting to waken. Though there were no visual cues in the tiny room on the tenth floor—the windows had all been blackened—the birds knew the precise time. They sang in short broken phrases, little flutings. A chirp. A clicking sound. Ana lifted her head and rubbed her face with the flat of her palm; she’d been dreaming of a small black ship.

This was Ana Gathreaux’s first overnight of the year. Since her husband was away at an ornithological conference, she had decided to camp out in the lab; there was no point returning to the empty loft at night only to drag herself back to work before dawn. She’d keep bird hours for two weeks, or as long as her sparrows’ zugunruhe—their restlessness—lasted.

Ana had spent half the night in an absurdly uncomfortable lawn chair, and rising now, she wasn’t quite sure she’d last the full two weeks in the lab. Her lower back ached. Her legs were stiff. She stretched her arms above her head in the red-gelled light. Her hair had come loose and she gathered it behind, grabbed a clip from her belt loop—she always kept one there—and clipped it on top of her skull. The previous night had been perfect for migration. The Doppler images on her computer showed ideal conditions over Manhattan and the entire Northeast: there’d been a cold front, a gibbous moon. On the computer she’d even watched the density of birds gathering over Long Island and Jamaica Bay. They appeared as green specks, ghostly, fleeting, a mineral flame. Later, she’d estimate the density of migrants on the screen and compare that with the behavior of her caged sparrows in the lab. Was there any correlation between the two? Caged for six months in a lightless room in the middle of Manhattan—with no sun or moon or stars to steer by—how did her sparrows know it had been a perfect night to migrate to the south?

Ana recorded the time of her birds’ waking: 5:04 a.m. Then she approached the cages. They were bathed constantly in the dim glow of a photographic safe light, but the birds seemed to have grown accustomed to the odd illumination. They hopped in their cages, twitched their wings. She opened one of the wire doors, reached in, cupped a sparrow, and brought him fluttering from the cage.

Good morning, she whispered.

He flapped his wings, tried to fly, but she held him fast by his legs between her fingers. He was a male, a first-year fledge. A small, grayish bird with a yellow wash around his eyes. Passerculus sandwichensis. A rather unglamorous bird, yet good in the lab. Easy to rear. They grew on you.

Ana had captured him and the other dozen earlier that summer on a grassy inlet on eastern Long Island. She’d gone that day with her federal permits and her black nylon mist nets and four of her students, including Connie. They’d unfurled the nets along the marram grass and guyed fiberglass poles in the sand, and within minutes they’d caught dozens of birds: Spotted Sandpipers, Seaside Sparrows, Willets, a Common Tern. She showed her students how to untangle the birds’ legs from the nylon, and how to hold them firmly (yet gently) in hand. She showed them also how to clip the tiny colored plastic collars—the bands—around the birds’ legs. Ana herself weighed and measured the sparrows and took a pipette of blood from each she was keeping. She released all the other species (a Piping Plover, a Song Sparrow, a Pine Warbler, even a Laughing Gull) but kept a dozen of the baby Savannahs. She stuffed each of them into its own calico bag with a drawstring and set them carefully inside a milk crate. By afternoon, an unexpected squall blew in from the ocean. To keep her young sparrows warm and dry, she stuffed two calico bags down her sweater and nestled them between her breasts.
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