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PROLOGUE


October 2008


Had you a nightscope, or the eye of a night bird staring down from the rafters of the church, you could make him out, the priest: supine, sunk in darkness, wide-awake.


He had not seen her come in, the girl. How long ago had that been, Father Spurlock wondered, lying on the shelter cot, his gaze lost above him in the groined and vaulting shadows of the church. Three weeks, he counted, three weeks since she appeared, occupying the café table as though she had always been there, her profile still and grave as a figure cut in bas-relief. The table she had chosen in the church café was the small one beneath the Noah window, and the stained-glass eye of Noah’s crow scrutinized her, or rather the sheet of paper she’d unfolded in front of her, as though the crow had perched on the gunwale of the ark for that purpose alone. That day she had approached him, shown him the paper, and abruptly departed, leaving him with nothing save the name Clementine Abend scrawled on the palm of his hand.


How long had she been sitting there, staring out at the evening rush-hour traffic? Or rather through the traffic, he thought, as one might stare through a clear stream to its streambed. Had she been there when he’d tied his apron on over his clericals and assumed the five p.m. shift behind the café counter? And at what moment had she changed, imperceptibly and without moving, from anyone into someone, from someone into that girl?


But no, she wasn’t a girl anymore. Even from where he stood he could sense that. Eighteen? Possible, though she seemed older. Twenty? No, younger than that. Something in her bearing, in the unmoved abstraction of her gaze, had convinced him that she expected no one, that no one would arrive to join her. The volume of huge darkness pressed down on his chest, like a book of stone.


Yes, he remembered, she had chosen the table under the Noah window, the crow over her shoulder hunched up and pitch-black against the glassy expanse of the floodwaters. If the crow had been visible when she had come in, he thought, if the rest of the window had yet to go dark, then she had arrived before sunset. She had remained into the evening, even after Luis, the custodian, had stacked the last chairs and herded the tables together, chaining everything to an eyebolt he’d sunk in the church facade. “Buenas noches, Padre—” Luis had said as he always said, closing the doors on the setting sun as he left. “Que duerma bien.” Then the girl had been alone in the closed shop.


It was Father Spurlock’s custom, since the café had first opened eight months ago in what had once been the Lady Chapel, to intone a mock dismissal, filling the space with his ringing, ecclesial baritone: “Hallowed Grounds is closing now. Go in peace! We’re here every day, even Sundays,” before adding with hambone emphasis, “Especially on Sundays.” Now, however, he didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t—she wasn’t hoping to stay in the church, was she? The “overnight visitors” (as they were known with varying degrees of irony by the vestry) knew to approach the church after dark, to stash their carts behind the alley dumpsters before making their way through the service door. Surely she was not one of them. Even if there was something vagabond about her (she’d propped a worn backpack in the seat facing her), her bearing shared nothing with the unreachable, untouchable abjection of the visitors. Untying his apron, he had resolved then to revert to his pastoral approach and greet her as he would greet any tourist or passerby from the avenue. Welcome to the Incarnation, miss, he would say. I’m Father Spurlock. What brings you here today? He regretted now, as he never did otherwise, that he had let his beard, heavy and lion-gold, grow long enough to hide his priest’s collar.


Three weeks later, staring up from his cot into the dimensionless darkness of the church, he saw it again as though she had never left, her profile against the wall beneath the Noah window. The “custodian man” (she had said) had told her to wait until the coffee shop had closed. Padre Spurlock, Luis had said, would be able to see her then.


So, Father Spurlock thought, I have Luis to thank for this as well. “We’ve got Luis to thank for this!” Mrs. Nickerson, his helmet-haired secretary, never tired of proclaiming, whether in amazement, or gratitude, or exasperation. Luis: whom the church payroll listed as sexton; Luis, who referred to himself—even after forty years and six rectors—as the “yanitor.” With inert forbearance, Luis had taken the coffeehouse project in stride. How many “outreach initiatives” (Spurlock wondered) had Luis watched flower and die? How many hours, days, years, had he spent clearing the debris of all-volunteer projects, the pageants, the potlucks and rock operas, the water tables set up along the avenue for marathon Sunday, the much advertised yearly blessing of the animals with its attendant panoply of shit-shapes to be hustled into his dustpan? Luis responded to each new request with an undeceived and unobliging “If that’s how you want it, Padre…” But hadn’t Luis, unasked, taken to hauling chairs and tables from the sidewalk, every evening? He had Luis to thank for that, for the vigilant eyebolt, for the sidewalk hosed clean each night of sugar wrappers, lemon rinds, and coffee stirrers, for the doors opened every morning, the coffee made, and the pastries laid out for the first customers.


He had Luis to thank—and, alas, probably God too—for leaving the side door of the church unlocked. Luis had assumed this dereliction of duty not long after the coffee shop had opened for business, as though to say, “If we are going to lure the well-heeled from the avenue with cappuccino and biscotti, then ciertamente we could accommodate more shadowy passersby with a dry place to sleep.” At first only one or two men slipped in, vague forms vaguely familiar from the church steps, where they would hunch and rock before burrowing for the night into middens of flattened cardboard, newspaper, bubble pack, and Spurlock could not bear to think what else. Later, when the weather cooled, more faces appeared at the shelter, followed shortly by a citation from the city, mounting complaints from some parishioners, enthusiasm from others, and the long, tedious debates in vestry meetings, the endless declension of earnest phrases: “the least of these,” “the least we can do,” “doing mission,” “clarity of mission,” “mission creep”… Holding up the citation, Mrs. Nickerson said as though for the first time, “For this, chief, we have our Luis to thank.”


The visitors were men, most of them older, many of them trembling, all untalkative. God knew how long they had lived on the street or what they had experienced at Bellevue or Wards Island to drive them from the archipelago of licensed city shelters. The parish might have been more welcoming had they been battered women or gay teens expelled from suburban homes, but these shuffling mutterers shrank from all expression of sympathy or concern. To each one, sealed in his grease-caked garments and encasing stench, the merest acknowledgment seemed unbearable.


For Father Spurlock, the stench was the hardest part. At some point, in a gesture of what he’d described as solidarity, he’d begun sleeping four nights a week on a cot alongside them. He would doze briefly, overcome by the exhaustion of the day, only to wake when the smell reached him, an infiltrating mist, the sublimation of ash and tooth-rot, urine and scurf. In time (he thought at first) he might learn to give himself over to it, even to welcome it as a cleansing penance. Solidarity with the poor, the naked, the captive! O cinder-path of saintly effacements! The nobility of it! The absurdity of it! A bubble of his drowned divinity school idealism rose up in his throat, then dissipated like a sighing belch. How quickly it had happened, his transformation from freshly ordained provisional deacon—scrubbed and penny-bright, ablaze for avant-garde liturgies and boisterous youth programs—into a nail-biting, sheep-counting, budget-hobbled rector, yoked to a listless parish, or rather the remnant of one. His predecessor, Mother Janice, had departed to serve uptown as canon of the cathedral, along with her ringing laugh, her famous saxophone, and the younger half of the congregation. The senior warden still insisted on calling him Sonny the Kid in vestry meetings. He’d been in fact the youngest rector installed in the nearly two-hundred-year history of the church, but whatever remained of that youthfulness now seemed to hang from him like a dinner jacket surprised by a Sunday sunrise. The turmoil of five brief years had disgorged him onto a midlife plateau where somewhere in the distance his wife, Bethany, labored grimly to make partner at her law firm because, as she put it, someone had to earn an actual living in this marriage.


Singled out among the squadron of lawyers marshaled to defend a pharmaceutical corporation in a class-action case, Bethany had been rewarded by her superiors with ever-escalating responsibilities, and the hours she spent at work had multiplied accordingly. When she’d first been assigned to the case, he’d announced with some satisfaction that he would see to it that dinner was waiting for her when she got home—whenever she got home—but this resolution had collapsed in the boneyard of his other marital initiatives (learning bridge, couples yoga). It was more convenient for Bethany to eat with her “team” before it renewed its evening onslaught, and anyway, by the time Bethany’s heels finally clacked out of the elevator, Spurlock would have long since fallen asleep on the sofa, pinned beneath the puttering bulk of Perpetua, his cat. Without consulting his wife or even himself, Spurlock had doubled, then redoubled his initial one-night-a-week commitment to the impromptu shelter in the church.


Had he perversely come to prefer sleeping in the church, he asked himself, steeped in odors of sweat and destitution? Was this how the Holy Spirit bent the soul to virtue, not by persuasion but simply by revoking alternatives? But no: he knew he had come to spend more than half his nights in the shelter not because doing so was virtuous, but because it was plausible—plausible and easy—a path of minimal resistance, an easy slide from his upstairs office, past Mrs. Nickerson’s desk, down the stairwell, and into the church. If the church was a ship—and that’s what nave meant, he explained each year to his handful of bored confirmands—then an imperious gravity drew him down into steerage with this skeleton crew, these ghostly stowaways. As this path hollowed its groove, he had accustomed himself to repeating that everything would be different once the pharmaceutical case was completed, or at least once Bethany made partner. If, however, that assertion had reassured him in the past, now it carried with it a whiff of dread.


In the event, it was the girl who spoke first. “Does ‘Padre’ mean you are the…” She paused and cleared her throat, as though unused to the sound of her own voice. “The head person?” Until then, her face in profile projected a severity, sharpened by the high bridge of her nose, by the ink-stroke of her eyebrow. Now that she had turned toward him, however, her face seemed younger, her lips full and pursed around an uncertainty. In his confusion at finding himself the object of that gaze, he registered somewhere in it the glint of gold, a rivet or staple piercing her septum or eyebrow, or was it the hood of her ear? Less an adornment, he thought, than a mortification of the flesh. He thought: How intolerable it is to the young, their beauty.


“Head person? I like the sound of that,” he said, putting on affability. She did not smile in return, so he said, “Yes, I am the rector here, Nelson Spurlock. How can I help you?”


He would never forget what she said then: I believe you might have something for—for a Clementine Abend. Something my father sent you.


Her father? Whose daughter was this? Had she mistaken him for someone? Had he met her somewhere and forgotten? But that, he knew abruptly, was an impossibility. Impossible that such a face—that he could ever have forgotten it.


“I’m sorry—” he had said. “Your father? He sent you something?”


“A letter maybe. I don’t know exactly. Maybe some papers.”


“Your father is a parishioner?”


“No, a—he was a psychoanalyst. But I believe that a patient of his—I believe you performed the funeral for a patient of his, a person named Jessica Burke.”


Jessica Burke. Of course he remembered. Hers had been the first funeral he had conducted after his “installation” as rector. Twenty-eight years old Jessica Burke had been when she died of an overdose, not much younger than Spurlock himself was at the time. He had never met her, but the sacristan had placed a photograph on a little easel by the coffin, a portrait that Jessica Burke, a struggling artist, had made of herself in a mirror, standing behind an expensive-looking box camera, a Hasselblad or Rolleiflex, her face downturned toward the viewfinder, one thin arm, heavily tattooed, crooked behind her head to keep her hair from falling down over her face. The picture had given the impression that Jessica Burke had showed up to serve as photographer at her own funeral, underdressed, uninvolved, annoyed to have to work on a Saturday morning.


“Your father knew me only because I buried a patient of his?”


The girl had spread a handwritten sheet of paper on the counter between them. “He says here—” she began, but interrupted herself. “This document,” she began again, “it’s a testament, a will, or at least a piece of one.”


“Your father’s will?”


“Yes. It’s in French. I can translate if you like.”


He said something about having studied a little French in high school, but she had already begun.


“ ‘Maître,’ it begins,” she said, following the line of precise cursive with her finger.


“Master?” Spurlock ventured.


“Yes,” she said with a flush of what might have been impatience, “but that’s just how you address a lawyer or a jurist. ‘Maître,’ it begins—” she said, then recommenced her fluent rendering of the French, pausing now and again, waiting for a satisfactory English expression to present itself, the legal phrases coming obediently to her (he thought afterward), as they might to one already well acquainted with the wishes of the dead.


“‘I, the undersigned,’” she read, “‘currently residing at 152 West Seventy-ninth Street, Apartment 8A, New York, New York, do hereby declare this to be the codicil to my last will and testament. As the habitation—’


“No, that’s wrong,” she said, “not habitation—dwelling, maybe—domicile…


“‘As the domicile I shared with my daughter throughout the period of her minority shall forthwith be vacated and sold, I do hereby authorize and direct that following…’” She paused again. “‘That pursuant to the settling of my estate all future correspondence concerning said estate be forwarded to my one child and only inheritor—’


“No, not only, not inheritor—heir, sole heir is better.


“‘To my sole heir at the following address.’


“That’s this address,” she said, turning the sheet toward him so that he could read it himself.


Miss Clementine Abend


c/o the Reverend Nelson Spurlock, Rector


The Church of the Incarnation


New York City, NY, USA


“Which is this church, right?”


He nodded, but she had already begun to translate the two remaining sentences on the sheet: “‘Except for the limited provision stated herewith, I confirm and republish my last will and testament duly witnessed and signed 15 August 2008, on file at the law offices of Crulwich, Labrie, and Steiner. I pray you to accept, Master, my most respectful salutations. 29 August 2008.’


“That’s the end of it,” she said. “He didn’t even sign it.”


“I am Nelson Spurlock,” Spurlock heard himself say, unnerved to see his name on a page written hardly two weeks ago, snared in a stranger’s handwriting, in a language he could not read.


“So, anything that would have been sent would have been sent to you.”


“Is that what it says?” said Spurlock.


“You haven’t received anything?”


“Received?” he repeated, as though that word too were in another language.


“In the mail, like it says, anytime in the past month or so?”


“No, although—no—perhaps my secretary—” Spurlock stammered, as though any piece of mail could possibly arrive without Mrs. Nickerson opening it immediately. “No,” he said finally. “I haven’t seen anything.”


“No letter? No package?”


“Nothing,” he said, surprised by how it pained him to say so. But why should it hurt him to disappoint her, this stranger little more than half his age?


“I am sorry, Miss Abend,” he said. “But if you could write down your own address, and your phone number too, I promise I’ll let you know if something appears. When something appears. Right away.”


It was then, at that precise instant, that something in her countenance changed. Suddenly she was looking at him as though he were the one speaking an incomprehensible language. “I give you my word,” he said. “If the address on the will, Clemen—Miss Abend—if the address written there—the one on the Upper West Side—if it’s no longer good,” he blundered on, “is there a better one where I can reach you?”


“What?”


“If this address—if another one is better—one way or another, Miss Abend, I promise you—” Spurlock said, forcing back the certainty that he was speaking to himself only.


“Clementine Abend—” she said, but broke off.


“Yes, Clementine, if I could,” he said, unnerved by the insistence in his own voice, “all I would need—” He’d taken a pen from his pocket and, realizing he had no paper, began to write her name on the palm of his hand. “Clementine—Abend,” he said, pronouncing the name slowly as he wrote it out. But after muttering something about having to go, the girl had retreated from the counter toward her table under the Noah window and in what seemed like a single swift movement had shouldered her bag and passed out onto the street. The gimlet eye of the stained-glass crow met Spurlock’s. “What now, Father?” the crow seemed to ask.


* * *


That had been three weeks ago. For days afterward he would find himself wondering if Clementine Abend would appear again, to inquire once more if anything had been sent to her, in his care.


In his care, Spurlock thought.


Abend, thought Spurlock. The name had meant nothing to him.


He had consulted the parish records and had found no one by the name of Abend. He had even flipped through the parish visitors’ book to the day of Jessica Burke’s funeral three years earlier. Abend. Abend. But again, nothing, and he was confident in his memory for names and faces, whether of parishioners or visitors. If something did arrive, how would he find her? She had left nothing behind. He would simply have to continue to wait for her to appear again, though there had been no sign of her. The disquiet he felt, did it stem from the sight of his name, caught in the indecipherable toil of a stranger’s writing? Or was its origin—as he began to suspect—something quite different: the thought that he would not see that face, her face, ever again?


Three uneasy weeks had passed. She had not appeared. Nothing had arrived. Nothing until today. Spurlock blinked, willing himself awake. If this was sleep, he wanted none of it, this awful weight bearing down on him, cold and rigid, measuring its length to his. If he could just dislodge it, if he could rise from his cot, he could prove that the weight was not a weight. He could grope his way up to the church office, to his desk, where he would see that the package resting on it was still only a package, still was what it had been before he had, thinking of something else, torn open the seal. It was just another piece of the day’s mail, just another envelope on his desk, a package like any other sent by accountants, tax attorneys, auditors, or the diocesan offices, packages Mrs. Nickerson would datestamp and shunt to the appropriate file or vestry committee. So what if this envelope, a slick, striated paper stamped with foreign postage, proved unshuntable, marked as it was personal and confidential in painstaking block capitals? Were he to open it again, he would see that the envelope contained just a stack of pages, each one a weightless sheet of onionskin. Maybe he would discover that he had not in fact read them through in a single, paralyzed sitting, that they too were the tatters of a dream he’d shaken off and discarded. Maybe he would find himself once more a stranger to the voice that those pages relayed: rapt, patient, heated, and tempered, insistent as the bit of a rock drill drilling a rock face.


Father, you will not remember me. My name is Daniel Abend.


A cry jerked him to his senses. Had it been his, or a cry from one of the sleepers? He tried to fasten his gaze to something, anything, in the darkness swirling above him, but he found no purchase in it, in the particular, total blackness of stained glass at night, the panes lightless now as the webs of lead they’d been set in, every figure as black now as Noah’s crow. He could hear, beyond the breath and rustle of the sleepers, the restless avenue (after all, the night could not be so far gone), but the black of the windows insisted that the church, like a cavern or coalgallery, had no exterior.


I believe you may have something—something my father sent you—


—she had said, her face no longer the severe, etched profile but facing him as she spoke, as it faced him now, a perfect oval, the eyes a flatbright nickel gray, with somewhere the glint of gold piercing her, because (Spurlock thought) the beauty of the young was intolerable to them—


—something for a Clementine Abend.


No, it was obvious she was no longer a girl, however clear the gray of her eye, however smooth the curve of her cheek. Something or someone had drawn down over that face an invisible, perpetual veil of care.


I believe you have something, something my father sent you—


He’d had nothing for her when she came three weeks ago, but then in this morning’s mail it had arrived, the heavy envelope containing that stack of weightless pages:


You will not remember me. My name is Daniel Abend.


He had read it, bent over his desk, oblivious of Mrs. Nickerson’s departure, of the window’s failing light at his back, the world itself falling away and with it the substance of his own body, Spurlock a mere shadow bent over the stack of lamplit pages, each sheet weightless but tightpeened with type, as though the words themselves had invested the stack with its intractable mass, the mass that now bore down upon him.


She had not returned. A certainty, at once unwarranted and undeniable, filled him: he would never see Clementine Abend again.


So sleep at last dismantled the troubled spirit of Father Spurlock, but even as that darkness without exterior closed around him, he felt the blackness shiver and crack, a network of fissures feathered out in a blizzard of fragments, flocked up and on the wing, a cloud of agitations collecting its formlessness to a shape at first spheroid and revolving, then conic, vortical, funneling itself into his chest—as when, in autumn, at nightfall, a blackout of blackbirds drains into a single tree.





ONE


Father, you will not remember me. My name is Daniel Abend.


Even if you have seen my face, it was only one among the many faces gathered at the funeral of Jessica Burke, and that was three years ago, almost to the day. You do remember Jessica Burke—do you not?—dead of an overdose, the daughter, I believe, of a woman in your congregation. I had not attended your church, nor any church for that matter, in many years. No special claim to grieve had brought me there, beyond the bond between a psychoanalyst and his patient, that unequal, equivocal hold that also holds at bay.


For two years she had been my patient, my analysand, so I had seen her four times a week, five times even, at the beginning of the treatment. During those years, I had listened to Jessica Burke longer and more attentively than I listened to my daughter, Clementine, suddenly hidden from me in the maelstrom of her adolescence. I believed I knew Jessica Burke well, as well as I knew any of my patients. I believed as many at the funeral seemed also to have believed that she had come to flourish, that she had indeed found a new life. What is more, I am convinced she believed this as well and credited me with having helped her in this. After several failed attempts, Jessica had finally kicked free of the heroin. She had begun to “make art,” as she put it, had reenrolled in a life-drawing class she’d stormed out of a year before. She had made an appeal to be reinstated at her college and had begun attending night school courses. She had repaired severed relations with family. I believed she was better, believed she had eluded a danger, and because I believed these things, the news of her death came as something more than a shock.


I have lost patients before, sometimes gradually, to illness or age, sometimes suddenly, and a young one more than once or twice. And I have known that deep, narrow grief any analyst knows, having peered so long into a soul freed from its contexts, unfolding and growing under the lamp of his attention—only to have the lid shut, the lamp blown out. They say psychoanalysis is a school of limits: the session must end, the treatment must end, because childhood must end, and life. Perhaps so. Even with my youngest patients, I have never felt it impossible that they could die.


And yet for Jessica I had thought it so, or felt it, even to the moment of taking my seat in a pew, alongside old Itzal, the doorman from my building, whom she had befriended. I had felt it simply, merely, impossible that she could have died—Jessica Burke!—whom I had seen as recently as the previous Friday, who remarked on her new boots as she settled herself on the couch in my office, crossing her ankles as she always did. They were motorcycle boots, the leather stiff and uncreased, so new I could smell it, tannic and fishy, as the session progressed. “I’ll have to walk a million blocks,” she’d said, “before they stop hurting me.” It had been the first time in she didn’t know how long she’d gone out and bought new shoes, and where could she walk a million blocks except in the future, a future crowded with plans and appointments, a bustling territory claimed as her own?


I said that the news of her death had come as something more than a shock. I should have said that it came as something less than one: the shock had yet to arrive. Something detained it, held it in abeyance, perhaps out of pity for me, perhaps savoring in anticipation the bitterness of comprehension once it arrived.


After the ceremony, three years ago, I had thought to write you, to send you a note. In fact, I went so far as to find your address at the church. What would I have said? That I was grateful, for her sake, that someone intelligent and articulate and without illusion had spoken? That you had helped us to bid farewell, without falsifying the pain of her life, her perennial suffering, the frequent dissipation and final annihilation of her potential? Even now I remember with gratitude how you began your eulogy. An overdose! Too much. More than a body can handle. More than anybody can handle. We had lost our friend, our daughter, Jessica, to an overdose. Yes, and that alone was too much, but in another way, in our grief, we were all overwhelmed in the flood of death, the waters rising up to our necks. I remember thinking that you must have children. That perhaps you too have a daughter, as I do, perhaps a troubled daughter, or lost. That the death of Jessica Burke had struck you deeply as well. We were all in over our heads, you said. Everything was too much, our lives were too much. Too many temptations, allurements, false starts, false promises. Too much pain. Too much grief. And there was nothing to be said about this: some griefs, you said, outstripped all consolation.


As for explanations, we would never be satisfied. That is what I remember you saying: that the world is more full of weeping than we can understand. I had never heard at a funeral, certainly not from a priest, comfort held in such disdain, and I wanted to thank you for that. If I had written, or rather, if I had written before now, that is what I should have said.


The purpose of your sermon, you said, was to set us a challenge. The first part of the challenge was for us to make an admission: that Jessica Burke had taken with her the possibility of consolation, the possibility of satisfactory explanations, that she had abandoned us on a hard, unmarked terrain. The second part was to make a leap of faith, not faith in the providence or wisdom of God (because that would merely be another consolation), but faith that her own journey, every bit as solitary, every bit as hard, was now over. What we must begin anew each day, each one of us alone, was now for her completed. For her, something entirely new has begun. Jessica Burke is not who is lost, you said. The faith you wanted us to have that day was the faith that we were the lost.


You went on to say more, but by then my mind had withdrawn into itself, its cloud of memories, among them the memory of what a police officer had said to me afterward, after he had asked what he called “his routine slate” of questions. “It must be hard for you guys,” he said, “when you lose one like this.” It moved me how he had said it, his grave and serious “you guys.” “Yes, it is,” I had replied. He had been right, as you had been—the hard, unmarked terrain. But against that hardness, that flinty ground, something had kindled itself in me (or so I felt in the pew), something that could never go out, a grief making itself known like a dim but unkillable flame. Unkillable! Good God, how gratified I was by the thought, by the satisfactory phrase, as though the words alone could feed her unappeasable memory—or mine. And so I wept, without shame, as though it were my due. Hiding my face in my hands, old Itzal’s impassive form beside me, I wept.


Had I written you, perhaps that is what I would have told you, how satisfied I had been by the funeral. I must admit it: what I felt then was a kind of happiness, as though a slaking grief, sweet and unkillable, were my compensation and inalienable right, as though that moment were not the last happiness I was to feel, the last of my life’s allotment, as though the death of Jessica Burke were not for me the end of all satisfactions—all, that is, but the very last.


There: I have made a beginning to it, this confession. Will you hear it? Will you hear it even though I believe nothing, even though I cannot say whether it is a confession of guilt or a confession of sin, or whether it is a confession at all? I tell you I believe nothing. I do not offer it in hope of forgiveness, much less of absolution or redemption. What is more, when I tell you that it is I, that I am the one who caused the death of Jessica Burke, you will not believe me. You will think there is nothing to forgive, that what I need is not forgiveness but help. That is what you will believe right until the end, until my story forces its conclusion on us both. Then you will see how the man I was is beyond all forgiveness.





TWO


But know this, Father: I never laid violent hands on Jessica Burke. In fact, after shaking hands in our first consultation, I never touched her at all. I knew she lived just six blocks from my building, but I never saw her on the street or in the neighborhood. Even in all the hours she spent in my office, how fleetingly her face turned toward me. Only for an instant at the end of the session, as she rose from the couch, would she lift her eyes to meet mine, and always as though she had forced herself to do it, just as she seemed to force herself to say, So long.


I believed I had done my part, that without reproach I had safe-guarded the integrity of the analysis, revealing nothing of myself, interpreting each instance of transference, defense, or resistance with equanimity and objectivity, as professional obligation required. I believed then that she had come to appreciate, as patients often do, this neutrality, this bland and studied featurelessness in her analyst. Is it horrible that I don’t know more about you? she had asked once. Is it horrible that I don’t want to know more?


“Sometimes you lose one,” the police investigator had said when he interviewed me. Surely he was right. Who isn’t touched, from time to time, by accident and evil luck? So I thought at her funeral, as though the story had ended, while in reality it had yet to begin.


* * *


After the funeral, for a few days’ grace, life appeared to resume its rhythms, though I scheduled no new sessions in the daily hour that had been Jessica Burke’s. I entertained vague plans of spending that freed time in observance of her disappearance, walking around the reservoir, maybe, or if my daughter, Clementine, had a free class period, meeting her for a coffee or cocoa and an elephant ear at Esmé’s, a café we liked, just across the street from her high school. The plans, however, remained unrealized, and I passed Jessica Burke’s empty hours staring at the tetrahedron of daylight the sun cast on the strip of wall at the foot of the couch. Over the hour it would change shape, though never so quickly that I could see the change as it happened.


That shape of light had been what Jessica Burke had looked at in her sessions over the two years she had been in my care. What was I doing, staring at it now? Waiting for that flatness to vibrate, to release a whispered echo of Jessica Burke’s words? Those words had been in every way unremarkable, the runoff of everyday frets and worries, the white noise of the day-to-day muffling all cries, whether of ecstasy or terror. I had disliked her voice at first, noting my distaste as the first instance of negative countertransference, the analyst’s inevitable resistance to the patient’s inner turmoil. Despite her dishwater hair and thrift-store clothing, an unconcealable Brahmin croak bridled her voice’s upper register, and though a tattooed word bruised the back of her knuckles, her gesticulations dispensed a blasé, patrician nonchalance. It had taken months for me to appreciate the brittle frailty in these traits, to discern in her profile the beauty she labored to obscure, to acknowledge what I must have noticed when first she appeared in my office: that her eyes were a bright lapis blue.


It seems to me now that after the funeral entire weeks must have passed like that, a score of Jessica’s widowed hours dissolved in my staring at the wall. In reality, however, the interval was brief, no more than the two or three days required for a letter to make its way across town, to appear among the other bills and statements on a hall table. It was an ordinary letter, in a plain envelope, addressed to me at home. Maybe I had overlooked it or had neglected the mail for a few days. In any event, it was Clementine—no doubt looking for something else—who brought it to my attention.


“Who’s sending you a key?” she asked, holding the envelope up to the light.


It was unmistakably that, a little lopsided weight in the corner of the letter, its shape shadowed on the outside of the envelope by the pressure and grime of the post office sorting belts. Inside, there was nothing else, no note, no letter, just a key affixed to a tag bearing my name, spelled out in neat capitals: abend, d. The key itself was stamped with the letters usps and what looked like a serial number: a post office key. It was my own post office key, I concluded, sent to me in the mail. Like many analysts, I have always kept a post office box for patients who send checks in the mail, to preserve analytic anonymity. Clementine would tease me about this postal box, calling it my love nest, my trysting bower, but in fact I checked it only infrequently, no more than once a week. Surely I had lost the key somewhere without noticing that it was gone. Anyone could have turned it in to any post office, and the post office, identifying it from the numbers, must have sent it to me. Why not? Nor did I think to verify that my postal key had in fact gone missing. How couldn’t it have, if this was it?


So that was when it began, the awareness, the first flush of it, like motion caught in the corner of the eye—an intimation prior to thought. It was there and gone even before it occurred to me to check my key chain. The awareness began as a kind of puzzled befuddlement (what is this thing? where is it from?) but turned suddenly into something else—not dread exactly, not yet, rather the solution from which dread would precipitate, a solution odorless and colorless yet permeated by an equally clear not-quite-rightness. When Clementine asked me about the key later that evening, and I reported that it was a post-box key I’d lost, that colorless, odorless wrongness was the reason I knew instantly I was lying—not just mistaken but lying. That wrongness was why I avoided checking my key chain, and why, when I finally did, I was not surprised to find my own mailbox key still there on the ring. That sense of wrongness must have been why I waited through the weekend until Monday, until after Clementine had left for school, to walk down to the post office to make my inquiry. That wrongness knew already that the key would not fit the lock on my box. A clerical error, I said to myself: someone has misread a column of names or numbers.


“Doesn’t open your box,” said the clerk.


“I’ve tried it in the lock—” I began to explain, but he had sighed off to retrieve a green ledger from somewhere behind the counter.


“Daniel Abend, you say? You have ID?”


“Yes, and when I tried the key—”


“That’s your key. Box 5504, to be renewed—not until next year.”


“But that’s not my number,” I began again, but he had vanished once more, only to emerge, at least a foot taller than I’d imagined, from a door giving onto the lobby.


“Box 5500, 5502, here we go—” he said, turning the key in the box directly below my own, withdrawing a large envelope. “Daniel Abend, box 5504,” he said, reading the address. “You might want to write that down somewhere.” It did not seem important anymore, or even possible, to say that this was not my box, not the mailbox to which my patients sent their checks, and anyway, the clerk must have sighed his way back through the lobby door because his graveled voice called, “Next!” from behind his window.


Suddenly I understood, standing there in the post office, holding the envelope the clerk had just handed me, that she had sent it, that Jessica Burke herself had addressed it to me, writing out the painstaking capitals that spelled out my name. Like the envelope in which the key had arrived, this larger envelope lacked a return address, and yet now I knew that both it and the key were from her. I stood there staring stupidly at the envelope, as one might stare at a car in a parking lot, a car similar to one’s own and in a similar place, but not the same. Likewise this envelope was mine and not mine, and if it was not mine, I should hand it back as I would any letter gone astray. I would hand back the key as well. I will drop the key into the local mail slot, as one would drop a key through the slot in a door one had no intention of opening ever again. Do it, I said to myself. Do it now.


I did not do it. My hand had already opened the envelope and withdrawn from it a single sheet of graph paper torn from a notebook. On the sheet, written out in the same painstaking block characters, was—what was it?—a sort of list, an itemization? An itinerary? The steps in a sequence? No, it was none of these. It was a poem. Before I read it, I knew it, what it was, what it said. I knew how it ended.


Jessica Burke had mentioned the poem in passing, in a session. Someone had shown her a copy, or she had been assigned it in a night school class she was taking. The course had been her favorite, and she was hoping to reenroll in school, full-time if the administration would permit it. She had seemed excited, happy: if it was spring, soon it would be fall. “New pencils! New erasers! New lunch box!” she said, half ironically. Maybe it was not too late to enroll for the fall semester. If she could “throw herself on the dean’s mercy,” maybe it was not too late after all, not too late!


This was her plan. The very fact that she had formulated a plan at all seemed to me a sign of progress; perhaps the familiar fog had lifted from the terrain of her future. I could hear the change in her voice, in the sessions and even outside my office in the lobby if she arrived early enough to chat with Itzal, the doorman.


“You watch, Itsy,” I heard her say. “I’m going to do it. I’ll bet you a million dollars.”


I couldn’t hear Itzal’s response, no doubt something about how betting tempts the devil, or perhaps he merely shrugged, his shoulders lifting somewhere in the ill-hung spaces of his doorman’s coat, gaunt cheeks creased in a dry, inverted smile, as though to say: “Everything is possible.”


It was the happiness of possibility, an infectious happiness, how the spring sunlight struck its frank spring shape on my office wall. Though I continued to work with her as I always had, I think now that my interpretations must have felt warmer to her: Yes you are now able to feel a new excitement for a future, for your new course, yes you no longer want to be somewhere else, to be someone else. For surely I felt it too, that possibility of which spring itself seemed the guarantor, the sunlit patch on the wall like a tacked-up handbill announcing a new act in town.


The poem I was holding in the post office, she had asked, in passing, Do you know it? It had been just so great, she’d said, just to talk about books in class again, just to talk about books. She’d just gotten her first essay assignment, to write about a poem, this poem by Yeets, no, not Yeets, Yeats…. Did I know it? I was obviously a literate guy, with all the books I had in my office…. Do you know it? she had asked, then without waiting for an answer, going on to say that it was a fairy poem, about how the fairies lure some child away from his familiar world, saying the world is more full of weeping that he can understand. That poem, she said, do you know it?


I had answered with natural honesty: Yes, I know it, I said. I know it well. But to have said so, to have answered her question, however truthfully, however spontaneously, was an error for an analyst, a technical misstep. Immediately I was aware of this, and of the need to regain my footing. Such a concept of error is foreign to those who have never practiced or undergone psychoanalysis, as is the idea that the analyst should disclose nothing of himself. In a well-conducted session, however, everything depends upon that abstinence. I should have said instead: What would it mean to you if I knew it? Or: You want us both to know something together. You would like to have a new kind of conversation with me, about a thing we could share. I should have said something like that, because even in her passing remark she had turned the poem into a kind of gift, and it is axiomatic to my trade that every gift conceals a squadron of vigilant desires and dissembled meanings. Here, she had in effect said, here is something I like. I want you to have it too. I want to oblige you with something in common. I want you to be obliged.


On the other hand, the lapse was minor, a hairline scratch in the reflective surface of the analysis, a surface inevitably chipped and scraped in the course of daily sessions, even while the gentle, repetitive friction of the sessions works in time to restore that surface’s mirroring sheen. In any event, she had paused only briefly, and having registered my misstep, I had to turn my attention back to the stream of her speech. I never thought about it again until that moment in the glare and hubbub of the post office. At that moment, however, a conviction surged through me, not as an idea but as a jolt of current: Jessica Burke had sent me this letter. It was she who had sent it, and it was she who had leased the box in my name and mailed me the key. I knew then what she had meant for me to know, holding there what she had meant for me to hold. And I knew that it was not, as I had originally thought, a gift. When she had posted this letter, she had not intended it as a present. It was instead a bequest—no less so than if it had been unsealed in an attorney’s office and read out to a gathering of legatees. When she had posted the letter, her death had been as inevitably fixed in her future as it was now for me irredeemably lodged in my past. In mailing it, she had as much as said: It is my will that you should have this document. Upon the event of my death, I do desire and direct that it shall be yours.


And yet what was it, this single sheet, torn from a notebook, this poem by Yeats you could have found in any library, any anthology? What was I meant to do with it? She had not changed it, had only copied it out by hand in blocky capital letters. Standing there, thinking none of this but knowing it, I read it through. Or rather, it read itself to me. After all, I knew it by heart, from the first stanza:


Where dips the rocky highland


Of Sleuth Wood in the lake,


There lies a leafy island


Where flapping herons wake


The drowsy water rats;


There we’ve hid our faery vats,


Full of berries


And of reddest stolen cherries.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand…


To the last:


Away with us he’s going,


The solemn-eyed:


He’ll hear no more the lowing


Of the calves on the warm hillside


Or the kettle on the hob


Sing peace into his breast,


Or see the brown mice bob


Round and round the oatmeal chest.


For he comes, the human child,


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than he can understand.


Jessica Burke would have sent me the poem no earlier than a day or at most two before her death. Her death, I knew now, was not an accidental overdose but a suicide. In sending it, she had said: Do you remember? You admitted that you knew it. You admitted you knew it well.





THREE


Three years ago that was, the inception of my secret. In sending the poem, Jessica Burke had entrusted me with the fact, suddenly obvious, that she had taken her own life. I was to keep this final fact as I had kept all her others, as its mute, hired guardian. That, at least, was how I understood the envelope she had sent me and the poem it contained. Or so it seems to me now, Father, now when I ask myself why I said nothing, told no one. Whatever secret Jessica Burke had confided in me, surely I was obliged to keep it. Whom, in any event, would I have told? Not her mother, who lived in Pensacola with her third husband and tormented her daughter with maudlin, alcoholic telephone calls. Should I have told the police? They had done their job and drawn their conclusions. My job was different. Was I not by trade the custodian of stories the world would not hear?


In any event, the window for disclosure snapped promptly shut. Each hour of delay would be an hour I would have to explain, and I had no explanation to offer. Thus the secret declared me its home. As for the postal box itself, I had no reason to open it again, and the key itself took its place among the other odd objects washed up in my years of practice: a Zuni fetish sent by a patient who had moved to New Mexico, a headless action figure an autistic child had named (to my amazement) the Danger of Speculation. Surely box and key required nothing else of me, having discharged their emissary duty. Surely Jessica Burke had no more letters to send. I brought home the poem and placed it in an empty pigeonhole in my desk.


Nevertheless, I must have peered into box 5504 from time to time on my weekly trips to the post office, as though my eye sought repose in its perfect emptiness. I know I must have because one day, three years later, that emptiness had been replaced by the bend sinister of an envelope’s diagonal shadow in the box.


Father, I ask you this: Why did I not assume that the letter was for someone else, that the box itself now belonged to someone else? I had never, after all, received anything else in it, had not in three years even received notice to renew its lease.


This envelope was roughly the same size as the first one, the one with the poem, though smoother than standard manila with a faint striation, a European envelope, I thought, like the ones I had used during my years in Paris. It seems to me now that when I removed it from the post box and read my address, spelled out patiently in careful block capitals, there followed a moment of stillness, a floating like the floating of a vase or glass that, having escaped the hand’s grasp, turns lazily, luxuriates in air, as though no haste could trouble it before it shatters on the floor.


The letter had been sent four days earlier. It could not have been sent by Jessica Burke, dead now these three years. These were new instructions: from where, from whom? A wave of vertigo seized me and drove me out onto the sidewalk, cresting in a surge of nausea that broke in a splatter of vomit on the curb. Someone, I seem to remember, approached me to ask if I needed help, but I must have simply walked away, apparently in the direction of the park, because after a while I was sitting on a park bench, the new envelope resting beside me, still unopened. My attention had affixed itself to the ordinary, the circumstantial, the dusting of pollen that lay on the bench, the few bruised daffodils lolling at the border of the path. I needed to get home. Hadn’t Clementine said something about bringing a friend by for dinner? I ought to stop by the store. I should check what time it is. The mechanical chorus of everyday obligation was urging me up from the bench. The daffodils, the face of my watch, everything nodded and whirred in a clockwork pantomime of the ordinary. But the ordinary had vanished forever the instant I took the envelope beside me from the postal box.


Yes, Father, all of that I knew even before I opened the envelope, knew so completely that opening the envelope seemed the merest formality. And in fact I was not surprised, not really, to see that the envelope contained the poem, the very poem, that Jessica Burke (I once believed) had sent me three years before. The same blocked-out, handwritten capitals, regular as architect’s script, marched through the same four nearly equal stanzas, each concluding in the familiar refrain:


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


Yes, I know it, I had said to Jessica Burke. I know it well.


It was the same poem, unaltered, as though nothing had changed at all, and yet at the same time the poem now was wholly different: the place names not just foreign but strange—Sleuth Wood, Rosses, Glen-Car—the antiquation of the phrasing not just fastidious but alien. What made it so? The strangely familiar paper of the envelope, its slick finish something I remembered from Paris, yet had never thought of again. I realized I was hearing the poem now not in Jessica Burke’s voice as she might have read it to me, but in another voice entirely, a voice struggling with the poem’s oddities of diction, the syllables so difficult to pronounce for someone whose first language was not English but French: heron, drowsy, furthest, faery. I heard the poem, its refractory words—eron, droassy, furdest, feery—in that other, beloved voice. What filled me then, for the briefest instant, was an inexplicable sweetness. It was as though someone had found in a closet or attic a piece of my own memory and had sent it to me, thinking I should like to have it.
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