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Most days, the boy named Sebastian pretends that he is writing a
book about the woman who lives in the cottage by the sea. Most
days, since his unheralded and uninvited arrival at Watch Hill almost
a year ago, she allows him to pretend that he is writing a book
about her. But the truth is that he merely has nowhere else to go,
and she has found that having him around is usually better than
being alone, so the woman and the boy have arrived at a sort of 
accord silencieux. On good days, the woman imagines that the
relationship is somehow mutually beneficial, but there are bad days,
too, when it seems at best mutually parasitic. Those are the honest
days, the sober days, the days when every wall seems to contain a
mirror and every thought a regret. The days when it is not enough
to walk down the sandy road to the narrow beach or along the
winding lane to the lighthouse, when the sea air and the sound of
the breakers are not sufficient to soothe her nerves. And on those
days she hates the boy and wishes that he would go away and
leave her alone again. She even offers to pay his train fare back to
Brooklyn or New Haven or Boston or wherever it is he's supposed to
have come from this week. That changes, too — his place of origin
— like her unpredictable moods, like his gender, like the inconstant
New England weather, and she wonders if she will ever learn the
truth of his provenance. 

She is not quite yet a crone, and he is a chameleon, and they sit
together, but completely apart, listening to the waves and waiting
for the sun to set, because the nights are almost always easier to
bear than the daylight. 

He has a silver-grey RadioShack microcassette recorder and a
cardboard box full of tapes, each one thirty minutes long, fifteen
minutes to a side. Most are filled up with some conversation or
another, this afternoon or that morning or an evening fossilized on
frail strips of magnetic tape, their words captured in thin coatings of
cobalt and ferric oxide, by take-up and supply reels and technology
neither pretends to understand. The tape recorder is only a prop, of
course, an obligatory piece of evidence that he really has come to
write a book about her, or (depending on the day) a Ph. D.
dissertation, or a magazine article, or an interview for a website.
She supposes it is necessary, that he must have something tangible
to bolster his story, and most times it doesn't bother her, being
recorded. When it does, she simply tells him to turn it off. On those
occasions, he rarely argues, which is one way that Salammbô
Desvernine knows that she and the boy who calls himself Sebastian
have an understanding.

And here it is, a sweltering August afternoon, and they sit together
on the small veranda facing Block Island Sound, with his tape
recorder lying on the table between them. There are also two
sweating tumblers, because he made them ice tea with lemon and
sprigs of fresh mint, and they sit facing the sea and watch the
dazzling white sun shimmering off the blue-green water.

"You were telling me about Salmagundi," Sebastian says, his clumsy
attempt at being sly, but she laughs and shakes her head, because
she never talks to anyone about her dead sister, not even the boy
and his tape recorder. He often wishes that she would, but there are
secrets that will stay secret if she can help it, and usually she can.
He doesn't say anything else for a few minutes, sips his tea and
watches her watching the sound.

"No, okay, but you were telling me about the Salton Sea, about the
yellow birds and the dead fish and—"

"That was twenty-two years ago," she says, then closes her eyes
and changes the subject. "I wish it were October," she tells the boy.
"I wish it were October, and this goddamn heat were done with for
another year. I used to love the summer, but I find that every year I
love it a little less than the year before."

Sebastian waits a moment, waiting to see if she's finished, then
returns to the matter of the Salton Sea. "You were telling me about
the day you saw it rain—"

"It is a goddamned wicked place," says Salammbô, interrupting him
again.

"I don't believe that places are wicked," the boy replies, not
interested in this argument they've had more than once before,
though never about the Salton Sea. "People, maybe — but places
are just places."

She opens her eyes, and it seems to her the waters of the sound
truly have caught fire, that the waves are washed in a quicksilver
sheen of white flame, and any moment the wind will shift direction.
Then she and the boy who calls himself Sebastian will be seared to a
crisp, reduced to lifeless husks of charcoal, and she'll never have to
hear another of his questions.

"The Salton Sea," he says again. "The day it rained blood."

She takes a deep breath of the still summer air trapped beneath the
veranda's low roof, and is disappointed when her lungs are not
instantly immolated. "1985," she sighs, realizing this is one of the
days she wishes that the boy had never shown up on her doorstep.
"June 1985. I was still with the museum in LA back then. I'd been
collecting gopher snakes in the San Jacinto and San Bernardino
mountains, because I was interested in interbreeding between the
San Diego and Sonora subspecies. By the way, I presented a paper
on that, a couple of years later, at the annual meeting of the
American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists."

"I wasn't asking you about the snakes," Sebastian tells her and
makes a show of picking a mint leaf out of his glass. Salammbô turns
her head and stares at him a moment before continuing; he just
flicks away the soggy bit of mint and then watches the shore and
the quicksilver sun shining off the waves and doesn't look at her.

"The meeting was held in Veracruz, and it was actually my first time
in Mexico," she says, if only because she knows perfectly well he
doesn't care. "As I recall, the paper was entitled 'Instances of
interbreeding between adjacent populations of the colubrid Pituophis
melanoleucus in southern California.'"

"What did I do to piss you off this time," he asks, then reaches for
the recorder and presses the button marked STOP.

Salammbô shrugs and shakes her head, drinking her glass of tea,
because it's not one thing that she could name for him, that she
could put her finger on, and maybe it's not even him at all. Maybe
it's only the heat and her aching back, the sun and the fact that it's
August instead of October.

"It's a wicked place," she says again. "Trust me. I don't care
whether you believe that or not. I was there."

Sebastian switches his tape recorder on again.

"One day, I swear I'm going to hide that thing," she says and
glances at the machine. "Maybe I could bury it on the goddamned
beach."

"Sal, you already know I've read the article you wrote about that
day for Fate magazine. I have it upstairs in my suitcase, so why the
hell won't you talk about what happened?" And that's true; the boy
found the tattered magazine in a used bookstore in Connecticut and
bought it for fifty cents. "True Tales of the Strange and Unknown,"
promised right there on the cover, and sandwiched between "Ghost
of the 14th Tunnel" and "The Wisdom of Snails," is "Blood from the
Sky" by Dr. Salammbô Desvernine, formerly of the Los Angeles
County Museum of Natural History.

"Maybe it's none of your business," she says and goes back to
watching the sound. "Maybe it's nothing I want to talk about."

"Then why'd you write it?"

"Maybe I thought it would help," she replies. "If other people knew, if
I wasn't the only one."

"But it didn't help?" he asks, and when she doesn't answer, when a
full minute has come and gone, he adds, "You'd already read Charles
Fort, before you wrote the article?"

"Of course, I'd already read Charles Fort."

"So you knew it was something that had happened to lots of other
people, something that had been reported over and over again."

Salammbô sets her half-empty glass back down on the table and
rubs at her eyes. "Words on paper," she says. "That's one thing.
Some crazy old fuck sitting in a library, collecting and cataloging
bizarre anecdotes because he has a beef with science, that's one
thing. Having it happen to you, that another goddamn thing
entirely."

"It didn't help, publishing that article?" he says. "It didn't help at all?"

"Why do you insist on asking me these questions, when you already
know the answers?" and then she switches off the tape recorder
herself. Down on the beach, there's a lanky black dog chasing gulls,
and Salammbô shuts her eyes and tries to pretend it's autumn and
there's no one on the veranda but her.  

At dinner, the boy shows up in drag, as he very often does, and
tonight he's wearing a slinky black negligée that hardly comes down
to the tops of his thighs, a gaudy strand of cheap plastic pearls,
lipstick and nail polish the same iridescent shade of red, and silk
stockings. He isn't wearing shoes, though, or a wig, and no makeup
besides the lipstick. He sits across the table from Salammbô, and
they both pick disinterestedly at the cold meal — pasta salad with
artichokes and black olives and lumps of feta cheese. The wine is
more interesting, and less intimidating, than the food, and Salammbô
pours her third glass of the California Merlot and then sits watching
Sebastian as he repeatedly spears the same olive on his fork. The
tape recorder is lying on the table near his plate, because he hardly
ever goes anywhere without it. Salammbô has found he is always
easier to take in the evenings than in the afternoons, but then she
finds that most things are. He spears the olive for the fourth time
and realizes that she's looking at him.

"A shame you were not actually born a girl," she says.

"Why is it a shame?" he asks indignantly and frowns. 

Salammbô squints at him over the rim of her wineglass, wishing that
she hadn't left her bifocals somewhere else in the cottage. And
because she is a little drunk, she keeps talking, when she knows she
would be better off shutting up. "Because," she says, "it's a shame
to see so much beauty wasted on a man."

"Why is it a shame, Sal?" he replies, and pulls the olive off his fork.
"Jesus. And why is it a waste? You sound like my mother. I've never
wanted to be a girl. I just like dressing this way. It doesn't mean I
want to be a woman."

And she's wishing that she'd not started this, had instead let the
silence between them lie undisturbed, because now he's at least
pretending to be offended, and she'd only meant it as a compliment.
But alcohol always loosens her tongue. Another glass or two of the
Merlot, and she might even find the courage to tell Sebastian that
he's the only thing with a penis she's ever found attractive. Never
mind that she sounds like his mother, because she's easily old
enough to be his mother, his twenty-four years to her fifty one, her
a product of the Baby Boom and him not even born until she'd
already begun making a mess of her own life. And she knows it's not
just the crossdressing, though she would be lying if she claimed she
didn't enjoy seeing him all tarted up like this. Truthfully, she finds
Sebastian at his most beautiful in tattered jeans and a T-shirt, his
dirty-blond hair pulled back in a short ponytail and his unshaven
cheeks rough with a day or two worth of stubble so pale that it's
almost translucent. Salammbô Desvernine has been a lesbian all her
life, and yet, again and again, she has found her eyes making love to
this strange boy, this uninvited guest, even though she knows that
his glamour must surely be some vital part of his guile, just another
angle to his con. It's not enough to flatter her with his constant
interest and questions and the goddamn fifteen-minute tapes; there
must also be infatuation, this uneasy, unlikely seduction.

She notices that the tape recorder's running, but she can't
remember having seen him switch it on.

"When was the last time you got laid, anyway?" he asks, stabbing
the olive again, and she tells herself that the blood rushing into her
face is only the wine, and that she is neither angry nor embarrassed.
Sebastian chews, and already he has begun toying with a bit of
artichoke.

"I fail to see how that's any concern of yours," she says and takes
another swallow of wine.

"Oh, but you're free to question the appropriateness of my sex?"

"That's not what I was doing, Sebastian."

"That's what it sounded like to me."

Salammbô sighs and pushes her plate away, wanting a cigarette and
something stronger than the Merlot, wanting to unspeak words
spoken barely a minute or two before, wanting to be alone and away
from Sebastian's tape recorder and his pretty, taunting face.

"Why the hell don't you smoke, anyway?" she asks him, and at least
she can see it wasn't what he was expecting.

"It's a nasty habit," he tells her. "Why the hell did you quit?"

"My fucking blood pressure," she says, "and it's an expensive habit. I
didn't mean to insult you, Sebastian. I didn't mean to question your
manhood."

"Sure," he shrugs. "Whatever. It's honestly nothing I haven't heard
before. Anyway, is that also why you stopped having sex?"

She stares at him a moment, lost in the convoluted folds of dialogue,
wondering if there's any way out but straight ahead, desiring
desperately to backpedal. "I don't know what you're asking me," she
says, finally.

"Your fucking blood pressure," he says, glancing up at Salammbô and
then back to the pasta salad. "Is that why you stopped having sex?"

"Sebastian, I want you to please turn that thing off," she says and
points at the tape recorder.

"Why? What difference does it make to you?" 

She sees that her glass is empty and sets it down beside her plate,
resisting the urge to refill it. There's a strong wind blowing off the
sound, whispering around the weathered edges of the cottage, and
farther off, she can hear the surf and the bell buoy anchored at
Watch Hill lighthouse, clanging to itself in the darkness.

"How do you know I didn't just make it all up?" she asks him, and
now the boy bites his lip and leans back in his chair.

"Did you? Is that what you're telling me?"

"No, but I'm asking why you assume that I didn't. An awful lot of
other people certainly did."

"The article says you submitted samples to—" he begins, but then
she's laughing, and he doesn't finish.

"Maybe I stuck my own thumb," she says and wipes at her mouth
with her napkin. "You must have thought of that. The others did.
Maybe I paid some Mexican boy I met on the beach to let me prick 
his thumb. Maybe I paid him a few dollars for his trouble."

"And maybe you just want to mess with my head," he says, and she
can tell he's thinking about switching the recorder off.

"Maybe that's all I ever wanted, dear," she replies and forces a wry
sort of smile. Then Salammbô Desvernine excuses herself, leaving
him alone at the table. She takes the bottle and whatever's left
inside and retreats to the veranda to smell the sea and to try to
think about anything at all but the boy and his tapes and all his
questions about 1985.  

They are alone on Moonstone Beach, days and days later, and many
miles east of the cottage at Watch Hill. It's sunset, and for almost
two hours they've been hunting for the wave-polished nuggets of
grey-white orthoclase feldspar from which the beach takes its name,
smooth and rounded pebbles of potassium aluminum silicate washed
free of a submarine vein of igneous rock exposed somewhere not far
offshore. And because he has no interest in such things, Salammbô
has been lecturing the boy on local geology, explaining how this part
of South County records a time of volcanism and mountain building
dating back even before the dinosaurs, all the way to the Permian
Age. She has also shown him shriveled black mermaid's purses,
taking care to point out that they are actually only the egg cases of
various sorts of skates, stingrays, and sharks. Near the place where
the sand changes over to a dense tangle of beach roses, green
briars, and poison ivy, back towards the dark, briny waters of Card
and Trustom ponds, she found a number of baby Fowler's toads, and
watching them hop and crawl across the sand, he saw something
almost like excitement in her eyes.

"Do you even see the beach?" he asks, and for a moment she
doesn't understand the question. "Do you see the beach,
Salammbô," he continues, "the beauty of it as a whole, or are you
too busy picking it apart and worrying over the innards and the
skeleton and such."

She sits down, facing the ocean and the coming night, and
Salammbô digs her bare toes into the sand. "I see the beach," she
replies. "I see it as the sum of all its parts, all of which I try to
understand, and this makes it that much more wondrous."

"That's not how it seems to me," says Sebastian, and he tosses one
of the larger moonstones into the sea before sitting down beside
her. "I don't see how can you be so clinical, so analytical and
reductionist, and still manage to comprehend the whole. I think it's
unknowable, in the end. This beach and every other beach in the
world. You're only fooling yourself if you think otherwise."

She picks up a piece of driftwood and begins using it to draw circles
between them. "So, this evening you have your thinking cap on. This
evening, my pretty boy is feeling all philosophical."

"God, that's condescending. And I'm not yours," he tells her
brusquely, pushing the sleeves of his summer sweater back up to
the elbows. Linen yarn the color of oatmeal and brown sugar, a gift
from Salammbô not long after he arrived because he had nothing
suitable for the cool Rhode Island evenings. "I won't ever be yours. I
doubt I'll ever be anyone's."

"Forgive the conceit," she says. "Indulge me just a little, now and
then."

"It feels like all I ever do lately is indulge you," he says, and for a
moment she wants to slap him, wants to slap him hard enough that
his ears will ring and he'll taste copper. But the moment passes, and
she goes back to drawing circles in the sand.

"Scientists," continues Sebastian, "are always too busy picking apart
and asking questions, too busy chasing secrets to be bothered with
what's right there in front of them."

"I'm not a scientist anymore," she replies, not taking her eyes off the
sand and the things she's traced there. "I haven't been a scientist
for a long, long time now. I'm quite sure I'll never be a scientist
again."

"You still act like one."

"How's that, Sebastian?"

"I don't need to know unpronounceable Latin names or radiometric
dates or what the fuck ever to appreciate a beach. I just need to
open my eyes, and to listen, to smell and taste the salt on the air. I
don't need someone telling me there's no such thing as mermaids or
that I won't really hear the ocean when I hold a shell to my ear.
Maybe the mysteries are more important than all the answers you
could ever think up."

"So, here I've gone and spoiled it for you?"

"No," he growls and kicks at the sand, raising a fine spray of grit and
dried scraps of seaweed. "You couldn't ever spoil it for me. Christ,
Salammbô, I'm not a child, and I didn't come here so you could tell
me what's what and change the way I see the fucking world."

"Why did you come here?" she asks, and it's not like she's never
asked him that before. She's asked him more times than she can
now recall, and usually the boy has some answer or another at the
ready, usually something about the old issue of Fate and what she
might have seen that day twenty-two years ago on the parched
shores of the Salton Sea. But this time he only sighs and shakes his
head, as though he's never thought about it, or as if perhaps he
once knew perfectly well, but has now forgotten his reason for
seeking her out and moving in and becoming her second shadow.

"Then I'll tell you something," she says and wipes her right palm
across the sand, erasing all the circles drawn there. "I'll answer a
question."

"That figures," he mutters. "I don't have my tape recorder, so now
you'll talk."

"Oh, I think you'll remember. You can write it all down later. Hell, I'll
even sign it, if you want, like an affidavit or a deposition or
something."

"What happened at Bombay Beach?" he asks hopefully.

"No, not that," and Salammbô Desvernine ignores the sour look of
disappointment and the way it spoils his face and dims his bright
eyes. "Not that. But another question you've asked me."

The boy lifts his head and stares out at Block island Sound, at the
darkening sea and the sky washed indigo and pink, purple and all
manner of ashy grays. "The tides coming in," he says.

"You want to hear this or not?" she asks, and he tosses another
pebble at the waves. "Or have you had some sort of sudden
epiphany? Have you decided it's too much like a scientist, what
you're doing, too busy chasing all these secrets to be bothered with
what's right there in front of you? Maybe missing the forest for the
trees?"

"Fuck you," he says. "It's not the same thing, and you know it's not
the same thing. Don't you dare try to use my own words against
me."

"Sebastian, you'd best learn something right now, something you
should have learned long ago. Your own words are your worst enemy
and will almost always be used against you. That's what it usually
comes down to, sooner or later. You open your mouth and someone
hears, and they take note. And they wait for just the right
moment—"

"You're so goddamned cynical," he sighs.

"Be that as it may, I'm telling you the truth. Now, dear, do you want
to have one of your questions answered, or would you rather
preserve the mystery a little longer, whole and intact? The choice is
yours, and I wouldn't dare presume to make it for you."

Sebastian takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly, keeping his
eyes on the lights of a fishing boat bobbing about a few hundred
yards out into the sound. "You'll tell me, Salammbô, because that's
what you want or need to do. It has nothing to do with the choices
I make, so don't pretend it does."

"Very well," she says, and now she's also watching the little boat,
the yellow-orange incandescent flicker from its wheelhouse and the
Christmas tree sparkle of running lights — green to starboard, red to
port, and white at the stern. And Salammbô tells the boy why she
lives alone in the cottage at Watch Hill, why she has no friends to
speak of, which was one of the first questions he ever asked her. In
the end, it's only a story of having had her words and secrets, her
confidences, turned against her by someone she once believed
entirely beyond any acts of betrayal. A story of pettiness and
cruelty and of the lies friends will tell when a friendship has ceased
to be profitable or convenient. It is a very simple and inexpressibly
complex story of cowardice, of a woman who forsook herself and
Salammbô and hid behind a man, the low and brutal sort of man who
can be used as a battering ram and yet still think himself chivalrous,
a knight-errant who really has no more honor or fidelity than a
sledgehammer. And by the time Salammbô's done, the waxing moon
is up and the beach is dark, and Sebastian sits there on the sand,
shivering and hugging himself as the tide rises quickly, inexorably
towards them.   

"Rivers of blood that vein albuminous seas, or an egg-like
composition, in the incubation of which this earth is a local center of
development — that there are super-arteries of blood in
Genesistrine: that sunsets are consciousness of them: that they
flush the skies with northern lights sometimes: super-embryonic
reservoirs from which life-forms emanate—

"Or that our whole solar system is a living thing: that showers of
blood upon this earth are its internal hemorrhages—

"Or vast living things in the sky, as there are vast living things in the
oceans—

"Or some one especial thing: an especial time: an especial place. A
thing the size of the Brooklyn Bridge. It's alive in outer space —
something the size of Central Park kills it—

"It drips.

"We think of ice fields above this earth: which do not, themselves,
fall to this earth, but from which water does fall—"

Charles Fort, The Book of the Damned (1919)  

And because it was inevitable from the day she let the boy cross her
threshold and take up residence in her home, the night finally arrives
when she tells him what he's come all the way from Hartford or
Providence or Albany to hear. It is another dinner, near the end of
August, where the summer has begun to lose its grip on New
England, and he sits across from her in a floor-length evening gown
the color of emeralds and a wig that doesn't look the least bit like a
wig. His face is painted perfect as a runway model's, and he drinks
the Madeira she has poured for him.

"Don't expect to hear exactly what you read in that article," she
says, and Sebastian tells her that he would be disappointed if he
did. "For starters," she adds, "I wrote that thing in 1988. Also, it's
full of lies, not to mention changes that the editor made for reasons
known only to himself and maybe a few of the lesser Assyrian
deities."

Salammbô is drunk, and she knows it. Otherwise, she never would
have found the courage to say the things she's about to say. The
boy is sober as a judge, and he watches her the way a cat watches
a mouse that has not yet stopped twitching, and his RadioShack
tape recorder sits on the table between them, taking down every
word.

"Bombay Beach," he says.

"Bombay Beach," she nods, and then describes the neat rows of
desolation at the edge of the Salton Sea, five streets north to
south, eight east to west. The power poles like humming crucifixions
lined up beneath the blue-white desert sky and the scrubby brown
land at the base of the San Bernardino Mountains, two-hundred and
twenty-eight feet below sea level. Shacks and RVs, mobile homes
and crumbling cinderblock, rusting tin roofs, someplace that may as
well be the very edge of the world and perhaps it is. She tells him
that Bombay Beach was founded by a man named Gilligan in 1929,
and once upon a time it was a mecca for vacationers and retirees,
back when the inland sea was not so salty, when there were still
plenty of fish, and before floods submerged a sizable portion of the
town below Fifth Street.

"I wanted to see the Salton, that's all," she says, and so she took
the only exit into Bombay off California 111 and followed A Street to
Avenue A where the road veered left, becoming 5th Street. She
parked her car and walked the three hundred or so feet to the
water's edge, and for a while Salammbô dwells on the details — an
abandoned motel, wooden pilings encrusted with salt, a school bus
sunk into the rime almost up to its roof, the gulls and pelicans, the
water so still and flat it might well be made of polished glass. "Those
science-fiction movies set in wastelands after nuclear wars," she
says, "that's what it was like standing there on the shore of the
Salton Sea."

And then Salammbô turns and watches the open dining-room window
leading out to that other, living sea while she talks about coming
upon the naked brown-skinned girl kneeling in the mud, the girl
whose throat had been cut from ear to ear, but there she was
anyway, kneeling like any good Catholic, her coral rosary beads still
clutched tightly in her folded hands.

"There wasn't anything like that in the article," Sebastian protests,
and Salammbô asks him to please not interrupt her, not if he has any
desire to hear the rest.

"The birds had already taken her eyes," she says, "but her face was
turned upwards — towards Heaven, I suppose. She must still have
believed, even as the murderer's knife or razor was drawn across her
skin, even as her life spewed forth from severed arteries onto the
dust and sand and the evaporite rind of that poisonous fucking lake.
She must have been waiting for the bloody fucking Virgin Mary or
Jesus or some saint to come down on rays of the purest, blazing
light and bear her safely up into a place where children are not
raped and killed and left to rot and feed the gulls and maggots. 

"I am not ashamed to say that I was sick then. It must have been
quite a picture, if anyone was looking, the girl's kneeling corpse and
me beside her on hands and knees, puking up my breakfast." 

Sebastian sips the dry Madeira squeezed from white Cerceal grapes
and bottled five years earlier, and he doesn't look at Salammbô, and
he doesn't say a word.

"I sat there with her for, I don't know, maybe an hour, maybe an
hour and a half, thinking surely someone would come along, you
know, and then I could tell them to go for the police. But nobody
ever came. I didn't want to leave her by herself like that, but that's
exactly what I finally did. I got up and walked back to my car and
drove away to the goddamn interstate and didn't stop driving until I
was all the way in fucking Palm Springs. And that's what happened,
my dear Sebastian. That's the day I saw blood rain from the sky
above the Salton Sea. That's the day I began to…" but she trails off
and sits staring silently at the window, listening to the soothing
canticle of chilly wind and the breakers and the clang of the bell
buoy anchored at Watch Hill Point.

And the boy shuts off the tape recorder, and then he sits quietly,
finishing his wine and waiting for Salammbô Desvernine to say
anything else at all.




