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When I met Fritz Fox, I was standing against the wall in the back room of the bar where all the artists went, in a crowd but unnoticed. Fritz was famous in our particular small world, but I didn’t know that yet. I thought he was just a guy in tortoiseshell glasses who might buy me a drink. It was March 1963.
“I haven’t seen you before,” he said.
“You must not come here much, then,” I said, even though I hadn’t been very many times, really. The bar was called Baby Louise. Its two rooms were crowded with downtown types, and while I could have put names to at least twenty of them, probably only my friend Tania and her boyfriend, Wilkie, would have known mine.
Not fooled, Fritz said, “Where are you from?”
“I live in SoHo.”
“That’s an answer to a different question.”
“I grew up in Boston,” I said, “but I don’t feel like I’m from there.”
He smiled. “Let me guess: You feel like you were born a New Yorker. Or maybe you’re really a Parisian or a citizen of Marrakech.”
I was embarrassed and didn’t say anything.
“Not about feelings, is it?” he said more kindly. “Just a fact. You can’t change where you’re from.”
“That’s actually exactly what I’m trying to do.”
I’d moved down to New York two months before and was living in the loft Tania shared with Wilkie and a rotating cast of strays. Tania was a languid, magnetic girl from my class at Wellesley who didn’t seem to dislike anyone. Not because she was so nice, just because she couldn’t be bothered. After Wellesley, I’d gotten a scholarship to the Museum School in Boston and stayed three semesters until I gathered my nerve and quit. I hadn’t found myself in my work yet, and I didn’t think I would if I stayed there, toiling away at my technique. Technique wasn’t my problem. I was a gifted mimic, my teachers told me, a copycat who lacked originality. I could have a career as a forger, they joked. I’d started to worry I might not have anything to say with my art, but I assumed the solution was living more life.
To Fritz Fox, I said, “I’m an artist.”
“So’s everyone,” Fritz said.
He touched the old sailor’s bracelet I’d squeezed over my hand that afternoon when I was feeling sentimental. It was a relic of summers at Cape Cod in the years before my father died in a car wreck. The knotted white cord had gone grimy. Fritz asked, “Did your sweetheart give you that?”
I wondered if he was flirting but decided he wasn’t. There was something oddly businesslike about the conversation. “No. I made it for myself. A long time ago.”
“It’s cute. Do you sail?”
“I used to,” I said.
A year after my father died, when I was almost eighteen, my mother had, for mysterious reasons, married an unkind and overbearing man who’d said he would pay for Wellesley (with my father’s money, I might add) on the condition I didn’t study art. I couldn’t see why he cared, but my mother had said I’d save us both a lot of trouble if I did as he asked. I’d said he hadn’t really asked, and she’d said exactly. So I majored in English and made money on the sly selling chalk pastel portraits—Renoir-y things—to the other girls. I applied to the Museum School in secret. Stupidly, I’d thought my scholarship might impress my stepfather, but it had only enraged him. I hadn’t seen him since I’d enrolled there, and my mother only once for an uneasy lunch at Parker’s. I had the impression they’d disowned me.
Fritz Fox bought me a martini even though I’d asked for a beer, and then he led me to a round bistro table in a corner, still cluttered with someone’s empty glasses. A ripple of curiosity followed us, and it made me wonder about Fritz. We weren’t far from the booth where the famous men liked to hang out, sprawling and bickering like children. Sometimes they came to blows. One of them raised a hand, greeting Fritz, who nodded back casually.
“What’s your name?” he asked me.
“June Tremblay.” Tremblay was not the name I was born with. When I left Boston, I’d decided to be someone new.
“You can sail, but what about other boats?”
“What about them?”
“Do you know your way around them? I mean boats with motors.”
“Pretty well,” I said. “Small ones. I’m not, you know, a sea captain.” My father had owned a Hinckley and had taught me to drive it when I was eleven.
“Like you could get from place to place in a boat? Alone?”
“I think so, but why?”
“I’m going to tell you a secret.”
“Why?” I asked again.
“It’s about your friend Tania. Actually, it’s about her boyfriend. Can you keep a secret?”
From his intent expression, I sensed the question held consequence, though I had no idea what or why. Historically, I had not been terrific at keeping secrets, but also I’d never been entrusted with any secrets that mattered. It had all been schoolgirl stuff. “Yes,” I said.
“Your friend’s boyfriend is sleeping with Barton Chaplin.”
I peered at Fritz. “Is that a joke?”
“It’s not.”
I looked over at the booth where Barton Chaplin was sitting with the other famous ones. “Barton Chaplin is married,” I said. “And Wilkie is devoted to Tania.”
Fritz shrugged and lit a cigarette. “I’m sure he is. The important thing is that you don’t tell a single soul.”
“What does that have to do with boats?”
“Nothing,” he said.
Another month passed before I saw him again. I was jammed in a booth with Tania and Wilkie and some other people when a hand descended from above, lowering a champagne flute into my face. “June Tremblay,” Fritz said. “Come sit with me. Just for a minute.”
Miming bewilderment to my friends, I went after him.
“Where’s your bracelet?” he said, sitting again at a small table and grinding his cigarette out in a full ashtray. “The rope one.”
I took the chair he pushed out for me with his foot. I’d decided, sometime after seeing him last, that the sailor’s bracelet made me seem childish and unserious, a country club girl dabbling at the art life. “I lost it.”
He lit another cigarette. “You didn’t spill the beans.”
“How do you know?”
“Did you?”
“No.”
“Your friends are still together, and they’re still palling around with you. Also you didn’t look guilty when you saw me. It wasn’t true, anyway, what I told you. Why did you believe me? I’m just a stranger in a bar.”
By then I’d learned something about him. He wasn’t quite a dealer or a critic, and he wasn’t quite an agent or manager. To a certain degree, he was all of those things, and he was also a sort of scout or fixer, maybe a bit of an art spy. I didn’t know how he made money, but he seemed to have it. He was the only man in the bar wearing a suit, and he had a fresh haircut and what I recognized as an expensive wristwatch.
I hated myself for blushing. “I didn’t believe you. It’s why I didn’t tell them.”
He grinned. “You did too believe me. You thought, Fritz Fox knows everything. Everyone knows Fritz Fox knows everything.”
“Why would you tell me that story, then? Just to make trouble? That’s a terrible thing to do.” I started to get up.
He reached out but stopped short of touching me, his hand hovering at my hip.
“Hang on, hang on,” he said. “Listen. You’ve been here awhile now. I don’t mean to imply you’re not selling work right and left, but how are you for money? Would you be interested in a summer job?”
“No, thanks.” But I didn’t walk away.
He said, “Do you know who Hiram Lammergeier is?”

Growing up, I had always found myself perched uncertainly between anonymity and consequence: not quite a nobody, not quite somebody. In school, I’d enjoyed a certain status with other girls because I could draw. They would gather around me and ooh and ahh while I drew cute cartoons of their pets and decorated their notebooks with colorful flowers, free of charge. At Wellesley, I’d occupied a similar niche with my little portrait business, and I’d been elevated by my association with Tania, who was indisputably somebody. Her somebodiness hung around her like a cloud of perfume. At the Museum School, though, where everybody could draw, I’d felt myself fading further into the background. I’d gotten myself disowned, and for what? Plenty of nights I’d lain awake, terrified I would vanish entirely into ordinariness.
When I decided to leave for New York, I’d believed, like so many before me, that I would come into my own there, shine more brightly. But instead, transposed against a more vibrant place, I’d only felt duller and more inert. My work languished. Tania was kind, but I could tell she was disappointed with me. Every room she entered became more lively; when she left, people felt a pang of grief. I clung to her, and she was starting to disdain me for it. But then along came Fritz Fox. Along came Hiram Lammergeier.
I’d known about Lammergeier for as long as I could remember, had seen plenty of his work, both pre- and postwar, in reproductions and in museums. His canvases tended to be modest in size, and although his style was not avant-garde or even particularly fashionable, the only artists I’d ever heard question his importance were the most belligerently drunk and jealous downtown blowhards. He did landscapes and portraits, sometimes domestic scenes. Often I found landscapes, particularly of the Northeast, to be sentimental, but his had a flattened unfriendliness to them that I liked and a vivid, almost queasy quality to their colors and their thick, bold black outlines. He was not an Abstract Expressionist, but his work had some of the same jostling energy. His most famous painting was the last portrait he’d made of his son, Bernard, shortly after the boy had died at the age of three by drowning. Bernard, From Memory hung on permanent display at MoMA and had appeared on the cover of LIFE magazine. Since Bernard’s death, ten years in the past, Lammergeier, always private, had become a true recluse and produced no work—at least, not that I knew of. No one seemed to know where he lived. He’d split from his wife, their marriage rotted by grief, and she’d gone back to Philadelphia, where she was from, and told anyone who asked that she had no idea where Lammergeier was and didn’t care.
He was, Fritz told me, living on an island in Maine, and he wanted an assistant for the summer. I asked if I could think about it. He said not really, and I said okay, I’d do it. Three days later, I took a train to Boston and spent a pleasant night with Tania’s parents. They were amiable bohemian professor types who fed me a vegetarian dinner and didn’t fuss at me. In the morning I caught another train up to Rockland, Maine, and went by taxi to the harbor, where I boarded a small ferry out to North Haven.
Fritz had instructed me to wait on a certain bench near the harbormaster’s office for Lammergeier to come and fetch me. I’d assumed, wrongly, that I wouldn’t wait long, but the afternoon had turned to evening before the sound of a boat’s engine cut through the lavender dusk. A handsome mahogany runabout maneuvered slowly through the marina, its wake rolling the smooth reflections of hulls and masts, a figure in a hooded anorak standing at the helm.
The boat, a Chris-Craft, pulled up alongside the dock, and the figure turned in my direction, not bothering to jump out or tie up. He beckoned impatiently and called, “Let’s go, it’s getting dark,” as though the late hour were my fault.
I lugged my suitcase over, my footsteps hollow on the planks. “It’s you?” I leaned down, trying to see his face, not that I knew what Hiram Lammergeier looked like, not really. There were photos of him that got reprinted sometimes, but they were old—from the war or earlier—and he always seemed to be looking away from the camera. I thought he would be in his early fifties.
The man pushed back the hood, revealing a plain blue baseball cap over salt-and-pepper hair of the dense, curly kind that would be unruly if it were not trimmed down short. He had a lean face with a silvering beard and dark, narrow eyes lit with something that might have been amusement and might have been malice. “Who else would I be?”
“Anyone, really,” I said, but I dropped my suitcase into the boat and stepped in after it. As soon as he was clear of the marina, Lammergeier opened the throttle. “I was on the three o’clock ferry,” I said, wondering if there’d been a mix-up about the time, or if he would apologize for leaving me waiting for so long.
But he just said, “Were you now?” My warm sweater was in my suitcase, and I shivered in the wind.
On a map, the large islands in the Penobscot Bay—Vinalhaven, North Haven, Deer Isle, Isle Au Haut—had made me think of a drowning hurricane, a rough spiral of tattered land masses. We passed into an area dense with smaller islands, a maze of bare granite lumps sloping out of the black water, the rock stained by the tide and clung on to by huddled balsam firs and red spruces. A few had beaten-up docks or a shingled fishing shack or a cottage. Lammergeier steered in a practiced fashion, but I still felt a pulse of fear at how many more rocks must be just under the surface, treacherous and unseen. Eventually we emerged into a stretch of open water dotted with lobster buoys. A rising crescent moon stuck its horns above the dark horizon, then rose up to float there like a luminous fishing boat. I saw one last island, long and low, off by itself.
After I accepted the job, Fritz had shown me a typed letter from Lammergeier full of his specifications. Lammergeier wanted an assistant, he wrote, because he was not entirely well these days and an increasing burden to myself. I would be responsible for obtaining supplies every week by boat. I would also cook and clean and assist in his studio. I wondered how many other girls Fritz had chatted up before he’d found me. His job would have been easier if Lammergeier had wanted a male assistant, but Lammergeier had written in his letter that I believe a girl would be best.
She should be competent, even a bit tough.
Being OK on the water is the most important thing. What I don’t want is any young men looking up to me—no one after a mentor or a father.
I told Fritz I didn’t know anything about nursing a sick person, but he had waved away my concerns. “He’s not an invalid,” he’d said. “I think it’s more the blues than anything else. But you’re not to tell anyone that. You’re not to tell anyone anything.”
I told Tania and Wilkie I’d gotten a job at a hotel on Martha’s Vineyard and would be back in the fall. Later I realized I was actually a small miracle for Fritz. “What would you have done,” I asked him, “if you hadn’t found a girl who could drive a boat?”
“I would have found someone to teach her,” he said.
There was one other ironclad condition, Fritz told me. I was absolutely not to make any art while I was there. I can’t abide it, Lammergeier had written in his letter. The striving, the competition, the need for approval. She must not make a single sketch, must not even draw a line in the sand. I want to know nothing about whether she has any talent.
The prospect of a summer without painting had made me uneasy, but as I said, my work wasn’t going well. I was paralyzed by my fear of imitation. Any mark I made on paper or canvas I immediately accused of being derivative and fraudulent. So maybe there was some relief in being forbidden to flounder and flail for a few months. I needed money, and I was intrigued by the prospect of knowing Lammergeier.
When we arrived that first night, Lammergeier’s cottage looked dilapidated in the moonlight and the beam of his flashlight, its cedar cladding warped and weathered by the sea wind and whipping rain. But inside, once he lit the old-fashioned oil lamps, the place was reasonably cozy and tidy with a rag rug and rocking chairs. In the kitchen there was a small, gas-powered refrigerator and a massive old cast-iron stove. Lammergeier said he would teach me how to chop wood for it.
“I don’t care what I eat,” he said, “so don’t bother trying to impress me with your cooking.” Water came from a rainwater cistern, and if I wanted a hot shower I could take one when I went to town for groceries. There was an outhouse. His studio was separate, hidden down a path in the trees. He would sleep there, he said—he had a cot—and I would have the bedroom in the cottage, where there was a narrow single bed, a small chest of drawers, and a painting I knew must be Lammergeier’s. It was an evening view of the island from afar, the same as my first glimpse, even with the same crescent moon.
“So that’s all,” he said.
There was an inevitable tension, just the two of us standing there in the tiny cottage. I could feel it welling up in the quiet. Lammergeier backed toward the door. “I get up at six,” he said as he went out. “I’d like coffee then, and something for breakfast. Doesn’t matter what.” His footsteps retreated into the night, and I was alone with the flickering lamps and the sound of the sea.
The question of whether I’d seen amusement or malice in Lammergeier’s eyes on our first meeting proved irrelevant because when he was energetic, he was full of both, exuding an air of sharp, restless assessment. Other times he seemed flat, exhausted, morose. The third day I was on the island, he never left his cot in the studio. That night I had a nightmare in which he was the ghost of a drowned fisherman watching me through the windows.
Producing meals from his paltry stash of groceries was difficult. He had mostly canned goods plus some eggs and cheese and stale bread. But true to his word, he neither praised nor criticized my cooking, and I stuck to simple things, bachelor food. There wasn’t much to do in the studio because he didn’t seem to be making work, but he accepted my small efforts also without comment.
In fact, he lived mostly within a barricade of silence. Once, early on, I ventured, “You don’t live here in the winter, do you?” It didn’t seem possible.
“I used to,” he said, “but not anymore. I almost starved. I was almost washed away by storms.”
“That sounds horrible,” I said.
He said, “It was wonderful. But now my health doesn’t allow it.”
I knew better than to ask what, exactly, was wrong with him.
After breakfast, he sketched. Sometimes he stayed on the island, making his way around its rocky shore or through its mossy, forested middle. When he felt strong, he might go out in the Chris-Craft, or sometimes an old rowboat, vanishing across the water toward the other islands. I didn’t go with him, so the mornings were my own, not that I had much to do since I was not allowed to paint or draw. I tidied and cleaned; I stretched and primed more canvases to sit in idle stacks; I chopped wood; I tried to imagine what I could possibly cook. Sardine sandwiches. Corned beef hash. Plain spaghetti. Tuna fish mixed with canned green beans. Once, with marginal success, I cooked mussels I’d pried off the rocks at low tide.
There was a small shelf of very long books in the cottage, things like Tom Jones, Don Quixote, and War and Peace. I selected a volume of Trollope from among them and sat out on the dock, turning the pages. Occasionally, I would dip my finger in the water and draw with it on the planks, watching my lines evaporate almost as soon as I’d made them. I drew a caricature of Lammergeier with pencil on a blank page at the end of the Trollope and then burned it in the stove. He occupied my thoughts because what else would?
In the afternoons, Lammergeier went to his studio. Sometimes he wanted me to come along, and sometimes not. The studio was more recently built than the cottage, its cladding not yet fully weathered, and resembled a boathouse set incongruously and uselessly far from shore. He didn’t paint. Sometimes he flipped through his sketchbooks and drew a few tentative lines on a canvas only to erase them later, and I wanted to tell him—but didn’t—that I knew the feeling of having nowhere to start, of failing before you’d begun. There was a typewriter at a little table in one corner, and sometimes he typed his correspondence. Once he scrubbed a frenzy of blue paint into the middle of a canvas, but the sight seemed to enrage him, and he stalked off without a word. He seemed to be waiting for something to shift or change, but I had the feeling he didn’t know what. I thought it might have been this way for years.
It was in the studio that I felt most tenderly toward him. I sat on a tall stool in a corner, watching his motionless back. I found I wanted to embrace him, to tell him to give up. There were other lives he might lead.
“You must think I’ve lost my mind,” he said one day, not turning to look at me.
“No,” I said. I gathered my courage. “But I wondered if you’d lost your inspiration.”
“Inspiration.” He twisted to look at me, smiling wryly, maybe malevolently. “What do you think that is?”
“I don’t know,” I said, refusing to be cowed. “That’s my main problem in life.”
He laughed bitterly and said, “If that’s true, it’s not a very big problem.”
Six days after I arrived, our food stores grew uncomfortably sparse. Since the morning was clear and calm, Lammergeier said I was to take the boat to Deer Isle for supplies. He gave me some money and a stack of envelopes to mail (none of the names or addresses meant anything to me), and he unfolded a nautical chart and pointed one calloused finger at a speck of land. “That’s us,” he said.
“Does the island have a name?” I asked.
“No.” But I had the feeling he was lying. He traced a course across the blue, through the thicket of small, scrappy islands, ending at the Stonington harbor. “This is the best way.”
I knew if I asked him to repeat the route or to draw it in with a pencil, I would be inviting his scorn. He was a person who could humiliate with only a subtle thickening of his silence.
As it happened, I had little trouble finding my way to Stonington. The Chris-Craft was smooth and powerful, and the gleam of the sun on its varnished deck lifted my spirits. I paid close attention to the chart, and in an hour I was passing the granite quarry at Thurlow Head and aiming for the public dock by the fish pier. I visited the post office and the little general store, and I was directed to a marine supply shop that sold tokens for hot showers. My hair still damp on my back, I was fueling the Chris-Craft and getting ready to leave when my attention was caught by a lobster boat at anchor. It occurred to me that I could buy lobsters for dinner. I would build a fire on the beach, as I had done years before with my parents on the Cape, and I would boil the bugs in seawater. Lammergeier and I could eat on the shore and throw the carcasses to the tide. It would be—I had the thought before I could stop it—romantic.
I brushed the word away. Even if we were living like a castaway Adam and Eve, Lammergeier seemed barely to register my existence, whereas all I did was tend to his. I fed him. I was quiet when he wanted me to be quiet, followed him around when he wanted to be followed. I sat with him in his studio, waiting for inspiration to awaken both of us to our ordained purposes, him to work and me to assist. His well-trimmed hair? I was responsible for trimming it—an intimate task I found I did surprisingly well, finding excuses to touch the freckled, vulnerable tops of his ears. I didn’t know if I liked him, but I was exquisitely attuned to him. You couldn’t have a romance with someone like that. You could make an offering of yourself, but that was all.
By the time I returned to the island, it was almost evening—I had gotten briefly but alarmingly lost—and I was afraid of being scolded. But Lammergeier did not emerge from his studio at the sound of the engine, not until later, when it was dark and I was out on the rocks, tending my fire and my lobster pot like a witch over her cauldron. His hands, I noticed, were streaked with paint, and there was an unfamiliar lightness and energy to him. “Brilliant girl!” he said when he saw the lobsters.
“I bought them right off a boat,” I said. “They’d never touched land.”
“Tremendous,” he said. I hadn’t seen him drink before, but he disappeared and returned with a bottle of whiskey from somewhere and two tin cups. We ate at the water’s edge, in the light of the fire, smashing the lobsters apart with rocks and dipping the meat in melted butter. When we had eaten the claws and the tails and were working on the skinny legs, pulling out the last shreds of meat, I said, “You know, people do know you’re here. It’s not completely a secret.”
He looked up, sharp and wary. “Were you talking about me?”
“No. Of course not. But your mail comes to Stonington, and the woman at the store asked if I was staying with the artist. She saw your boat.”
“What did you say?”
“I said no.”
“Good.”
“I don’t think she believed me.” The woman had first asked if I was staying on Île Saint-Bernard, and when I said no, she’d said, “The artist’s island?” Either Lammergeier had named his son for the island or the island for his son.
“Why hasn’t it gotten out that you’re here?” I persisted. “Why is it still such a mystery?”
He shrugged and flicked a lobster leg toward the water. “I think you’re overestimating how many people care, or how much anyone cares. Someone who really tried could find me, but no one has. I’m not hiding. I just don’t want all the noise.”
“But you have what every artist wants.”
“Which is what?”
“You know. Acclaim. Fame, I guess. People know your work. They look at it. They care about it.”
“That’s what you want?”
“Yes. Yes.”
He shook his head and fixed me with bright, nasty amusement. He said, “I don’t think you are an artist.”
I stared at him. “But I am.”
“No. You wouldn’t have agreed to come here if you were. You would not have agreed not to work.”
“I needed the money,” I said.
He leaned over to pour more whiskey into my cup. “Would you have starved without this job? No? Then you didn’t really need it. You chose not to paint. If you make that choice, you’re not an artist.”
By now I was very angry. “You’re not painting either,” I said recklessly. “Does that mean you’re not an artist?”
He leaned back, smirking from the shadows. “What would you paint, if I said you could?”
“You,” I said, the word escaping before I even knew if it was true.

Like the house, the studio had no electricity. Lammergeier lit lanterns. On his easel, for the first time, there was a painting in progress. It was a large canvas with the beginnings of a seascape, a view of distant islands. The composition was simple, his colors more muted than usual, his lines less bold. I didn’t know why this particular image, this painting, had broken him loose. It was beautiful but also unremarkable.
Lammergeier lifted the painting and leaned it against the wall. He went to a stack of primed canvases and chose a smaller one that he set on the easel. He retrieved my usual stool from the back of the room and placed it alone in the middle of the floor.
“Sit,” he said.
“Me?” I said.
“You thought I was going to pose for you?”
I said, no, of course not. But I had. I had seen in my mind how I would paint him, half in shadow, gaunt and weary but with a devil’s gleam.
“Sit,” he said again.
I don’t know what time it was when I perched on the stool. I don’t know what time it was when I climbed down, except that, outside, morning light was diffusing through a thin fog. For hours, Lammergeier’s eyes had moved between me and the other me on his canvas. I’d been stirred and discomposed by his scrutiny. Sometimes I’d felt horribly self-conscious, even angry at what he was subjecting me to; sometimes I’d quivered with a nervous lust.
My back ached. My eyes burned. One foot was asleep, and I limped as I walked around the easel to look at what he’d done. There I was, conjured from flat planes, bold outlines, and long, deceptively simple brushstrokes. For all that I’d felt while he was painting, I was a curiously neutral presence on the canvas, just a face, a gaze, a bright-green shirt, a hunched posture, and crossed legs. In his famous portrait of his son, Lammergeier had captured a specific spirit, an essence and also an enfolding grief, but his painting of me was suffused with blankness. The woman in it was only a body, a soft and vulnerable vessel emitting an anonymous intelligence. Yet I recognized myself. Lammergeier had seen the void in me. He had painted a question with no answer except the question itself.
He said, “Take care of these brushes, would you?”
There was a basin at the side of the studio and a bucket of water. He liked me to wash his brushes with oil soap instead of turpentine, and while I was doing this, he stood behind me and put his hands on my waist and then my breasts. I felt—now that I knew we would go to bed together—relief and a faint sadness. There was a mirror over the sink, but I took care not to look in it. I worried I might see resignation on his face, obligation, a yielding to the inevitable. The last man and woman on earth were doing what was left to them.
When I’d rinsed the brushes and set them on a rag to dry, he turned me toward him and unbuttoned my shirt with steady fingers. He kissed my clavicle, my mouth. He held my bare torso against him. We went to his cot. The sheets did not smell fresh. We made love and slept, waking in the afternoon to swim and return to the cot. We said little. I tried not to think too much. It was a day of sensations: the warmth of the rickety little bed, the cold of the sea, the emptiness of hunger, the straining fullness of sex. He seemed more vital than he had since I’d arrived. Maybe all he had needed was to start painting again, or perhaps sex was the cure. Near midnight, we went to the cottage and built a fire in the stove so I could cook us an omelet. When we’d eaten, he gave me a rueful smile but no kiss and went back to his studio to sleep.
Lammergeier kept painting. If we had sex, we did so during the day. We slept apart; we exchanged no endearments and never spoke of our feelings. I couldn’t have begun to guess what his were. It was not a romance, but it wasn’t without pleasure and comfort and even some humor. There were still days when he was exhausted and would send me away, but I believed a darkness was being dispelled. I imagined myself a healer, nursing him back into the world. Every week he gave me his letters and a few bills from some hidden reserve of cash, and I went to Stonington. Every other week I brought our sheets and clothes with me and washed them in a machine in the back of the marine supply store. I always bought lobsters.
The portrait of me rested undisturbed against the far wall of his studio, facing out. The sight of it bothered me. Sometimes I thought, There I am. And other times I thought, That isn’t me.
“You don’t like it,” he said one day when he turned from his easel and caught me looking at the painting.
“I wonder if I’m really that blank,” I said, “or if that’s just how you see me.”
“Maybe it’s how you want to be seen.”
“No,” I said. “It isn’t.”
“Then you should try to be more interesting,” he said, going back to his work.
I felt as though he’d pressed his lips to mine and sucked all the air from my lungs. It was an intimate ambush and one that could not be countered. To argue with such an insult would be so boring and pathetic as to prove his point. But I said nothing, and in a while I was all right again. I didn’t think whether a person was interesting depended on effort. In fact, I’d always had a sense that trying to be interesting was one of the least interesting things a person could do. I supposed I’d been trying in a way—by moving to New York, by coming to the island—but I’d never pretended to be someone else. I was just putting myself in the way of experience.
When he was done painting and I’d cleaned his brushes, he drew me to the cot. “I don’t mean to be cruel,” he said, kissing me. “Sometimes I’m just an old bastard.”
“You do mean to be,” I said. “It’s not an accident.”
“You shouldn’t care what I think.”
“Okay,” I said, “I won’t.”
But he was the only person in the world who was thinking of me at all.
In July, I woke one morning to the sound of the boat’s engine roaring to life and then dwindling away. I assumed Lammergeier had gone off somewhere to sketch and would be back by the evening. But the day passed, and the sun set, and the wispy clouds solidified into a low, dark lid, and he did not return. I barely slept, listening for him, though I knew even Lammergeier was not arrogant enough to try to navigate among the islands on a dark night.
He did not return the next day or the day after. I began to be afraid he was lost or dead. He had not seemed well in the days before he left. My healing powers, I’d already come to understand, were a fantasy. I was afraid of doing the wrong thing, of being either too slow or too quick to go for help. I only had the little rowboat, and to travel far in it would be frightening and difficult. But also, I was furious at the possibility that Lammergeier had abandoned me as a sadistic prank. In my moments of self-pity, I wondered if he had simply forgotten me and left for the season. But I knew he would not have left the paintings.
On the fourth morning, I woke to silence and fog. No birds called. The sea lay quiet. It was as though someone had pressed a felt cloth down over the island to smother it. The impossibility of Lammergeier returning in such weather, or of my going anywhere, relaxed me. I boiled water for coffee and cooked the last of the eggs. If I was careful, I had three more days of food.
Carrying my mug, I slipped through the mist, following the familiar path to the studio. I stood in front of his easel for a long time, studying the unfinished painting on it. Then I moved around the room, examining each piece in turn until I came to my portrait. Free of Lammergeier’s presence, I could see it more clearly, assess its unfairness with more certainty. How dare he paint me as a blank when he had never even tried to excavate who I was. He accused me of being uninteresting when he had created circumstances in which I couldn’t help but be so. The sort of woman I imagined Lammergeier would find interesting was not a woman who would do what he required: sit idle for weeks, waiting for him to make a demand or to eat a meal, or tiptoe around while he slept through whole days. An interesting woman would not need the money he had offered. With odd but, I felt, unassailable logic, I decided that if I had not been his lover, he would not have abandoned me on the island without a word. He would not have dared; he would not have needed to assert whatever he was asserting—a lack of obligation or care, I supposed, perhaps distance or dominance. Or maybe he hadn’t meant to be cruel this time. Maybe he was simply dead.
I carried the easel to the back of the studio and set it up near the sink where a mirror hung on the wall. I chose a canvas, and standing before it, looking at my reflection, I drew an outline with charcoal: my head and shoulders, square on. I was wearing the same green shirt I’d been wearing when Lammergeier painted me. From his jar of brushes, I selected several, and I squeezed paint onto a palette. All day I worked, taking breaks to make tea or to stretch and wave my arms, trying to keep my body loose and alive. The fog persisted, and I lit the lanterns early. Sometime in the night, I was done.
The painting looked as though it had been made by Lammergeier—this I had expected and had not fought against. But in my version, the portrait had the texture of a person. My expression was superficially neutral, but there was a beseeching air to me, a request being made to the viewer. Look at me. It was the best work I’d ever done.
As I washed my brushes—Lammergeier’s brushes—a crushing tiredness came over me. To transit through the dark fog between the studio and the cabin seemed impossible. I extinguished the lanterns and fell onto the cot, dropping into sleep and waking abruptly, some hours later in the clear and bright morning, when Lammergeier poured a bucket of water over my face.
“Thief,” he said, while I spluttered and choked and he stood over me and jabbed his finger in my face. “Pathetic, grasping little goblin. You stole my canvas. You stole my paint. You stole . . .” Here, he gestured at my portrait, and I saw he was struggling with what crime to charge me with. Because I could not have stolen myself from him. Even he could not argue he had more of a right to paint me than I did.
“I asked one thing from you, just one thing,” he said, “and you couldn’t keep your word.”
I was sitting up now, wet and cold, and though I was frightened of him, I noticed how drawn and even frail he looked. He swayed on his feet while he menaced me, and I had enough courage to say, “Why does it matter?”
“Now I can’t paint. You’ve ruined it.”
“Of course you can paint.”
He shook his head vehemently. “No. I know when I can and when I can’t, and now I can’t. You’ve destroyed it. I’d waited for years for it to return, and now it’s gone again.” He was subsiding. He seemed near tears. “You are so selfish,” he said, “for doing this.”
“So you’re not the only artist in the world,” I said, almost gently. “So what? I didn’t agree to being abandoned here all alone. You didn’t tell me where you were going. I didn’t know if you were coming back. I thought you might have died.”
He was looking more haggard by the second. The shadows under his eyes were almost black. “Get out of my bed,” he said. “Go somewhere else.”
I hovered like a scolded child while he got under the covers and flipped over the soaked pillow and turned away from me. I said, “Where were you?”
“Nowhere,” he said. “Burn the painting.”
“No,” I said.
“Then I will.”
I left it there, in the studio, and in the evening I smelled smoke and went far enough down the path to see the glow of his bonfire. I didn’t cook him anything for dinner. There wasn’t much to cook. He didn’t come looking to be fed, anyway. In the morning, I went and poked at the remnants of the bonfire with a stick. The scraps of canvas were too charred to make much of, but I found a bit of green—my shirt. I went back to the cottage and packed my suitcase. I didn’t know if I wanted to leave or not, but I needed to be prepared. In a little while he appeared in the kitchen and handed me money and letters and, in a polite voice, asked me to buy a few specific things for him in Stonington. After a pause, I said fine, and he reached to touch my cheek. I clasped his wrist, and then his hands were in my hair, his mouth on mine. We went into the little bedroom and fell on the narrow bed, holding each other with more urgency than before. Neither of us mentioned the suitcase waiting in plain sight in the sitting room.
When I returned late in the afternoon, a lobster boat lay at anchor just off the island. A dinghy was motoring out to it from the dock, a man I didn’t know steering with one hand and steadying a wooden crate with the other. Someone waved at me from shore. It was Fritz Fox.
“I thought I was going to miss you,” he said when I’d tied up the Chris-Craft, and I couldn’t tell whether he wished he had.
“What’s all this?” I said.
“For Lammy’s show,” Fritz said. “The work is not what I expected but very good, don’t you think?”
“I didn’t know there was going to be a show.”
“I didn’t either until he called the other day. His first show in a decade. It’s going to be a sensation. The reemergence of a mystery man.” He looked at me apprehensively. “How has it been out here?”
“Fine.”
“He’s treating you well?”
“Not really.”
“No, I suppose not.” Fritz glanced around before leaning close. “The portrait of you is the best of the bunch.”
I tried to conceal my shock. I thought Lammergeier had made the portrait only to needle me. I hadn’t thought it was a serious painting, had never imagined anyone but us would ever see it. “The portrait is in the show?”
“Oh yes. I wasn’t going to let him leave that one out. It’s the first thing we put on the boat. Try to get him to do more, would you?”
“I can’t say he seems open to suggestions,” I said. Then something else Fritz had said caught my attention. I asked, “He called you?”
“From Portland the other day.”
I nodded, reeling further, trying to hide it. Lammergeier had gone all the way down to Portland when he’d vanished. “Right, of course,” I said.
“After he’d seen the doctor. He was so calm,” Fritz said. “It was almost eerie. But time is of the essence, I suppose, so here I am. Not that he’ll come to the show.”
Again, I nodded, deeply confused. The dinghy was returning to the dock, and another unfamiliar man had appeared from the direction of the studio, bearing another crate.
“But you’ll come to New York,” Fritz told me. “He said you would. He said he wants you to pick up his money from what sells. I mean, it will all sell. I know it will. Lammy insists on being paid in cash, which is inconvenient, borderline insane, really, but I know better than to fight his conditions, which is why he’ll work with me. You’ve done well. He must trust you.”
In three weeks, Lammergeier took me in the Chris-Craft to North Haven so I could catch the ferry for Rockland and then the train to Boston, where I stayed with Tania’s parents again, and then on to New York. The paintings were still on display, but they’d all sold, so it had been decided that I might as well go fetch Lammergeier’s money. I would only be gone three nights, two traveling and one in New York.
Leaving the island for a quick dip back into civilization felt strange. It was disconcerting to understand that all along things had been continuing apace: the trains were running; Tania’s parents were eating their vegetarian dinners; the famous artists were still laughing and brawling in their booth at Baby Louise; full ashtrays and empty bottles were piling up all over Tania and Wilkie’s loft. Meanwhile, I had been submerged in Lammergeier, reading his books and washing his brushes and looking at his paintings and cooking his meals and wrapping my body around his. He had taken my vision of myself and burned it. He had sent his vision of me to New York to be sold. And yet I caught myself wondering if I was in love with him. Otherwise how could he have summoned such abjection from me? Or did he have that effect on everyone, rendering all those around him into servants, like Fritz? No, it would be a mistake to ascribe too much power to him, too much feeling to myself. He was the center of my universe because my universe had shrunk to encompass only him and his island.
“There are rumors about you, you know,” Tania said. I’d just arrived, and we’d gone straight to Baby Louise.
“What rumors?” I said.
“People say you’ve been with Hiram Lammergeier.”
“Hiram Lammergeier?” I repeated innocently. “The artist?”
“No, the other Hiram Lammergeier, June. Honestly. He has a big show, his first in forever, and there’s a portrait that looks just like you.”
“I don’t know anything about that. I haven’t seen the show.”
“Why are you only here for one night? It’s so odd.”
“Oh, the story is boring.” I had no desire to talk about the fictional hotel where I worked on Martha’s Vineyard, but Fritz had told me what to say. “The hotel needed a courier, and I’m it. Something to do with the bank. I brought down some paperwork.”
“Come on,” Tania said, leaning close. “It’s only me. Tell me.”
But I couldn’t. To tell the secret while I was still living it would be as pointless and impossible as describing a dream while asleep.
In the morning, I was to meet Fritz at Lammergeier’s show before I went back to Grand Central. I was relieved to be leaving, even though I’d only just arrived. There was a wrongness about being in New York. The heat, the smell, the people, the noise. I had lost my taste for it, even though there had been many days on the island when I’d longed for the city.
The gallery was in Midtown, not far from Rockefeller Center. In the windows were two seascapes and a sign that said, in bold capitals, HIRAM LAMMERGEIER: NEW WORKS. I pulled open the door and stopped before I’d even stepped all the way inside. At the far end of the room, lit from above, there I was, in my green shirt. But it was not Lammergeier’s portrait of me. It was mine.
A woman was speaking to me, her voice loud with agitation. “Would you please close the door!” She was older and exceptionally elegant, in a gray suit and pearl earrings, her brow severely bisected by a frown line. “It’s awful outside.”
I murmured something and let the door go. It struck my suitcase, jolting me forward.
Fritz appeared, clapping his hands and saying, “Good! You’re here! Dorothy, this is June.” He gave a theatrical little bow in the direction of the portrait, like a courtier. “You’ve seen her before.”
Immediately the woman’s affect changed. “My goodness! Of course! The muse!” They both looked at me.
I took so long to reply that eventually Dorothy asked if I was all right.
“Yes, I’m sorry,” I said. “It must be the heat.”
“Terrible,” she said. “I detest summer. Tell me, what was it like to be painted by Hiram Lammergeier? It’s such a wonderful portrait, so youthful and, I think, wistful but not sentimental, and now that you’re here, I can appreciate the likeness all the better. You must be over the moon.”
I had been drifting toward the painting, drawing them along with me until we were all standing in front of it. It was, I now saw, an exceptional painting. No one would ever believe me if I claimed I had made it. I was astonished I had. I peered at the card stuck to the wall beside it. Girl, From Life. Hiram Lammergeier. Oil on canvas. 1963.
“Aren’t you so very proud?” Dorothy tried again.
“It’s not really mine to be proud of,” I said.
“Everything sold in a flash,” Fritz said. “Everything. But this went before the show even opened.”
“Who bought it?” I was still looking at my painting. Lammergeier must have burned his own version, I realized.
“The purchase was made by the Metropolitan Museum,” Dorothy said. “Isn’t that thrilling?”
I was feeling too much to feel anything. Flatly, I asked, “What did they pay?”
Dorothy twitched. “Well, I don’t think . . . I don’t like to . . . I’m afraid . . .”
Fritz told me. It was more than I would have guessed, even guessing high.
“And speaking so uncouthly of money,” he said, “this young lady has a train to catch, so we’d better fork it over.”
We went up a flight of stairs to a small, tidy office. Dorothy opened a small safe and took out a zippered pouch that she handed to Fritz, who handed it to me. “Don’t lose it,” he said. I put the pouch inside my suitcase, and they took me outside and hailed me a cab.
I wonder now if Lammergeier had meant for me to take that money and never come back. He knew he was dying. He had no need for that money. He had no one to leave it to. His son was dead, his wife gone. He would not have tried to find me, would not have sent the police after me. For him it was just a game. Maybe he thought he was giving me an opportunity to become more interesting. Maybe I should have taken it.
But he must also have known that I might do what I did: return to him and hand him the pouch without a dollar missing, say nothing about the portrait, return to his bed. My work would hang in the Met, and no one would ever know.
I had spent the hours of my return journey staring out the windows of trains and then off the deck of the ferry, looking without seeing, trying to unearth how I felt about what Lammergeier had done. I was angry, yes: at his deception, at his certainty that he had the right to punish me for making one—only one!—painting, at his belief that I would be powerless to do anything about his theft of my work. But I also knew I would never have made such a painting if he had not made his first. Furthermore, the work would be meaningless—or, at least, hold far less meaning—if it were not attributed to him, if it were not contextualized by his reputation, his reclusiveness, his oeuvre. The style was not mine but his. The painting was not an artistic declaration but a response, a rebuttal. Gradually, thinking through these things, my anger cooled, but so did my ardor. I knew I did not—could not—love him. And I knew that I had told Fritz Fox the truth at Baby Louise: I could keep a secret.
Lammergeier and I resumed our routine, though he seemed weaker and more lethargic than before. He wasn’t making work. I knew he wanted me to blame myself, but I didn’t. Whatever force had animated his burst of productivity had nothing to do with me.
It was still August when he died, the summer lingering golden and full.
I never told anyone what I did then, not even my husband or children. Now I am an old woman—much older than Lammergeier ever was—and fewer and fewer things seem to matter, but this has never stopped mattering, this uneasy foundation upon which I built my future, my life. As soon as I left the island, I began living in defiance of my own disquiet, pushing away and tamping down any ambivalence, and that aura of rebellion made me the kind of girl people noticed and wondered about, even if I never became a real artist. After I moved to Europe and a little time went by, I sold a few pieces under a new name, but my stuff never really caught on. I don’t know if I wanted it to. When I married, I stopped, and that was a relief, to give up. I had taken what I needed from my art.
One day Lammergeier didn’t appear for breakfast, and in the afternoon I went to the studio to check on him. His body was cold in his cot, his eyes open. He looked neither tranquil nor agonized but taken aback, as though he had been rudely interrupted, which I suppose he had been. For a long time, I sat beside him while the sea rustled and the gulls called. I shed my tears, and when they’d passed, instead of sadness, I felt the fact of my solitude with a dizzying intensity. Besides Fritz Fox, no one knew where I was. My sense of purpose had evaporated so abruptly and completely that I felt as though Lammergeier had never been real, as though he had only ever been an effigy. I was a girl on an island with a corpse. I was somebody in this little universe, and nobody outside it. I left Lammergeier where he lay, and I walked down to the water’s edge and threw stones into the ocean while I considered what to do. When I’d made my plans, I went back to the cottage and drank the last of the whiskey, toasting Lammergeier. I was surprised how easily I fell asleep that night.
The next day, I rose early. There was difficult work ahead, and I wished I had saved some of the whiskey to have with breakfast. I steeled myself anyway. First, I wrapped Lammergeier in canvas—the same canvas he painted on, cut from a heavy roll. This was the worst of it, when I could still see his face. He’d become very thin, but still he was heavy and ungainly since rigor mortis had left him. I could not entirely suppress my queasy pangs at the essential deadness of his body. Lammergeier had so recently been a person, an artist, my lover, and now his flesh was only heaviness and incipient decay. I tied the canvas closed with rope and managed to heave him sideways across a wheelbarrow he used for firewood. Eventually I got him across the island, onto the dock, and into the Chris-Craft. I put some rocks in the boat, too, and when I’d driven as far out to sea as I dared, well away from any lobster buoys, I weighted his shroud and rolled him into the sea. As he sank into the darkness, an electric regret surged through me, and I had an urge to dive after him, to bring him up and shake him back to life. But he fell out of sight, concealed by the sea.
For months I wondered if he would float up again, wash ashore somewhere. That possibility was partly why I went to Europe when I did and didn’t return for seven years, not until I’d married my husband and was pregnant with my first child. Lammergeier never did come up, though, not that I know of.
I drove the boat back to the island and went immediately to the studio. I painted in a fiendish trance. The possibility that Lammergeier’s soul had possessed me didn’t seem outlandish at all. I made two paintings of the island and one interior of the cottage, but mostly I painted myself. June, and June again. Every week I took a batch of letters to mail from Stonington as though Lammergeier were still maintaining his correspondence (really, they were anodyne memos to a random smattering of my old acquaintances or unpublishable complaints to newspapers) and bought groceries and lobsters for two. In late September, when the days were turning thin and chilly, I typed a letter to Fritz, telling him that I, Lammergeier, had more work ready. Ten paintings. Darkly, I intimated that this might be the last of it, that my time was running short. I said I didn’t feel up to seeing anyone and asked him to forgive me if I didn’t invite him to the island. If he would make the arrangements for a boat to come, June would be there to help pack up the work and, as before, June would come to the city to collect the money. June had, I wrote, become a kind of muse. There were seven portraits of her.
And so it happened. The June Paintings, as they came to be known, were taken away and sold. I made the journey to New York. Lammergeier had made me immortal, Dorothy told me when I went to the gallery.
“Aren’t you a dark horse, though?” Tania said.
Newspaper reporters wanted to speak with me, Fritz said, but I declined. I returned to the island with Lammergeier’s earnings, a pouch of money that would buy me a fresh start in France, and later, Italy. After a week, I went to Stonington for the last time and posted a letter. Lammergeier wrote to Fritz saying that he had told me, June, to leave. I can manage to do what is left to do, I wrote.
Late one evening, towing the rowboat like a dinghy, I drove the Chris-Craft most of the way to Vinalhaven, to a secluded spot where the chart showed deep water. I shut off the engine and sat in the dark, starry silence for a while, floating between two lives, feeling as if I almost didn’t exist. But my decision had been made. I reeled in the rowboat and heaved my suitcase into it and also one smallish painting wrapped in oilskin. Before I clambered after them, I opened the Chris-Craft’s sea cocks. In the darkness, as Lammergeier’s beautiful boat began to sink, I rowed toward the lights of Vinalhaven. Until winter came, no one would notice an anonymous, abandoned rowboat tied up at the marina, and by then no one would care. In the morning, my hands blistered and bleeding, I caught the ferry to Rockland.
Lammergeier’s auction prices have gone up and up and up over the sixty years since he was apparently lost at sea not long after his final show. Neither his body nor his boat were ever recovered. It has always been rumored that he drowned himself intentionally after he learned he was dying of heart disease. Fritz Fox managed the Lammergeier estate until he, too, died, in 1987.
The painting I kept is, of course, a portrait of me, a fine example of Lammergeier’s late work. Very soon, I will sell it. I will tell everyone, “This is me; this is how I once was when I was June Tremblay.” People will assume we were lovers. I won’t deny it. My grandchildren will be rich. There will be a flurry of attention for the old lady who sat for Lammergeier’s famous, enigmatic portraits when she was young. “How fascinating,” they’ll say. “Such an interesting story.”
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