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				To see takes time, like to have a friend takes time.

				—Georgia O’Keeffe

			

		

	
		
			I

		

	
		
			Rob spent his afternoons underground, after school, in those white Midwestern winters. Outside, the world of northwest Indiana was frozen and still, but inside Rob ran down the green carpeted stairs and into his grandfather’s humid world. Silas, just turned eighty, was sitting in the far corner, amid his many plants, in his yellow wingback chair, asleep with a book open on his lap. Hearing Rob, he opened his eyes.

			“Young man,” he said, and yawned.

			Silas’s twin bed was next to his chair. Usually the bed was tidy, befitting a former navy midshipman, but today it lay unmade, the plaid wool blanket still at a ragged diagonal. The bedside table was crowded with envelopes and mugs surrounding the small lamp, with a tricolored shade, that Rob had given him last Christmas.

			“Listen to this one,” Silas said. He looked down his long bent nose and read from his grimly illustrated book. “ ‘A train from Mumbai to Delhi derailed, slid three hundred feet down a slope, and eventually broke apart into two hundred and twenty-one pieces. Three hundred and twelve were killed.’ ” For weeks Silas had been reading this book, a compendium of history’s worst train disasters.

			“Mostly men, thank God,” he noted.

			Once a week, a woman from the Friends of the Library dropped off books the Friends couldn’t sell, and his grandfather pawed through them. He preferred nonfiction about calamities, but was interested in anything obscure; last week he’d read a book about the history of brass. Rob had found Off the Rails: A Century of Train Wrecks in the box on the porch and knew his grandfather would be in ecstasy.

			Rob kept his own small library in the basement, too, next to Silas’s records. He’d salvaged books about ogres and gnomes, Norse mythology and a thick volume featuring speculative designs for intergalactic settlements.

			“You feel like drawing?” Silas asked.

			Rob took his notebook from the tilted shelf and arranged it on the fur-covered beanbag on the floor. He grabbed his sleeve of colored markers, lay on his stomach, and turned the notebook’s thick pages until he found a blank one.

			“Oh wait,” Silas said. “Can you flip the record before you settle in?”

			Rob got to his knees and reached for the stereo. The record on the turntable was still Helen Reddy—the same record since Sunday. He turned it over and set the needle down on the whirling black rings. The record, like all of Silas’s, was slightly warped, so the needle rose and fell as if traversing a tiny obsidian landscape full of hills and valleys.

			“Thank you,” Silas said. Reddy’s bell-clear voice came through the speaker, and Rob arranged himself again on his stomach. He looked at the white page, the tight weave of the paper, ticking his black marker against his temple. Rob tried to think of what to draw. He stared at a spider’s dense web in the corner, where a wall of wood paneling met cinder block. Silas liked spiders and did not permit anyone to clear the webs in his basement. There were dozens of them.

			Rob drew a ringed planet and surrounded it with stars. One of the stars seemed too big, so he made it an asteroid trailed by fire. “Is there fire in space?” he asked Silas.

			“No,” Silas said. “No oxygen, so no fire.”

			Rob clicked his tongue and held his pencil over the page. He thought about correcting the drawing but decided against it. He colored his fire orange and red and yellow.

			“Apparently 1956 was the worst year for train deaths,” Silas said. “There were over a thousand. Mostly in India.”

			Rob sketched the surface of the moon. A fly landed on his paper, crawled over a crater, and briefly disappeared in the shadow Rob had rendered. There were always insects in Silas’s room. The plants gave them sustenance and the spiders were well fed.

			“What are you drawing?” Silas asked.

			Rob showed him.

			“The moon?” Silas said. “I think it needs more rocks.”

			Rob dotted his moon with small misshapen rocks.

			“Did you see the new batch? There are a few in there you might like.” His grandfather nodded to a banker’s box, full of books, in the corner. Rob removed a few horror paperbacks, their titles garish in silver and red, and landed on an oversized book, the cover featuring the face of a boy a bit older than himself. He was pale, pink-lipped, and wore a white seersucker jacket and a straw hat. Manet was the book’s title.

			“Man-ay. French painter,” Silas said.

			Rob turned the pages. The paintings were bright, the people rendered in flat color, the drawing flawless, the edges of each person or shape wonderfully clean. There was a painting of a rubber tree plant, and Rob had never seen anything so right; it looked just like the one in Silas’s room, vivid and alive. Rob examined a painting of three people, two men and a woman, picnicking in the forest. The men wore suits. The woman was nude.

			“Unusual dress code for a picnic,” Silas said. He shifted his feet, and Rob saw how bloated and knobby they were. He’d once seen them uncovered; they were purple and blue, bulbous with pooled blood. Silas could walk up the stairs to the main floor, but rarely did. It was a point of contention with Rob’s mother. If you don’t walk, you’ll die, she told him.

			“You have to walk more,” Rob said now.

			“I will,” Silas said. “Waiting for something to walk to.”

			Rob turned to a page where a painted barmaid stood wearing a corset, a hundred bright bottles behind her. Behind the bottles there was a mirror. On the marble bar before her, a large crystal bowl held a dozen small oranges, the white reflection of the bar’s chandeliers bright upon their dimpled skins. They’d been painted perfectly, lusciously; Rob had never seen orange so succulent and bright. Everywhere in the painting were flourishes, rapid strokes of the brush that indicated water, eyes, hands. And those oranges! Each was only a few flashes of color, just a bit of paint, but they were so ripe, bursting, delectable.

			In the upper left corner, he saw a tiny woman on a swing.

			“Did they have swings indoors then?” he asked Silas.

			Silas leaned over. “You know, I’ve looked at that painting a hundred times, and I’ve never seen that woman on the swing.”

			“I bet no one else sees the woman on the swing,” Silas said. “Your first time seeing that painting, and you found her.”

			Rob pictured this painter smiling to himself, painting this woman in the corner, high above the crowd, invisible to most eyes. Rob did this, too, in his drawings. There were always details like this, only for himself. Silas nudged him with his foot.

			“Hey, did you ever finish the one of the dragon you started the other day?”

			“I did one with two heads,” Rob said.

			“Right. Two heads. I liked that. Can I see it again?”

			Rob took a different notebook from the tilted shelf and flipped through the pages. He found the drawing and placed the pad on top of Silas’s train book. Silas examined the drawing closely, pursing his lips.

			“There’s a lot of empty space up here,” he said, sweeping his forefinger around the blankness above the dragon. “You could put some clouds here.” He dotted the page with his dry-skinned fingertip.

			“Maybe,” Rob said, and put the pad back on the shelf. He eased again into the fur beanbag, the sound a dense crunching, and continued to work on his moon. He wasn’t sure about the clouds. He’d think about that idea later. The Helen Reddy song ended and Silas sighed.

			“Don’t you find that song so sad?” Silas asked.

			The only words of the song Rob knew were “What would they say / If we up and ran away?” The words made a good deal of sense to Rob. He sometimes pictured living somewhere else, somewhere warm, with Silas—like his grandfather’s subterranean jungle, but real, a place far away from the man his mother had brought into their home.

			“Can you play it again?” Silas asked, and Rob got up and moved the needle back to the start.

			“You like it?” Silas asked.

			When Rob considered a question like this, he often made a clicking sound, a prelude to a decision. He’d been doing it since he was very small.

			“There you go,” Silas said. “My little Cricket.”

			“Not little,” Rob said.

			“No, not little,” Silas said. “Sorry.” He closed his book and looked at Rob. “Do you mind the name Cricket?”

			“It’s fine,” Rob said.

			The man upstairs was named Robert, and Cricket wanted no confusion between the two of them. When he thought of Robert, and his baggy button-down shirts, his skinny red ties, his scraggly sideburns, his scalpel voice, his hands touching Rob’s mother, his ugly gold watch, his mouth full of black fillings, his bony bald head, his pockmarked face, his tiny vibrating eyes—

			Rob decided at that moment to tell everyone in his life that his name was now Cricket. “I want to be Cricket with everyone,” he told Silas.

			“Okay, and if you get sick of it, so what,” Silas said, and opened the book to a new disaster. “Oh God. This one is terrible. You shouldn’t look at this picture. Do you want to?” Silas lifted the book to show him.

			Cricket saw a black-and-white photo of a zigzagged train at the bottom of a desert gulch. A man’s feet extended through a broken window.

			“Forty-one dead on that one,” Silas said. “Mostly bankers. Wait. Did we water the plants?”

			“I’ll do it,” Cricket said, and ran upstairs to fill the watering can. He hadn’t heard Robert enter the house but there he was, in the kitchen, opening the cabinets over the sink. Cricket had known this man most of his life. His mother worked for a title company, and Robert was a real estate agent. But only in the last six months had he become something more—some ill-defined person who came and went freely within Cricket’s home, who sat on the couch with his mother’s feet on his lap.

			In the kitchen, the open basement door shifted the light of the room and Robert’s bird eyes found Cricket. “Prince Rob,” he said, and inhaled extravagantly, conveying the unsolvable problem that Cricket represented. “Do you know where the aspirin is?”

			Cricket knew exactly where his mother kept the aspirin, but shrugged, No.

			“Damnit,” Robert hissed. “I swear she had it somewhere around here.” He opened each of the kitchen cabinets in rapid succession, letting each door slap shut. “I picture it around here,” he said, and swung his arms in a tight circumference around his torso.

			The aspirin was in a drawer by Robert’s waist. He was so close, but Cricket enjoyed watching him struggle. Robert opened the right drawer three times but didn’t see the bottle, which was deep in the drawer, behind the tangle of a Dustbuster charger.

			“I feel like I’m going crazy!” Robert wailed.

			To fill the watering can, Cricket needed the kitchen sink. And to reach the sink he needed the plastic stepladder stored under the sink. But he couldn’t get at either while Robert was standing in the small kitchen. He thought he might tell Robert that the aspirin was in the bathroom; that would remove him from the kitchen for a moment, but Robert would return angry at Cricket. Already Robert suspected Cricket of daily malfeasance, saw him as a petty crook and vandal.

			Cricket thought he might go outside and fill the can from the hose, but it was January, no more than ten degrees outside, the sky frozen and white, the trees terrified and bare. Cricket walked to the living room and looked out into the driveway, where Robert’s pale green Nissan was parked at a diagonal.

			Behind him, he heard the thumping of Robert’s feet as he made his way to the bathroom, and knowing he had a brief window of opportunity, Cricket darted to the kitchen sink to fill the watering can. His heart thrummed as the water rushed in, as Robert opened and closed all the cabinets in the bathroom with squeals and clacks. By the time he slammed the bathroom door closed and cursed again—“This stupid fucking house!”—Cricket had returned to the safety of the humid basement.

			He went about the work of watering each of Silas’s plants, feeling his grandfather’s eyes upon him.

			“I know he’s up there,” Silas said. “And I know it’s troubling you.”

			“It’s no trouble,” Cricket said.

			“Just keep your distance,” Silas said. “You are yours. Do you understand?”

			“I think so,” Cricket said, though he did not understand.

			“Sorry, that wasn’t clear,” Silas said. “You were born many years ago. Almost ten years now. That’s a lot of years. You’re practically a man.”

			Cricket smiled as he poured the clear water into the ash-brown soil of a small ficus. The water pooled for a moment, a dollop of bright glass, and then collapsed, a tiny world ending, staining the earth black.

			“I was out of the house at fourteen,” Silas said. “On my own. And I loved it. There’s not that much difference between ten and fourteen, you know. At ten, you are capable and strong. If your mom had to work late, you would know how to eat dinner, right?”

			Cricket nodded. He’d fed himself a half dozen times, and just last year, his mother had begun to let him use the oven. His mother was tall—too tall, she lamented, too thin, and had a slight limp from a childhood fall from a roof. “I never healed right,” she’d told Cricket. “It was a bad time to break your bones.”

			“You can get to school on your own,” Silas said. “You walk there most days. And you know how to do your homework, work the phone, brush your teeth, sleep, make your bed, all that. So what of the essential tasks can your mom do that you can’t do?”

			“Drive?” Cricket said.

			“Fine, drive,” Silas said. “Even driving I did at fourteen! But everything else, you can do now. Remember that. At the moment, your mom has this man in the house, and this is annoying for both you and me. Your mother is tall, so she settles for small men. And this one’s turning all this farmland into ugly strip malls. But that’s apart from you. The fact of him is like the fact of bad weather. Snow, rain, hail. He is an element outside of yourself—something you prepare yourself for. If you went out in bad weather, you’d put on a coat, and then move through the bad weather, right?”

			Cricket was pouring the last of the water into the last of the plants.

			“Cricket? Did you hear what I said?”

			Cricket had heard. “Mm-hmm,” he said.

			“You wouldn’t stay inside crying about it, correct?”

			Cricket winced and looked at Silas.

			“Sorry,” Silas said. “I just mean that you’d put on a coat. You’d inoculate yourself against the elements.”

			Cricket returned to the beanbag and to his drawing of the moon. There were small windows near the basement’s ceiling, and the light outside was dimming. It was time to turn on the basement’s overhead lights, but the switch was in the kitchen, and Cricket didn’t want to venture upstairs again.

			“Want me to turn that on?” Cricket asked and nodded to the tricolored bedside lamp.

			“No need,” Silas said. “We have some time before it gets dark. My point is that you must draw a line between you and that man. And between you and the sources of your discontent. If it’s raining, put on a raincoat, or go inside, or go somewhere where it’s not raining. A tornado comes, you stay out of its path. The same is the case with Robert. He’s one of a thousand elements that exist in your world. He’s no more important than any other—rain, snow, wind.”

			Cricket filled in the moon’s gray expanse, and his marker went dry. He thought about how he’d get a new one. He knew where to steal one at school, but he no longer stole from the school; that had been last year. He could ask his mother, but his mother would tell him that the markers should last longer than they had lasted. He’d gotten this current set just two weeks earlier. His mother had seen it in a discount bin at Walgreens and had left it in his room with a note. He could use a pencil, he decided. It was an inferior gray, but it was gray. But getting a pencil meant going upstairs.

			“You are contained,” Silas said. “You can visit with your mother, or spend time with me. Or you can go into the world outside and look at its endlessness. And always you have the life you can conjure on your own. You can produce beauty there in your notebooks, from scratch. And harmony. Chaos outside, order on your paper. Right? Look at the worlds you’ve created.” He pointed to the six or seven drawings he’d had Cricket tape to the walls. One was of an ice kingdom. Another of a jungle populated by giant toucans. Three were of the vast underground headquarters, seven stories down, that Cricket planned to build when he was older and had his own money and was a construction expert.

			The record ended and Cricket got up to flip it. Just as he stood, he heard his mother’s heels clicking above. She was home with dinner. She would be a barrier between him and Robert, or would be involved with Robert in some discussion such that Cricket could slip into his bedroom unnoticed, get a pencil and make his way back to the basement.

			“You need anything?” he asked Silas.

			“A sunny day in Belize,” Silas said.

			Cricket ran up the stairs.

			He found his mother and Robert in the kitchen, her back against the stove. Her right arm was raised high, holding a dark bottle.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Robert said, and reached for it as Cricket’s mother held it higher. Under the fluorescent light, the tilted fluid inside was a bright sickly red. Robert finally took hold of the bottle but his mother didn’t let go.

			“You’re pathetic,” she said.

			“And you’re a gimpy whore,” he said, and he twisted the bottle to free it from her grip. Slowly, slowly, he bent her wrist and arm back until she was folded sideways, her elbow stabbing her waist, her mouth agape in a soundless scream. Finally she saw Cricket, and he let go.

			“Go downstairs,” she said to him, and knelt, her hands on her thighs. For a moment her face was peaceful and young before Robert swung the back of his hand into her ear. Surprise registered on her face, her eyes open and white, before she fell to the floor.

		

	
		
			On the first day of spring, Cricket walked home from school as he usually did, past the water tower and broken tractor and past Ms. Iwert’s house, where the two white cats sat on the roof and gazed lazily down upon him.

			Cricket thought about what Silas had said, about the separation between him and Robert and the world. After the Iwerts’ house there was an empty house, and after that was the Azarians’, where their dog, on warmer days, ran to the fence barking at Cricket as he passed.

			This day, Cricket stopped in front of the house, and watched as the dog raced to the fence, barking frantically. Cricket flinched the first few times the dog roared and lunged, then he steadied himself. There was no danger. As the dog snarled and leapt, Cricket stood and examined the dog’s mouth, his wet teeth, his gray-pink tongue. The dog grew more manic while Cricket grew calmer. The dog’s barking became sporadic and uncertain, and finally stopped. Cricket and the dog stared at each other in silence. They breathed in and out, their exhalations tiny clouds that met the sky and disappeared, and finally Cricket walked on.

			There were three cars in his driveway. The front door was propped open by a houseplant—one of Silas’s. Cricket’s aunt Paige emerged from the house carrying Silas’s end table, a cigarette pinched in her mouth. She grimaced while trying to get the table through the doorway. Upon seeing Cricket, she called back into the house. “Cricket’s here! Did you tell him?”

			His mother appeared behind Paige, and with three long strides was upon him, pressing his head into her sweater. “I’m sorry, sweetie. He died this morning.”

			Still wearing his coat, Cricket walked into the house, down the basement steps and found his grandfather’s room upended. The bed had been stripped. Half the plants were gone. The books that had been on the shelves were now in boxes. Silas’s records were gone. Cricket’s notebooks were gone.

			“Come up here, hon,” his mother said from the top of the stairs.

			Cricket walked upstairs and again she pressed his head to her stomach. “I know this must be hard,” she said. “He died peacefully, so that’s a blessing, right? Want to take your coat off?”

			The phone rang in the next room and Paige answered it. “June, can you talk to the funeral home?” she yelled to Cricket’s mother.

			Cricket didn’t know where to be. He stood in the kitchen for a moment. Paige walked by and ran her long fingernails through his hair. “Your mom said you usually water the plants. We moved them upstairs. I don’t know how they survived down there. Want to water them now? It’s good to stay busy.”

			He looked in the small room off the kitchen and found the plants there, arrayed on the floor and the card table. The windows above them were white with frost.

			“I have it here somewhere,” his mother said on the phone, and pushed past him to search through a box. She caught Paige’s eye, and nodded to Cricket. Her fingernails dancing on his back, Paige pushed him out of the room.

			For months after Silas’s death, Cricket went to school, but otherwise stayed in his room, watching television. Cricket’s notebooks couldn’t be found for weeks, until one day Paige arrived at the house carrying a grocery bag. “Look what I found!”

			Cricket quickly took them and brought them to his room, where he hid them in his closet. Paige later reported to his mother that she had brought the notebooks to her car by mistake, thinking they were Silas’s. They’d been mixed in with the books and records she had removed.

			Robert was scarce in the aftermath of Silas’s death, but reappeared in May. Under the auspices of his grief, Cricket asked if he could eat his dinners in the basement, in Silas’s wingback chair. Each night, a few minutes before bed, he snuck up from the basement and down the hall to his room. His mother kissed him good night, and weeks went by when Cricket did not see Robert. He heard the hard way they talked to each other. He heard their occasional groanings in bed. He had a recurring dream of a muscular black cloud undulating over his mother’s bed, hissing and squealing.

			As the days grew warmer, Cricket spent most of his time outside. After school, he rode his bike for hours, waiting till dark to come home, weaving through the unnamed streets that had been laid on the land where the farms had been. There would be homes there someday, he’d been told, but for now there were only newly paved roads cut through fallow fields. This was Robert’s work: selling the land, the plots, that had been farms. That’s how he’d met Cricket’s mother.

			There was a wooden span over the creek, and occasionally there were teenagers on the bridge, and if they were there, Cricket couldn’t cross. No younger kid could cross there, because at best the teenagers called Cricket a pussy or a faggot and at worst they would throw any interloper’s bike over the railing and into the rocky drainage ditch below.

			Usually, though, Cricket would turn toward the bridge and it would be clear and he would ride quickly over it, his wheels on the loose planks making a xylophone rattle. But if there were teenagers there, he had to either risk it, to get off and walk his bike between them, or take the next bridge, a mile downstream. He had never walked his bike through the teenagers. He had always gone around.

			He had no reason to feel overconfident this day. He was no bigger or stronger or quicker with a retort. But when he looked to the bridge, he saw two teenagers, a boy and a girl, and because he assumed they were on some kind of date, the danger seemed muted. Teenagers of all genders in large groups were a clear and present danger. But a boy and girl together seemed less fraught. Cricket told himself that the boy, wanting to impress the girl, might even be kind to someone like him, a boy passing peacefully through.

			“Halt,” the girl said.

			She sat on the wooden railing of the bridge. Her hair was straight and styled like a boy’s, long in the front and swept left. Her eyes were light—a pale brown, maybe hazel, Cricket thought. The boy was black-haired and dark-eyed, with the beginnings of a mustache. His chin was bony and bisected, jutting from his face in a way that Cricket could only think of as testicular. He grabbed Cricket’s handlebars, the bike’s front tire wedged between his legs.

			“What’s your name?” the girl asked.

			“Rob,” Cricket said. He assumed telling them “Cricket” would bring trouble. The key to moving through the world at his age was being wholly unremarkable.

			“I know you,” the girl said, her eyes narrowing. “You’re in the class below me. You draw.”

			The older boy assessed Cricket. “You draw, like, pictures?”

			“This kid is seriously good,” she said. “Mostly spaceships and shit, but really detailed and realistic.”

			Cricket looked at her and thought he recognized her. A grade above was another world. He saw those kids as he saw adults, teachers, cops. But she did look familiar. The boy, though, he didn’t know. He might be from out of town, a far more dangerous category of teenager. A teenager from out of town was capable of anything—even murder. Murder was never far from Cricket’s mind. A girl had been abducted and murdered in his town, sometime before he was born, and so it seemed a possibility every day. He assumed this was how a murder began—first you were stopped on your bike, then they found you dead in the woods.

			“I’ve got an idea,” the girl said. “Can you do calligraphy?”

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said. He’d heard this word but—

			“You have nice handwriting I assume?” she said.

			When Cricket shrugged, her eyes opened wide. “Look how shy you are!” she said, and pinched Cricket’s cheek between her cold fingers.

			Quickly Cricket’s eyes were wet with terror and rage, and he squinted to drain the tears, hoping she and her out-of-town friend hadn’t noticed.

			“Are you a worker?” she asked.

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said.

			“Are you a worker?” she asked again. Now he saw that her eyes were not hazel but gold. “We need your skill,” she said, and her fingers, which had gripped his face so harshly, now dropped and rested, caterpillar-soft, on his forearm.

			“Come with us,” she said.

			He still didn’t know either of their names, and it was impossible to ask. He should not have felt compelled to follow the two of them anywhere. But there was an implied authority about them, and Cricket was intrigued by what they had in mind, involving as it did his artistic skill and good penmanship. He assumed she wanted him to help with some art project for school, or a letter she needed to write.

			They walked together through the dappled light, past the Azarians’ barking dog and to the park at the end of the road, a wide green expanse with four tennis courts and three baseball fields abutting a small man-made lake said to be patrolled by a snapping turtle. Now that he realized they weren’t going to her house, or any house, letter-writing or calligraphic invitations seemed less likely. Cricket thought of matches and small fires, because whenever teenagers went to this park, they brought Bic lighters and started small fires.

			“Up here,” the girl said, and led Cricket up the park’s slight incline and to the play structure. The play structure was new and made of wood. It had recently replaced the old jungle gym—a multicolored digestive system of metal tubes and rusted bolts that had been there all Cricket’s life. This new structure was sturdy and clean, made of hardwood posts and planks standing amid a sea of splintery wood chips.

			“We want you to write something,” the girl said, and removed a marker from her pocket. It was steel blue and the size of a small flashlight. Cricket had never seen a marker so big. She pulled the black cap off and handed it to him, the diesel smell blooming between them.

			“On the wood?” Cricket asked.

			“Do it in like fancy writing,” the girl said. “Like Old English. You know Old English?”

			Cricket thought of his book about giants, and pictured some of the lettering inside, with double-vertical lines and fat beveled curves. He looked across the park for any other people who might be watching, or who might have seen the three of them together. There was no one. His stomach spiraled into his legs and feet.

			“First thing you write is ‘Beat the meat.’ In all caps,” the girl said.

			Cricket didn’t know what the words meant, but the rhyme made him smile. He pictured a butcher attacking a hamburger with a bat.

			“Funny, right?” the girl said, and pointed to the two-by-four below them. “Do it big, with each letter as tall as the width of the board.”

			Cricket was alone with two older kids, and they had given him orders; he couldn’t fight them and couldn’t outrun them. So he bore down, carefully rendering the letters in a way he thought approximated Old English calligraphy. The words “BEAT” and “MEAT” he wrote in all caps, and with a flourish he thought gave the message more class and even a jaunty style, he wrote the “the” in cursive. When he was finished, he leaned back and tilted his head, liking what he’d done and waiting for praise.

			“Perfect. Fucking perfect,” the girl said, and she pinched his forearm hard. It hurt a great deal but also flooded him with love and desire. “What’s the next one?” she asked the other boy.

			“ ‘Flog the dog,’ ” he said dispassionately, as if reading off the second item of a list he’d memorized years before and referred to daily.

			“ ‘Flog the dog’! Yes!” the girl said, and pointed to the next plank and then to the marker in Cricket’s hand.

			Cricket rendered this second phrase in the same handwriting, again putting the “the” in cursive. While drawing, he heard himself making his clicking sound, and noticed that in the girl’s eyes was the momentary worry that Cricket couldn’t control the making of insect sounds—and what kind of person couldn’t help making insect sounds? So he decided he could never make this clicking sound again. When he was finished with the second phrase, he nodded to it, saying nothing.

			“Cool!” the girl said. “This is so fucking badass. I’m glad we ran into you, kid. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

			And with that, the vessel that was Cricket’s soul overflowed with a liquid love, viscous and golden.

			“Next is ‘Whack the stack,’ ” the older boy said.

			“ ‘Whack the stack’?” the girl asked. “Ray, is that real?”

			So this boy’s name was Ray. Ray tilted his head back defensively, squinting at her down the length of his face and accentuating his testicular chin. “It’s real,” he said. “It’s British.”

			“Okay,” the girl said, and pointed to the next plank. “ ‘Whack the stack.’ It’s British, so make it even more ornate.”

			This word, “ornate,” altered the direction of Cricket’s life. When the girl said “ornate,” a word Cricket realized he had read and understood but had never heard spoken aloud, he realized she was smarter than she had been acting, that she likely did not use this intelligence, did not show it or even acknowledge it. But occasionally it slipped out inadvertently, through the use of a word like “ornate” when most would have said “fancy.”

			This was, he realized, the essence of art. It was precise. A word like “ornate” was thrilling in its precision—it was far more accurate and specific than a word like “fancy,” which was overly broad in this context. And yet to use the word “ornate” alienated Ray, who from his blank expression conveyed that he didn’t know its meaning, and likely had never heard the word at all. Art, then, was stratifying. Its specificity, its refinement, alienated someone like Ray, a dullard. Even writing these phrases in an ornate hand was unnecessary. Writing them at all was the point, in Ray’s mind; what did the baroque handwriting add? It would add much. Cricket knew, and the girl knew—but Ray did not know—that it would be everything. It would delight those with an ear and an eye for wry incongruity. It was a joke on the inherently impractical, and often random, application of aesthetic refinement. Ray thought they were writing variations of some illicit thing beyond Cricket’s knowledge, but the girl and Cricket knew they were doing something more important. They were setting themselves apart from the chattering classes.

			When they were finished, they had come up with eight permutations for the onanistic act, with the first three joined by SMACK the PACK, JACK the SACK, PULL the POLE, YANK the CRANK and STROKE the YOKE. With the sun falling, Cricket followed them out of the park, feeling a blossoming sense of fulfillment and purpose.

		

	
		
			“Have you seen what some kids did to the new jungle gym at the park?” his mother asked. Robert was never at their house on Saturdays, so these days Cricket reclaimed his house and occupied the rooms he avoided when Robert was home.

			Cricket was sitting at the kitchen table, where he was eating three frozen doughnuts he’d cooked in the oven, each of them brown and covered with a dusting of sugar. His mother was fiddling with the plug to her electric frying pan, and her tone seemed outraged but removed, as if she were reporting on any other news from the town.

			“No,” he said. Cricket did not, in fact, immediately connect her question to what he himself had done at the park, even though only two days had passed between that day and this. Since he’d done it, he hadn’t thought a lot about his collaboration with the girl and the older boy. He was still very proud, and thought a great deal about the golden-eyed girl pinching his cheek and resting her hand on his arm, but then he’d woken up this day without a thought of anything at all. So when he said no to his mother, he genuinely did not know, for the moment, what she was talking about.

			“Some kids wrote horrible things on it,” she said. “Disgusting things. Now it can’t be used until someone sands it down or paints over it.”

			Finally Cricket realized that the crime his mother was talking about was the crime he had committed. For a brief moment before he began writing the rhymes on the play structure, he’d known it was wrong. But somewhere during the process, maybe in the rush of pride he felt in his craftsmanship, and the sturdy support he received from his two patrons, he’d lost track of the part about it being morally dubious—about him having done something very wrong in a very public place.

			“This okay for tonight?” his mother said, and held up a box featuring a picture of a pork chop. He shrugged. She opened the box and removed a plastic bag containing two pieces of frosted meat. She ran the faucet over the bag and looked out the window. “Think about the sick minds who would do something like that,” she said.

			

			—

			“Why do you wear the uniform to practice?” Cricket asked.

			“Nikki’s idea,” his mother said. “Some kind of idea of unity.”

			His mother was part of a women’s volleyball team. Their uniforms were bright red—red shirts, red shorts, red wristbands. His mother wore a white turtleneck underneath her red shirt.

			“You always look me up and down like you’re going to find a stain,” she said. “Do I look okay to you?”

			She always looked fine to him. In her wedding picture, she was an oval-faced saint, like Mary in stained glass, aglow with slanted sunlight at the Presbyterian church. Cricket had pale memories of his father, who had moved back to Scotland when Cricket was five and was never heard from again. His mother did not hide evidence of him but did not talk about him. He existed but did not matter.

			“You have everything you need?” she asked. “Don’t leave anything. Last time you needed a pencil, and there are no pencils in the gym, right?”

			“I have some in my backpack,” Cricket said.

			It was almost 8 p.m. and as always it felt dangerous to be leaving home so late. Every time they left like this, setting off into the black air, he thought of the time she had woken him to go to the hospital. The time her friend had been hit by a car two towns over. That night had been long—first the hospital, then the police station. At the police station they’d given him a coloring book, and he’d spent hours filling in every fire engine, every airplane.

			In the dark, the high school was a lightless slab but for the high yellow windows of the gym. He walked with his mother through the hallways, the floors polished to a high sheen, hearing the slaps and thumps echoing from the gym.

			“There she is,” Nikki said. “Miss Punctual.”

			Cricket knew Nikki, whose hair was high and feathered like his mother’s, and he knew Trina, whose hair was silver and whose skin was tanned a walnut brown. The rest of the women were Hilga and Francine and Christy and six or seven others whose names he could not match to faces. They were all laughers like his mother, smokers who cackled and yelled Ha! and jabbed their index fingers at whoever had made the joke.

			“Hey Robbie,” one of the women said. Her shorts were too short, exposing the freckled expanse of her thighs and the constellations of black dots near her crotch. She took two long strides and was upon Cricket, crouching to meet him eye to eye. She seemed younger than the other women. “You gonna be my boyfriend?”

			“He’s taken,” another woman said. It might have been Christy. All around him were red shorts and white socks. The women gathered in a scrum of perfume and cigarette smoke.

			“You got some paper, hon?” He looked up to find Francine. She wore a wig; she’d had cancer, his mother said. She came to practice but didn’t play. Her eyes were the green of an accountant’s lamp, her wig a swirl of white gold. “You gonna draw me something? Something nice. I can’t believe you’re only ten with the way you draw. Sunflowers?” Her socks were a radiant white and pulled so high they licked her knees.

			“Okay,” he said, and sat down where he always sat—at the net, against the wall. He opened his backpack and took out his math. He looked up at the rafters, the ropes hanging like anacondas. A boy had died here. Everyone knew it. Henry something. He’d fallen from the rope they were made to climb.

			Slap, thump, slap. Cricket had three pages of math, which he got through in half an hour. Thump, thump, thump, slap. He found a piece of pale blue paper and tried to draw Silas. He started with Silas’s head, which was almost rectangular. He put ears on either side, and softened the dome of his head, wispy hairs sprouting from it like weeds from concrete. He drew his long nose, and overstated his nostrils and then erased them. He softened Silas’s jaw and was about to begin his eyes when he noticed that the gym had gone quiet. He looked up. All ten women were facing the corner of the gym. Cricket followed their eyes and found Robert standing in the doorway. He hadn’t seen him in months; he’d left the house and Cricket assumed he’d left their lives. He was in a baby blue suit.

			“Be right back,” his mother said to the women on her side of the court. She looked over to Cricket and put her finger in the air to say “just a minute” and then pointed to his homework. “Are you done?”

			“I’m done,” Cricket said, but she was already jogging to the doorway.

			As she approached, Robert slipped away from the door and disappeared into the dark hallway. His mother followed him into the shadows, and Cricket turned back to the court. The rest of the team had not moved.

			“Should I follow?” Nikki asked.

			“Give it a minute,” Francine said.

			Cricket scanned the faces of the women, all of them standing in their red uniforms and high white socks. One of them, the silver-haired one named Trina, was staring at Cricket.

			“Here,” Nikki said, and served the ball.

			They got back into the rhythm of their practice, and after a few minutes, the team seemed to have forgotten about Cricket’s mother’s absence. He looked at the clock. It had been fifteen minutes. He put his pencil down and got up slowly and walked carefully along the cinder block wall, hoping to make it to the door before the women noticed. He was halfway there when Nikki’s voice rang out.

			“Not yet, hon,” she said. “Give them a minute.” She began to walk toward him.

			“I’m just going to the bathroom,” he said, and rushed through the door.

			“Don’t bother them!” Nikki called after him.

			The hall was silent and illuminated only by a trophy case at the far end, shining like an Egyptian crypt. A picture appeared in his mind of his mother dead, bleeding from the skull on the school’s polished floors. He padded quietly through the halls, past the woodworking shop and to the two sets of heavy doors that led to the parking lot. He pushed into the vestibule and could feel the cold coming to him; he wished he’d brought his coat. He pushed open the second set of doors and the cold scoured his face and hands. He looked into the night, at the sleeping cars in the lot, their lines sketched roughly by silver-stemmed streetlamps.

			He heard his mother’s voice in the dark. “I don’t owe you that,” she said, then, “Don’t.” He strained to see through a trio of naked elms. “Don’t be such a cliché,” she said sharply. There was a brief pause and he heard a muffled sound, like a fist to a pillow. “Ow, goddamn!” his mother yelled.

			Cricket ran to the first elm, thinking he would hide behind it while deciding what to do. He had never known what to do.

			“You punched me in the stomach? What kind of animal are you?” his mother hissed. Another thump and he heard her gasp. Cricket left the safety of the tree and saw his mother on all fours, choking for breath.

			“Mom,” he said.

			She turned her head and her eyes found him in the dark. “What are you doing out here?” she asked. She looked genuinely curious. She spit into the thin blanket of snow. “I’m fine,” she said. “We were just finishing a fruitful conversation.” She stood up and straightened her back. She seemed to know that Robert would do no more in front of Cricket. Robert had taken a few steps back, as if he’d just witnessed a scene of which he wanted no part.

			His mother got him a Happy Meal on the way home, and put him to bed, and then he heard her locking the doors and moving furniture. His mother had given him an all-in-one portable stereo and television. It had a tape deck, a radio, and a four-inch black-and-white screen that, with adjustments to the antenna and depending on the weather, received up to seven channels. He watched the television until sleep took him under.

		

	
		
			“I had an idea,” his mother said one evening. She was splayed in the doorframe of his room, her arms extended into the two high corners. “Something to cheer you up. You know that Romanian lady down the street? The one who teaches piano?”

			She saw the face Cricket made. “Not piano,” she said. “Her sister, the quiet one? She teaches art. Or would. To you.”

			Cricket knew only that two Romanian sisters lived in the brick house three blocks away, that one had fled their country for some reason. The sisters could be seen gardening, or shopping at the more expensive of the town’s two grocery stores. They were polite without being welcoming.

			It was unclear to Cricket where the husbands of these sisters were, or why they had settled in this uneventful prairie town instead in one of the ten thousand other towns just like it, or what they did for money or what they did with their days. He knew no one who had come from anywhere else. Everyone he knew was from here.

			The sisters were named Oana and Madelena. Madelena was older and spoke English, while Oana was quiet, wary. No one had heard Oana speak English, but Cricket’s mother had heard that she was an artist.

			In early summer, Cricket pedaled his black bicycle down the pale winding road, canopied by oaks and elms, the sky above a drowsy blue river crosshatched by naked cinnamon-stick branches. He reached the neat brick house on the corner, its roof gray and its windowsills white, and laid his bike on the lawn, still dotted with snow.

			Cricket was used to people coming to the door as he approached, but he found himself at the plastic screen door and saw no people within. The idea occurred to him to skip the lesson, to get back on his bike, spend an hour at the river, but he was a dutiful boy, and had been praised for how he drew, and he was intrigued by the prospect of more praise—and from someone from so far away.

			Cricket knocked on the door, and soon the plastic screen buckled as Madelena opened the heavy wooden door within. Her cheeks were full and her mouth small and painted burgundy. She wore oversized glasses with pale pink frames.

			“Hello Robert,” she said. “Come in.”

			“Cricket,” he said.

			He took in her strong perfume—something floral.

			“People call me Cricket,” he said.

			“Not Robert?” she asked.

			“No, not anymore,” he said.

			“So Cricket like the bug?”

			Until that moment he hadn’t thought of crickets as bugs. In his mind a cricket was a kind of land-borne bird. He walked in. In the dim kitchen, Madelena had set out a small plate of sugar cookies and a glass of strawberry milk. Cricket didn’t like sugar cookies and had never thought to drink strawberry milk.

			“No thank you,” he said. He thought this was just as polite as eating the food she offered, but he could tell immediately that his assumption was wrong. He registered a look on Madelena’s face that he saw often, one that quickly judged him and his single mother, the gaps in his upbringing, the things he did not know. A teacher had once asked him why he never wore a belt when his pants were always falling off him. He’d gone crimson, having never thought about belts one way or another.

			“Here is Oana,” Madelena said.

			A second woman emerged from a side room, her face tilted, her large dark eyes probing as she stopped in the doorway. Her hair was cut shorter than Madelena’s, and she wore no glasses, and because Cricket was sure that artists did not wear glasses, this confirmed to him that she was the more artistic of the sisters. When he turned to her, she bowed quickly and her mouth formed a crooked, inquisitive smile, as if trying to place him, trying to determine whether and where she had seen him before. Though she surely had been told he was in grade school, she seemed, too, amused at his youth and diminutive size.

			She led him to the room from which she’d emerged. It was small and paneled in honey-colored wood. A window faced the street and framed the green lawn still dotted with mounds of snow. The room was dominated by a cherrywood desk built into the wall. On it Oana had set out new tubes of color and brushes and water between two pieces of what seemed to be cardboard. Closer to the wall, in a pewter bowl, she had arranged an apple, a banana, and a bunch of green grapes that spilled over the edge of the bowl like bubbles overflowing from a tub.

			There were two straight-backed dining room chairs facing the desk, arranged arm to arm. She took one and motioned Cricket to take the other. He sat down and looked at the fruit. The white light coming through the slatted window blinds cast the bowl in sharp shadow.

			“One,” she said, holding up her index finger. She retrieved what seemed to be a bent black stick, about five inches long and no thicker than a coffee stirrer. She pointed to the box from which it came, which said Charcoal. She underlined the word with her finger.

			“Charcoal,” Cricket said.

			In the next room, a piano sounded. Madelena’s lesson had begun, and throughout Cricket’s time with Oana, the halting sounds of a tentative pianist started and flowed and fell off.

			Oana nodded and put her fingers on the board before her. It was face-down, he surmised, for it said Canvas Board in a jaunty cursive on its paper backing. He had never seen boards like this. For years, his mother had bought him drawing paper of various textures and thicknesses, but this was a kind of cardboard, with a painting surface wrapped tightly around it and glued close.

			She nodded, smiled, and turned hers over. She gestured to Cricket to do the same. He turned his over, and instinctively ran his fingertips over the bright white surface. It was rough like cheesecloth.

			She put her open hand out to the bowl of fruit before them, and then lifted her piece of charcoal and began sweeping her hand over her canvas board in ovals and diagonals. But she did not make a mark.

			Finally her swoops dropped closer to the surface and she drew a wide oval that seemed to describe the overall shape of it all—the silhouette of the bowl and the fruit together. Within the oval she drew a series of overlapping circles and ovals, and finally a few slashes to indicate the diagonals of the bananas, until she rested, lifting her charcoal perpendicular to the canvas.

			She nodded to Cricket to begin.

			He tried to imitate her, but the scale was difficult. Oana had rendered the shape of the objects far bigger than he would have dared. The drawings Cricket did in Silas’s room had usually been much smaller. Oana’s bowl of fruit, though still faint, ghostlike, was enormous, occupying most of the canvas board. He wasn’t sure if it could possibly be right. Were the objects really that big? This idea of filling the page with things like fruit seemed wasteful, gluttonous.

			But he circled and ovaled for a minute or so, and though his lines were more tentative and did not have Oana’s flourish and accuracy, in the end he created a general shape not unlike hers. He blinked rapidly at his drawing. It was, already, unlike anything he’d ever done. It was much like hers, and it was like the objects in front of him, and yet it was somehow his.

			“Two,” she said, and she began drawing with a steadier, more forceful hand. She reinforced some of the lines she’d already made, and made corrections to others. When she was done, she’d improved on her first sketch, finishing with a far more accurate and confident sketch. From the bottom of the bowl to the cascade of grapes, Oana’s drawing looked perfect. It was the best artwork he had ever seen someone create. He followed her small unwrinkled hands, watching them move.

			She nodded to him, and he drew first the bottom of the bowl, trying to establish the baseline. When he was finished with its gentle curve he paused and looked at his bowl, and at Oana’s, and his line seemed in keeping with the real thing and with her version, so he continued. He drew the two sides of the bowl, which were very easy now that he had placed the bowl’s base correctly and to scale. Even these three lines, rendered accurately, gave him great satisfaction. He paused for a moment, pretending to examine what he’d done so far and hoping Oana would notice.

			Seeing him pause, she tilted her chin slightly toward Cricket’s canvas, nodded briefly, then jabbed her charcoal toward his picture.

			“Go,” she said.

			Cricket began on a grape. He drew a quick oval and looked at it. He looked at Oana’s and saw that her grapes—she was almost done with her grapes—were far bigger than the one he’d drawn. Around his original grape he drew one three times larger. Again it seemed indulgent and showy, but when he squinted he saw that it was correct, or close to correct. This new scale, everything so large, life-size, was a revelation. He felt reckless and brave.

			The other nine grapes rose high on his canvas and a few spilled down the side of the pewter bowl, and because he was basing the size of each grape on the size of his first, reconsidered grape, the rest were to scale and looked, when he finished, startlingly accurate and astonishingly close to Oana’s rendering, too.

			He continued to draw, peeking at her drawing every few seconds. He felt like he was copying, and he never copied—he thought copying a sacrilege—but this was different. The sense grew within him that they were both engaged in a common objective and an eternal one. This particular exercise was not about expression or innovation. This was academic, the object being practice, being the pursuit of accuracy, being able to faithfully render an object, just as Oana’s sister taught her piano students how to play the right notes in the right order and in the right tempo.

			“Okay,” Oana finally said, and tapped her index finger on her bare wrist, where a watch would have been. He thought to pack up his things, the charcoal and canvas board, but she gestured that they should all remain on the desk.

			Dazed, he turned to the foyer, where Madelena now stood. She led him past the kitchen, where the cookies and strawberry milk had been removed, to the front door and said goodbye. He rode his bike home, cutting through the slush like a ship through an icy sea.

		

	
		
			“How was it?” his mother asked. She was on the back porch, lying on a plastic beach recliner, smoking. The porch was a crude rectangular slab of poured concrete.

			“Good,” Cricket said.

			“Just good? She was nice? She doesn’t say much,” his mother said. She moved her ashtray from her stomach to the porch, the heavy glass producing a dull click.

			“Let me see what you did,” she said. She was accustomed to seeing all his pictures; since he’d begun drawing, just after he learned to walk, there were never more than a few seconds between when he finished something and when he rushed to show her. She had favorite pictures, preferred certain colors and styles.

			“I left it there,” Cricket said.

			“You left it there?” she said, and took a long squinty drag.

			“We’re not done yet,” he said.

			“But you were there two hours!” She stabbed her cigarette into the glass ashtray and spent a moment deciding where to put her hands. She finally tucked them under her freckled thighs.

			“We just drew,” he said. “Next time we’ll paint on top of it, I think. It was on a canvas board.”

			“A canvas board? Huh,” his mother said, seeming to Cricket unsure if she should be impressed or make a joke about the money she was spending on the lessons, or the ways of the Romanian, or some other angle she might devise. His mother was polite in public, but privately she liked nothing better than a cutting riposte out of earshot of an unwitting victim. It was a kind of punctuation mark at the end of the discussion of any person, and any conversation without such a remark had come to seem incomplete.

			“There you are.” It was Robert. He was standing in the doorway. Cricket tried to slip past him.

			“Hold up, Prince Robert,” he said, purposely blocking Cricket’s path.

			“Just let me pass,” Cricket said.

			“What’s your hurry?” Robert said, and took Cricket by the shoulders and turned him around so he faced his mother.

			“Look at your mom. Isn’t she a vision?” Robert’s fingers were kneading Cricket’s collarbones. Cricket’s mother took a drag of her cigarette and squinted at Robert and Cricket.

			“Let him go,” she said.

			Robert’s hands seized Cricket’s shoulders in a sudden, clawing grip, violence pulsing through his fingertips. Then he pushed Cricket’s head forward, sending him stumbling into the back yard.

			“God, I’m bored!” Robert said, and retreated to the darkness of the house.

			

			—

			Cricket woke to a thump, and a rapid series of heavy footsteps—as if someone was running in place. Then a shadow overtook him.

			“I told him I called the police, so we have a few minutes,” his mother said. “Get your shoes. We’ll go through the garage. It’s closed. He can’t get in.”

			Cricket walked with his mother into the bright garage, past the spare fridge, and she opened the car’s back door. He crawled in.

			“Lie down,” she said, and covered him with a sleeping bag.

			“When I open the garage door we’re going to back out quick, okay?” she said.

			“Okay,” Cricket said. He looked up to find that she was looking down at him, but past him, too. Her eyes were both wild and vacant.

			She pushed the button on the remote control and the garage door cracked awake. It rattled upward, letting in the night, and Cricket heard the swish of footsteps enter the garage. Robert’s shadow filled his mother’s window.

			“June,” he said evenly.

			She put the car in reverse. At first they went slowly.

			“June!” Robert barked. Cricket buried his face in the sleeping bag.

			With a jerk the car squealed backward and spun into the dark.

			The drive was quiet. Cricket watched the silver scenery pass through the window. Streetlamps and electrical wires. They stopped for gas but after a few gallons his mother left the nozzle on the pavement and sped away.

			An hour later they stopped and he lifted his head to find that they’d arrived at a house he’d never seen before. It didn’t occur to him to ask where they were or who lived there. They’d done this before. Different nights, different houses; always he brought his television. He knew that they would walk to the house and a woman, a friend of his mother’s, would answer the door. This one was red-haired and still dressed for daytime. Cricket hadn’t seen her before.

			“Any trouble along the way?” the woman asked. She looked behind Cricket’s mother, as if expecting a car in close pursuit.

			“No,” his mother said. “Robbie, this is Teresa.”

			“Doug is asleep, FYI,” Teresa said. She looked younger than his mother, her eyes dark and close-set, her skin pale. She wore a flowered dress and heels and a necklace of white plastic discs. He wondered briefly if they were communion wafers, or were meant to look like them. She reached up and fluffed her feathered mane.

			“I’m so glad I was home when you called,” Teresa said, and Cricket’s mother nudged him gently into the house. She dropped an overstuffed white garbage bag onto the tiled floor of the foyer, where it landed with a sigh.

			“Easier to pack than a suitcase,” his mother said.

			“I get it,” Teresa said. “More elastic, too.”

			“We have suitcases, too,” his mother clarified.

			“I’ll bring in the rest,” Teresa said, and rushed back to the driveway.

			Soon Teresa and Cricket’s mother were in the darkened living room, and Cricket sat at the kitchen table, a plate of hard oatmeal cookies in front of him and his hand on a glass of cold milk. He felt a jittery presence near his feet and looked down to find a terrier, no bigger than a loaf of bread, who looked up to him with yearning, terrified eyes. When he reached down to pet it, the dog barked viciously and raced from the room.

			Eventually Cricket was led upstairs, to a musty bedroom that looked like it had been recently vacated by another, slightly older boy. Cricket’s mother tucked him tightly under a scratchy patterned blanket, her friend standing in the doorway with sympathetic eyes. They closed the door and Cricket fought to liberate his arms and legs, loosening the blanket with his knees. The air above was complicated with model planes and planets and spaceships all dangling from black strings; a small fan sitting on the bookshelf spun them wildly. Cricket plugged in his television and found a station playing professional wrestling. He kept the volume low and rested the antenna against the heavy wooden headboard. A wrestler with long flowing hair was striding around the ring telling the crowd that he would have his revenge, that he would not be disrespected.

			

			—

			“Robert!” a voice said. It was not his mother’s.

			It was morning and he was not at home. He was on the floor.

			He remembered that he’d wet the bed. He’d woken in the small hours to cold, soaked sheets, and as he’d done before at home, he made himself a second bed on the floor. He reached up to feel the bed, hoping it was dry.

			“Did you piss in Brian’s bed?”

			Now the voice was in the room. He looked up and found his mother’s friend in the doorway again, but now in a bathrobe and wearing glasses.

			“You’re ten,” she said sharply. “Why in the hell are you still wetting the bed?” There was a grinding hatred in her voice that he had heard before. He couldn’t place where. “Take the sheets off. I’m not touching them.” She looked at the bed. “And you pissed on my son’s blanket!” With violent speed she lunged to him, seized his armpit and lifted him off the ground. She grabbed the bedspread, smelled it and winced. “What in God’s name is wrong with you?”

			“Oh don’t cry now, too!” she barked. “Your mom had to go to work. I’m supposed to feed you and take you to your lesson. Strip the bed and bring the sheets to the basement. I’ll make breakfast.”

			She fed him an abundant meal of eggs and doughnuts and blueberries, and he ate what he could while despising the woman who prepared it. But there was too much food. He had made his way through half of it when he set his fork down.

			“You’re not done,” she said. “You eat every bit of what I served you, mister.”

			She set a bowl of bright oranges down on the table. They were smaller than normal oranges, though—small and shiny and bright. They were just like the ones in the Manet painting. They were small like that, their skins aglow as those had been. He reached for one.

			“No, animal!” she said.

			She leaned down such that her face filled his field of vision. He saw the tiny craters on her cheeks, the black hairs around her mouth, the dried lipstick peeling from the ridges of her lips.

			“Not until you finish that.”

			“Why are you so mean?” he managed to say.

			“I’m not mean, sweetie,” she said, her breath like cold ham. “I just don’t appreciate grown boys pissing on my son’s sheets.”

			She left the room. He sat, unmoving, for an hour.

			He heard her in the laundry room, in the garage. She moved around the house in a hurried, nervous way, and he knew she was slowly realizing she had mistreated him. When she returned, she carried a pile of folded towels in front of her, almost as a peace offering. “I know this is a bad situation,” she said. “That’s why it’s important that you don’t make it worse. You need to be—”

			“We should go,” Cricket interrupted. She was supposed to drive him to Madelena and Oana’s. “We’ll be late.”

			She stood, struck dumb.

			He rode in the back seat of her car, alternately seething at the back of her head and looking out the window. He saw the foliage pass by in a silent blur and he made a plan to grow up and grow strong and then return to her house and burn it down with her in it. The logistics of the plan kept his mind occupied until they arrived at the home of the Romanian sisters.

			Teresa parked the car and turned to him, her eyes softer now, her mouth a strained smile. She said words like “Listen” and “But you have to understand,” and while she was talking, Cricket had an idea. He would leave in the middle of her sentence. He gathered his things, and as Teresa was talking about her own son and the things he did and didn’t do at Cricket’s age, Cricket opened the door, stepped out, and slammed it. The loud clump ended her blathering. Feeling triumphant, he walked briskly to the sisters’ front door, hoping Teresa would not get out of the car to follow him. He rang the bell, his heart thrumming loudly in his ears. Open, please open, he thought.

			Madelena’s face appeared, looking exactly as she always did, made-up and almost surprised. He stepped quickly past her and the soup smell of the house pulled him in. Though he knew it was not his place to do so, he closed the door behind him. Madelena, realizing she hadn’t acknowledged the person in the car in the driveway, peered through the window by the door and waved to the black windshield as it retreated. When the car was gone, Cricket began sobbing uncontrollably, choking and hacking.

			“What? What? What is it?” Madelena asked. In the foyer, she pulled his head toward her body and held him close. He convulsed, and she massaged his head with her hands, round and round like a planetary storm. Finally she held his chin in her soft hand, dried his face, and looked into his eyes. “What is it, Cricket?”

			He tried to talk but couldn’t breathe. She brought him to a room he hadn’t seen before, another wood-paneled room, this one with a stiff, angular couch arranged along the wall. As she laid him down, he briefly saw Oana in the doorway. Madelena knelt next to him and ran her fingers through his hair and made circles on his neck. His breathing slowed.

			“Was it that woman?” Madelena asked, and Cricket nodded vigorously. She lifted his head and placed it on her lap. She resumed running her fingers through his hair, and this made him cry again. When his tears slowed, Madelena reached for a photo album from the coffee table and arranged it so Cricket could see it with his head still on her lap. She leafed through the pages, pointing out black-and-white photos of Romanian children in what seemed to be Romanian forests. “Me as a girl,” she said. He saw the black roofs in the gray trees, and children on bicycles, and a series of faces of faded babies in gauzy photos, and while the pages turned he blinked slowly and fell away.

			

			—

			Madelena made a lunch of noodles and carrots and sat with Cricket, from time to time touching his arm with her cold hand. He felt very fragile with her, very young, ready to dissemble. He wanted to go back to the couch, to her lap, wanted her fingers in his hair and strumming his neck, but he didn’t know how to ask. He ate his lunch, and when he was done, Oana came to the sink and filled a glass with tap water.

			She turned to him, then lifted her chin ever so slightly to invite him into the studio. He followed her in and saw the fruit in the bowl, and his drawing before it. He sat down and then remembered. From his pocket he pulled a mandarin orange. He’d taken it from Teresa’s house.

			“Can I?” he asked, and placed the orange in the bowl.

			She nodded and said, “Yes, yes.”

			It was just before one when they began. She had set out a white plastic tray with eight concavities, and into each she squirted a dollop of watercolor paint. When she was done, he didn’t want her to touch any of it; the row of pure color was too perfect.

			Oana nodded to the bananas and with her brush she took a slice of yellow and brought it to her mixing area. The act was so simple it gave Cricket strength. The bananas were yellow, and she would paint them yellow.

			She took a dollop of blue and moved it to the pond of pure yellow, and then polluted the pond, ruined it, he was sure. Then she took a sliver of black and Cricket was sure she’d lost her mind. But when she was finished, the color she’d made, chartreuse but richer than chartreuse, looked exactly like the bananas in front of her, and yet more complex, more true.

			She sloped a long yellow brushstroke onto the canvas and the pleasure of watching that paint cover her charcoal, and cover the canvas, was impossible to measure. She had created a real banana, the essence of the banana, but then she went back to her palette, and now added more blue, and even a tiny bit of red, and then brought this new, complicated color to the bottom plane of the banana, and right then he realized that bananas were not cylindrical at all, were made of discrete flat planes, and she had even left a tiny white ridge between the two planes, which existed on the real banana before them, though he’d never seen it before that moment. She played with a mess of brown and gray on her palette, and while it was still unmixed and raw, she took the paint with a small stiff-topped brush and with a few stabs and one deft stroke she made the banana’s stem.

			Cricket mimicked her and created something similar, and they moved on to the apple, which she created with red and blue and black and hairlines of green and yellow. She brought out its striations, and its highlights, and its almost-black underside, and the hopeful way it took the sun and reflected it in its shiny veneer.

			The apple was absolutely the apple, and now it was time for the mandarin. The moment they began, the sound of a piano came from the next room. Madelena was giving a lesson, and the student was halting, hesitant, rushed. And strangely loud. Her laugh burst through the walls every time she stopped.

			“Sorry!” she sang, and then Cricket would hear Madelena’s low voice, her words imperceptible. Then the student would speak again, so loudly and clearly.

			“Got it, got it!” she’d say, and the playing would resume, clumsily.

			As Cricket painted the mandarin, the music from the next room started and stopped, with each break punctuated by the student’s loud laugh.

			“I’m so bad!” she yelled at one point, and laughed again.

			Finally the music faded from Cricket’s mind and he fell into the mandarin, darkening its underside and brightening its top. He added white watercolor but couldn’t achieve the reflection of the light on the dimpled skin.

			“Ah,” Oana said, and took a paper towel and fashioned it into an arrowhead. She dropped its point into the water, then dabbed the mandarin’s surface, removing pigment. Each dab created a white dot, and the mandarin came alive, its surface bright with reflected light. To punctuate the lesson, Oana presented her empty hands as if they were carrying some heavy thing, then she lifted them both, as if throwing that heavy thing up, sending it away, gone.

			“Pretty good!” a voice said from over his shoulder.

			Cricket jumped, and turned to find a girl a bit older than himself. She was the loud piano student from the next room. And she was the golden-eyed girl from the playground. In this light, away from the boy she’d been with, she looked more like a girl, less like a teenager. Madelena entered the room and put her hand on the girl’s shoulder.

			“This is Pia. This is Cricket. Both students.”

			“I know you!” Pia said, looking delighted. “My partner in crime!”

			Cricket was horrified. He shook his head vigorously.

			Pia smiled, and shaped her mouth into an oval. She nodded, as if realizing they had to keep their crimes unknown to the Romanian sisters.

			“Sorry about my crappy piano,” Pia said. “You must live near here.”

			“Down the street,” he said.

			“They say your name is Cricket now?” For a moment he thought she’d mock him for this, but she acted like changing one’s name was only logical, and that his new name was better. “I can walk you home,” she said, and turned to Oana. “You guys done?”

			All Cricket wanted in the world was to walk home with Pia, and instantly thought of a slightly longer route they might take to extend their time together.

			“Okay,” he said.

			But was he going home, or back to Teresa’s?

			Oana’s eyes met Madelena’s, and Madelena nodded. “Let’s let them finish up,” Madelena said, and led Pia from the room.

			By the time his mother arrived, the sky had become a somber gray and a light rain had begun. Her headlights swept across the window, and Oana began blowing on the parts of the painting that were still wet. She nodded to Cricket and twirled her finger in a spiral extending from her mouth. He took this to mean he should blow, too, so the two of them blew the wet watercolor dry as Cricket’s mother came to the door. The doorbell rang. Madelena went to open it, and Oana left the room and returned with a paper grocery bag, turned it on its side, and placed the painting on the bottom, the rest of the bag serving as a kind of high-ceilinged house for the painting that rested on its floor.

			Cricket heard isolated words and phrases as Madelena talked to his mother. His mother was saying she didn’t need to come in, didn’t want to make a fuss. Meanwhile, Oana arranged Cricket’s arms so they were horizontal and outstretched, and she placed the grocery bag in his outstretched hands and instructed him on how to carry it—level, with the bag’s open end facing his chest. He turned to the doorway and felt Madelena’s fingernails on his lower back, and he felt very strong; he was sure that she was his champion and that he loved her unconditionally. He walked carefully out of the studio and saw his mother in the doorway.

			“Ready to go home?” she asked.

			“Home, or…?” he said.

			“Home,” she said, then looked behind him. “And this is Oana?” His mother extended her hand over Cricket’s shoulder and shook Oana’s hand. There were more thank-yous and apologies, and by the time his mother said, “Ready?” Pia had appeared behind him.

			“Actually, I’ll walk,” he said.

			“I have an umbrella,” Pia said.

			“And I have a car,” his mother said. “Who are you?”

			“Pia,” she said, and extended her hand. “Like ‘piano.’ ”

			Cricket’s mother stood in the doorway, confronted by two Romanians and a twelve-year-old, and was utterly flummoxed.

			Pia had already retrieved her umbrella, clear plastic and decorated with red ladybugs. “We’ll be right behind you,” she said, and finally Cricket’s mother laughed, and retreated to her car, and backed away.

			“She seems nice,” Pia said. “Ready?”

			It felt ridiculous to be carrying his painting, this invaluable thing, when he could be riding in his mother’s car. But he would risk all to be with Pia, her golden eyes, her petal-pink lips, the beautiful line of her jaw in profile. They left Madelena and Oana’s and crossed their lawn to reach the sidewalk. The rain was light, most of it caught by the high tree canopy.

			Cricket held the bag level, his painting resting on the bottom of the bag, the picture side up, while Pia held the umbrella over them both. Occasional raindrops tapped the plastic.

			“Looks like you’re carrying a turkey on Thanksgiving,” she said. “The paint was dry when you left, right? It’ll be fine.”

			Cricket tried to walk carefully while so close to Pia, her hand tight around the umbrella’s handle, her nail polish a pale purple. What was the word for that color? Cricket searched his mind and found it: lavender.

			“You were upset at Madelena’s,” Pia said, and Cricket told her about Robert, about his mother’s fights with him, about leaving in the middle of the night.

			“What a fucker,” Pia said.

			He told her about waking up in Teresa’s house, being yanked around and yelled at. He didn’t mention wetting the bed.

			“What a bitch,” Pia said. Cricket had never heard these words, “fucker” and “bitch,” spoken by a kid before. They felt illicit, almost demonic. He liked having them pointed at his tormenters but didn’t like the way they sounded coming from Pia’s mouth.

			“I have two stepdads,” she said. “One’s evil and the other’s in Honolulu. My mom can’t make up her mind what she wants.”

			Cricket thought maybe this applied to his own mother, too. He’d never heard a kid talk about an adult this way—questioning the reasons they did things.

			“Did you hear me play?” Pia asked, and Cricket nodded. “I should be better by now, but my fingers aren’t long enough. I hate these shitbirds,” she said, and held her free hand out, waggling her fingers. “But Madelena is forgiving. Refugees tend to be patient, my mom says.”

			Pia caught Cricket’s blank look.

			“You know they barely escaped, right? From the dictatorship in Romania? Oana’s husband is still in prison over there, or dead, my mom says. Do you listen to classical?”

			Cricket groped for an answer that would sound sophisticated. “Not as much these days,” he said. He knew nothing about Romanian dictatorships; how did Pia?

			She nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, I know. It gets tiring. I have a recital next week so I’m planning to run away. Want to come with?”

			“Okay,” Cricket said immediately. “Where?”

			Pia laughed. “You sound so serious.”

			Cricket was serious. He pictured them on a train, talking about global affairs, their little town shrinking as they sped away.

			“Actually, speaking of recitals,” she said, “you should enter that art contest at the community center. The police sponsor it, if you can believe it. They have it every year.”

			Cricket had never heard of any police-sponsored art contest. They’d reached his house and Cricket noted that Robert’s car wasn’t there. His mother had come to the door, her arms crossed over her chest and her expression curious and amused.

			“You think the fucker’s home?” Pia muttered.

			Cricket shook his head.

			“Look at you. What a pair,” his mother said. “Won’t you come inside, Pia?”

			“Thanks, Mrs. Cricket,” Pia said, and stepped in. She swept her eyes around the first few rooms. “What a cozy place! My mother would love it. You should meet her.”

			Cricket’s mother laughed. “I’d like that. Can I take your umbrella?” Pia handed it to her and Cricket’s mother shook it out on the porch and set it against the railing. “Is that your painting in the bag, Cricket?”

			“I’m gonna bring it to my room and look,” he said, and walked quickly down the hall.

			Pia followed. “We’ll be right back,” she said, and Cricket’s mother laughed again.

			During the walk home he’d been afraid to look inside the bag, for fear that the rain had penetrated the brown paper or that the roof of the bag had collapsed and smudged his painting. Now he bent his knees slowly until they met the carpet, and he rested the bag on his bed, hesitant to look inside, but hoping he might catch an encouraging glimpse.

			“Where’s all your stuff?” Pia asked.

			“What stuff?” he asked.

			“Why’s your bed on the floor?” she asked.

			“Hold on,” Cricket said, and peeked into the opening of the bag. Oh. Oh. From that vantage point, it still looked like his painting. He saw no damage.

			“Need help?” Pia asked.

			“No. Please,” Cricket said. He just wanted a moment’s silence and calm so he could extract it. Pia seemed to sense this, and moved to the window, where she looked out at the scrubby yard.

			Cricket slipped his hand into the bag, under the board, and pulled the picture out slowly, revealing it one inch at a time. No flaws on the first few inches. The next few, too, no damage. Finally he removed the whole canvas board and flung the bag away, afraid that whatever rain was soaking through its surface might yet drop onto it. Now he went to his closet—Pia stepping quickly out of the way—and found an old poster and unrolled it. He turned it over, revealing its blank white side, and laid it on the bed. He placed his canvas on top and now could see the picture clearly.

			“Nice,” Pia said. “Can I come closer?”

			The painting looked nothing like anything he’d done before. It looked like the kind of thing in stores, in gold frames, in museums. It was a cousin to every still life he’d seen in every book. His eyes swam around the canvas, remembering each brushstroke, and then remembered Oana’s brushstrokes, and he tried to find hers. There, at the base of the bowl. A few in the upper corners, to finish the background. A bold swath that defined the shape of the apple’s darker half. But that was it. The rest was his. He couldn’t stand still. He left his room and walked to the back of the house to watch the rain through the kitchen window, but couldn’t stand still there, either. He returned to his room and the picture was still there.

			“It’s very good,” Pia said.

			Cricket went to the bathroom and lifted the seat, thinking he needed to pee. He didn’t pee and closed the toilet cover and went to the back door again, finding the rain coming down harder now.

			He returned to his room, worrying along the way that the picture might be less than what he remembered, that it would be like something he usually did—childish and crude. So often when he drew he felt so good in the moment of creation, but when he came back to the picture the next hour or the next day, it was wretched, the work of a talentless animal. But when he saw the painting on the bed it was still as he remembered. It was a glorious thing, apart from himself, better than himself.

			“It looks like something in a store,” Pia said. “You have to enter it into the contest. Promise?”

			The front door to the house wailed open and wheezed shut. Could it be Robert? Cricket had been sure Robert wasn’t coming back. But now his voice rumbled through the halls.

			“Is that him?” Pia asked. “I want to see him. Should I?”

			Cricket didn’t stop her. She left his room and returned a few minutes later. “What a weasel. He looks like a wet weasel.”

			Cricket appreciated that description, but was panicked. He wouldn’t have come home if he’d known Robert would return.

			“Where are you running away to?” he asked Pia.

			“I think Europe,” she said. “Have you been?”

			Cricket shook his head no.

			“You’d like it. Especially France. I’ll take us to France.”

			“We need to go,” Cricket said, and eyed his bedroom window.

			“To France?”

			“No, but we should go this way,” he said, and opened his bedroom window. Pia seemed delighted by the prospect of escaping through the window.

			“You should hide that,” Pia said, nodding to his painting on the bed. Cricket checked that it was dry—it was—and hid it high in his closet, above the box where they kept his baby clothes.

			“Good,” she said, and they climbed out the window and were gone.

			

			—

			The community center art contest was five days later. Cricket had stayed at Aunt Paige’s house for a night, and then had returned home when his mother assured him that Robert was away on business and would be gone for most of the week.

			And so Cricket and Pia walked to the community center after school on Friday; she’d helped him prepare his painting and enter the show. She’d had the idea, too, that he should invite Robert. She’d even written the invitation, in careful cursive.

			The artists were not permitted inside until 5:30. Cricket and Pia waited outside, seeing silhouettes within, a number of police officers in uniform, walking from wall to wall. “Probably the judges,” she said. She pressed her face to the glass. “One’s got a clipboard and a beard.”

			Cricket paced around the red-brick building.

			“Don’t be nervous,” Pia said. “You’ll win. The other stuff in our age group is crap. I saw something made with toilet paper rolls. I mean, the bar is low.”

			Finally the bearded man, clipboard held in his armpit, glided to the double doors and opened them. “Welcome,” he said.

			“Where is it, where is it?” Pia asked, pulling Cricket by the arm. His legs were numb, his eyes beginning to swim. “You want me to check first and then come back and get you?” she asked.

			“Yes, please,” he said, and she darted off.

			He saw her weave among the adults, her black hair reappearing between shoulders and elbows. He lost her for a full minute but finally saw her face coming toward him, her eyebrows leaping.

			“Come,” she said, and took his hand in hers.

			She pulled him around a family looking at a mother’s saintly self-portrait, and then they swung left, narrowly missing a sculpture of a dog shaped from gray clay, begging on a white platform. Pia stopped and let go of Cricket’s hand, as if sending him from a river to the sea. He drifted toward a temporary wall covered in fabric, where his painting was hung, and next to it, a blue ribbon. It was a big and bright satin ribbon, brand-new, but there were no words on it.

			“Is it first?” he asked.

			“Don’t be an idiot,” Pia said.

			His mother and Robert had arrived. She was dressed in her work clothes, her mouth dark with lipstick, and he wore his wrinkled brown suit. They looked around the community center as if they’d been dropped into a baffling world, full of strange art and uniformed cops. Pia waved to them and they came toward Cricket and his painting. As they drew closer, Cricket watched his mother’s face register her son’s work, and then the blue ribbon next to it. She took two quick steps toward Cricket, ready to pull him in and embrace him, but then she stopped. She’d realized something. Behind her, Robert’s face had gone pale.

			The painting was not the one of the fruit in the bowl. Running from Cricket’s home that rainy Sunday, Pia had urged him to enter the contest, and Cricket assumed his entry would be the fruit. But Pia had had a different idea. And with her help, he’d found the right photos for reference, and she’d coached him until the painting was as accomplished as anything he’d made with Oana. But this was a different kind of still life. It was a highly realistic painting of a weasel, a dead weasel on a filthy roadside, the track marks of a truck across its belly. Pia had convinced Cricket that the judges would see it as a comment on the price of progress.

			“They love this kind of thing,” she said.

			But then there was the weasel’s face. To the judges it appeared eerily human and specific. To Pia and to Cricket and to his mother, it was obviously Robert. The weasel’s eyes were Robert’s weasel eyes. Its weasel nose was Robert’s weasel nose. And the teeth! For the first time, the world noticed his tiny stalactite teeth. Cricket’s mother covered her mouth with her hand. Robert took a step back.

			“First prize! Aren’t you people proud?” Pia said, and Cricket knew the meaning of glory.

		

	
		
			II

		

	
		
			“I’m thinking you’re a virgin.”

			Cricket was on the floor of the Whistlestop, placing bright apple juice bottles in the refrigerator display. They were so beautiful, these round bottles, little gold cannonballs, and each time Cricket set one into the bright white display it made a satisfying clicking sound.

			“You hear what I said?” Jed was standing at the counter, next to the cash register, watching.

			Cricket’s strategy was to smile and laugh when Jed made these pronouncements, hoping Jed’s mercurial mind would swerve onto something else.

			“No answer?” Jed said.

			Cricket didn’t turn around, just kept racking the bottles. When he was finished, he stood up, stretched and headed into the back room, planning a trip to the basement to replenish the soup.

			“You’re fifteen,” Jed said as he passed. “Sexual prime. What is it? The ladies don’t like you, or you don’t like the ladies?”

			In various ways throughout the days, Jed implied an exhaustive but vague sexual history for himself; it was not difficult to believe. He was tallish, blondish, with a swimmer’s physique acquired without any swimming, or any effort at all. He didn’t play sports, didn’t talk about sports, didn’t tolerate sports. Every day, no matter the weather, he wore a white waffle-knit long-sleeve shirt under a clean black T-shirt that accentuated his arms and offset the mustard-yellow apron they were both required to wear at all times. Jed’s was old and stained with oil and wine.

			“Not gonna answer?”

			Cricket stopped and sighed. “I’ve been married and divorced twice. Got alimony up to my eyeballs. That’s why I need this job.”

			With that, Cricket pulled up the hatch and took the ladder down to the dim basement. “Not bad!” Jed said to Cricket’s descending head.

			When he reached the basement, Cricket knew he had a stretch of time to himself; Jed wouldn’t notice if he was gone two minutes or ten, especially on a Saturday. The Whistlestop served commuters getting on and off the train, mostly on. They’d buy coffee and the paper on their way to the city, and beer and wine on the way back. On schooldays, Cricket and Jed worked the afternoons, from 3:30 to 6:30. It was sleepy until the 5:22 came in, and for the next hour, the traffic was heavy. On Saturdays, like this one, the flow was hard to predict. Sometimes no one came in, sometimes they were overrun with families on their way to better things up north.

			Work was not new to Cricket, but working inside was. He’d walked dogs, cut lawns, weeded gardens, shoveled snow and washed windows. He’d dug ditches. Or one ditch, for a neighbor who hoped it might turn into a seasonal stream. It did not.

			A month ago, on his way home from school, he’d seen a Help Wanted sign at the train station café, and walked in. Half an hour later, Jed Shipski was his boss. There was a manager above them both, a wisp of a man named J. J. Roulin—they called him Roulin—but he stopped by only three times a week and at unpredictable hours. Jed had been working at the Whistlestop for a year, and wore his seniority like the uniform of a four-star general. Jed was attached to no group, wore his stringy blond hair long, and had a thing for oversized belt buckles (he liked how they brought attention to his crotch). He had no driver’s license or permit but knew how to drive. He didn’t go to the public high school where Cricket went; Jed had been held back, then kicked out and now attended the Boys Academy, a gloomy campus on the edge of town where the most wayward and unpromising young men went. Jed’s father was a cop.

			“You find the body I hid down there?” he yelled.

			Cricket took a gallon of French onion soup out of the basement fridge. He climbed up the ladder, hoping some other line of thinking, away from his virginity, had overtaken Jed’s mind. When he reached the top step, though, Jed was leaning against Roulin’s desk in the back room, a bottle of beer between his thumb and forefinger. He drank beer and wine at any hour, and when customers appeared, he had a hiding place under the front counter for whatever he was in the middle of.

			“I can hook you up with willing chicks,” he said to Cricket. “It doesn’t have to be weird. You’re not a goblin. Someone’ll go for you.”

			Cricket checked the clock. It was 11:49, and he took his lunch break at one. He walked past Jed, into the café, and poured the French onion soup into the stainless steel vat. He closed the lid and had the happy task of bringing the empty plastic container to the garbage and recycling area outside, giving himself a brief heaven of silence and solitude.

			It felt dishonest to be paid for what amounted to so much standing around and waiting. Until then, all of Cricket’s work had been manual labor, continuously active, and much of it paid by the job, not the hour. There was no downtime, no incentive to work slowly, to wait or stand still. But now, he could throw the empty plastic tub into the recycling bin outside and look down the train tracks, look into the parking lot, look to the sky, all while listening to the Whistlestop stereo, piped inside and out, as it played, dozens of times a day, Howard Jones’s “No One Is to Blame,” which Cricket thought the saddest song he’d ever heard, a song that painted adult life as an ocean of unfulfilled desire. He was lost in thought, pondering the contrast between this downtrodden song and Jones’s yellow and vertical hairstyle, which seemed at least cautiously optimistic, when he saw Roulin’s Mars-red Cabriolet pull into the lot.

			He hustled inside. “Roulin’s here.”

			“No shit?” Jed said, and took the beer he was drinking and poured it out in the office sink. He threw the bottle in the garbage, and threw the garbage bag into the basement. He hustled back to the cash register, sprayed his mouth with Binaca and picked up a pencil, which he put between his teeth. Jed did this every time Roulin showed up; he thought it made him look busy.

			Roulin’s arrival was announced by the tinkling bells above the train-side door. “Hello people,” he said, scanning the room. Roulin managed four of these train-station snack shops, and he stopped to check on each one, his schedule irregular by design. He paused just inside the front door, listening to be sure that the stereo was playing his mix, and, upon hearing the end of Howard Jones’s hopeless lament and the beginning of Whitney Houston’s “The Greatest Love of All,” he turned his attention to Jed. “Everything copacetic, Mr. Shipski?”

			“Everything is perfect, Mr. Roulin. How’s the Cabriolet?”

			Roulin gave Jed a “Don’t ask look,” and then swept into the back office. Roulin and Jed liked each other a good deal, and Cricket had yet to figure out why. Jed had choice words about everyone, but he gave a pass to Roulin, who was effete, short, thin and bald, and paid him $3.75 an hour and never a penny more. Jed was tall, lanky, with a foreman’s forearms and a front man’s dirty blond hair. He did not look like someone who would take orders from a man like Roulin, who he towered over, but he did, and did so respectfully and sincerely.

			“You refresh the soup?” he asked.

			“Just did,” Jed said.

			“Mr. Dibb, how are you?” Roulin asked.

			“Good,” Cricket said.

			“Well, this looks just fine, boys,” he said, and then noticed Jed’s apron. “Jed. That is disgusting.”

			“Sorry.”

			“Why isn’t it clean?”

			“Washer at home’s broken,” Jed said.

			Roulin exhaled. “Give it to me.”

			Jed took off his apron and handed it to Roulin. Roulin took it in a ball and walked briskly to his car. Cricket and Jed watched as he opened the trunk and found a new apron, still wrapped in plastic, and brought it inside. He handed it to Jed.

			“Thank you,” Jed said, in a tone so warm and thankful that Cricket was momentarily stunned.

			Roulin, as if now realizing he needed to inspect both employees more closely, looked Cricket up and down. “Didn’t you have braces last week?”

			“I did,” Cricket said. His mother had fallen six months behind in paying the orthodontist, and the orthodontist, Dr. Talmadge, had removed them. He’d apologized a half dozen times as he did so, hinting at the irresponsibility of Cricket’s mother, that financial obligations had to be met, until finally Cricket said, “Get on with it,” and Talmadge had completed the work in silence.

			“So you’re done?” Roulin asked.

			“Not exactly. Long story,” Cricket said. This was the most interested Roulin had ever been in any aspect of Cricket, but he preferred to be in second position with Roulin, letting Jed do most of the talking.

			Roulin squinted at Cricket as if he knew it all—that Robert had convinced Cricket’s mother to merge their bank accounts; that he’d tried to convince her to invest in land near the regional airport; that when she demurred, he’d absconded with all but $1,280 of her savings and hadn’t been seen since.

			“They look fine. Perfection is tedious,” Roulin said, and checked the clock on the wall. “Take your lunch now, Cricket. You’re alone after one today, so you can’t take a break later.” Now he checked his watch, as if its time were more refined than the clock’s. “You have an hour from…now.”

			Cricket had never had a job with lunch breaks. There was either work or not work. There had never been time to sit and eat and be paid to do it. He’d made himself a turkey sandwich earlier, so he ate that while walking along the train platform, and was finished eating by the time the platform ended. Now he had fifty-four more minutes. This was only his third Saturday at this job, and the previous two Saturdays he’d had errands to run, so this time, with such a luxurious stretch of time before him, he found himself standing still, on the train platform, without an idea in the world. A car full of teenagers slowed as it passed him.

			“Fucking Mormon!” they yelled.

			It was his clothes—the khaki pants and white button-down. He needed to get out of sight and into some anonymous place. In the trees beyond, he could see the green dome of the public library, and he knew of rooms there where he could sit and hide or even sleep for an hour.

			The library was a cool, dark, tomb-like building with a tiled floor and a pillared lobby. The slightest sound ricocheted off every surface with a kind of ancient slashing violence. Off the main atrium was the room where the art books were kept, and Cricket knew he might be alone there, for he had never seen anyone enter the room in all his life. The room was modest in size, with shelves on each wall, and a few oversized books turned out to greet the viewer. He saw the word Zurbarán on a spine, rendered in bold type. He liked names starting with Z, so he pulled the book from the shelf and put it on the oak table.

			He turned the pages, seeing biblical births and beheadings, angels and saints. He thought of virginity. He assumed Jed was not a virgin, and Jed assumed Cricket was a virgin. Cricket wasn’t bothered much by being a virgin, and was certain that his chance to end that period of his life would not be coming soon. No girls had shown interest in him and the letters from Pia had stopped two years ago. Until then he’d assumed they would be together in some matrimonial and permanent way, even after she’d moved away. It was a cruel thing. For months after their art-show triumph, they’d been inseparable, but then her father—or stepfather, one of the male parents in her life—had been indicted, and they’d had to move to Connecticut, where he was being imprisoned for five to seven.

			“It’s not like a real prison,” she’d said in one of her letters. “But we still need to live close. The lawyers got us a condo.”

			For years her letters came monthly, then three times a year, and now not at all. The last picture she’d sent was when she was fourteen. Her hair was very long and very pink and she’d insisted Cricket read The Rainbow and avoid, at all costs, The Fountainhead.

			Cricket turned the pages of his Zurbarán. He wanted to draw this classical way, paint this way, but the Romanian sisters, Oana and Madelena, had moved to New Mexico years ago, and the occasional classes at school had been random and unsatisfying. One week they would cover gourds with papier-mâché. The next they would make puppets or family crests. It was childish and diffuse. The teacher, Mrs. Bruhl, encouraged him, but he wanted something beyond construction paper exercises catering to stoners. He’d asked if she knew anyone who could teach him how to draw like Michelangelo and she said, No, no, no, not a chance, and that such people were born, not instructed. Talent came like lightning, she said, and could not be tamed or taught.

			Cricket had been looking through books like this for years. He’d found and kept used copies of books about Dalí, Rockwell, Picasso, O’Keeffe. He’d bought a beat-up copy of Rembrandt: The Master and His Workshop at a church book fair and had studied every painting, had copied many in his sketchbook. For a time he’d liked to insert Robert’s face onto John the Baptist’s severed head, but after ten or so iterations he’d tired of it. Finally he tore those pages from his spiral-bound book, burned them in the fireplace, and Robert was gone.

			Cricket peeked at the clock. He still had forty minutes. He flipped through the book, looking for breasts, and found only one, on an angel with a sad and fretful face. Thirty-eight minutes left, Cricket did something he’d never done before: He read the text in an art monograph. “Zurbarán hired models from the city of Madrid. Assistants would bring them to his studio and would help manipulate the light from the windows to heighten the contrast—the chiaroscuro—that Zurbarán preferred.”

			Cricket had not known this, that artists hired models. Whenever he’d seen paintings in books or on TV, he’d assumed the figures the artists painted had come from their imaginations. Was it cheating to draw from a person in front of you? It seemed suspect.

			“Zurbarán had up to four apprentices at one time,” the book read, “who would help keep the studio clean and tidy, and would prepare his brushes and paints. In exchange, he would instruct them in their own work, and teach them as he painted. When they reached a certain level of maturity and skill, he would allow them to complete sections of his own paintings. For instance, the candle and candlestick in The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist is assumed to have been painted by an apprentice, most likely Giancarlo Zapata, later a portraitist in the court of King Ferdinand II.”

			This, too, was revelatory. He’d never heard of apprentices in painting, and was shocked at the idea that assistants ever touched the canvases of their masters.

			“Young men were typically apprenticed to a master artist by the age of twelve. In some cases, exceptions were made for boys who were thirteen, fourteen or even fifteen.”

			Cricket walked back to the train station in shock, ashamed and broken. Ever since his blue ribbon in the police art contest, he’d assumed that somehow he would be discovered. He’d be lifted up and sent somewhere. Cricket did not know where. Some kind of place where the greatest young artists would go. But he had not pictured it happening so soon. He’d thought he had more time. Now it was clear that he’d been slacking—that while the young artists of Venice and Antwerp and Madrid were apprenticing themselves to the Zurbaráns of the day, he’d been stacking apple juice at the Whistlestop.

			When he got back to the train station, Roulin was gone and Jed was ready to go on his break. “I’ve got four minutes,” Cricket said, and went outside to the phone booth facing the tracks.

			There were stacks of phone books inside, covering every county in Indiana. Cricket flipped through the yellow pages, hunting for art schools, and found plaintive ads, cheap ads, ugly ads. But one, calling itself the Chicago Academy of Art, appeared dignified, restrained, and its name included the word “academy,” which he’d seen in Zurbarán and other books. “A distinguished atelier,” the ad read, “offering classical training with a modern sensibility.” He wrote down the number and checked the clock. He was already out of time.

		

	
		
			“I signed up for a class in the city,” he told his mother. It was after dinner, and she was drinking crimson wine from a Go Climb a Rock coffee mug.

			“What city?” she asked.

			“Chicago. It’s a drawing class,” Cricket said. “Four to seven on Saturdays. I can take the train.” Cricket had taken the train only twice before, and never alone, but he’d worked at the station for six months at that point, and that brought with it a sense of implied knowledge and authority.

			“What does this cost?” she asked.

			“I already paid for it,” he said. “I’ll leave from work those days and I’ll get home at nine thirty.”

			He had planned to tell a lie, that another kid from his high school would be going, too, but in the moment he felt it was unnecessary. His mother no longer parented him in any active way. He ate at the train station many nights. He earned and spent his own money. He’d recently bought himself a new bicycle, a Raleigh from London, black with gold trim. His mother hadn’t been involved, and he’d removed its reflectors so he could ride at night, unseen, like a wraith.

			For the majority of the week, he and his mother passed briefly in the hallway of the house, exchanging banalities. He had school, his homework, his job, and now he was trying to make up for lost time—too much time, really—when he should have been learning at an academy. He was fifteen, the oldest of any of the apprentices he’d read about, and had half a year to be found.

			“So tomorrow, you just come home late on a Saturday? Like a cocktail waitress?” she asked. Her eyelids grew heavy and Cricket knew she was tipsy.

			“Right,” he said. “Like a cocktail waitress. I’ll split my tips and bring you some pie.”

			

			—

			“I might even be impressed,” Jed said.

			It was Saturday and Cricket was working the morning shift at the Whistlestop so he could leave at noon. He had an hour to get to the city and half an hour to walk from the station to the Academy.

			“That your shit?” Jed asked, nodding to a small pile of paper and tools. The Academy had sent a materials list and Cricket had bought everything he could at the crafts store in the next town. He had a pad of newsprint, a board with clips and handles, willow charcoal, sandpaper, a China marker, pencils marked 2H, HB, 2B and 4B, and a gray square of clay-like eraser. The list had indicated something called chamois, but when he asked at the crafts store, Cricket pronounced it “chah-moys” and the store had no chah-moys, had never heard of chah-moys. Cricket hoped he did not need chah-moys this first day, or that he might borrow some in a pinch.

			“You’re really just going to Chicago alone, huh?” Jed said. He seemed both offended and perplexed. Cricket was his inferior, his student, in a way, and now the student was heading off to the city for more elevated pursuits, and hadn’t needed any help from Jed or anyone else. His train arrived.

			“Don’t get raped,” Jed said, and waved as Cricket stepped aboard.

			He sat on the second level of the train, and realized too late that he hadn’t brought food, or a book, so he drew other passengers, quickly and poorly, as he shot backward through the afternoon and toward the city. Finally the train slowed like a spaceship into a new station of curved blue glass. Inside, though, it was old and filthy, and the kiosk where he bought a bagel and Orange Crush looked like something of Hopper’s, a gritty little shop run by a round man with a soft cloth cap and stubby fingers. There had been some kind of morning festival by the lake, and he walked the twenty blocks to Michigan Avenue, against a river of exhausted sunburned families. The darkness of downtown was relentless, a dim marble mausoleum, until finally the eastern sky was visible again, and he could see the cobalt lake and the thousand white spears of the sailboats at rest.

			From the street, the Academy’s building was a black wall of glass. In the lobby, all granite and mirrors, a man in a blue sport coat asked Cricket to sign his name in a binder. “Tenth floor,” he said, and Cricket got into the elevator with a man in his forties. This man was dressed like a Sunday school teacher, but had the same pad and board that Cricket had just bought, though his seemed slightly used.

			“Can’t figure it out,” he said to Cricket.

			For the rest of the elevator ride, Cricket wondered what the man had meant, and what the appropriate response might be. He said nothing, and the doors shuddered open to the school. In the small lobby, there was a large glass case containing notable achievements by students of the school. Particular attention was given to a student who had painted a series of recent aviation-themed stamps for the United States Postal Service. In the glass case, each stamp had been reproduced at about twelve inches high and mounted on board. Next to the collection was a photograph of the artist in black and white. She was a woman of about fifty, wearing a fedora. She was leaning forward, her arms crossed and her fingernails painted with bright reflective polish.

			Cricket followed a few other students down a brightly lit hallway, which smelled faintly of bleach. The beige door of the last room on the left bore a paper sign announcing Life Drawing, and Cricket stood for a moment in the doorway.

			“Going in, or lost?” said the man from the elevator. He was now behind Cricket. Cricket stepped out of the way, the man walked in, and Cricket followed.

			The room had a low ceiling and fluorescent lights, and everything within was arranged around a low stage, no more than a foot high. Students of varying ages, all older than Cricket, were setting up drawing pads, sharpening charcoal, peeling China markers. The class had been advertised as welcoming to newcomers but none of these students seemed to be newcomers. Cricket had to think quickly. He had to find a spot where he could settle in without being noticed, where he could watch and discern what to do and when.

			He spotted an empty bench near the far corner, next to the heater, and went to it. Some of the students arranged their pads loosely on the high end of their benches, and had flipped their newsprint pads to blank pages. Other students had secured loose leaves of paper with clips to their boards. Cricket tried a hybrid, turning his pages over and then clipping the pad to the board. The result looked pinched, so he unclipped the paper and retrieved the clear plastic sandwich bag in which he’d brought his charcoal and pencils. He took a few out and arranged them in a horizontal line on the bench. He decided he needed to sharpen his charcoal, which he did by brushing it back and forth against his sandpaper with great concentration. He looked up at the clock periodically, vowing to arrive much earlier next time. It was three fifty-five.

			“Get close,” a voice said.

			A woman with silky black hair was striding into the room examining her fingernails like a tennis player inspecting his strings. She stepped onto the platform and turned on a small electrical device; its orange stripes came to life and glowed intensely.

			“Rex doesn’t like it cold, do you, Rex?”

			Rex was about sixty, pale, and Cricket surmised that he was their model. Cricket had not considered the possibility that the model would be a man, much less an older man. He pictured the man’s flesh, drooping like heavy fabric, the flesh pooling around his hips and knees. He was terrified and sad that he’d spent all his savings on this, a stifling room where he would have to stare at a man near death and try to draw him. He thought about leaving, about haggling for a refund.

			But quickly Rex stepped up to the platform and dropped his robe. Cricket quickly took in all of Rex, his surprisingly youthful body, his hairlessness, the pale sheen of his chest, his boyish paunch, his small eyes, his forehead cut with hard lines, as a knife would through clay. And finally there was the small pointy penis that Cricket later realized was the uncircumcised kind. He’d never seen one like this, in a photo or a diagram—had heard almost nothing about this phenomenon. He’d never seen another man’s penis at all, none but his own.

			Cricket was adjusting to all these new realities when the woman with jet-black hair raised her hand and said, “Hold on a sec, Rex.”

			Rex put his robe back on.

			Cricket looked down at his pad and stole a glance around the room to gauge the mood, to see if all this was as expected—if it was normal that a grandfather was the model and the grandfather would be naked and the grandfather’s penis had not been properly dealt with at birth. The other students seemed unbothered, so Cricket adopted this nonchalance. He decided that his charcoal needed more sanding and went about the work with more dedication than before.

			“Welcome to life drawing,” the woman with the silky black hair said. “I see some returning faces and some new faces. I’m Agnes Winter, your instructor.”

			Agnes Winter did not look like an art teacher. Her glasses were silver-framed, just short of flashy. She wore a checkered button-down blouse, black pants, and spotless white sneakers. She dressed like the women Cricket saw at the perfume counter at the mall.

			“How many of you have seen films or photos where an artist will stick out their thumb and squint?” she asked.

			Most of the hands went up.

			“Does anyone know why they do this?” she asked.

			No hands were raised, though a few of the students near Cricket, veterans of this class, it seemed, were smiling knowingly. Ms. Winter continued. “You know the old trope. The artist has a beret on, and a paint-spattered smock and a palette, and then has his thumb sticking straight out as he squints at his subject. To most people, maybe to you, too, it all seems part of a mosaic of clichés that probably have no origin in reality.”

			Ms. Winter now brought an easel to the center of the room, in front of the stage. “I can’t vouch for the beret or the smock, and I don’t use a palette quite like that myself, but the thumb and the squinting have actual utility. Within the hour, all of you will be extending your thumbs at Rex, and all of you will be squinting in unison, and your lives as artists will forever be transformed. Does that sound too grandiose?”

			A few of the students forced chuckles.

			“Rex, can you return to the platform?”

			Rex stepped up and began removing his robe.

			“No, no. Leave it on for the time being,” Ms. Winter said, and Cricket heard a muffled laugh or two from somewhere near the back of the room.

			“Let’s talk about measuring,” Ms. Winter said. “It all starts with that thumb of yours, the one you see the artists sticking out toward whatever they’re painting. I want you all to extend your arm fully with your thumb up. Does anyone know why we extend our arm fully?”

			“Consistency,” a woman in front of Cricket said.

			“Right,” Ms. Winter said. “If you bend your arm, every time you do it, it will be a different distance. But with your arm fully extended, your elbow locked, you know it’s the same distance every time. And this is all about consistency and distances. Ratios, really.”

			Instantly Cricket had a feeling of rebellion and loathing. The word “ratio” felt like a slashing stab into the heart of everything he loved.

			“First, cover Rex’s face with your thumb. Sorry, Rex,” she said, and Rex smiled indulgently. He’d evidently gone through this demonstration with Ms. Winter before. “Everyone got it?”

			Cricket extended his arm and closed one eye, covering Rex’s face with his thumb.

			“Okay, now that’s your basic unit of measurement. Everything else on Rex will be measured in the number of Rex’s heads. How many heads tall do you think the rest of Rex’s body is?”

			“Five,” a voice said.

			“Good, anyone else?”

			“Eight,” another voice said.

			“Closer,” Ms. Winter said. “Now do it yourself. Take your thumb and go down the rest of Rex’s body, and count how many heads it takes to get to the sole of his foot.”

			Cricket guessed that the rest of Rex’s body could be no more than four heads, and wondered about the sanity of the person who had said eight. Then he lowered his thumb, end to end, until he got to Rex’s foot, and with each thumb he grew more surprised. Four heads took him only to Rex’s waist. It was three more until he got to his feet.

			“Seven,” a man said.

			“Seven, eight. Somewhere around there, depending on the human,” Ms. Winter said. “Rex is a bit shorter than some models, so it’ll vary a bit. But I hope this gives you a pretty solid idea of ratios. You’ll soon know what we call the canon of proportions—a whole litany of these ratios. Did you know that the space between your two eyes is the width of one eye?”

			Cricket drew two eyes, and sketched a third between. She was right! Why this wasn’t common knowledge to everyone, artists or not, was baffling.

			“When I started classical drawing myself,” Ms. Winter continued, “I’d been a cartoonist, and I thought a person’s body couldn’t be more than four heads high. That’s why most people can’t get human figures right. It just involves relationships between the head and the torso, the torso and the legs. On and on. Now let’s do that for shoulders and arms and legs. Take a minute to get some measurements and write down what you find.”

			Cricket moved his thumb left and right, and up and down, and recorded a series of numbers that all seemed ludicrous. Rex’s arm was almost four heads long. His shoulders were almost four heads across. Ms. Winter listed the rest of the canon of proportions, and Cricket copied it on newsprint.

			The human figure is about 7.5 heads tall.

			Two heads down from the top of a figure is the line of the nipples.

			Three heads down from the top of the figure is the navel.

			Four heads down from the top of the figure is the pubic bone.

			The pubic bone is pretty much the middle point of the body.

			The wrists line up with the top of the femurs.

			The elbows line up with the navel.

			“Of course, this is only a rough guide,” Ms. Winter said. “People are shorter, taller, wider. But as a starting point, this will help you get closer to the truth. And all we’re doing here is learning the truth. We draw what is.”

			Cricket moved back to his spot in the corner, and when he looked up, he saw that Rex was no more than five feet from him. He was standing in his robe with his hands on his hips. He surveyed the students in the room as a coach would his team.

			“I’ll move around the room,” Ms. Winter said. “Rex, let’s start with ten one-minute poses. Whenever you’re ready.”

			Rex lowered his hands to the knot around his waist, untied it, and let the robe drop. He stared down for a long moment, collecting his thoughts, and then suddenly turned, as if someone had called his name. He extended himself until his body was twisted almost completely—his feet forward, his shoulders turned to the back of the room. This was the pose. Cricket began to draw.

			

			—

			When the class ended, Cricket walked back toward the train station, through the humid night, the city dark, the storefronts aquarium-bright, the clacking of the elevated train above arrhythmic, uncertain. He crossed the river, which gave off a feral smell, swampy and forbidden. Cricket was now an adult. He’d aged a decade that night. He was a professional now, he had been formed and finished. For the first time, his innate skill had been honed, had been married to instruction. He was not who he had been three hours ago. It seemed clear that he was now part of a continuum, braided into a fellowship of Zurbaráns and Caravaggios, El Grecos and Delacroixes, students and masters, apprentices and teachers.

			“Very nice,” Ms. Winter had said to him at one point that night. Cricket had just finished Rex in a five-minute pose, his arms high above him, his legs planted sturdily. Something about the pose had proved trying, though, and Rex had begun sweating during the third minute, and was vibrating in the fourth. He’d held on till the end, though, because it was the second hour, and by then Cricket understood everything. His drawing was something close to true, which surprised him and impressed Ms. Winter, too. She said “Very nice” the one time, and “You’re getting it” another, and then moved on to the next student, to whom she said, “Well, okay, but…”

			After that there had been two twenty-minute poses, and then a full hour, during which Rex had lain down and had soon fallen asleep. It wasn’t something Cricket thought possible, to be so comfortable being naked amid twenty-five people, in a cold room in the winter, ten stories up in an endless city of steel and stone. But Rex had fallen asleep, and then had begun dreaming, and then his penis quivered, and began to grow, and finally Cricket saw how it worked, how an uncircumcised penis emerged from the onion-ended twist of skin to look something like a regular, properly managed phallus. When it happened, the energy in the room changed minutely—enough that there was no mistake what had happened, and no possibility that anyone hadn’t noticed. They went on drawing, most of them choosing to render the penis as it had been, not as what it had become.

			Because he’d had an hour, though, Cricket had had time to sketch, then correct, then sketch, then refine. He measured proportions and improved. He grew more confident with each pass on his drawing, and realized—was almost embarrassed to finally realize—that much of the rightness of the drawing, of any drawing, came through time and diligence and discernment. It came from work and humility—being able to recognize if something is wrong, and knowing how to address it. There was room for talent, yes, talent was much of it, but he was surprised by the role of sheer doggedness—the determination to get it right. He had gotten it right, he was sure, here and there. Rex’s restless penis aside, this final drawing, he thought, was very good, was far and away the best thing he’d ever drawn. And then Ms. Winter had done something so quickly, so casually, but it was everything, it was the birth of the universe. She’d taken one of Cricket’s Rexes and she’d asked to hang it in the hallway. She barely asked! She knew the answer would be yes, so he helped her tear the sheet from the pad and she whisked it away—it was like a wing taking the air—and then, after class, he saw it there, attached to the cinder block wall with a dollop of rubber glue. And that was all.

			Cricket boarded the train, and climbed the tight winding stairs to the second floor and looked down at the people riding home. Most of the passengers were men in suits reading the evening paper, or napping. Below him, Cricket saw a man with his arm draped over a younger woman, a colleague, she in a suit, too, pressing herself against the window as if in need of escape. He looked down at them all with a radiating, beatific love.

			There was a luggage rack to his right, a lattice of bright silver steel at waist level. He set his newsprint pad on it and took a seat. When the train jerked awake and began to move, he felt he needed to open the pad. It had been twenty-five minutes since he’d seen his drawings, since he’d visited his renderings of Rex, and that was long enough. He had to look again.

			He took the newsprint pad, spun it toward him, and began turning the pages. Already the drawings were foreign to him. Some were so accurate, rightly capturing the model’s lunges and turns, that he had to sit down again, smiling, disbelieving. He wondered what he was looking at, how much of it was his. He had practiced, and that practice was something he could claim and own. But this ability to render on the paper what he saw in the room—that had been taught to him. This teacher had given him a key.

			He glanced around, to see if he was seen. He was alone on his side of the train car’s second story, so no one could see what he saw. He turned the gray pages and he saw Rex as he was. Even in short poses, the lines conveyed Rex’s florid emotions, his imperious stances, his lean musculature, his small eyes, the knife-cuts of his facial wrinkles. It was Rex, this man he didn’t know but would never forget. His first naked person.

			And finally Cricket turned to the last, longest drawing. The hour-long pose. And here he found something wholly apart from himself. He’d drawn it but it wasn’t his. It was unlike anything he’d done. It had an academic precision that felt in fellowship with the Old Masters; it was that kind of drawing.

			There was some watered-down classical music chiming through the train’s speakers, faint but audible near the ceiling, and Cricket thought there was something there, a parallel. A music student would learn Bach, and the constraints would be severe—to play these notes in this order, at this tempo—but even then, there could be feeling. There could be style. The individual player could emerge, even through the strict rules of the composition. Wasn’t classical life drawing like that? The point was to be accurate, to render a human form with fidelity, but within that constraint the possibilities were vast. And even if that practitioner was not groundbreaking, just to get it right—to get Bach right, to get a figure right—wasn’t that something in and of itself?

			Next he would have to go to Europe. He would miss his home, but not really, he would miss his mother, yes, but like all the apprentices of history, he would have to go. But how did it work? Athletes got noticed by scouts and then got letters from colleges. Who were the art scouts? He assumed they existed, but would they come to the Academy? Would they see his Rex in the hallway? Again, he assumed the answer was yes. He would get a letter, possibly on parchment, from Paris or Antwerp or Venice. And he would pack a bag and go. The landscape outside the train raced by, a thousand desperate backyards strewn with broken bicycles and fading lawn furniture, and Cricket wondered what he would bring to Europe. He didn’t want to be one of those Americans who brought too much luggage. He’d seen a skit on TV about that. No, he’d travel light. He’d buy local clothing to look local. He would dress a certain way. The image of a vest came to him. Gray corduroys, a white button-down, a vest. The vest—would it be burgundy? Yes, the vest would be burgundy. He would be known around the neighborhood when he walked. The apprentice from America. The one they brought over from America. And after he’d apprenticed, and had taken his commissions from the pope, from kings and prosperous merchants, after he had a studio of his own, with his own apprentices, he would send for Pia.

			
			
				
					[image: Drawing of two quick figure sketches of a standing man, one on the left showing his back with arms bent and weight on one leg, and one on the right showing a frontal contrapposto pose with one hand on his hip and the other at his side; both are lightly shaded pencil studies.]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Pencil drawing of a nude, slender person shown from side, short hair sketched in loose strokes, one arm extending backwards, and the other arm bending downward, with light shading suggesting muscles and contours of the torso and thighs.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: A nude person shown from the back in a contrapposto pose, with short hair shaded in, one arm bending at the elbow and the other arm extending downward, sketched in loose pencil lines on a plain background.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of a nude person lying on their back on a bed, head turned to the side, one arm stretching out along the mattress and one leg bent sharply at the knee, with soft shading suggesting rumpled pillows and blankets around the reclining body.]
			

		

	
		
			“Can you get out of the house tonight?”

			Cricket was carrying soup from the basement. Jed’s head filled the small gap between the ladder and the opening in the floor.

			“Please move,” Cricket said.

			Jed backed away. Cricket put the soup on the floor, then dragged it to the aluminum pots. Jed pried the bucket’s top open and helped Cricket lift it into the pot. They filled it and stirred it and closed the bucket. When Cricket returned the half-full container to the basement, and got back to the café floor, Jed was serving a customer, an elderly woman with severe burns on the left side of her face.

			“Thank you, my dear,” Jed said to her, and she left smiling, holding a small white bag, neatly folded. “They like it when I call them ‘dear,’ ” he said. He adjusted his belt buckle. Today’s featured an eagle with a missile in its talons.

			“So tonight?” he asked.

			Cricket had no curfew. His mother had never thought to give him a curfew, and he’d never thought to stay out later than ten.

			“Come over at ten,” Jed said. He was wiping his hands on his filthy mustard-colored apron.

			“You should wash that,” Cricket said, pointing to the apron. It had a dull sheen from cheese and olive oil.

			“Great idea, thanks,” Jed said. “So come over at ten.”

			“Tonight? Why?”

			Jed pulled a tongue of beef jerky from the jar and began gnawing on it.

			“Because I can’t do it on a weekend. Joanne will be on alert. She suspects nothing on a Wednesday.” Joanne was his mother, a scattered marketing executive for whom Jed had a kind of paternal pity. Like Cricket, at fifteen years old, Jed was largely independent of any effective parental oversight. He had a little sister, Annabelle, who was nine and who he worried about, didn’t trust his parents to raise properly. His cop father was rarely around, and Jed joked, with unsettling regularity, about the possibility that his father had a separate family in the town where he served. It was fifty miles away and he kept an apartment there.

			“Bring booze if you can,” Jed said.

			Cricket didn’t plan on bringing booze, and didn’t think Jed would expect him to. Jed had a system where he damaged the occasional bottle of red wine—a ripped label in a box of twelve. Damaged goods were supposed to be returned or thrown away, depending on the distributor, but it was easy for Jed to tuck away a bottle here or there, and in this way he’d accumulated a wide-ranging collection of red wines, dessert wines, ports, aperitifs and other beverages that leaned toward the festive and urbane. He did not like dipping into his stash, though, so always urged his guests to provide their own. They rarely did.

			When he got home from work, Cricket left his bike leaning on the side of his house, where he could retrieve it without making any noise. At nine thirty, long after dinner, an hour when his mother was drunk and numb and quiet, he left through the sliding door at the back of the house, walked to the side yard, grabbed his bike, and rode under white streetlights on silver roads the two miles to Jed’s house.

			Around the back, Jed’s basement bedroom had a low window. Cricket went to it, gave it one muffled knock with the base of his hand, and heard Jed shuffling within. In seconds, Jed emerged from the storm doors, inhaled the night air and moved like a horse unbridled. He walked briskly to the detached garage and when they were inside, he leaned close to Cricket.

			“You’re gonna push. I have to steer,” he said, and then looked through the small garage window, up to his house, scanning for any sign of stirring within. Satisfied, he ducked into the car and was quickly in the driver’s seat. He left the car door open.

			“Push,” Jed said.

			Cricket, never having pushed a car anywhere, positioned himself at the back. He’d seen that done somewhere.

			“No, idiot,” Jed whispered fiercely. “From the front. We’re backing out.”

			Cricket walked to the hood and put his palms on the cool steel. Unwilling to whisper fiercely again, Jed made a move-it-along gesture. Jed hadn’t told him about any of this, so expecting Cricket to know so much seemed unjust, but Cricket pushed, and instantly the car began moving. This seemed implausible. The car, Cricket assumed, weighed a few thousand pounds, and one fifteen-year-old was moving it.

			They were out of the garage in seconds, and because the driveway sloped slightly down till it met the road, the car picked up speed as it rolled backward. Inside, Jed was guiding it carefully, one hand on the wheel, the other hand on the headrest of the passenger seat, looking behind him, activating the brake periodically. Cricket was impressed that someone his age was able to operate a car at all, without headlights and without even turning on the engine. When the car approached the silent road, Jed turned it a sudden and authoritative ninety degrees, so it was heading downhill, away from his house, ready to go.

			“Get in,” he said.

			Cricket ran to the street, opened the door, and got in.

			“Don’t shut the door,” Jed said. He released the parking brake, and they let the car roll down the road, without lights or engine, almost a block, when finally he turned the key in the ignition, put the car in gear, turned on the lights and gently hit the gas.

			“Whose car is this?” Cricket asked.

			“My mom’s. The household’s.”

			“You have a license?”

			Jed shook his head, frowning as if he’d just heard the most insulting question. “Absolutely not.”

			They drove beyond the winding road Jed lived on and then made a wide arc around the business district, staying on the most obscure roads.

			“Where are we going?” Cricket asked.

			“I told this chick we’d pick her up. She thinks she’s the reincarnation of Albert Camus.”

			Cricket had heard the story about the girl who went to private school and insisted she was this man—a dead French philosopher. She’d told everyone that the dead man’s soul had been transmuted into a new body, that of a teenage Midwestern American girl. Everyone assumed she was nuts.

			“So the nude people you draw,” Jed asked, staring into the dark. “Is the point to get it exactly right, or what? Exact is best?”

			Cricket thought about that. “It’s not about being exact,” he said. “I think it’s mostly about getting it right.”

			Jed drove in silence for a mile. “So getting something wrong—it’s like playing the wrong note? Or off-pitch or whatever?”

			Cricket agreed that was close to a workable analogy, and after a few more turns through winding streets surrounded by dense trees, they arrived at a heavily wooded driveway. Jed parked and turned off the engine. They walked to a three-story Victorian house painted robin’s-egg blue, no lights on within. The house had a broad porch and a rounded turret covered in vines. Jed went around the side, past a weeping willow and through a side door and emerged, a minute later, with a young woman. She did not look like the reincarnation of anyone, much less a French intellectual. She was curvy, with round shoulders and round hips, and wore a sweater with wide horizontal stripes of brown and blue.

			As she drew closer, Cricket got a glimpse of her face. Her eyes were large, her face pale and smooth, somewhere between heart-shaped and oval. She got into the back seat and Jed started the engine.

			“This is— Do I say Albert?” Jed asked, pronouncing the name correctly, with a silent t. “I forget.”

			“Just Camus is best. Don’t call me AC,” she said. “Someone tried to get that going at school, if you can believe it.”

			“She goes to the Jacobsen School,” Jed said, and backed the stolen car out of the driveway. “They’re not all druggies but they’re all fucked up.”

			He drove backward for the better part of a block before finally turning around.

			“So do you trade off in terms of who gets to control your mortal vessel?” Jed asked. “Like are you yourself on Tuesdays, then Camus on Wednesdays, or…?”

			“No, he has total control,” Camus said, not missing a beat. Her voice was clear, strong, but there was something froggy at the bottom of it. “I’m not a split personality. I am him. His soul traveled over the sea, through the sky, and chose my body as his next vessel. My birthday is the same as his deathday, eight years later, so it’s pretty obvious what happened. Any other explanation would be inane.”

			Jed drove, looking straight ahead, displaying no surprise. “Inane, right,” he finally said, as if that were the only apt word.

			“Where are we going?” she asked.

			“No idea,” Jed said.

			“I know a place,” Cricket said.

			“Don’t say the Circle K,” she said.

			“I would never say the Circle K,” Cricket said, and directed them to a new neighborhood near his house, just over the wooden bridge where the teenagers lingered, where Pia had first lured him into his brief life of crime. Just beyond the bridge, when he was younger, there had been hundreds of acres of nothing—empty fields of scrub grass that had once been wheat. In its decades of disuse, kids with minibikes had improvised tracks and jumps there, and otherwise it had been a pasture for deer and foxes, gophers and raccoons and thousands of birds. More recently, though, it had been cut through by a network of winding roads and nascent homesites, and a sign had gone up at the entrance: Prairie Heights. They passed the sign and Jed slowed down.

			“There are definitely bodies out here,” Camus said.

			“Exactly,” Jed said. “They’ll find them when they start digging basements.”

			Because the land abutted the highway, the developers had built enormous earth berms, twenty-five feet high, to separate the new neighborhood from the noise of the road. Cricket had the idea that he would take Jed and Camus and walk to the top of the berm, which, the moment it was formed, became one of the highest points in their impossibly flat region.

			“That sounds boring,” Jed said.

			But Camus liked the idea, so they parked at the base of one of the berms and walked up the rutted surface, populated by weeds and high grasses. Even while walking up those twenty-five feet, it occurred to Cricket that this was one of the steepest surfaces he had ever traversed. Camus was having trouble. It was clear that she was not an athlete and was wearing Doc Martens besides. She stood midway up the slope and sighed a frustrated sigh.

			Jed had already reached the top and was taking in the view. “Oh shit!” he said.

			This assessment seemed to give Camus strength. She lowered her hands to the grass and continued up on all fours.

			Cricket joined Jed at the top and waited for her, and finally she arrived, rising from simian to human and taking in the sweep of the liquid-light highway below. An all-white semi was passing at that moment, seeming to Cricket like a rolling hospital, with its bright clarity of purpose.

			“I figured you two should meet,” Jed said, “given you’re the two weirdest people I know. You’re a reincarnated French person, and he draws men’s dicks.” He nodded to Cricket. “You should see them. They are tremendous.”

			She looked to Cricket.

			“I take life drawing classes,” he said. “Some of the models are men.”

			“It’s a special dick drawing class,” Jed said.

			“I’m an artist, too,” she said.

			“But have you ever drawn an old man’s cock?” Jed asked.

			“Jed draws, too,” Cricket said.

			“Not cocks,” he said. “Not yet. I’m working up to cocks.”

			“Have you guys applied to Interlochen?” she asked.

			Cricket had never heard the word “Interlochen” before.

			“It’s an art program for high school kids,” she explained.

			Jed rolled his eyes and looked to the roaring highway. Cricket hadn’t heard the faint condescension in her voice but now recognized it.

			“Actually, I can’t apply,” Cricket said. “I’m probably not going to be here next year.”

			Jed fixed him with a hard stare.

			“I’ll be in Europe,” Cricket said, and tried to make it sound like a burden, an obligation. “Apprenticing.”

			Camus’s mouth had dropped open, just a bit.

			“You know, this is the first I’ve heard about this,” Jed said. He was loudly dubious. “Tell me more about your Continental plans.”

			“What’s the name of the program? Or is it a school?” Camus asked.

			Cricket didn’t know the name of any school or program. “It’s not a school with a name you’d recognize,” he said. “It’s not really a school at all. This is like a tradition. It comes from the academy. Some of the time I’ll be working under a master painter, someone like Zurbarán, if you’ve heard of him. And some of the time I’ll be taking classes at one of the academies.”

			That level of detail seemed to satisfy Camus, but all the while, Jed’s face had been a cloud of inscrutability. He seemed either deep in concentration, committing the details of Cricket’s plan to memory. Or he was, Cricket feared, seeing through Cricket’s plans and was struggling with how he might tell Cricket to go fuck himself.

			“I’m going to Juilliard,” Jed said.

			Cricket didn’t know what that word, “Juilliard,” meant. It sounded like a restaurant.

			“No, really?” Camus said, smiling, mouth agape.

			“Yeah, they called this morning,” Jed continued, and now Cricket heard the sarcasm in his voice. He examined the word “Juilliard,” what it might mean. It was a city or a school, he was almost sure. And because Jed was a bassist, Cricket assumed it had something to do with music.

			“Are you serious?” Camus asked. “Don’t you have to be eighteen at least?”

			“Usually, yes. But in my case, no,” Jed said. “They make exceptions for the most bad-ass motherfuckers like me. So I’m going to Juilliard. Maybe tomorrow.” He looked at his wrist, pretending there was a watch there. “Shit. I better get home and pack. I’ll meet you guys at the car.”

			And he ambled down the slope of the berm to wait in the car.

			“He’s got a temper,” Cricket said.

			“I got that,” she said. “So listen.” She squared herself to Cricket. “It’s me. Pia.”

			Cricket looked to her, her face dark, briefly brightened by the chartreuse window lights of a passing bus. She’d filled out everywhere and had grown her hair long and had she gotten a perm? Her hair was lighter—something between red and brown, with golden highlights, too. She looked nothing like Pia. The person before him was a woman.

			“I go by my full name now,” she said. “Olympia.”

		

	
		
			“They call her Community Chest,” Jed said.

			Jed was at the counter of the Whistlestop. Cricket was taping a piece of cardboard onto the bottom panel of the front door. An hour earlier, a man in a business suit had tried to open the door by kicking it, and his foot had gone through the glass.

			“You don’t get it,” Jed said.

			Cricket didn’t understand the nickname. He was always slow with puns.

			“Like the Monopoly card,” Jed said. “Get it?”

			Cricket thought about it, but was still blank.

			“Her tits,” Jed said. “They’re big and she lets people touch them. Now do you understand?”

			Cricket went back to taping the cardboard to the doorframe, and the meaning slowly became clear. He didn’t want to think of anyone touching her anywhere, and hoped she hadn’t heard this nickname.

			“Anyway,” Jed said. “She’s not available. You remember Stuart Escovedo?”

			Cricket didn’t know that name.

			“He graduated last year. He’s a musician. He drives a white Malibu? Did you see the last Battle of the Bands, when he did ‘More Than a Feeling’?”

			Cricket hadn’t seen the Battle of the Bands where anyone had done “More Than a Feeling.”

			Jed was getting annoyed. “He wears a leather vest? You’ve seen him. Leather vest with no shirt? No? He plays in the city now and she’s his girlfriend. And roadie, I think. She drives him to his gigs like a chauffeur. Makes me fucking puke. But when he’s not around she’s fun to hang with. And you said she let you call her Olympia?”

			Cricket had been thinking about Olympia for most of the days since they’d seen each other on the berm by the highway.

			“She dropped off these,” Jed said. He held up two books, both very old, with torn jackets. Cricket finished the door and inspected the books, a two-volume set of the notebooks of Albert Camus.

			“Carnets?” Jed said. “I bet that’s French for ‘musings’ or some shit. I guess we’re supposed to share.” He flipped through one of the volumes, closed it, and pushed both books across the counter like a dish he hadn’t ordered. “You’re welcome to them both.”

			The phone at the station rang. It was a wall unit and rarely rang. Jed faked rushing to get it. “Not my job,” he said.

			Cricket picked it up.

			“It’s Albert,” she said, leaving off the t.

			“Olympia?”

			“Albert. I prefer Albert on the phone. Is anyone near?”

			“Jed is.”

			“Don’t tell him it’s me,” she said.

			This was the first time any woman or girl of any age had preferred him over Jed, and so was one of the better moments in Cricket’s life. He turned away from Jed.

			“Okay,” he said.

			“Did you get the books I dropped off?” she asked.

			“I did. We did. Thanks,” he said.

			“They weren’t for Jed. He won’t understand. Did you read them?”

			“Some of the first,” he said. “It was good.”

			“ ‘The absurd world is justified only aesthetically.’ ”

			“Okay,” Cricket said.

			“You haven’t read any of it. That was Camus. That was me. Page thirty.”

			“Ah, right. I was starting to think that was a quote. Good one.”

			“Listen, idiot. Read it before I see you next. What are you doing tomorrow?”

			The next day was Sunday, so the answer was nothing.

			“Good. I’ll come get you,” she said, and hung up. Now he picked up the first volume of Carnets and flipped through it. The book was underlined and annotated throughout. Page 71 was dog-eared, and on the page she’d drawn a red oval around an entry:

			In spite of rationalist, and even Marxist, illusions, the whole history of the world is the history of freedom.

			He turned to another dog-eared page.

			By himself, man is nothing. He is only an infinite chance.

			And later on the same page:

			Man’s own tendency is to water himself down. But if his will, his conscience, his spirit of adventure carry the day, the chance he represents starts to grow.

			Occasionally Olympia had written things like, “I remember writing this!” or “This I no longer believe.” After twenty pages, Cricket liked the book a great deal—it could be dipped into so easily and there was no plot to follow—but he also thought that Olympia might be demented. Her commitment to this reincarnation ruse seemed too staunch for a teenager.

			“Who was it?” Jed asked.

			“Just your mom,” Cricket said.

			“My mom, huh?”

			“Just thanking me for last night.” That was the first time Jed laughed at anything Cricket said. “She always calls the day after,” he added.

			

			—

			The next day, at eleven, Cricket was at home when he saw a boxy compact car, painted a burnt orange, pull into the driveway. His mother was out front getting the newspaper when Olympia swept out of her car and strode fearlessly toward her, hand extended. Olympia was wearing a loose sunflower-yellow blouse and a flowing white skirt. Cricket stepped outside to intervene but wasn’t quick enough.

			“I’m Olympia,” she said, and shook his mother’s hand firmly. “We’ve met. At the Romanians’. I took piano.”

			No friend of his had ever introduced themselves this way, so directly, so professionally.

			“That was you!” his mother said. “Now look at you. You’re a woman!”

			Olympia smiled, clearly accustomed to comments like this.

			“We’re heading to the track,” Olympia said. “Want to come?”

			There were a hundred responses possible, most of them shocked or displeased, but his mother laughed. She was disarmed, rendered mute. “The track? Like the racetrack?”

			“Don’t worry, I never gamble,” Olympia said. “It’s just to watch the colors in motion. You should come! It’s such a nice day.”

			His mother was struck dumb again. She looked to the front porch, where she found Cricket; he had no idea what to do or say. “Well,” she finally said. “That is a tempting invitation, Olympia. You guys go. Have fun.”

			Olympia tapped the roof of her car and Cricket got in.

			“When will you be home?” his mother asked. She was frozen in the driveway.

			“Last race is at three forty-five,” Olympia said from the driver’s-side window, while backing away, “so an hour after that? But we might have dinner. Do you need him at a certain hour?”

			Cricket’s mom shook her head and waved her hand listlessly.

			“You enjoy the day now!” Olympia said. She left the driveway and was soon on the highway. The car smelled of spicy deodorant and watermelon gum and something old and stale—a stain somewhere that hadn’t come out. Her car was a stick shift, and Olympia shoved the wood-topped shifter around with authority, occasionally brushing Cricket’s knee when she did.

			“It’s so hot today, right?” Olympia said, and took the hem of her skirt and flapped it like a sparrow’s wing. He caught a flash of her pink, freckled calf.

			“Are we really going to the track?” he asked.

			“You’ve never been?” Olympia asked. “I like your mom. She seems sweet. You got your braces off. Didn’t you have braces? Have you been doing this?” She ran her tongue over the bright surface of her teeth.

			He told her about Dr. Talmadge as the landscape flew by.

			“What a dick,” she said. “You want me to kill him for you?”

			The day was bright and warm and he stole glances at her when she spoke, trying to find any part of her that resembled the girl he’d known before.

			“You look different,” she said. “Your hair was longer before. And you were this tiny little kid. You’re almost grown up. Will you keep growing?” He felt obligated to say yes.

			“I can’t believe I’m back in Indiana,” she said, looking at the fallow fields and strip malls. “It’s so fucking flat. Sorry we stopped writing letters. I have all yours in a box back in Connecticut. Do you have mine?”

			“I do,” he said.

			“You’re a romantic,” she said. “I guess I knew that.”

			“You look different but the same,” she said. “A lot like your mom. You have an innocent face. Have you heard of the ‘innocent eye’?”

			“No.”

			“Well you need that!” she said, and laughed a thundering laugh. “That’s the whole thing, right? To be able to see everything, like, anew?”

			They arrived at a vast white structure, ornate like a wedding cake.

			“This is it.” Olympia put the car in neutral and coasted into the lot without slowing, sending a couple scurrying. She threw her bag, crocheted and enormous, over her shoulder and locked the doors.

			“Sorry!” she sang to the couple. “Ready?” she asked Cricket.

			“Do I need an ID?”

			“Not to get in,” she said. “You don’t need a ticket or anything. It’s free.”

			They entered the gates and found a trio of horses in a round pen dense with flowers and garlands. A jockey in pink and black sat atop the shimmering burgundy hide of an enormous horse wearing a white headdress.

			“The colors!” Olympia said. “Can you believe it? Look at that one!”

			A silky black horse was led into the pen, a jockey in polka dots standing in his stirrups. “This is so the bettors can inspect them before the races. See how that coat shimmers? What would be the evolutionary point of a shimmer like that? I’m thirsty. Are you thirsty?”

			She led him through the turnstiles and into a dim corridor smelling of urine, bleach and cigarettes. She stopped when she saw a concession counter.

			“You wait here,” she said. “Actually, over there,” she said, and pointed to a dim corner. “Do you have a ten?”

			Cricket gave her a ten. He’d brought fifteen.

			“I’ll be back,” she said.

			He watched her disappear into the corridor under the grandstand, men stepping aside as she approached. One elderly man took off his baseball hat in a most formal way and closed his eyes as she passed.

			She returned with two clear plastic cups full of yellow beer. He reached for one. “Not yet,” she said. “Follow me.” She led him through the cool concrete corridors until she turned quickly and they walked into the bright light of the fairgrounds, a sea of green grass, bursts of rosebushes, red and white and yellow, and carnations, and in the center of it all, a silver fountain spraying white water. He’d never seen anything more beautiful.

			They sat down and she handed him one of the cups.

			“You’re fine now,” she said. “Just don’t walk around with it,” and she drank half of hers in one take. She placed her cup between her legs and wiped her mouth with the base of her hand. “It’s Pabst, so it’s good.”

			They were sitting in the grandstand’s sunny lower seats, and the sun multiplied the effect of the beer on Cricket; he was drunk in minutes.

			“Wait till you see them run,” she said. “Tell me if you think it looks like slow-motion. I can’t figure it out.”

			The bell rang, the chutes opened, and a distant clacking began. Cricket had expected to witness violent speed, noise and chaos, but it was not that.

			“See how they seem to go in slow motion from here?” she asked.

			“I do,” he said.

			“Thank you! I was starting to think I was crazy. They’re moving so fast, I realize that objectively, but from here it’s so incredibly slow. Do you see it that way? I know your way of seeing is unusual. You must like Degas,” she said. “The way you draw.”

			“I think so,” he said, and took a long sip of the yellow beer. It was already warm and he didn’t know the name she had just said. Every minute, she uttered a name he didn’t know, a place he’d never heard of.

			“You think so! When you see horses don’t you think of Degas? He could draw two things especially well—horses and ballerinas. And floors!” She laughed again. “But seriously, he and Manet used to argue about who painted horses first.” She took a long sip, almost finishing her beer. “It was Manet, actually, but Degas would never admit it. Now you know who I’m talking about? Ballerinas onstage, floors and bassoons in the foreground? Degas?”

			Now he knew. “I know it,” he said, and he closed his eyes, feeling he was evaporating, becoming one with the sun and grass and flowers.

			“How are you with hands?” she asked, and he pictured his hands around her waist, slow dancing like he’d done with Inés Herrera in middle school, feeling her chest expand against his. “I don’t like my hands. Stuart says they’re stubby. What do you think?” She presented them to him, placing one squarely on his knee. Then it was gone, hidden under the folds of her skirt. “Actually, don’t answer that. But Degas made all hands look dainty. He was good at that.”

			All Cricket wanted in the world was to have her hand again on his knee. How could he ask? He couldn’t ask.

			“And women getting into bathtubs,” she said, and laughed till she coughed. “I think he did about fifty of those. Can’t you just picture him getting excited about his next painting? ‘Hm, what to do? What. To. Do? I know! How about another chick in a tub?’ And always from behind. But does the world need another picture of a woman stepping into a tub? On the one hand, no. On the other hand, he gets to paint a naked lady in a bathtub. Then there’s Tolstoy.”

			She finished her beer and got up. “Another?”

			Cricket downed the rest of his first cup and closed his eyes again. Red rings pulsed against his eyelids. Another race began and he fell briefly asleep. Soon Olympia appeared with two more cups of yellow beer. She leaned across his lap to place it in the cup holder to his right. The cup holder to his left was empty but she’d chosen this lap-crossing and he was deeply grateful for this choice. She conveyed her ownership fluently and he loved her madly.

			“I’m not saying Degas was some perv,” she said, picking up where she’d left off. “Even though a lot of people assume that now. This old man drawing pubescent ballerinas and all. Wasn’t I talking about Tolstoy? Did you read his What Is Art? He starts out so strong, talking about how unfun and self-serious artists have become, how art needs to be joyous. I liked that. Made sense. Then he spends another hundred pages writing the most boring, academic crap, like with footnotes and all. Very strange. You know that phrase, ‘Writing about art is like dancing about architecture’? I mean, even Tolstoy couldn’t get it right. Maybe it can’t be done.”

			A third race began. The horses seemed to be going even slower now. He’d lost all track of how fast anything should go.

			“Sometimes I almost hope for an accident,” she said. “Is that sick? Have you read Anna Karenina? That scene where they shoot the horse after Vronsky wipes out—wasn’t that shattering?”

			“It looks so slow,” Cricket said. He couldn’t get over the way the horses ran. The sound was thunderous and swift, but their movement across his plane of vision was glacial. They seemed to swim before him as if against a roaring tide. They barely moved.

			“The horses?” she asked, and laughed a thunderclap laugh. Her laugh had its own echo. Half a dozen people turned to see the source of the sound. Normally Cricket would have shrunk from the attention but he was overwhelmed by Olympia’s life force and her willingness to sit next to him, to lavish him with attention. She was fully a woman, and walked through the world as if everything she’d said and done to date had been met with rapturous approval.

			“It’s unexpectedly pretty here, right?” she said.

			The scene in front of them was a feast of color. It didn’t make sense that this would be considered a seedy or dishonorable place. The people around them, scattered through the stands, were haggard and alone, but the scene before them was abundant and lush. It looked like Eden.

			“So I think we should start a movement,” she said. “You’re not antisocial, I hope. Artists need each other. Are you more Impressionist or Dada?”

			Cricket had heard of the Impressionists, and wanted to choose them, but there was something in Olympia’s eyes, the briefest wrinkle of her nose, that indicated some distaste for their lot.

			“Hard to choose,” he said, and she nodded while draining a third of her beer.

			“Anyway,” she said, “part of what I want to do in our movement is to eliminate these simple dichotomies. I want like a big tent where all these genres can mix and bounce off each other and make better things. I still can’t draw the way I’d like, and will probably end up being a curator or ringleader, but anyway. We can begin, right?”

			“Right,” he said, and believed everything she said.

			“And look at that one! That shade of purple! And with that white plume! Is it ‘plume’? ‘Plumage’?” She pointed to a horse being trotted along the track in front of them, and she mimed the feathers extending from the jockey’s helmet.

			“I think ‘plumage,’ ” Cricket said.

			“ ‘Plumage’! You’re right!” she said. “You know most of the Impressionists met in art school. They were like nineteen. Not so much older than us. Pissarro was more like thirty, which I think was kind of cute, kind of sad. He already had this Moses beard and looked sixty. So I don’t think we’re too young to start our movement. Jed can be in it. Do you think he would? We need at least three, I think.”

			Cricket thought Jed would be the worst member of any group. He’d hate every minute of it. “Maybe,” he said.

			“It’s better this way,” she said, “being so young. You’re fifteen? I’ll be seventeen in four months. We’ll be basically the only teenagers inventing a new movement, so people will pay attention. I don’t know how you feel about that word, ‘teenager,’ but it does have currency.”

			Cricket put his cup down, thinking that if he had any more beer he would need to lie down. He wanted to slap himself awake. He had the idea that he’d go to the bathroom to pee and pour cold water on his face.

			“Okay, I’ll stay here and guard your beer,” Olympia said. “But don’t leave me too long with all these rapey guys. Look at that one.” She pointed directly at a middle-aged man in a white button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to the biceps. He was holding a pen and a racing form in his stony gray hand.

			He looked directly back to her.

			“What a sick fuck,” she said loudly in the man’s direction. “I’m twelve years old!”

			The man turned away.

			Cricket found that the act of standing was very different than it had been an hour earlier. The aisle’s folding seats shifted like shuffled cards. He found his way to the bathroom, a concrete box with a silver trough along one wall. Next to him, a man moaned in happy release. “That is delightful,” the man said.

			When he returned to the stands, the sun had ducked behind a high cloud ceiling and Cricket was relieved. The moment he sat down again, Olympia began.

			“Do you like the name ‘PanYouth’? Pan meaning ‘across’ or ‘all’ in Greek. You’re in Latin, right?”

			Cricket was taking an honors Latin class taught by an elderly man who wanted only to talk and tell jokes and occasionally pull one of the class’s two girls onto his lap.

			“This is something I wanted to talk seriously about,” Olympia said, and turned to him. “You know all the great art movements have friends at their core, right? I’m talking about the movements where the people agree they’re in a movement. A lot of times they’re jammed together by some critic and the artists reject the name and the association. But think about Patti Smith and Sam Shepard. Did you know they dated for a while? This was like ten years ago so don’t be embarrassed if you don’t know that.”

			Cricket thought Patti Smith was married to John McEnroe but something within his leaden mind told him not to voice this thought.

			“I’ve been thinking about this for like a year now,” she said, and turned to him, her golden eyes open wide. The sun had returned and seemed interested only in Olympia. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes were flames, as if a furnace were burning within her.

			“Are you looking at my mascara?” she asked, and turned away. “I know I’m terrible at that, or maybe I don’t have the right applicator. The truth is I don’t have a very steady hand. I don’t know why. It makes my drawings suck. Stop looking.”

			He wanted to say he couldn’t help looking, at everything, and would always look at her, and at everything—he could not hope to fight the need to see, see, see—but instead he looked over her shoulder, then turned to look at the track.

			“I didn’t mean that,” she said. “I mean, don’t look at my fucked-up mascara, but you can look at me, like, in general.” She laughed her thunderclap laugh.

			He turned to her and found an innocuous spot on her left cheek where he thought he might rest his eyes.

			“I’m really glad you could come today,” she said, and put her hand on his. It was very warm and his childhood ended. Now he was a young man who women touched suggestively at the track. “When Stuart blew me off, I needed distraction.”

			Cricket didn’t fully register the words in the moment, but later, alone and sober, he played the sentence back. He was a distraction. He knew he should have been wounded by this, but discovered he did not care. About being a stand-in, he did not care. He had filled in when Stuart stood her up, and this was not ideal but it was not at all bad. The day had been glorious, and its origin, its motivation, didn’t matter.

			“I’m usually around,” he said, and she smiled.

			Much later, after everyone else had left the track, when the horses were in their stables and the light was lavender streaked with silver, they drove home.

			“Maybe when you get back from Europe we can start,” she said, and he remembered that he was going to Europe. A wave of nostalgia passed through him. He would miss her.

			“How long will you be there?” she asked, and he realized he did not know.

		

	
		
			The days seemed to be getting shorter and he was growing old, much too old. Cricket spent his lunch breaks at the library, reading about the apprenticeships of Rembrandt and Van Eyck and El Greco, and one thing was common to all: They had left home very young. Velázquez was apprenticed at ten, Ingres had been eleven, Brueghel was twelve. Van Eyck was a master at eighteen. Cricket couldn’t find an example of anyone apprenticing after fifteen. He was fifteen. It seemed clear that if a young artist wasn’t found, recognized, discovered, before sixteen, then there was something very wrong. The great were found early, and his birthday was fast approaching.

			“Robbie?”

			A woman calling him Robbie meant it was the mother of a childhood friend. He turned to find Mrs. Napolitano, mother of Susan. They had once been their neighbors. Mrs. Napolitano was on the younger side, mother-wise, with a short black bob, a pointed chin and green eyes. She’d become a volunteer librarian after Susan had started high school.

			She sat on the table next to his. She’d never done this before.

			“I’m so happy to see you here so often,” she said, and looked over his shoulder to the book he had open. It was Rubens, and the image was a gruesome rendering of Saint Sebastian, bleeding from countless arrows.

			“That’s an interesting painting,” she said.

			He closed the book and she smiled at the courtesy.

			“Your mom says you’re studying art in the city. I was thinking, Why don’t you show some of your drawings—wait, are they drawings or paintings?”

			“Drawings,” Cricket said, and already his heart was soaring.

			“Why don’t we put some up here?” She pointed to the space above the bookshelves. “We could move some of the trophies and ships.”

			When she’d gone back to her desk, Cricket checked the time. He had twenty minutes more before he had to be back at work, but he couldn’t sit still. He closed his book, reshelved it and left the library through the side door. The door boomed when he opened it and whispered when it closed.

			This is the first step, he thought. Everything after is inevitable.

			Outside, the air was cold and crisp and hit him like love. The ancient trees stood over him, nodding in quiet tribute. When he got back to work, the Whistlestop smelled of cigarette smoke and snow. Jed was sitting at one of the dinettes with a woman of about twenty-two. He looked up and nodded toward another dinette, where Olympia was sitting alone. She was drinking tea and reading a yellowed paperback. Cricket sat down opposite her.

			“Did you read page fifty-four?” she asked. She wanted to talk about Camus. “ ‘The gestures of art are reticent. It cannot say things directly.’ Remember that?”

			“I haven’t gotten that far,” he said.

			“What page are you on?”

			“Twenty-five,” he lied. It seemed safe enough.

			“That’s the best page!” she roared. “ ‘If the world were clear we should have no art.’ Don’t you love that? Doesn’t that say it all?”

			“It does,” he said. “It really does.” He knew he needed to read this book. He was mad at himself for not having read it, any of it. But for now he needed to change the subject. He told her about Mrs. Napolitano.

			“Oh man! This means your first real show!” Olympia said. “You have to let me help. Can I help? Do you have a framer in mind?”

			Cricket didn’t have a framer in mind.

			“Don’t go to Frame of Mind,” she said. “They’re the worst. They messed up this lithograph my stepdad brought in. They actually cropped it. Can you imagine? Go to Ethan Frame.” She checked the clock on the wall. “I think they close at five. When do you get off?”

			He wasn’t free until six, but he didn’t see the rush. The show wouldn’t start for three weeks.

			“Okay,” she said. “I guess we have time. But just barely. Will you show me what you’re planning to hang? I can help curate.”

			

			—

			After work, he rode to her house, his drawings rolled up in a tube he’d found in the garage. She answered wearing a white button-down and a long suede skirt. Cricket was sure he’d seen an outfit like it in a Western. As with everything else she wore, it rendered her a decade older than she was. “You want something to drink?” she asked.

			The kitchen was enormous and bright. The walls were windows, and they framed a yard full of manicured bushes and hedges dusted with snow. He worried that she would offer him beer or scotch. Instead, Olympia poured herself a glass of water, and then took a lemon from a rose-colored bowl. He’d never seen so many lemons in one bowl, in one home. She cut the lemon with one quick slice and squeezed the juice into the glass. “I can add sugar,” she said. “Even though it’s brown.”

			She held up a jar full of what looked like sand. “My mom won’t buy refined sugar. Or white bread. Nothing white.” She dropped a tablespoon of brown sugar into the glass, stirred it with a flurry of clacks and clicks, and handed him the glass. The water was still spinning.

			“You don’t like it,” she said. “Here.” She added two more tablespoons of sugar, clicked and clacked again, and gave it back to him, the water still spinning.

			“Better?” she asked.

			He smiled and looked around the kitchen. It was full of unusual cabinets of uncertain geometry.

			“That’s a dumbwaiter,” she said, and opened a door. Inside, there was a tiny elevator shaft. “That goes upstairs if we’re too lazy to carry the dishes. And over there’s a chute that goes down to the basement if we don’t want to carry the dirty clothes down. The house was made for lazy fucks. C’mere.”

			The floors squeaked as they passed through a narrow hallway and into a somehow bigger and brighter room full of green velvet couches and Persian rugs and a thousand books. A sleek copper telescope stood on a tripod and pointed out through the antique glass to what was surely the exact right spot in the heavens. Cricket’s eyes bounced around the room, from a lacquered head of a small alligator to a pearl-handled revolver, and finally landed on a dressmaker’s mannequin wearing a Napoleonic uniform. “My first stepdad gave us that. I think it’s a replica. You like French stuff, I assume?”

			He nodded vaguely.

			“My mom’s been married three times,” Olympia said. “She collects men like men collect cars. But she never married my dad. He lives in New Jersey but her mom grew up in this house and it’s paid for, so here we are.”

			She stepped toward an enormous bookshelf, as imposing as a sheer cliff. There were hundreds of art books, and six rows of hardcovers and paperbacks. There was no seeming order. The lower shelves were full of atlases and what looked to be family albums. KYOTO read one handwritten spine, in blocky all caps. There was MATERA and BUDAPEST and EL CALAFATE. Olympia was in the opposite corner, choosing a record from a wall of albums, all in plastic.

			“I hide Nelson’s bad records. My ex-stepdad. He has this horrible Shostakovich I put in the attic. He keeps asking about it because all his shit is alphabetized.” She chose an album, pulled it from its plastic casing, tipped it to release the vinyl and placed the disc on the turntable. “I do Chopin in the afternoons when it’s bright; it matches, right?”

			“It does,” Cricket ventured.

			She walked across the room, waving at a plant. “That’s a Patient Lucy. Isn’t that a great name for a plant? What happens when it gets together with impatiens, though, right?” Cricket did not know, at all, what she meant, but noticed for the first time that sometime between greeting him at the door and now, she’d become barefoot. Her right ankle was covered in a series of woven bracelets.

			“Have you read this?” She handed him a copy of Zola’s The Masterpiece. “They say this is a good translation. Zola was pals with the Impressionists, then wrote this book that was basically about them, and then they got mad and never talked to him again. That’s the lore at least. It’s a good book, though. And this one’s better.”

			She pulled down another Zola novel, this one called Nana. “This is about a dancer with big boobs. She was almost a prostitute. Or maybe she was a prostitute. It’s pretty erotic, but in a very nineteenth-century way. You know I wasn’t named after Manet’s Olympia, right? Can you imagine?” With that, Olympia stretched herself on the couch, holding a fan. This reference Cricket understood. She got the pose exactly right, one dainty ankle crossed over the other. But in Manet’s version, Olympia was naked and was likely an escort. To take his mind off the vision of the Olympia before him pale and naked, he turned toward a nearby wall, and found a different picture of a pale woman with a fan. This one clothed.

			“Jean-Louis Forain,” Olympia said. “You can touch it. It’s not real. My mom wouldn’t keep the real stuff here. I forget where she has the original. But doesn’t she look like the chick from Caligula? The noses are the same, right? Wait, you haven’t seen Caligula? Cricket!”

			Cricket scanned the shelves, looking for a name he recognized. He saw the name Rembrandt and hoped they could focus on him.

			“Do you know Caillebotte?” she asked instead.

			The word could have been a food or author or painter—Cricket didn’t know. But because they were in the library, he ruled out food. From a stack of horizontally arranged books Olympia took out an oversized volume bearing the name Caillebotte. The cover featured two shirtless men laboring over a bright wooden floor.

			He stood next to Olympia, taking in her wet lemon smell.

			“He’s so underrated,” she said. “But this is the single best Impressionist painting, period. The Floor Scrapers. It has everything—light, color, gesture, spontaneity, modern subject matter.”

			She left the book open on the coffee table, on top of four others, all open, their spines straining.

			“But he doesn’t get credit. Want to know why? Because he had money and organized a lot of the Impressionist shows, and generally had his shit together. You’re not allowed to have your shit together. Jesus, the heat here is so erratic. You feel it? The radiators are so old.”

			She pulled her shirt over her head and threw it onto a divan. He realized then he’d never seen her in a T-shirt; hers bore the name Max Eider. Her arms were soft, lightly freckled, and a scar ran from her left elbow to her biceps. She saw him looking at it. “Private school thing,” she said. “I was exonerated.” And then she laughed so loudly Cricket jumped.

			“Artists get punished for being competent human beings,” she continued, throwing herself onto the couch. “Van Gogh fucked it up for everyone. Before him, every artist had a big functioning studio, with a staff, and they knew business, handled things—but after van Gogh the public thought artists needed to be falling-apart maniacs who shoot themselves in fields. Oh wait! We have to look at your drawings. Where are they? You brought them, right?”

			He went outside and returned with his tube. He’d left his drawings by his bike, wanting to make sure she wanted them. He laid them on the Persian rug, where they looked somehow more dignified. He had twenty-two nudes he thought were contenders, all from the Academy, some long poses, some quick gestural sketches. He hadn’t decided whether he should include some of his older drawings, too, from before his classes in the city. One was a disembodied head screaming in a swirling gunmetal void, another was a settlement on the moon.

			Olympia strode around them like a lion tamer.

			“A lot of these are just exceptional,” she said. She had her knuckle between her teeth. “And how many can you show?”

			Cricket told her twelve or thirteen.

			“Okay. Are you ready to edit?” she asked. He gave his consent and she pounced on the disembodied head.

			“That one’s just Munch manqué. You can’t use that.”

			She pulled it to the edge of the room.

			“And the space station stuff is childish.”

			She took the two space drawings halfway to the kitchen. She returned to the room whistling. “There has to be some coherence.”

			“Let’s do just the nudes,” she said. “They’re classical, so they’ll fit into the context of the library room, with all the old art books. I think it’s just a matter of a variety, and whether or not you group any drawings of the same model together. You could do a diptych!”

			He’d never heard this word. “I was thinking about that, too,” he said.

			She inhaled elaborately. “Cricket, these are so good. I wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t true.” She turned to him, her expression grave. “I will never lie to you about your work. Is that a deal, and you won’t lie to me? Friends tell the truth about what they make. Only unvarnished opinions are useful between friends. Right?”

			“Right,” he said, and felt very scared to hear more of her unvarnished opinions.

			He looked down at the drawings and noticed that Santa’s bulge looked more pronounced in this light. One of the Academy’s models had been an older man, older than Rex, who had a long (but tidy) white beard and a shockingly lean and tanned body. Every naked body that had been put before him was more beautiful than he’d expected—never as old as he feared, the life-force radiating even from the models in their seventies and eighties. With this man, though—who looked exactly like Santa—Ms. Winter did not explain why he chose to wear black briefs, but he did. Of all the drawings, Santa was probably the most accurate, but given the white beard and black briefs, it was also the strangest.

			“Your knack for line reminds me of Ingres,” she said. “Have you seen his drawings? Of course you have. But remember this one?” She went to the shelf behind Cricket, trailing a lemon-wind.

			“Shit. It’s all the way up there,” she said, and nodded to a book near the ceiling. “Anyway, he was a neoclassicist, which explains a lot. He was the hero of Degas. Speaking of Degas, I think you should include some of these quicker ones. They have such energy. I’m assuming this one of the three dudes was actually just one guy? I think it goes in the show because it’s so odd at first glance. Can we?”

			“Yes.” He felt sure that Olympia should choose what went in and what didn’t. He wanted her to make all the decisions. Her eyes, the assessing angle of her head, her erudition—he was sure she saw this show, and the world, with an unerring clarity.

			“Great, so that one’s in. Same with this one of the troubled woman. Did she really look that way?”

			She had, Cricket said.

			“Good, good. Should we put these on the ones we want?” She went to a wide table where a half dozen maps had been spread out, each with soft paperweights keeping them flat. She took the weights from the table and began putting them on the corners of Cricket’s drawings—those she liked at least. He thought it seemed impossibly professional.

			“There was this period where the French were deciding between Ingres and Delacroix,” she said. “Apparently Delacroix was the future—like, more expressive and loose, and Ingres was more controlled, and almost photorealistic. You know Pearlstein? Think of him as kind of a precursor to that style. Like, no brushstrokes at all. This was before photography, so that was key. After photography, the painters have to paint, right? They can’t just record, right?”

			“Right,” Cricket said. He wanted badly to write down everything Olympia said, and parse it in his room later, using a dictionary.

			“So do you think maybe you’re a neoclassicist, too?” she asked. “Wouldn’t that be great? I guess you’d be a neo-neoclassicist at this point. But I’d kill to have your confidence in your lines. You have to teach me. And maybe draw me. Would you?”

			“Draw you?” he asked. His mind was seized by the vision of her naked. Having drawn eight adults in the nude, he had a sense of what Olympia might look like under her clothes, but then again there were so many surprises…

			
				
					[image: Pencil drawing of a nude person with chin-length hair leaning sideways, resting their head on a bent arm that is draping over a rectangular block, eyes closed and hand covering part of their face, with the other arm wrapped across the middle of the block.]
				

			

			
			
				
					[image: Drawing of three nude figures in a life‑drawing style, with two people kneeling and one standing; the standing figure is holding a long vertical pole or staff while the two kneeling figures on either side are reaching toward it, their backs and limbs shaded to show musculature and pose.]
				

			

			
			
				
					[image: Pencil drawing of a seated nude person with their head turned slightly to one side, torso upright, one arm resting along the back of a simple metal-and-wood chair and the other hand resting on the seat, with long legs extending toward the viewer and loose sketch lines in the background.]
				

			

			
			
				
					[image: Drawing of a nude person with a feminine torso, seated on a cushioned bench with one leg folded under the other, one hand resting on the upper thigh and the other on the bench, the head and face left unfinished so the body and shading of the limbs, breasts, and abdomen are the focus.]
				

			

			“I’d be nervous,” she said. “Maybe in dim light.” Then her thunderclap laugh.

			“Who is this perfect specimen?” she asked. She pointed to a drawing of Jasmine. Jasmine had been trouble—a model-thin woman of maybe twenty, with no interesting curves or angles, no wrinkles or sags or imperfections. Her face was so symmetrical and unlined that after trying three times, Cricket had abandoned it, and concentrated on the rest of her.

			“Was she that perfect in person or did you improve her?” Olympia asked.

			“She was like that,” Cricket said, and saw Olympia wince. He felt the need to bring Jasmine down a notch. “She was actually the hardest to draw. Everyone said so. There wasn’t anything to focus on.”

			“Or grab hold of,” Olympia said, and grabbed her own breasts with two hands, and faked a laugh. She had the advantage again. “I wish I had less of these. They won’t stop.” She stared at Jasmine. “So do you ever talk to these models? Like this one? You strike up a conversation with Miss Universe here?”

			“A little. The teacher had me walk her home,” Cricket said. “She lived on Goethe.”

			Olympia turned sharply to him. “Goethe, huh? A model who can afford a place on Goethe? I’m confused.”

			“It might have been her parents’ house,” he said.

			Her mouth soured and she looked at the telescope pointed assuredly at something worthwhile.

			“Nice long walk from the Academy to Goethe,” she said, and Cricket had the sense that she knew the distances between any two places, anywhere on Earth. “What did you and this Goethe girl talk about?” For the first time in his life, someone was jealous for his attention. He allowed himself the tiniest bit of pleasure in this, but had to reassure Olympia that whatever spell she had on him was not broken.

			“Nothing much,” he said. “She was much older.”

			“Like thirty? She doesn’t look thirty.”

			“Twenty, I think?”

			“Oh twenty! So much older!” Again her thunderclap laugh was forced. She was really struggling with this news.

			Cricket had been one of the last to leave class that night, and looked up to find Ms. Winter talking to Jasmine, a motherly concern furrowing her brow. “Cricket, you aren’t by chance walking north, are you? I don’t want Jasmine trekking home alone.”

			Cricket wasn’t going north, he was going due west, but he said he was actually heading north himself, to see some friends at the Drake Hotel, and he’d be happy to walk her home. So in the cool velvet night he talked with Jasmine. She’d been naked and flawless before him for three hours—a kind of Roman ideal of the human form—and now she was clothed and walked with strangely long strides and talked mostly about her interest in becoming a pharmacist. Because she was older, and because he never knew how to fill silences, he let her talk, her voice like a woodwind, steady and low and loving lingo and pharmaceutical acronyms, and when they arrived at her house, she simply said thanks, shook his hand heartily, and jogged up the brownstone steps to her lacquered black door.

			“So are you two in love or what?” Olympia asked.

			“She was just a model in the class.”

			“But you love her. You love the Goethe girl.”

			“I don’t know her.”

			“Well, now you have to draw me,” Olympia said.

			He wanted this with all his being. “Sure,” he said.

			Her eyes went through some calculations. “But not now,” she said, as if just barely ruling it out. “Come sit. I have to show you this.”

			She brought an enormous book onto her lap, as big as a suitcase. He sat next to her. The couch was leather, flaking. She turned the cover open and rested it on his lap. The book was a collection of anatomical studies.

			“I think this was mostly for surgeons,” she said, “because there’s a ton of operations in here. Like heads sliced in half.” She’d opened the book to a picture of a human leg, half dissected. He stared at the drawing. “This was the most advanced study when it came out, like in 1786. Look at the detail! This was before photography, of course.”

			Under the book’s cover, her hand moved across his thigh.

			“Do you like this?” she asked, and turned the page to a picture of a man having his throat opened by a scalpel. Cricket knew she was not talking about the dead man on the page. Her hair moved into his face, and smelled of the wet flesh of a ripe green apple.

			“Mm-hm,” he said. He was spiraling upward into the sun.

			“Oh, what’s this?” she asked, and ran a finger along the length of his arousal.

			“I don’t think—” he said, and in a quick flurry of involuntary pumps, he was empty.

			“Oh, Cricket,” she said in a low growl. She giggled as she made her way to his ear. “I made a mess of you,” she whispered wetly.

			A loud creak sounded in the hallway.

			“There you are,” a man said.

			Olympia straightened herself. She was not nervous, not jumpy. She had one hand on the book’s oversized illustration, and the other, the recently busy one, was now palm-down on the couch.

			A bearded man of about forty stood in the wide doorway to the library. He wore a tracksuit jacket and flannel pants. He took a step toward the couch where Olympia and Cricket were sitting.

			“Hi Nelson,” she said. Her tone did not invite him in. He stayed where he was.

			“Dinner’s at seven tonight,” he said. “Your mom called to say.”

			“Noted,” Olympia said, and went back to the book of bodies that lay across their laps. Nelson walked loudly up the stairs.

			“That’s the ex-stepdad. One of them, anyway. He lives upstairs in the corner and my mom can’t get rid of him. I think he pays some rent, actually.” She dropped her nose an inch toward his lap and sniffed. “That smell is so interesting to me, that bleachy smell. What do you think the evolutionary purpose would be for that? To have semen smell like bleach?”

			Cricket needed some time in the bathroom. He was soaked and needed to understand what had just happened. Which had never happened before.

			“Bathroom? It’s next to the front door,” she said.

			He used toilet paper to dry himself off, and then assessed the window, to see if he could fit through it. He wanted to leave, to be alone for a day or a week, to think about what she’d done and how she’d known exactly how to do what she’d done. She had ownership of him, that was clear. Her touch had been all-knowing and now his mind was erased. He left the bathroom, yelled that he was late for dinner, got on his bike and raced home through the creamy blur of late-winter Indiana. By the time he pulled into his driveway, he realized he’d left all his drawings at Olympia’s house and knew that he was in love.

		

	
		
			When he woke, he found that Olympia had dropped the tube at his house, resting it between the screen door and the main door with a note inside, handwritten in awkward calligraphy:

			“It is when one’s talent has been recognized that the great misery of the creator begins…” —Albert Camus (me)

			Cricket put the note under the crate where he kept his socks, then brought the drawings to Ethan Frame. An older woman with a tight helmet of white curly hair disabused him of the notion that he could afford to have them framed.

			“Far too expensive,” she said. “The vast majority of people who come in here spend more on the framing than they did on the art.”

			She recommended a new method, where she could mount each drawing on cardboard and then wrap it in plastic. “This is popular with posters,” she explained. “Dorm rooms and basements and the like.” Registering his disappointment, she added, “It’s lightweight, easy to hang, and it will protect the work.” She showed him an example on the wall—a mid-century Visit Guam poster, which looked fine to him.

			A week later, on a snowy day in February, he picked up the mounted drawings, stacked and wrapped in heavy brown paper. The final cost was $88.60, which he paid in twenties—most of the money he had in the world. He carried the stack atop his head for the six blocks to the library, the wind lifting the bundle such that he had to grip it tight lest it go airborne.

			When he arrived at the art room, Mrs. Napolitano was standing like a hostess. “I got the small ladder out for you,” she said. “I was thinking you could just set them on top of the bookshelves. It’s easier than putting any holes in the walls.”

			Cricket was relieved. Leaning each drawing atop the shelves, resting against the walls, was so simple. There was no possibility of them hanging crookedly. He began to unwrap the bundle and noticed she’d already cleared the shelves of their boat models and plaques. He was briefly overwhelmed by the gravity of it all—these objects that had been in the room for decades, maybe forever, were removed to make way for him.

			“I’ll leave you to it,” she said. “I’ll be in the basement, organizing the newspapers, so you can have some privacy as you plan it all out.”

			When she left, he unwrapped the top parcel. He hadn’t seen his drawings mounted yet, and knew they could have been ruined. Stained, ripped. Or arranged poorly. He tore off a corner of the brown paper and saw Rex’s face, looking away. There was no damage. He tore the rest of the paper down and saw that the drawing had been perfectly centered and the plastic was tightly wrapped. It looked to Cricket like something a person would buy in a store. He turned over the rest of the mountings, and was flooded with gratitude for the old woman at Ethan Frame. She had done the work with great care. He stacked them again, liking the heft of them, their impressive height. They were a serious thing, these serious drawings with their professional presentation. He thought he should call Olympia. She hadn’t been able to come today but told him to call her tonight, when it was all set up.

			“Remember to go boy-girl-boy-girl on the figures,” she’d said.

			Cricket carried the stack up the ladder, and began spacing them evenly around the room. When he was finished, they looked like they’d been there for centuries—classical nudes in a room of wood and marble. They belonged. But there was something off. He rearranged the order, and then again, but realized that having two Rexes looked wrong. There was too much Rex. He decided to hide one Rex on the short bookshelf behind the door. Enterprising visitors would find it. When he was finished, he wanted the rest of his life to begin immediately. He had already arrived, so why school? Why this town? College was superfluous. Even after his apprenticeship, if he came back, college would be a step back. He’d never had any interest in college and had none now.

			He would need to photograph the show, and thought he could ask Olympia. He was sure she had a high-end camera. He’d seen a few in her house, among the books and maps and plaques. She’d mentioned her father buying a Leica—

			He felt a presence in the room. He turned to find Mrs. Napolitano staring at the drawings, arms limp at her sides, mouth open.

			“These are the…These are yours?” she finally said.

			“Some of them,” he said. “I mean, these are all mine, but I have more.” He followed her eyes to Santa. She was staring at Santa. Then she found one of Jasmine. And the one of Rex lying down, asleep, his penis flaccid but front-facing.

			“Somehow I was expecting still-lifes. Or buildings.” She walked closer to Santa. “Where did— I mean, who are these people?”

			“That’s Ronald,” Cricket said. “He’s a model, but his name was Ronald. It was easy to remember, because of McDonald.”

			Looking at Jasmine, her face was stricken.

			“And this?”

			“That’s Jasmine,” he said. He’d put her in the middle of the room, above an outward-facing monograph on Modigliani. It seemed most appropriate to have the most classical-looking body in the most central place.

			“No, I mean…” Mrs. Napolitano sat on one of the tabletops. “I wasn’t asking— Not their names. I mean, they let you draw them like this? You’re in the room with them? This older woman here?”

			Cricket began to explain the logistics of the class, but she interrupted him, standing suddenly.

			“You’re only fifteen! Robbie, I had no idea you’d be showing stuff like this.” She took a few steps back, then noticed Miranda. “This girl shouldn’t be naked all over, should she? You can’t show her, you know, her hair down there. She’s holding a robe, but then it’s not hiding anything. Which seems perverse, doesn’t it? Robbie, this is…”

			Cricket had the brief thought that Mrs. Napolitano would insist on covering the models’ genitals. He’d heard of people doing that.

			“Most of these books have nudes in them,” he said. He thought of showing her Courbet’s The Origin of the World but instead reached for the Rubens volume that was open on the table. He flipped a few pages and came upon a painting full of nude angels and cherubs. He turned a few more pages and found a plump woman in a forest holding a flute. Mrs. Napolitano stared at the page, nodding.

			“Point taken,” she said. “But this one—were there three men in the room with you?”

			Cricket explained that he’d drawn the same man three times, in three poses, on the same page. He liked how that one turned out.

			“I guess that’s better. I mean, if there were three men…” She looked up again at his nudes sitting atop the shelves, chewing her lip as she did. In the long silence, Cricket opened another book, this one full of paintings by Philip Pearlstein. He left open a page of a bright nude sitting on a Persian rug. She glanced down and blushed. Too recent, Cricket thought. The recency is the issue. People who were naked long ago were easier to look at. The newly nude still shocked.

			“I know you really worked hard on these,” she said evenly. She had regained her composure and he could tell she was working out a solution, a vocabulary. She was the adult and she knew he had done nothing wrong. “They show great skill,” she said. “And I’m sorry if I didn’t fully understand what you’d be bringing in. That’s my oversight. But I’m not the only arbiter here. I’m just one of eleven librarians and I’ve never, you know, curated an art show before. There will have to be a discussion among the powers that be, okay?”

			“Okay,” he said.

			“You’re very brave,” she said, and reached out to him, as if to pull him in for a side-hug, but then abandoned the notion, as if it were less benign in a room of nudes. “So I assume your mom has seen these?”

			“Yup,” he said. “Most of them, anyway.”

			Cricket saw, in a corner bookshelf, a painting of a nude Venus on the halfshell. It was on the cover of a book, facing out. He pointed to it, and Mrs. Napolitano nodded. “Yes, I see. Your argument is clear. You can head home now,” she said. “I’ll close up.”

			Cricket took up the brown wrapping from Ethan Frame, which he folded neatly. He planned to use it again; it was so thick and clean, and he’d seen some Old Master drawings done on brown and gray paper; the white highlights were everything; he realized he needed a white pencil. Or pastel? He would have to look into that. He stood at the doorway, looking over the room again, not completely believing it was real.

			As he pushed the door open to the lavender winter, it occurred to him that he had not, actually, shown his mother any of the drawings. It hadn’t been intentional. She hadn’t asked, and he hadn’t thought of it. The door slammed behind him, but then immediately opened again.

			“Robbie!” Mrs. Napolitano said, her eyes wet. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’ll make sure. Say hi to your mom.”

			

			—

			He needed to ride his bike furiously and for a long while. His blood was singing. It was very cold but the roads were clear. There was nothing in this town he needed anymore, but he would love it still. He passed the church where the man had died of a stroke the year before, in the middle of communion; he saw a faint amber light within. Bless you, Cricket thought. He sped through the intersection where a van had collided with a fire truck, killing two. He passed Mrs. Herrera’s house, where he’d worked every Saturday when he was twelve, washing her windows with newspapers—why had she insisted on newspapers? Oh, it had been good to grow up around here. It had been safe overall, and quiet, and dark like tonight, so dark at night, the lampposts scarce, the clouds moving slowly across the blue-black sky. He would remember this town fondly. He had taken from it more than he’d given.

			His bike was his alone. He’d earned money, saved money, bought it with cash. It was delicate and silent, its gleaming gears and silver derailleurs. Could he bring his bicycle to Paris? He would have to. People biked in Europe, even adults biked in Europe, and he would need a bike like this, silent and strong, so he could get from the studio to home and back. And his master! Like any apprentice, he’d be sent to stores to get canvas and paints and brushes, and the bike would serve him well. He could put a basket up front. Then he pictured it, and thought, No way. No basket.

			What to do about Olympia and Jed? He couldn’t take them with him. Jed, not a chance. But Olympia! When he pictured Paris, walking from his dorm—no, apartment!—to his classes along the river that ran through Paris (the name eluded him), he could picture Olympia there, too. He could picture Olympia sharing his room, maybe a bed—

			His pedal scraped the curb; he’d swerved his bicycle while thinking about being naked under a white cotton sheet with Olympia in Paris.

			No. She would not come with him, he knew this, but he would miss her. Once you were brought to Paris to apprentice, there was no chance of returning to a place like this flat little town. There were no studios here, no painters, no ateliers, no salons or exhibitions. He would not have time to come back and would not have reason to. His mother would visit. Maybe Olympia would visit. Her parents would allow it once she was in college—a semester abroad. He would welcome her to his apartment, somewhere near a river or the ocean—he did not know anything about the geography of Paris—and he’d show her his studio, and the master’s paintings, and the hands and ornaments and animals he’d been allowed to paint himself.

			He had to stop. His heart was bursting. He jumped off his bicycle and lay on a snowy lawn and looked up at the slow-moving clouds, frozen gray explosions. He could bring his mother over. Cassatt had done this. Olympia told him. Cassatt, a single woman, a successful painter in Paris, had sent for her parents, and they’d come, they’d resettled in Paris to be near her. His mother could escape her terrible job and come to live with him. No, near him. After he was settled, he’d send for her. He’d send her a ticket, a ticket on the Queen Mary. He’d once found a diary she kept on her first trip to Europe; she must have been seventeen or eighteen. There were a handful of entries aboard the ship over and one entry from London, and then the diary ended. He’d always meant to ask her about that. What happened once she landed?

			He wondered how many apprentices there would be. Three, he thought, three would be perfect. There would be a healthy competition between them, a camaraderie, yes, but they would push each other, expect excellence. Cricket assumed he would be doing the hands. Apprentices, he’d read, often became expert at certain things—gowns, tablecloths, lace, fruit, skies. His specialty would be hands. Hands were difficult but not so difficult for him. He would do hands for a few years, stretch canvases, keep the studio clean, do the varnishes, set up models, deliver paintings when finished, drink wine with his apprentice-comrades, and when he was nineteen or twenty he would be discovered again, ready to set out on his own.

			There would be an exhibition, maybe a show just for apprentices, and he’d enter. He’d enter something grand, something startling in its scale and scope. The size of The Night Watch! No one would know what to say. Monumental, they would say. Monumental! So young to work on such a scale!

			And then a commission from the pope. The pope seemed inevitable. You were discovered, and then the pope called. The pope would ask Cricket for a painting of John the Baptist, his head on a platter. Anyone who was any good had painted John the Baptist’s severed head on a silver platter, and Cricket would accept the challenge. But he would bring a new swagger to the commission. The previous versions of the scene were so stiff; the characters, even Caravaggio’s, looked as though they’d been holding the pose for hours. No, Cricket thought, he could do better. Build on his predecessors, but now with a kind of vibration, real menace, real sorrow. Should the severed head be screaming? He thought, Yes, yes, screaming.

		

	
		
			It was an icy day, the roads white and the sky a low gray ceiling. The snow was heavy on the boughs of the pines, and Olympia was wearing purple moon boots. She’d met him after school, insisting she be the first to see the show. When they saw the library’s green dome, she put her arm through his and leaned into him. “Holy shit. Your first real exhibition. Thus it begins!”

			They entered the library and shook the snow from their feet. They walked the few steps into the art room and found it as it had been before he’d hung his work. There were the same trophies, the same model boats, in the same places. There was no sign of Cricket’s work.

			“It was here yesterday,” he said.

			“In this room?”

			“In this room.” He told Olympia about the initial doubts Mrs. Napolitano had, and Olympia began nodding, as if this were an old story she knew well.

			“Fucking fuck,” she said, and stomped to the front desk, with Cricket following. A tall older man, with a neat white beard and wearing a fisherman’s sweater, saw them coming and looked from Cricket to Olympia, Olympia to Cricket.

			“Hello,” Olympia said, and rested her hands on the counter. “There were new drawings hung yesterday. His drawings. He hung them with Mrs. Napolitano and—”

			The man raised his palms to them.

			“I know,” he said. “They were taken down. We had complaints.” Now he looked to Cricket. “You’re the artist?”

			“He is,” Olympia said.

			“You should talk to Mrs. Napolitano.”

			“Yes, we’d like to talk to this Napolitano person,” Olympia said, her voice louder now. “Where is she?”

			“She’s not here on Mondays,” the man said.

			“How convenient!” Olympia said, and scoffed loudly. “Where are the drawings now?”

			“I don’t know,” the man said. “You could check with the police.”

			“The police? The police?” Olympia roared. Heads turned. The library was loud, the echoes acute. Cricket wanted to leave. “I have friends on the force!” Olympia yelled, and stomped out the front door.

			The police station was three blocks away. They walked quickly, breathing clouds of consternation. There was no one in the lobby. The front desk, which sat behind a wall of plexiglass, was empty. Finally, having been noticed by someone within the building, an overhead voice directed them to a phone on the wall.

			Olympia picked it up and was finished in seconds.

			“She didn’t know anything,” she said. “That fucker at the library was probably bluffing. We need to call Napolitano. She knows the score. Probably hiding at home like a coward.”

			They walked to the Mini Mart, where a pay phone stood in the parking lot, next to the free air and water. Olympia paged through the phone book, her mittened finger slashing over the N’s. She stopped at Napolitano.

			“You have a quarter?” she asked Cricket.

			Cricket searched his pants pockets in vain.

			“Fuck it, we’ll call collect,” Olympia said, and dialed 0.

			She gave Mrs. Napolitano’s number to the operator and covered the receiver. “I’ll tell her it’s a collect call from you. She won’t take one from me.”

			“Please don’t,” Cricket said, but Olympia gave the operator his name and held out the phone so he could hear it ringing.

			“Hello?” a woman’s voice answered.

			“I have a collect call from Robert Dibb,” the operator said. “Will you accept?”

			The voice accepted. It was Mrs. Napolitano. “Robbie, are you okay?” she asked.

			Olympia thrust the phone to Cricket, but he backed away. Olympia leaned into the receiver. “We’re wondering why the show was taken down.”

			“Excuse me. Who is this? This isn’t Cricket.”

			“This is his attorney. And I’m on the clock. Can you tell us what you know about this incident? Do I have to file an injunction?”

			“Is Cricket there?” Mrs. Napolitano asked.

			“He’s next to me, and we’re here at my office, but I’ve advised him to take the Fifth. Don’t make me tort you into the poorhouse. I can prove actual damages.”

			“Who is this?”

			Olympia covered the speaker and whispered to Cricket. “My first stepdad was a lawyer.” She uncovered the phone. “Woman, I’m asking the questions! Where is the artwork now?”

			A loud click sounded from the receiver.

			“Bitch!” Olympia hissed. She stared at the phone then set it back in its cradle. A snowplow went by in a humming rush, spreading salt in its wake.

			“Do you know where she lives?” Olympia asked.

			Cricket knew. “No,” he said.

			“I’ll find it,” Olympia said, and plunged back into the phone book. In seconds she’d located the address. “I don’t think we can walk there. It’s on the other side of town and it’ll be dark in twenty minutes.” She looked at the sky, then at the bright windows of the Mini Mart. “Let’s go in there and make a plan.”

			Inside, Olympia swam through the aisles, collecting snacks and commenting on the things she loathed. She took a Milky Way, unwrapped it and ate it in three bites.

			“You drink coffee?” she asked. “I bet you don’t.”

			Cricket didn’t.

			“I’ll make us a hot chocolate with a little bit of coffee in it.”

			At the coffee counter, she took a large paper cup and filled half of it with hot chocolate and half with coffee. She brought the cup, along with a bag of cheese popcorn, a Twizzlers, and the empty Milky Way wrapper, to the front counter and paid with a twenty.

			“We’re surrounded by vipers and cowards today,” she said. “That librarian guy, and that bitch who hung up on us, and that cop. I’m so pissed.” She took a sip of her concoction and offered it to Cricket. He took a tentative sip and shuddered. They went outside. Night was coming on. The lights of the Mini Mart canopy hissed to life. Olympia stamped her feet and sipped her coffee.

			“But the upshot is that it’s like you were censored,” she said. “Most of the best artists get censored at some point. Courbet caused a big scandal when he did the painting of the lady’s bush. Remember that? The shock of the new.”

			Cricket, as he had taught himself to do, had shut down his fury and only wondered, dispassionately, where his drawings were. He only wanted his drawings. He needed to go home, have his mother call Mrs. Napolitano, and then the location of the drawings would be resolved. He told Olympia this was his plan.

			“Okay,” she said. “If you’re sure. But that Mrs. Napolitano skank seemed cagey to me. What if she gave them to the police and they have them in some basement evidence room, next to the cocaine and PCP? Things get so-called stolen from those places all the time. Not that someone would want to steal your nudes. No offense,” she said, and put her index fingers against her temples. “The caffeine’s kicking in and my brain is firing a bit too quick.”

			She grabbed his forearm and squeezed.

			“I mean that it’s really hard to fence stolen artwork. I read a whole thing about it. But you go home and call me later if you find out anything.”

			A taxi went slowly by and Olympia flagged it down. Cricket had never been in a taxi and had never known anyone who had been in a taxi, let alone another teenager. Olympia opened the door and ducked in.

			“Vengeance will be ours,” she said, and was gone in a cloud.

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			At home, Cricket’s mother was pacing in the kitchen.

			“There he is. Mrs. Napa-dapa called me,” she said. She never tried to pronounce any name that inconvenienced her. “Did you have some girl call collect and pretend to be your lawyer?”

			“No,” Cricket said. He noticed a man standing by the stove. He looked vaguely familiar.

			“It was Olympia, I bet. This kid is something,” his mother said to this man. “Cricket, I asked Tom to be with us here today. He’s a colleague from work and I thought he might help because some of this seems beyond me. Tom has a son in college who experimented with sexuality things, too.”

			Cricket thought to tell his mother he wasn’t gay, but then decided he didn’t want to ease her mind. If this worried her, and she thought it a good idea to involve Tom from Work, he could withhold this key bit of information.

			Then he saw a portfolio on the counter. He’d coveted these in the Academy. Most students had them, leather and worn and ageless, and this one had been made to look antique, with an alligator-skin pattern and a silver latch. Tom stepped toward it, hovered over it. Cricket had a flash of an idea—that his mother and Tom felt bad about his show, and his mother, or even Tom, in an effort to win his affection, had bought him a new portfolio. Maybe his mother was dating Tom?

			“Sit down,” Tom said, and pointed to an open chair at the kitchen table.

			Cricket stood.

			Tom turned to Cricket’s mother. “Will you tell him to sit down?”

			“Honey, why not just sit?”

			Cricket stood.

			“Mrs. Napa-dapa dropped this off,” his mother said, nodding to the portfolio. “Apparently some members of the Daughters of the American Revolution showed up and demanded your pictures be taken down. Mrs. Napolitano said no. The DAR ladies said they’d call the cops, and Mrs. Napolitano said that’s fine. They called the cops and the cops walked in and had no idea what to do. They don’t know how to arrest drawings. So Mrs. Napa-dapa took the drawings home. Then she felt bad about the whole thing so she bought you the case.”

			“Portfolio,” Cricket said.

			His mother lit a cigarette, sent a plume of smoke diagonally, and rolled her eyes.

			“We looked inside,” Tom said ominously.

			“No one knows who you are,” Cricket said.

			“Why didn’t you tell me, hon?” his mother asked.

			Cricket focused on the line where the fridge met the plastic floor tiles. A line of ants was bumbling across.

			“Somehow I didn’t grasp that you were drawing naked people all this time,” she said.

			“I told you what the class was. I said nudes.”

			“I guess I was thinking nude statues.”

			“People don’t draw nude statues,” Cricket said.

			“Watch your tone, kid!” Tom roared.

			There was menace in the air. Both his mother and Tom seemed sober, but there was something new here—their alliance against him, the possibility of some drastic new punishment. He had the sense they were getting married and would send him to a military academy.

			“Now will you sit down?” his mother asked.

			“Can I just go?” Cricket asked. He moved toward the portfolio.

			Tom placed his hands flat upon it. “Sit!”

			Refusing the chair, Cricket sat on the edge of the kitchen table. It tilted.

			“You fucking—” Tom bared his bottom teeth.

			Cricket’s mother shook her head and stubbed out her cigarette. “This needs to be talked about. Now.”

			“This kind of thing is not normal,” Tom said. “You should call this so-called academy tomorrow and find out why they’re allowing a minor to be in a room full of naked men.”

			Cricket knew his mother would make no such calls.

			“Did they get aroused?” Tom asked.

			“Tom,” his mother said.

			“I won’t sugarcoat it,” Tom said. “It started this way with my son. First he’s drawing old naked men and young women and that fat lady spreading her legs. And then Santa, for fuck’s sake.”

			“At least Santa was wearing underwear,” his mother said, and winked at Cricket.

			“I thought you said this was serious, June,” Tom said. “Otherwise, why am I here? I think you should call a psychiatrist. He helped my son—”

			“We don’t need a shrink,” she said. “But honey, you should not be going into the city to draw naked adults. They should not be letting you do that.”

			Cricket looked out the window, at the lurid pink sky and the bare black trees, the patches of blue snow on the ground. He figured he had five, six minutes of this, and then he’d take his portfolio to his room and make a plan to leave for good.

			He allowed them to talk to him, at him, over him and to each other. All the while, he waited until Tom had moved away from the portfolio long enough for him to grab it.

			“Goddammit,” Tom said at one point. “This is giving me a migraine.” Cricket had not been listening for some time, but when Tom asked his mother for an aspirin, and went to the sink to pour himself a glass of water, Cricket saw his chance.

			He flew to the counter, swept the portfolio off and ran to his room in four long strides. He locked the door as he heard his mother run down the hallway toward him. Cricket opened his window, dropped the portfolio to the yard, and climbed out. He got on his bike and rode, with the portfolio knocking and twisting at his side, the six miles to Olympia’s house. It was glorious and cold outside, and he was very free. No one could find him, no one could hinder him. He planned to tell Olympia that he would bring her to Paris with him.

			When he arrived at her house, though, Stuart Escovedo’s white Malibu was in the driveway. Cricket set his bike against the mailbox and looked in the windows, briefly, for signs of Olympia. He stumbled over a large round stone in the garden and had an idea.

			He took the rock, the size of a volleyball, and carried it to Stuart’s car. He climbed onto the hood, raised the rock over his head, and dropped it through the windshield. It made a wonderful hole, and the tendrils of cracked glass shot out in fifty directions.

			The ride to Jed’s house was gossamer smooth. He saw Jed’s basement light on and knocked on his window.

			“Good timing. Last two,” Jed said, and pointed to the two Miller Genuine Drafts sitting in the snow.

			They drank and watched Death Race 2000, and Cricket slept on the couch, feeling very good about how everything had turned out.

		

	
		
			“I think it’s a positive,” Jed said.

			It was a cold blue morning and they were biking to school, riding in the middle of the road, no-handed, through the whispering slush. The sun was low and bright and was aimed at them like a dying spotlight.

			“All the best artists are banned at some point,” Jed said. “Who’s the guy who takes pictures of dicks and flowers? Mapplethorpe. He seems to have done well since he got banned. And you draw dicks. I think anything with dicks and you’re set.”

			At school, when he opened his locker, he found a note. In a strange mixture of cursive and all caps, someone had written Rien n’est vrai, que le beau!

			He didn’t know French, so found a girl he knew who did. They’d waited together at the orthodontist’s office. She examined the note while standing on one leg, the flat of her left foot against the locker wall.

			“Did you write this?” she asked, then realized the question didn’t make sense. Her brow furrowed in concentration for a minute, then she brightened. “Nothing is true except the beautiful,” she said. “Sounds like Oscar Wilde. Whose words are these?”

			He assumed they were Olympia’s, or Camus’s, or some dead Gaul’s she was quoting. But how had she gotten it into his locker? He thanked his translator, and after school he and Jed biked to work at the train station, and found a small girl of about ten waiting for them. She wore a puffy aqua jacket and white moon boots.

			“What are you doing here?” Jed asked, and kissed the top of her head. “This is my sister, Annabelle.” Cricket had never seen someone his age express any affection, of any kind, toward a sibling. It radically reoriented his thoughts about Jed.

			“Mom told me to come here till dinner,” she said.

			Jed thought about this for a long moment. “You have homework?” he asked her gently, and unzipped her backpack. He looked inside like someone who knew its every compartment.

			“Just reading,” she said.

			“Okay. You sit there,” he said, and pointed to a corner table, where a half-broken chair stood. “Read and be quiet and I’ll feed you something.”

			He made her a grilled cheese sandwich and put it on a plate, with chips and an apple juice. She bit the corner of the sandwich, chewed happily and began reading.

			Cricket could think of nothing appropriately smart-assed to say about this.

			“Stock the fridge,” Jed said.

			So he stocked the fridge.

			The bell above the door rang at four. It was Olympia. She rushed to Cricket and grabbed both of his shoulders. “Did you get my note?”

			“Yes.”

			“You know that was the motto of the Aesthetes,” she said, and her golden eyes were unblinking and gave no quarter.

			“Of course,” he said.

			“Is Roulin here?” she asked, still staring into Cricket’s eyes.

			“Not for a while,” Jed said from behind her.

			Finally Olympia broke her eye lock and turned. “Is that Annabelle?” she asked, and took two steps toward her. Annabelle smiled. “How are you, pumpkin?” she said, and Annabelle frowned. “Not pumpkin? You’re not a pumpkin anymore? Okay!” Olympia spun back to Jed. “When does Roulin get here?”

			“Maybe five,” Jed said.

			“Good. I have an hour,” she said, and took a stool at the corner of the bar, near the wall phone. “I can use this?” She picked up the receiver.

			“What are you doing?” Cricket asked, but he had an inkling.

			“Any number to dial out?” she asked.

			“Eight,” Jed said.

			She hung up. “Can I have one of those merlots? I have ID.”

			She handed an ID to Jed. Impossibly, it had her picture on it. The standard practice was to buy an older girl’s ID, but Olympia’s actually had her real face under the laminate; she was scowling.

			“This is real,” he said. “How’d you get it?”

			“Epilepsy,” she said.

			“You have epilepsy?” Jed asked.

			“The card says I do, and it has a valid date of birth, so can I pay you?”

			Jed rang her up, she opened the bottle, poured it into a thermos, and took a long sip. “Phone book?”

			Cricket went into Roulin’s office and brought it out.

			“Gonna make sure the press knows about this library outrage,” she said, and dialed the first number. Cricket couldn’t watch. He went to the basement to organize the soups. There was a new arrangement of boxes in the corner—a high wall of Martinelli’s and Pepsi boxes that hadn’t been there before. The wall was L-shaped, and on the high corner, at Cricket’s eye level, he spotted the top of a clothes hanger. As Olympia’s voice boomed above, Cricket slid a few boxes here, turned a few there, until he found that the wall was largely hollow, the boxes empty, and inside the wall was a makeshift bedroom. The shirt on the hanger was Jed’s.

			A man began descending the ladder to the basement and Cricket quickly realized it was Roulin. He began rearranging the boxes but then decided it would be better to place himself far away from them, so as not to bring attention to Jed’s quarters.

			“I know about it,” Roulin said from the last step of the ladder. He walked over to the L-shaped wall and moved the boxes back into place, smoothing them out as he would the moat of a sandcastle. “You know his father beats him.”

			Cricket had not known this, but nodded.

			“He was caught stealing the family car and was lashed with a belt,” Roulin said, his tone matter-of-fact. “I saw the lashes and I said he could stay here when he needed to. I trust you won’t say anything to him or anyone else.”

			“I won’t,” Cricket said.

			“You boys show up on time and you work hard,” he said. Cricket wanted to tell him how easy the work was, that the vast majority of their time at the Whistlestop was spent talking and waiting, but he said nothing.

			“And I will do all I can to keep you safe,” Roulin said. “Okay?”

			“Okay.”

			“You will tell me if you need my help?”

			Cricket tried to speak but his throat was dry. He thought of Robert, and Tom, and wanted to tell Roulin about them. But what could Roulin do now?

			“Cricket, you will tell me if you need my help?”

			Cricket cleared his throat. “I will.”

			“Now follow me upstairs.”

			Upstairs, he pointed to Olympia. “Cricket, Jed, what do you know about this person?”

			Olympia was still on her stool, looking flushed from the wine, the phone book open on the counter, a smattering of Post-it notes extended from it like pheasant feathers.

			“There is an underage woman sitting at the bar, drinking merlot out of a thermos, and using our phone to curse at people.”

			“She had a valid ID,” Jed said.

			“I’m talking to Cricket now,” Roulin said, and turned dramatically to him. “Is this someone you know? She’s been saying your name into the phone. I believe she just called the evening news.”

			“I was in the basement,” Cricket said.

			“Young lady, did you drive here?” Roulin asked Olympia.

			“I took a taxi,” she said, and just then, a car pulled up outside. It was Stuart. “Well, I won’t sit around being interrogated,” Olympia said, and made for the door.

			The hole Cricket had made in Stuart’s windshield had been covered with duct tape. It was a gorgeous sight. Annabelle’s face was pressed against the Whistlestop window, taking it in.

			“I believe that was your work?” Jed said.

			They all watched as Olympia got into the white Malibu, her head down, hands in her lap. Stuart was talking at her but they heard nothing.

			“What an unusual girl,” Roulin said as they drove away.

			

			—

			The night was cold for April and Cricket was up watching TV on his bed. When Trapper John, M.D., came on, he measured the space between the actors’ eyes. Most were the space of a third eye, but some were farther apart, some closer. He’d been thinking about how his own face fit into the canon of proportions, and what shortcomings prevented him from being taken seriously by Olympia. It had slowly registered to him that whether or not she occasionally brought forth his bleachy semen, she did not see him as a romantic equal. He was a pupil or kissing cousin or pet, wasn’t he? And he thought it might have something to do with the distance between his eyes. Which was too great. He’d heard whispers of his having wide-set eyes—a teacher once said this—but now the canon proved it. Was that the problem? Was it that, and also the length of his arms, which were too long? And the height of his forehead, which was too short. His human form departed from the canon in a dozen unjust, unchangeable ways and might forever separate him from who he loved.

			The phone rang. It was Olympia, the only person it could be.

			“So sorry,” she slurred. “I tried to get the press innersted. I called them all. They don’t care about our shtruggle. No one cares! The ACLU lady didn’t call me back, and my mom donated lass year. She has the card in her wallet. Well, not in her wallet, but in the drawer nex to the fridge. I saw it.” A horn sounded in the background.

			“Where are you?” Cricket asked. He’d assumed she was at home.

			“No one cares,” she said. “There’s no honor, no truth. The fight is over.”

			“Were you at Stuart’s show?” he asked. She served as a kind of roadie for him, carrying his guitars and amps, his antique microphone, kept the wires from tangling. He didn’t like to drive to or from gigs, either—he had too much on his mind.

			“It was so good!” she said. “You gotta see the next one. His friends don’t treat me so nicely. Can you come out?”

			“Now?”

			“Yes, now.”

			“I don’t want you to drive,” he said.

			“I’m already driving. Driven,” she said. “I’m at the 7-Eleven.”

			She was closer to his house than to hers.

			“Stay there,” he said.

			It was almost midnight. He rode his bike to the 7-Eleven and found her out front, smoking under the awning. Tinny Guns N’ Roses played from a speaker hidden in the roof, and the noise masked his approach. She was wearing black torn stockings, red boots, and a leather miniskirt. She had a short faux-fur coat on over a shiny black leotard. When Cricket tapped her on the shoulder she turned and tossed her cigarette. She wrapped her arms around him, kissing him wetly on the lips. The taste was hot ash.

			“Come sit with me,” she said. In her car, she reached for his thigh. Cricket looked into the 7-Eleven and found a man restocking the hot wings. He stared at Olympia and Cricket and they paused for a moment, assessing. Then he turned and went about his business. Cricket turned back to Olympia, who moved her hand between his legs. Cricket’s eyes fluttered upward and Olympia smiled. Quickly, and while staring into his eyes, grinning, she rubbed him until he was soaked in white light. Afterward she kissed him again.

			“So easy to make a mess of you,” she said. “You know I love you.”

			“I love you, too,” he said, though neither of them had ever said this. She was drunk, he was sober, and he meant it and hoped she did, too. But then, he thought, how? It was not an equal or fair love. He wanted only her and she wanted Stuart. Cricket’s availability, his devotion was his doom; it rendered him uninteresting. But he knew he would rather have this kind of love than no love, would rather have the occasional Olympia than no Olympia at all.

			“You know Camus was born on 7/11?” she asked.

			He didn’t know that, but it added to the uncountable mystical facts about her that together proved, at least to him, that she was some grand immortal soul temporarily living within the body of an Indiana sixteen-year-old.

			“I think I can be more than a roadie,” she said.

			He did not want to hear about Stuart, but he couldn’t say that, couldn’t say anything about Stuart. Best to never mention him, to exist in an alternate plane.

			“I wrote a song for him,” she said, and Cricket fell to earth. “Like a poem. I gave it to him two weeks ago, but he hasn’t said anything about it. Doesn’t that seem rude?”

			Was this the end of Stuart? Could Cricket hasten his exit? “Only a monster would do that,” he said.

			“I’m sorry. Let’s talk about you,” Olympia said, and focused her eyes, as if trying to wake up. “Your birthday’s coming. I know I said I wouldn’t be in town for it but now there’s no way I’m going on tour with him. What should we do? Something majestic. Anything you say.”

			Cricket only wanted to be near her. Or at her house, alone, with the smell of lemons, the floor full of drawings, her stepping around them.

			“Did you hear that someone dropped a rock through his windshield?” she asked.

			Cricket looked up to see the 7-Eleven man staring at them. He caught Cricket’s eye and gestured for them to leave.

			“We should go,” Cricket said, but didn’t know how they would go. Olympia seemed drunker now than when he’d found her. She couldn’t drive, and he hadn’t taken a driving lesson. In the end they drove together, slowly—she sat in the driver’s seat, working the gas and clutch while he steered. They stopped every block, pulled over every time they saw another car. They crept along this way, scurrying like a mole, until they rolled, silently and without headlights, into his driveway. It was almost two.

			“What a team,” she said at his door. Inside, in the purple dark, she saw the couch, collapsed onto it, and passed out.

		

	
		
			On his birthday, she was gone.

			She apologized the day before. Stuart really needed her on the tour. It was twelve gigs in nine nights and she was indispensable. She was skipping a week of school, had forged a note from her mother, who was in Cuba.

			“It’s fine,” Cricket told her. He couldn’t celebrate it anyway. Sixteen was an atrocity. He was baffled how he could be sixteen and still be there, in that flat prairie town. It was a verdict. The verdict was that he was ordinary. He’d been promised the possibility of flight, of leaving this place for a glittering European atelier, but then had been told, “No, no flight, no atelier. Just walking, and in Indiana.”

			On the day he turned sixteen, he woke up early and rode his bike to the river. He didn’t want to be seen by his mother or anyone else, to have them tempted to talk to him, ask him questions, offer to take him somewhere. He had no favorite restaurant, wanted no special food. He wanted to look at the water go by.

			He packed a sketchbook and pencils, and rode into the cold wind. His eyes watered and he regretted not bringing a hat or gloves. He was cold everywhere but he couldn’t go home. He rode straight to the trailhead and carried his bike to his hiding place and stashed it deep. The wind swept down the embankment like a runaway car. A crow above spoke to him, scolding him for some unknown offense. He walked on, the light sharp, carving shadows with clean lines. At the river he sat against his rock and thought of nothing. He watched the river’s braided glass and thought of the things he could not have. Olympia—he could not have her. Paris—he could not have it. A charmed life was not to be his. He was not an exotic animal, a leopard, a cheetah. He was a rat, a raccoon—a common thing. And nothing would ever be given to him.

			He stared at the rocks on the river floor, blurred by the water rushing over them. He opened his sketchbook to a fresh page and looked around him. The river couldn’t be drawn, no. He could not capture its life with a pencil. The trees, beginning to bloom again, were uninteresting to him. Across the river, though, was a log. It was bent, bleached, tentacled. It looked like a mangled sea creature. He could draw it if it were nearer.

			The river was no more than a foot deep, but its floor was rocky and slippery, and he would have to be barefoot to make it across. It was cold out, and the river was colder. He would have to take off his shoes and socks, roll up his pants, wade across, get the log, return, and put everything on again.

			All to draw a log. All to draw a log on his birthday.

			How stupid, he thought, and began to take off his shoes.

			

			—

			He drew the log truthfully and stayed until dark. When he was finished he examined his work, feeling like the day could not have been spent in any better way. The day was gone but the drawing would remain. Art was remembering, documenting. Spending a day recording a day and thus freezing time.

			He put the sketchbook in his backpack and rode home, at peace. The drawing meant nothing, would never mean anything to anyone, but it was true to how he saw it. His hand had recorded what he saw and felt about this thing. He was an ugly, common creature who could occasionally freeze time. This was enough.

			When he walked into his house, it was seven o’clock. The house was impossibly small and meaningless. His mother met him in the hallway.

			“You okay?”

			Cricket said he was fine. She looked into his eyes, at first doubtful.

			“You hungry?” she asked. “I know you’re into French stuff now so I made you a crepe.” She pointed to what looked like a pancake. “I tried to put the candles in it but they didn’t hold up. But so…” She ran to the kitchen and returned holding a single lighted candle. “Blow it out before I burn my fingers.”

			He blew out the candle, ate the crepe and watched wrestling on his TV until he fell asleep. In the middle of a pale dream of riding his bicycle uphill, through snow or clouds, he heard his mother’s voice. A gentle hand rocked his shoulder to and fro.

			“Cricket honey,” his mother whispered.

			He turned and found her vague face in the pointillist dark.

			“Get up and dressed,” she said.

			In the haze of sleep, he assumed this was about Robert. He moved quickly. He was dressed in a few seconds. “My shoes are in my room,” he said. “Do I need clothes for tomorrow?”

			“No, no. It’s not Robert. Robert’s gone. It’s Olympia,” she said. “She was in an accident. She called me. She’s okay, but she has no one else.”

			They drove through the empty night. Olympia had run her car through a plate glass window in a town forty minutes away. When the police found her, she was passed out in the passenger seat. She woke up in the hospital with a broken collarbone and some cuts on her face, and had refused to tell anyone who had been driving.

			“She called you?” Cricket asked.

			“Shoot. I have to get gas,” his mother said, and they pulled off the highway and parked under a bright canopy. Once the pump was going, she sat again and looked to Cricket with tired eyes.

			“I think she called for you. But the nurse needed an adult, and I guess her parents are in Cuba? I was happy she called. I think she got a little scared.”

			Cricket thought of Stuart. Olympia hadn’t called Stuart.

			The pump clicked loudly.

			“I’ll do it,” Cricket said. He opened the door and took in the smell of a truckful of cattle, bathed in blue light. He replaced the nozzle and they got back on the road.

			“I think she was drinking,” his mother said. “Do you know her as someone capable of drinking and driving?”

			Cricket shook his head.

			“No?” his mother asked. “I can’t see you in the dark.”

			“No,” he said.

			

			—

			They parked next to the sign that read Emergency Here. They were bathed in red light as they walked to the door. “Jesus Christ, Robbie,” his mother said as they walked in.

			“Olympia?” she said to the receptionist. She turned to Cricket. “What’s Olympia’s last name?”

			“Argyros,” he said.

			They walked through the white hall, light all around, a heavenly corridor, until the hall opened to a wide room full of wretched humans tied to beds. There she was, in black and pink, looking like a beaten middle-aged woman in the clothing of an adolescent. She was in her roadie clothing, her shoes in a plastic bag hung from the corner of the bed. Her face was an oil slick—blue, green, orange, caramel—and the whites of her eyes were red. The man in the bed next to her was gray, eighty pounds, nearly a corpse, but as they passed his feet his eyes opened, wild, and he convulsed violently, his back arched, his coughing a hoarse barking, a furious plea. A nurse walked calmly to him in her pink sneakers, and Cricket and his mother stepped back to allow her by.

			“Hey brother,” Olympia said. “Hey mother.”

			Cricket’s mother looked around for a place to sit. She chose the far corner of Olympia’s bed and took Olympia’s foot in her hand. “Nothing broken beyond the collarbone?”

			Olympia shook her head.

			June’s face hardened. “Well, stupid, you could have died. Or killed someone.”

			Olympia smiled. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate the candor.”

			“Why were you in the passenger seat?” June asked. “Who was driving?”

			A tall nurse walked by, glancing briefly Olympia’s way.

			“That one doesn’t like me,” Olympia said. “She was so mean earlier when the police were here. She said her husband was killed by a drunk driver. So I’m getting it from all sides. Can you make sure she doesn’t put something deadly in my catheter?”

			June squeezed Olympia’s toe. “Now that I see you’re fine, I’ll wait out there.” And she left.

			“I’ll have a scar here,” Olympia said, and touched a bandage above her eye. “Eight stitches that cuts my eyebrow in half. You think it’ll look stylish?”

			Cricket agreed that it would.

			“Can you sit closer?” she asked, patting the space by her waist. He obeyed, and she raised her hand. “Check out my wrists. It looks like I tried to cut them, but I was just doing this when the windshield crashed into me.” She mimed holding her hands out against the imploding glass. “Not that it’s an excuse, but I had a horrible night.”

			“How were you in the passenger seat?” he asked.

			“I was driving, but I told the cops it was a random guy I met at a party. I said he fled the scene.”

			Cricket didn’t want to hear about Stuart but knew it was coming.

			“There were at least two girls there who had some kind of thing with him. I always know.” She dropped her hand till it rested on Cricket’s arm. She touched him as she would the keys of a piano.

			“So I’m tracking this bartender who’s making eyes at him, and this other chick off to the side of the front row. But that’s nothing new. Then he does this acoustic song, such a beautiful song, and it turns out the song’s about me. It was like the air was suddenly choked out of me when I heard this one couplet. Want to hear it?”

			“No.”

			“It was ‘You have such potential, but for now you’re inconsequential.’ Do you think that was a nice thing to write about me?”

			“No,” Cricket said.

			“And to sing it in front of everyone?”

			He thought of ways to kill the man, but could think only of dropping a larger rock through the windshield of his white Malibu.

			“Sometimes I think I won’t make it,” she said. “This pain—it’s like being impaled. What if I’d died tonight? Do you think I could have died?”

			“No,” Cricket said. “But you can’t ever see him again.”

			Olympia stared at the clock over the door.

			“It was a beautiful melody,” she said.

			“You really can’t see him,” he said.

			“I really can’t, huh?”

			Cricket wanted to say that if she saw Stuart again, and he sent her spiraling again, Cricket might be forced to drastic action. He was thinking these violent thoughts about Stuart Escovedo when Olympia seemed to read them in his eyes.

			“Okay,” she said. “I won’t.”

			Cricket looked at Olympia’s arm, where a stripe of goose-pimpled medical tape was keeping a catheter in place.

			“And I didn’t forget your special day,” she said. “What’d you do?”

			“Ate a crepe,” he said.

			“Très bon! And you said it right! How was it?”

			“I’m still hungry.”

			“You know, this was my gift to you,” she said, her face suddenly grave. “I know you didn’t want to think about turning sixteen, so I gave you something to take your mind off it. Did I do good?”

			And her thunderclap laugh shook the room.

		

	
		
			III

		

	
		
			Olympia went east for college, to a place called Bard, and Jed went downstate to the public university; without warning anyone, he’d joined the ROTC, too. Cricket stayed at the Whistlestop and Roulin promoted him to assistant manager; now he was allowed to make sandwiches and sell wine. Once a month Olympia sent a letter to Cricket, never less than seven pages typed and always single-spaced. She’d been in Buenos Aires and wrote eleven pages about a writer-artist she’d discovered named Xul Solar. “Like a cross between Dalí and Borges,” she said. “They have a museum dedicated to him.” She always reread her own letters before sending them, underlining particularly urgent points. “Look for Kerry James Marshall—greatest American figurative painter now living!” And “I have chosen celibacy as a means to sanity” and “What are you drawing? Send me naked strangers.”

			She’d been shocked and disappointed when Cricket had no plan for college, had not applied, did not care. He’d thought vaguely about a full-time art school but there was no money for that, and taking out loans to study drawing and painting seemed absurd to both his mother and him. “Leave that town!” Olympia pleaded, and suggested colleges with generous endowments and rolling admissions. “What about Deep Springs?” she mused. “All the classics, and you get your own cow.” But soon she began to excise ambition from her letters; her expectations for Cricket had dimmed, and a sly condescension had wafted in. Keep those commuters fed and tipsy! she’d written as a P.S. in her last letter, and Cricket had decided not to answer that one.

			He was dating a very funny woman two years older than himself; she taught theater at a high school two towns over. She’d come into the Whistlestop a few times and finally asked Cricket to get coffee. He’d said he didn’t drink coffee, and she’d laughed and called him a dope and said she just wanted to see him outside the train station, and finally he realized he was being asked out. She had her own apartment, at the junction of two highways, and he spent time with her there, in her very high bed, in her silk sheets, under an array of Broadway posters hung salon-style. She was clear that whatever they were doing was going nowhere, because she was moving to New York the next year for grad school, but given they weren’t Puritans or fundamentalists couldn’t they have fun in the meantime? Cricket thought this reasoning sound.

			He’d bought an oil painting set, and once a month he bought a canvas board and started something in his garage, got quickly frustrated and abandoned it. He’d learned to draw at the Chicago Academy of Art, but knew nothing about painting, and after two sessions of figure drawing, he planned to sign up for an oil painting class only to find that the Academy had closed. He looked for someone, anyone, who taught traditional techniques, but the closest thing he could find was a class in Indianapolis, taught by an ex-nun, focusing on rendering flowers in pastel.

			Instead, he learned trades. When the Whistlestop bathrooms needed to be retiled, Cricket watched and learned. When half the roof blew off during a summer storm, Cricket helped frame it and seal it and hammer home the shingles. The satisfaction he felt in finishing any of these jobs—he did Roulin’s bathroom at home, too—surprised him and differed little from the happiness he felt when he drew something well. When he built a new deck for his mother, he sat in the backyard for an hour, just looking at it. Was there a difference between a deck and a truthful rendering of the human form? he thought. He presumed there was, but he couldn’t place it.

			“It’s not the same,” Olympia said one night. She called once a month from Bard, throughout her freshman and sophomore years, urging him to go to school, anywhere—to at least travel. “Go to Europe. Mexico. Jesus, Crick. You’re not meant to be a monk or a tradesman, right?”

			She said this one spring day, at first thinking she was making a joke, but by the end of the sentence, her voice had slipped into resignation. She spent her second college summer in London, studying Turner restorations at the National Gallery, and would do her junior year in Madrid. She saw herself and Cricket as galactic fragments careening in different directions. “When will I see you?” she asked one late night from London. As if he were the one who’d left.

			But then she came back.

			“You didn’t hear?” Jed said. He was calling from downstate. He’d never called from college before. “Albert Camus is coming back to his spiritual home. Which is Indiana.”

			Why Jed knew this first, Cricket could not fathom, but Olympia’s father had been indicted again, this time for insider trading, and this time her grandmother was implicated, too. All their assets had been frozen, and Olympia was moving back. There was no money for Bard or Madrid, and the New York apartment would be sold, and she was transferring to the state university in the fall.

			“She’ll hate it here so much,” Jed said.

			Two weeks later, in mid-August, she’d returned.

			“Don’t pity me!” she said as she swept into the Whistlestop near closing. She’d lost weight, and wore a black T-shirt, black leggings and what seemed to be riding boots. She hugged Cricket hard.

			“Oh God!” She’d found Santa on the wall over the front door. “Why is he there?”

			Jed had hung it there as a joke and Roulin had insisted it stay.

			“I feel like he’s watching me,” she said, and Cricket noticed the scar that bisected her left eyebrow. It had grown into a very distinct marker—an eyebrow with a blank stripe cut through it—and she’d chosen to embrace it. “You almost done here? Let’s go and drink to the ignominious fall of my family.”

			They chose a bottle and brought it to the river.

			“As far as I know we still own the house here,” she said, then exhaled. For the briefest moment she seemed genuinely worried, uncertain—then she smiled. “I’ll save money by going to cow college,” she said. “And undergrad doesn’t matter much anyway. I’m doing a master’s and probably a PhD. All the museum directors have them.” She’d decided that’s what she’d be—someone in charge of buildings full of art. “Why don’t you come, too?” she asked. “If you apply now you can come second semester.”

			They were sitting on the bluff over the water, their legs dangling and casting long shadows across the sand, and Cricket was trying to gauge the likelihood that this sitting would turn intimate. Stuart was long gone; he’d taken a job in a band on a cruise ship and was dating a dancer. He’d written Olympia a terrible letter, further enumerating her faults, and predicting nothing for her—nothing like the heights he’d achieved with the Powerchords, undisputed kings of the Pacific Princess.

			“Did I tell you about my symbolist?” she asked, and Cricket’s heart cinched tight. “That’s c-y, like the guy who plays cymbals.”

			Cricket smiled. He was about to hear a funny story about someone she’d loved while not loving him. “He asked me out and said he played the cymbals. You know how Bard is a big music school? So that’s what he was studying—the cymbals. Which made him a cymbalist. So I knew we had to get involved. So much better than a drummer, right?”

			She reached over Cricket’s lap and took the bottle from the grassy bluff, her breasts briefly resting on his knees. She fully knew the thoughts this would conjure in him.

			“It was like three dates,” she said. “You seeing anyone? Any of your nudies?”

			She didn’t wait for the answer. She assumed there was no one, and if there was, she didn’t want to hear about her. “Have you been to the Barnes? In Philadelphia?”

			The Barnes was now her favorite museum, she said, second only to the d’Orsay. “These places have personality. They have a point of view. I like the Cloisters, but I guess everyone says that. The point is that you have to sense the curator’s eye. These places have to be idiosyncratic, and yet too many of them try to wring every last bit of personality from the walls.”

			She gave the bottle to Cricket and squared herself to him.

			“Okay. So I’ve been thinking. This cow-college situation is a real opportunity. Because you and me and Jed, right? Indiana kids!” She took the bottle back, drank and kept it in her hand, like a staff. “And the ROTC thing helps a lot. Jasper Johns was in the army, right? So many people were. I’m thinking we start some kind of movement, right there from State. Maybe something like the Neue Sachlichkeit. Remember those guys?”

			Cricket nodded, of course he did.

			“It doesn’t have to be pedantic like that or self-righteous or German, but it could arise from the shattered hopes of a maligned generation. I handle the curatorial side, you do the painting and drawing, and isn’t Jed studying engineering?”

			“He is.”

			“Good. We can make that work. What do you think? Should we start a movement finally?”

		

	
		
			“I’m sorry we don’t have money,” his mother said. She and Cricket were at the kitchen table, signing the last few papers for him to enroll.

			“That’s fine. I have some,” Cricket said.

			“Robert really set us back. Our savings—”

			“I know. Don’t worry.”

			Cricket had a few thousand saved, and Roulin had given him fifteen hundred as an advance on future earnings at the Whistlestop.

			“You don’t have to go crazy there,” his mother said. “I worry because so many artists go nuts.”

			“I won’t go nuts.”

			“Every homicidal dictator was a failed artist. Hitler was a wannabe painter.”

			“I know.” Cricket had the sense that his mother had been doing some research.

			“Stalin wanted to be a poet,” she said.

			“Didn’t know that.”

			“These disappointed artists are dangerous,” she said. “Who’s the one who shot Andy Warhol?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Plenty of artists didn’t have to go nuts to sell a painting. Monet wasn’t nuts.”

			“I know.”

			“Is that the one you like? Or is it Manet?”

			“Manet.”

			“Neither one of them was nuts. They were both wealthy gentlemen who took care of their families. I started reading about these guys at the library. Mrs. Napa-dapa helped. You don’t have to cut off your ears to be taken seriously.”

			“I know.”

			“She showed me a picture of Munch, the guy with The Scream. He had a suit on and his hair was combed nicely. He didn’t cut off any body parts.” Cricket’s mother threw herself back in her chair and assessed Cricket with squinted eyes. Her eyes could get so small.

			“Even if you’re not nuts,” she said, “the other art people might insist you go nuts. You start doing drugs and acting crazy because you think that’s what artists should do. Don’t do that. Don’t be a conformist who plays at crazy.”

			“I won’t, Mom.”

			“You’ll be a grown adult man?”

			“I will.”

			“And don’t be one of those thumbsuckers who spends his life examining his mommy. You’re twenty. It’s over. You’re grown.”

			“Right.”

			“You remember my friend Trina from volleyball? You know what her adult son called her? A smotherer. He says she smothered him. This guy is forty years old and her crime was loving him too much. Now he’s blaming her because he can’t get a job and can’t make a decision. Can you imagine? She thought loving him as much as she could was a good thing, and now he and his shrink say it was too much. Somehow, twenty years later, they’ve measured her love for him and determined it was too much. He can’t hold down a job, so it’s Mommy’s fault. Don’t you do this to me. You understand? Be an adult. You’ll be out of the house now. The decisions you make are yours, not mine. Do you accept this?”

			“Yes,” Cricket said.

			“You accept that you’ve been fed and educated and clothed properly for twenty years? And now you’re an adult?”

			“Mom. C’mon.”

			“I never hit you.”

			“Of course you didn’t.”

			“Will you honor me?”

			“I will.”

			“You won’t hurt me?”

			“No. Mom. Of course not.”

			She sighed and sat back, her legs akimbo. She was exhausted. “It’s funny how it manifests itself in you,” she said. “I liked to draw, but I’m not as skilled as you, so my parents and teachers didn’t single me out for more training, like I did with you. You want this chicken? It’s still good.”

			She put two drumsticks in the oven and turned it on.

			“I wonder how much more natural talent it would have taken for me to be singled out,” she said. “I mean, I did well in art class. In fifth grade I got second place in a pottery competition held by the Freemasons. Did I ever tell you that?”

			Cricket shook his head no. He didn’t like to hear this regret from her.

			“Maybe this is how it works,” she said. “We’ve never had an artist in our family line. We’ve been farmers for hundreds of years, until my sister Paige and me. Then you come along and you’re going to the university to get a degree in it. But I wonder if it’s a matter of it building a kind of momentum. My mother liked to knit. She was talented, I think, though I don’t have much to compare her with. She made beautiful needlepoint pillows. The one in the living room?

			“I don’t know if it’s a good life, though—being an artist,” she said. “I think it could be hard. You have to sell stuff. You have to make stuff that people want to buy, and that seems hard. For me, I go to work and come home and I get paid every two weeks. That’s simple and certain. That’s why I worry about you going nuts. Disappointed artists start blaming their parents.”

			“I won’t do that.”

			They ate their chicken, and afterward Cricket had an idea.

			“Let me teach you something,” he said. “Stay there.”

			He went to his room, found a ThunderCats action figure, and brought it back to the kitchen table. He tore off two pieces of his sketchbook paper and slid one page in front of his mother. He found a 2B pencil, carved its point sharp with his X-Acto knife and gave the pencil back to her. “This one’s very soft. The lead spreads easily.”

			She made some scribbles on the page. “So easy.”

			“We’ll do it at the same time. Start with the head,” he said, and with his 4B he drew an oval near the top of his page.

			“I don’t want to have this be a competition,” she said.

			“It’s not a competition,” he said. “It’s a lesson.”

			“My son’s giving me lessons. God help me.”

			She drew a matching oval. “His head’s not oval, though,” she said.

			“Doesn’t matter. It’s all proportions,” he said, and taught her how to hold out her thumb and squint. “How many heads tall is he?”

			She moved her thumb down. “One, two, three, four. I thought it would be four. Five, six. Six. How can that be?”

			“Okay, now mark the bottom. That’s how tall he’ll be.”

			As he taught her, he saw her, with great clarity, as a girl. When she drew, she bit her lower lip. She tucked her tongue into a corner of her mouth. She held her pencil so tight her knuckles turned white.

			They went through the lesson, methodically, until they had all of Lion-O’s proportions more or less correct—they marked the position of the shoulders, chest, waist, knees, feet.

			“From there,” he said, “go lightly.”

			She sketched deftly—the V of the torso, the second V of the pelvis, the exaggerated thighs and calves. She rendered the flame shape of his hair, then stopped and assessed what she’d done. “Huh!”

			Her lines were shaky, her angles too soft, but she was learning. He watched her draw as the room dimmed, and he remembered a moment, years earlier, when the model at the Academy was a woman of about June’s age. She looked nothing like his mother, but he recognized her calm—a calm that was close kin to collapse. Her eyes were tired, her body at ease; nothing could surprise her, little could upset her. She was gorgeous in her self-possession and he wanted the same for June.

			
			
				
					[image: Drawing of a seated nude person shown from the waist up in three-quarter profile, with their head turned to the left; they have short, tousled hair, a relaxed neck and shoulders, and one bent arm resting, rendered in soft, shaded pencil lines on textured paper with torn edges visible at the top corners.]
				

			

			When they stopped drawing, it was black outside, and her Lion-O was done, was heroic and right, and she and Cricket looked at each other in the reflection of the glass facing the yard. “I see it now,” she said. “Thank you, Robbie.”

		

	
		
			Cricket went to the Whistlestop one day with a suitcase and a duffel bag and Mrs. Napolitano’s portfolio, planning to take the train to school. Roulin was in the parking lot, leaning against his red Cabriolet like a teen villain in a John Hughes movie. He threw the keys to Cricket.

			“You need a car,” he said.

			“I don’t want your car,” Cricket said.

			“And yet I’m giving it to you. Selling it to you. It’s no great prize,” Roulin said. “It’s twelve years old.”

			“No.”

			“I offered it to Jed last year, too, in case that matters.”

			Cricket got inside. He wasn’t sure he could pull off a red Cabriolet. He hoped Roulin wouldn’t be offended if he had it repainted.

			“I’ll add it to your tab,” Roulin said, and was already putting the bags in the trunk.

			When he got to campus, he discovered that Olympia had somehow secured a studio. These were intended for upper-level studio art majors, and Olympia was ostensibly studying art history, but she’d told the studio art head that she was a painting major, and told the art history people she was an art history major, and in a university of forty thousand students it was easy to play the angles and assume no one was paying attention. On Cricket’s first day on campus, she picked him up, hugged him hard, and gave him a tour.

			“Can you believe we’re here?” she asked. “I feel like I sailed around the world and found a deserted island, with only one person on it, and it was you.” Cricket chose to believe this was a compliment of some kind.

			“Everyone’s setting up for the crit,” she said, “so we have this to ourselves for about twenty minutes.”

			The studios were in a brutalist building of poured concrete, built in the 1970s and starved of natural light. It smelled of turpentine and clay, oil-sodden rags and urine. “That’s because of Gregory,” she said. “He pees in jars because the bathroom’s in the next building. Everyone complains but he can’t be curtailed.”

			Each student had a space of about eight feet by ten feet, arranged in a long two-by-two grid, a wide hallway between them. The first studio was empty but for a ziggurat of bulbous televisions, the peak being eight feet high.

			“I’m surprised that’s still here,” she said. “That’s by this chick named Hilde. Pretty sure the university already bought that piece. She used to be Mormon, so I guess that figures in.”

			The next studio was crowded with canvases, fabric, tie-dyes and richly upholstered furniture. It looked like a Louis XIV salon subletted by Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh. The canvases were vaguely color-field, unprimed canvas soaked with color, but they’d been splattered with paint, too. “That’s Wendy Sheverjiev. She can’t decide between Pollock and Noland,” Olympia said. “But she’s considered someone to watch. Her uncle is Clyfford Still.”

			“Okay,” Cricket said, and now couldn’t unsee the influence.

			“But not by blood,” Olympia said.

			And now the influence faded.

			“You probably won’t like this next one,” she said, and led him to a studio where brick walls, each of them four feet square, had been framed ornately in faux-gold. “So heavy, right? Now he can’t figure out how to get them out of here. They’re trying to get hold of a forklift but the forklift won’t fit through the door, so…”

			In the next studio, on a clean white table there was a model of a gallery, its walls clean and white, and on the walls, the student had placed a series of Polaroids of the work of Richard Prince.

			“He can’t decide what to call it,” Olympia said. “Either Reclaiming or Tribute. What do you think?”

			Cricket bent down to see the miniature gallery. There was even a miniature artist, with his hands behind his back, assessing his own work.

			“His name is Kyle,” Olympia said. “Nice enough guy, but that name: Kyle. Isn’t that tragic? Would you buy art from someone named Kyle? Would you mount a retrospective of the work of Kyle? Every time I see him I think of his name in italics, with a question mark afterward.”

			“What about your studio?” Cricket asked. He spotted a jacket of Olympia’s thrown over a portable wall.

			“You can’t look,” she said. She took him by the shoulders and turned him around.

			“Are there any painters?” Cricket asked.

			“Painters…” Olympia said, and threw her eyes to the ceiling. “There’s a kid named Hans who works in encaustic. But I don’t think that’s what you mean.” They arrived at Hans’s studio, where three large canvases had been covered in thick layers of waxy pigment, all of it black. The canvases looked like burned mattresses, as if rescued from a house fire.

			“Something cheerful for over the couch,” Olympia said. “Oh wait! There is a painter-painter. A new chick. This way.” She led Cricket to a makeshift annex attached to the main building.

			“This was a garage before,” Olympia said, as they walked into a light-filled room being sonically filled with the romantic despair of REO Speedwagon. “Sharon?”

			“Back here!” a cheerful voice called.

			“Shouldn’t you be getting ready for the crit?” Olympia asked.

			They turned a corner and came upon a curly-haired woman sitting on a stool, six or seven brushes in her hands, a long filthy towel around her neck. Her cheeks were ruddy, her eyes bright. She looked like everyone’s favorite first-grade teacher. Her T-shirt featured a trio of sandpipers on a flat gray shore, and read Pensacola.

			“What time is it?” she asked.

			“Quarter to four,” Olympia said.

			“Darn it!” Sharon said, and then looked to Cricket. “Hi. How rude of me. Sharon. I have to show this sucker in fifteen minutes.”

			She spun on her stool, facing a canvas of about six feet wide and ten feet tall. In it, a woman closely resembling Sharon was being crucified, though in a modern setting, with a dozen or so figures all around her, perpetrators and allies alike. In the painting, the crucifix seemed to be made of aluminum pipes, the setting was urban but falling apart—a half-destroyed American city. Cricket’s eyes darted around the canvas, from figure to figure, looking for flaws and finding none. The draftsmanship was extraordinary, the brushstrokes gorgeous. Cricket was about to ask if she used photos for reference when Olympia preempted him.

			“She made me pose for this one,” Olympia said, and pointed to a wailing woman, a kind of Mary Magdalene, wearing the sequined costume of a Vegas showgirl.

			“Even the sequins are lovely,” Cricket said in an awed hush. He’d never said the word “lovely” before; his cheeks burned.

			Sharon spun back toward him. “You think so? I wanted to give them that Velázquez sort of shine, but I know. There’s so much I need to work on.”

			Cricket had never seen anything so accomplished by anyone near his age. The colors sang, the composition was heroic and wild. It had the technical virtuosity of Sargent but there was something dangerous about it, too. He wasn’t sure about the crucifixion part—he’d gone through that stage in his own sketchbook—but the execution saved it. It commanded attention. There were fifty stories within it, every figure with their own narrative, and the surfaces were alive, were untamed and varied and rewarded close inspection.

			“You better go,” Olympia said. “Sorry we kept you. You need help?”

			“No, no, I have this,” Sharon said, and pointed to a new skateboard bearing the word Alva. “You guys go on and I’ll see you there.”

			

			* * *

			They left the studios and squinted under the bright sun. The campus was an ungainly patchwork of mismatched buildings from different eras and different donors. The common theme was brick.

			“She’s an unlikely vessel, right?” Olympia said. “She’s too sunny and chipper to be painting like that. She just got here last semester.”

			They made their way to the main art building, on which the words Art Building were carved into brushed steel. The architecture was 1960s middle school, with the lower windows covered in panels of teal and peach and ocher. A flyer taped to the glass front door advertised a show, opening soon, of the work of Paulson Arcenaux, the university’s head of painting. The flyer featured a ponytailed man of about sixty, wearing denim pants and a denim vest, standing before a very small painting of what appeared to be a snake. The show was called Arcenaux: As Is.

			“We’ll see that,” Olympia said. “Not sure you’ll like it, though.”

			In the main lobby, a freestanding wall had been erected, and around it, forty or so students and faculty members were sitting on folding chairs. A few were on the floor, and one bearded man of unknowable age, somewhere between eighteen and fifty, was sitting cross-legged in the front, his hands gripping the toes of his Converse high tops.

			On the far window ledge there was an older man with a blond mustache, his chin lifted and eyes closed, taking in the waning sunlight. He had one long leg on the windowsill, stretched in full, while the other leg dangled down, giving him the appearance of a great cat basking. His cigarette sent white smoke spiraling upward, escaping through a gap in the cantilevered window. With his greasy jeans and Western-style button-down, it was unclear if he had anything to do with the school, or if he was a farmhand who’d gotten lost.

			“Stay back here,” Olympia said, and found two chairs at the very back of the room. “We’re not a hundred percent supposed to be here, and you especially aren’t. So better to be in the shadows.”

			From among the seated figures, a woman stood and took a place next to the portable wall. She was tall and thin, and her black hair covered one eye like a raven’s wing. She wore faded black jeans and a loose black knit sweater, the points of her red boots perfectly parallel as she stood before the group, clasping her hands before her in a kind of sagging bridge of fingers.

			“Welcome,” she said, her voice a low rasp.

			“Harhaven,” Olympia whispered. “We like her.”

			“First we have Kyle Heaney,” Harhaven said, and found him in the crowd. “That okay with you, Kyle?”

			Cricket turned to Olympia. She mouthed “Kyle” and pumped her eyebrows in delight.

			A thin young man rose nimbly from where he’d been sitting. He wore silver-rimmed glasses and a King Crimson T-shirt, and strode quickly to the portable wall, carrying a clean manila folder. From it he removed a Polaroid and attached it to the wall with four tiny pins. There was something organized, even fastidious, about his movements that instilled confidence. Cricket had assumed there would be a dozen, or a hundred, Polaroids, or some other element to his art, but then had the sinking feeling that the one Polaroid would be the beginning and end.

			From behind the portable wall, Kyle retrieved a level, and spent a minute double-checking that the Polaroid was straight, then backed away and stood eight feet to the left, his arms crossed.

			“Would you like to introduce this new work?” Harhaven asked. “I assume this is part of your Reclaiming series?”

			“It is,” he said. His head and eyes were steady.

			“We’re happy to see more of it,” Harhaven said. “And I should say congratulations on the notice in the New Art Examiner.”

			Kyle leaned back just a bit, as if better to absorb this incoming compliment. It hit, he smiled, and said, “Yes, thank you, Professor Harhaven. This is indeed an addendum to the Reclaiming work from the fall. In the series, I continue to interrogate what is real. What is authentic. What is original. If Richard Prince retakes the proto-American imagery from Madison Avenue, can we retake it again? Is there one more iteration, to say that these myths and these people belong to us all? When we participate in looking, we are complicit in our mythmaking and we are complicit in our canon-making. I want the viewer to see the history of the so-called American frontier, the history of so-called American postmodernism, and have it channeled through a mass-market medium that rejects both and gives it back to us all.”

			Harhaven raised her eyebrows to the audience, in recognition that they had just heard something very profound and were lucky to have Kyle among them. She opened her hands to the audience. “Comments?”

			Cricket squinted at the image on the wall. It was very small and very blurry, but seemed to be a photo of a Western landscape seen in a Marlboro magazine ad, and he inferred that this was not the original magazine ad, but an overexposed photo of Richard Prince’s oversized appropriation of it.

			“They love this guy,” Olympia murmured.

			A hand went up. It was the bearded man sitting cross-legged in the front. “This to me is excoriating,” he said. “It attacks commerce, capitalism, and what is true. And it does so with the most utilitarian and appropriate means: the Polaroid.”

			Heads nodded and a volley of assent followed. A seated man raised an index finger. He was a portly man in his forties, wearing a bolo tie and an ice-blue button-down.

			“That’s Paulson Arcenaux,” Olympia whispered. “He’s the one who canceled all life drawing classes. All drawing classes, period.” He was sitting diagonally in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest.

			“I think it does Duchamp one better,” Arcenaux said. “With Duchamp’s urinal, he relied too much on the beauty of the porcelain. Kyle’s Polaroid reclamation, in its flatness and blandness, doesn’t attempt or include beauty, and so is the purer execution of concept.”

			Kyle looked down and smiled, and the praise continued.

			“I think its absence is powerful,” said one student, a petite man in a yellow cycling cap. “It’s a transgression against presence. It dislocates place and repurposes the void.”

			“Imagine if this was done with a professional camera,” another student said; she wore a Laura Ashley dress over jeans. “That expertise would self-contradict. The smallness of the Polaroid, and its unclarity, underlines the crime of iteration. Every iteration of the American myth makes it paler and more indeterminate. I look at this and can barely make out what’s happening, so it’s exactly what we’re confronted with in the twentieth century, which is unknowability. We don’t know what we’re looking at.”

			After twenty minutes of plaudits, Harhaven stood again, with a satisfied sigh. “Thank you, Kyle. You can disassemble your work now.”

			Kyle stood and with great ceremony took his manila folder, placed it on the floor, then removed each pin carefully, and placed the Polaroid in the folder. He then closed the folder, carried it back to his seat, and rested it on his lap as if it were a reliquary. Students tapped him on the shoulder in silent congratulations, and Paulson Arcenaux leaned forward, catching Kyle’s eye across the aisle, and winked.

			“Next is Sharon Lilienfield,” Harhaven said, looking through the throng. She found Sharon off to the side, still wearing her Pensacola shirt but now under a teal Miami Vice–style jacket—a hopeless style blunder for this audience. Her canvas was resting precariously on her skateboard.

			“Whenever you’re ready,” Harhaven said, and Sharon pushed the enormous picture toward the portable wall, smiling and rolling her eyes, as if the four or five seconds the audience had to wait was very embarrassing and inconsiderate and all her fault. When she’d set her canvas against the portable barrier—the picture was too big to hang—she picked up her skateboard and then looked to make sure she hadn’t scraped the burnished floor. Relieved that she’d done it no harm, she stood next to her canvas for a moment, to make sure it wouldn’t fall on anyone.

			“That’d be bad!” she said, and laughed a snorting sort of laugh that echoed through the room and died alone. Sharon pushed her sport coat sleeves up farther, now above her elbows, and clapped her hands together as if she were about to share some great news about time-shares.

			“Would you like to talk a bit about the painting first,” Harhaven asked, “or should we just get into it?” She was leaning back in her chair, her legs crossed, one red boot extended toward Sharon and her work.

			Sharon looked at her, as if Harhaven might provide the right answer to her question. Harhaven’s face remained open and blank.

			“I guess I’ll just let the painting speak for itself,” Sharon said, and now Cricket saw something new in her eyes, and that was the knowledge that she was very good. She was clearly fighting to contain any show of overconfidence, but she was failing. She glowed with a kind of shameful pride, as if simply embarrassed by the abundance of her talent, and how well aware she was of the unfairness of it all—that she should be so blessed with such technical prowess when many of the students, and most of those gathered, had no skill whatsoever—the will to be an artist, yes, but without any God-given tools.

			“I’ll start,” Arcenaux said without raising his hand. His voice was nasal and exhausted, as if he couldn’t believe he had to point out the obvious. “I think it’s phony.”

			“Paulson,” Harhaven said, turning to him, admonishing.

			“A thousand bucks he mentions he’s in the Corcoran,” Olympia whispered.

			“This is all technique and no courage,” Arcenaux said, his hands outstretched with palms up, as if he were stuck holding this risible picture in his hands. “It’s a Norman Rockwell picture that pretends to be about something more. It’s the cover of a sci-fi magazine. It’s dime-store illustration.”

			Sharon smiled a frozen smile, as if she hadn’t heard exactly what he’d said. When the words finally registered, her smile faded. But then her smile re-formed, now stiff and formal and fierce, as if she’d overcome her disbelief at his criticism, then had recognized that Arcenaux was likely an outlier, and that she would soon be praised as she was accustomed to being praised. She nodded to Harhaven, hoping they would move on.

			“But what do I know?” Arcenaux said. “When my work was acquired by the Corcoran, I thought maybe I knew something. But maybe I don’t.”

			Olympia kicked Cricket’s heel.

			“Maybe I’m full of shit,” Arcenaux added. “Maybe the Corcoran’s full of shit, too.” He shrugged with faux humility and leaned back in his chair, his hands entwined over his ample stomach.

			“Let’s continue,” Harhaven said.

			The hands of three students went up.

			“Yes, Lexi,” Harhaven said.

			Lexi had her straw-colored hair cut roughly to double down on the look of hay. Wearing a denim shirt and jeans, she exuded the air of someone who saw her art as earnest work done outdoors or in crude buildings—someone who would be just as comfortable as a beekeeper or shepherd.

			“I don’t know if there’s any greater cliché than crucifixion,” she said. “It pains me to say that. I think Sharon is a talented artist who can do technical things most of us can’t, but this is a mistake. Sharon is not Christ.” She paused to see how that landed. “And even if she were Christ, or even if she has feelings that she’s being persecuted, there are other ways to express this. More original ways. The crucifix is as played out as a rainbow, and has about as much profundity.”

			“Thank you, Lexi. That was well put,” Harhaven said, and Lexi kept staring at the painting, as if tortured by what she’d had to say, but still hoping to find something on the canvas that might be salvaged.

			A hairy arm was bent in the air.

			“Yes, Gregory,” Harhaven said.

			The ageless man in the beach chair cleared his throat. Seeing who was about to speak, Sharon pursed her lips and closed her eyes.

			“Sharon is a skilled illustrator,” Gregory said. “But Sharon—and I mean this as a compliment—you really shouldn’t be here.” He was speaking to Sharon directly now, his eyes squarely upon her. “You should be out there making real money working for magazines. Or an ad agency. Go to Leo Burnett and they’ll pay you a bundle for what you can do. My dad used to work there. They’re always looking for people who can draw like you can.”

			“Illustration is a decent profession,” Arcenaux added, meaning that it was the most ignominious of occupations.

			Another hand went up. “Edwin?”

			Edwin was an angular man in his mid-twenties, with a crew cut, ripped jeans and black Doc Martens.

			“I just look at this and think that we were done with this kind of thing, right? Representational art is very nineteenth century, or the kind of thing you find airbrushed on vans and surfboards. Aren’t we obligated to progress here? To forge ahead into new forms and practices?”

			Harhaven nodded to a woman with a patch of red gelled hair standing atop her scalp like artificial turf. “Penelope?”

			“Yes, I think Sharon has to get away from putting down marks deliberately,” Penelope said.

			Edwin chimed in. “But you can’t put them down arbitrarily, either.”

			“Right, right,” Penelope said.

			Edwin raised his hand again. “Rosenberg said that the artist has to begin with nothingness. You clearly began with a picture in your mind. Which is a problem.”

			A long-haired man standing to the right of the group shifted his stance and winced. Harhaven turned to him. “Stephen?”

			“Stephen Moore. Associate prof,” Olympia whispered.

			Moore’s pale face was unblemished, his large dark eyes perpetually open and surprised, as if he had awakened from a thousand-year slumber and was delighted to find himself as an associate professor, in an art school, in the twentieth century.

			“I think it’s pretty interesting, actually,” Moore said, and Sharon scoffed despairingly at this faint praise. Moore heard her and turned to her with his childlike expression. “I don’t mean that pejoratively. I mean that this is an accomplished painting made by someone with talent. It’s unsuccessful, though. It’s…” He struggled to find the words, and smiled widely as he did, as if in awe, a bit, of the miracle and mystery of language.

			Unable to wait, Sharon said, “How is it unsuccessful?”

			“Well, basically, you know it’s unsuccessful when you get pilloried by a group of your peers,” Stephen said. He said it as if he were the only one in the room who could translate the other comments into straightforward English. “It’s not working for anyone here, so basically that means it’s unsuccessful. Perhaps that’s too crude an equation? And you’ve done little to justify its existence.”

			Cricket dropped his head. “Do we say something?” he murmured to Olympia. She shook her head.

			Then a feral presence arrived behind them, a man with the smell of a smoker. “How does that flesh taste?” he said.

			Cricket turned to find the man he’d seen on the windowsill. He moved toward the group, passing Cricket and Olympia. Close-up, it was clear he was at least sixty-five, but a vital sixty-five, with roped arms and bowed legs and the lean build of a rodeo cowboy.

			“Excuse me?” Harhaven said.

			“I see before me a pack of jackals devouring a lion.”

			“Marcus, please,” Harhaven said. “Does everyone know Marcus Carpenter? The mostly retired Professor Carpenter?”

			Carpenter ambled toward Sharon and took her hand in his. Standing shoulder to shoulder with her, he faced the faculty and students. “Sharon, how old are you?” he asked.

			“Twenty-one,” Sharon said, her voice hoarse. Finding a defender among the horde had broken her defiant posture, and now her lower lip trembled. Carpenter squeezed her hand and let it fall. He lowered his head for a moment and then addressed the room.

			“We have before us a twenty-one-year-old artist,” he said. “She has been endowed with great skill. She can draw whatever she sees. As could El Greco. As could Michelangelo. As could Picasso and Kahlo, Dalí, Rivers, Pearlstein, Estes, Bearden, Neel. And Sharon is, I daresay, the student at this school most blessed by God-given talent in what has been, for two thousand or so years, considered the artist’s trade, which is the ability to render and record what that artist sees and finds captivating in the world—”

			“Marcus, this isn’t your crit,” Harhaven said.

			He cleared his throat and his voice grew clearer and far louder. There was a Southern tinge to it, a luxuriation in vowels. “Professor Harhaven, if I may just finish. My age, I hope, will justify your indulgence.”

			“Can you make it brief?” Harhaven asked.

			“Of course,” he said, and took an expansive breath that promised he would be speaking at length. “I recognize that many among you are not draftsmen. You are not interested in rendering the world as you see it. That is fine. The art world, in the last century, has made room for those who cannot draw. But I would ask that you, that we, resist a new, paradoxical tyranny wherein those without technical skill terrorize those who possess it. When we hound certain kinds of artists out of this school—hound out the most naturally and classically skilled, lord help us!—we engage in a kind of upside-down artistic fascism that reminds me of Pol Pot purging his country of intellectuals.”

			Harhaven stood and faced Carpenter. “All right. We’re fascists and we’re Pol Pot. Thank you, Marcus. Now that’s enough.”

			Her words, and the visible tension in her body, had no discernible effect on Carpenter. There was something in the tilt of his head, the slightest kindness in the set of his mouth, that conveyed his respect for Harhaven. But he would not be put off.

			“Imagine a similar state of affairs at Juilliard,” Carpenter said, now louder than before, as if only gaining strength. “Imagine the nation’s premier music school showing disdain and open hostility for every student who was able to sing or play an instrument. What, then, would qualify it as a music school, if all the trained musicians were derided and told to work at ad agencies?”

			“We’re not talking about skill,” Arcenaux said, seeming more exhausted now. “She has skill. But this is a school that’s trying to break new ground. We’re—”

			“Show me!” Carpenter roared. His sudden, explosive volume had a bomb radius. He surveyed the cowering heads and turned to Arcenaux, all kindness gone. It was Arcenaux whom he loathed. This was obvious. Harhaven was the passive permitter of violence, while Arcenaux was its architect.

			“Show me our achievements!” Carpenter yelled at Arcenaux, then turned to the rest of the room. “Show me our monuments! Show me the world-rattling giants who have emerged from this ugly building! Show me the saviors and successes! Have we one graduate from this institution who has cut a blistering path through the art world after leaving this place? Who are these titans we have trained and inspired and released upon the globe? Name them!”

			No one spoke.

			“Name them!” he roared.

			Still no answer.

			“Upon what do we rest our reputation? List for me our glories!”

			He paused again. No one filled the silence.

			“And don’t tell me the height of achievement here is the acquisition, twenty years ago, of one squiggle painting by the Corcoran!”

			Arcenaux got up and stood in front of Carpenter. Carpenter was thinner, taller, easily twenty years older, and it looked for a moment like Arcenaux would challenge him to a fight. But Carpenter was the more feral presence. He was a lean, golden lion. Next to him, Arcenaux looked like a gopher—with small shoulders, stubby arms, thick legs and a soft belly.

			“You go too far,” Arcenaux said, and shuffled from the room. Carpenter watched Arcenaux exit, his eyes relishing the sight. He turned back to the assembled, whose heads were bowed. Gregory, cross-legged in the front row just below Carpenter, had half his head hidden in his shirt.

			Harhaven looked at her watch.

			“When we kill an artist, we kill ourselves,” Carpenter said. “Don’t you see that? What I just witnessed was violence. It was cannibalism. And you call yourselves sensitive! Sensitive artists! Every one of you, I am sure, abhors violence outside these walls. You would race to save a butterfly. Why, then, do you become sadists in this room? Why do you cheer on an execution?”

			Harhaven was staring straight ahead. A whimper came from a white man with dreadlocks. A few younger students sitting in the far aisles had snuck out.

			“No wonder Sasha Giynalkov left. Who remembers her? She was wildly talented, too, and she left this place two semesters short of graduation. We hounded her out of this place with our intellectual vapidity and miserly hearts. We picked at her, sniped at her. It was envy, pettiness. She was better than anyone else here and we sent her away because she couldn’t explain her work to the satisfaction of your twisted minds. Beauty needs no justification!” he yelled, directing this last roar to Stephen Moore, whose guileless face was now ashen.

			“Beauty justifies itself!” Carpenter yelled. “There is a perfectly inverse relationship between talent and the need to explain itself. The artist’s only rational response to ‘Why did you make this?’ is ‘Because I wanted to’ or ‘Because it felt right.’ Everything else is sophistry!”

			He strode up to Sharon’s painting and examined it.

			“There is skill here on par with every great painter in history,” he said. “And she can learn and get better. If we had anything to teach her, anything to offer her, she might eventually articulate our epoch. But can we teach her? Does anyone here know anything? Rembrandt lived three hundred years ago and knew far more than we do now. How is that? Why is that? Why have we gotten less skilled, less competent, less knowledgeable, less adept and versatile? How can that be? And if we drive someone like Sharon away, what is left?”

			Most of the students had shrunk in their seats, hoping to disappear.

			“What’s left is Polaroids of other people’s gags,” he said. “Polaroids of appropriated photographs pinned to the wall. We have gone from the glorious scale of gods and heroes to an offhand joke executed by pushing a button on a shitty machine. No offense,” he said to Kyle, touching his head with his gnarled hand. “You’re a student and you’ll learn, too.

			“But all of you: You have been misguided!” Carpenter roared. “You have been mistaught! You have been fed the lie that intent is achievement. It is not. You have been fed the lie that explaining your ideas is the same as realizing them. It is not. You have been fed the lie that people enjoy looking at theories and gags and pranks. They do not. You have been fed the lie that your peers’ success means your failure. It is not. You have been fed the lie that greatness emerges from cruelty. This has never been true and never will be true. These group crits have no purpose and accomplish nothing. They kill the heroes and reward the scavengers. They must end.”

			And now Carpenter looked at Harhaven with compassionate eyes.

			“Artists are meant to be more human, not less so. And this institution must be a place of both rigor and pluralism. This must be a place of hard work and also compassion and camaraderie. This must be a place with the intellectual elasticity to conceive of, allow for, and even welcome a diversity of styles, approaches and ideas.”

			Harhaven stood up. “Well, that’s enough for me.” And she walked out.

			Carpenter took her chair and collapsed into it, finally spent. “I won’t allow it anymore,” he said to Sharon and her painting. “I have outlived all but a few of you, and this madness must end.”

		

	
		
			“So welcome to the program!” Olympia said. “It’s usually less dramatic.”

			They were in the Armory the next morning, where two hundred ROTC members were marching, and were doing so poorly. Cricket and Olympia had spent ten minutes trying to figure out which one of the soldiers was Jed, but so far had no luck. They all looked the same, and they’d surely cut Jed’s hair by now.

			“I don’t know if I want to see Jed marching,” Olympia said. “It cuts against the mystique. If he shaved his head I’ll cry.”

			There had long been an undercurrent with Olympia and Jed, a romantic détente that seemed ready, given the right circumstances, to become a skirmish. Cricket had the subterranean fear that something had already happened—especially in Olympia’s first days as a transfer. She would have been casting about for that kind of comfort. He shook the thought from his mind; maybe they hadn’t met at school at all.

			“Does he still teach?” Cricket asked.

			“Carpenter? I knew you’d like him,” she said. “Not in the school, no. They pushed him out. Now he has some kind of apostate program out in the cornfields. Uncle Ed’s Country Atelier or something.”

			“He was right,” Cricket said.

			“He went overboard. Wait. Now I see him. Look.” She pointed to a figure in the distance, on the edge of a green human grid, resting a wooden rifle on his shoulder. “Look at the belt buckle.”

			The buckle was oversized, in the shape of a stop sign. Now Jed was marching in place, and seemed to have spotted Cricket and Olympia. Without the hair, he looked younger, incomplete.

			“You do have to learn to defend yourself,” she said.

			“In the crit? Why?” Cricket asked. “That part I don’t understand. The self-defense part of it. Why is visual art a contact sport that requires self-defense? Did Beethoven have to defend himself?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You think he sat in a half circle with a bunch of Viennese undergrads and spouted seventeenth-century musicspeak?”

			“I don’t know and you don’t know,” she said. “But we’re in the twentieth century now, and this is how it’s done. And it looks like the marching’s over. They’ve completed their marching for the day.”

			The grid broke apart, yielding skinny teenagers in wrinkled gear. Jed walked over, his armpits dark with sweat.

			“I wish you hadn’t seen that,” he said.

			“What are you doing this afternoon?” Olympia asked.

			She drove them to the studios in search of Sharon. She’d decided that Sharon should be part of their movement, and Jed, too.

			“I’m an engineer,” Jed said.

			“That’s fine,” Olympia said. “Grosz was an engineer.”

			“I don’t know who that is,” Jed said, and turned to Cricket. “Do you?”

			Cricket had long ago adopted a shrug for such occasions that could mean no and of course, and executed this shrug as they walked into the studios, which had been upended overnight. The TV ziggurat had disappeared, as had Kyle’s model of his Prince Polaroid appropriations.

			“One strong opinion turns this place upside down,” Olympia said. She opened the door to the annex, expecting to find Sharon, but the studio had been abandoned. Nothing was left. No canvases, no brushes, no jars, no stretchers, no paint.

			They left the studios and were standing in the bright parking lot when a stout man in a ponytail got out of a vintage BMW. It was Paulson Arcenaux. He waved, as if signaling a valet.

			“Olympia!” he called out.

			“I should go,” she said.

			“With him?” Cricket said.

			Olympia twisted her mouth and looked at her shoes. “He’s my thesis adviser. We can talk about it later.”

			

			—

			“You have an address?” Jed asked.

			Cricket had spent a few months on core requirements, squinting from the back rows of lecture halls as professors recited, verbatim, the textbooks they’d written. All along, he’d wanted to find Carpenter and had finally convinced Jed to help. He was wearing his ROTC uniform, driving a new car, an old car—a blue Buick from the 1970s with a V-8 and mile-long doors.

			Cricket got in. “I have two,” he said. “Sorry.” Cricket had found two Carpenters in the phone book, both initialed M. One of them had to be Marcus.

			“That’s fine,” Jed said. “I feel like driving. I have to get off that campus once a day or I lose my mind.”

			The interior of his Buick was deteriorating fast. Flakes of red leather were all over the floor, mixed with Jimmy John’s wrappers, crushed cans, a basketball, a tire iron, and a roll of white duct tape. They sped down a two-lane road, the empty landscape rushing by. They passed a tractor, Jed veering into oncoming traffic without slowing. He ducked back about a hundred yards before they would have hit a truck pulling a load of cattle.

			“Who is this guy again?” Jed asked.

			“A kind of Judas,” Cricket said, and summed up Carpenter’s rant.

			Jed watched the road’s yellow stripes leap under his car. “I have something to tell you. But I need you to be a collegiate Cricket, and not a teenager Cricket. Okay?”

			“Fine.”

			“I mean it. I really need you to listen to me. With an open mind and an open heart. With an artist’s heart. Okay?”

			Cricket tried to make his voice sound as sincere as possible. “Okay.”

			Jed looked to him, his eyebrows arched. Finally he seemed satisfied, and moved his hands from the top of the steering wheel to the bottom. “Okay. I’m not an artist and haven’t pretended to be, and half the shit you and Olympia talk about makes me angry—it’s so convoluted and irrelevant. But I’ve actually been loving women and making it art and I think this is my calling.”

			Cricket had made a promise not to dismiss what Jed had said, but he wanted badly to tell him he’d lost his mind. He watched a crow alight on a fence post and then take flight. He couldn’t conjure anything to say.

			“I know it sounds strange,” Jed continued, “but I feel like an artist when I’m loving someone. When I’m in that moment, reacting and pleasing and shaping, that’s my art. It activates all the same parts of my brain and body that art does, or is supposed to.”

			“So is there a certain person benefiting from this?” Cricket asked, hoping this did not offend.

			“Okay. Thank you. So this thing started with my CO’s wife.”

			“CO is…?”

			“Commanding officer. His spouse, Janine. I met her at a mixer out by the Hilton and it was obvious to me that she was not being properly loved. She was hoping her husband would be deployed and the second he was gone, she’d be gone. After a while she told me her number, I memorized it, and called her.”

			“You slept with her.”

			“And still am. Did so this morning. The only intimacy she’d known was with this guy, this idiot, some guy she met in high school. For ten years straight he’d basically assault her for a couple minutes at a time. She didn’t know anything about being cared for. So I showed her. It took months to get her to trust me. To get her to release herself from all these bad ideas. She’d never had an orgasm. She’d never even thought to pretend to have one.”

			“And you gave her one. And that’s art.”

			“Don’t joke. This is a very serious thing. It’s not frivolous. The act of sex, which is necessary for the propagation of the fucking species and for the sanity of each of us—it had been made pleasureless and pointless for her. It was painful and brutal. I got to know her, and we were friends for weeks before we were intimate. She needed to trust me.”

			“Then you made artful love to her.”

			“Don’t diminish it,” Jed said. “It was a six-hour happening. We talked, touched, did some things, stopped, started again. She was used to this three-minute machinelike process with her husband’s orgasm as the only end. He used to shoot his load on her back. But I could show her something without a reductive endgame. We looked at each other. We whispered and laughed. And even that first time, because she was relaxed, and there were no time limits or expectations, I could bring her to climax over and over. She was so changed the next day. Even her posture!”

			“She’d been a hunchback.”

			“No, idiot. But she was tall and tried to hide it. Now she stands straight and she’s leaving him.”

			“Your CO. Jed, this man will kill you.”

			“He’ll never know. But it’s not just sex per se. It could be just a kiss. I recognize that no one else will call it art, and that I can’t necessarily make a career out of it. But it’s how I feel. I’m a sensualist.”

			“You’re a horny twenty-year-old.”

			“I’m an adorer. Janine called me that.”

			“You’ve lost your mind.”

			“I don’t know why we separate the art that’s on a canvas from the art we can shape in the world. Between people. Chefs are artists, right? Their work is ephemeral. It lives for twenty minutes and then we shit it out. But it’s sensual, too. We live for temporary pleasure.”

			Cricket wanted badly to reach Carpenter’s house and be done with this conversation. And he needed to decide whether Jed should go into hiding.

			“I don’t think we need more things,” Jed said.

			“And so you’re with this woman now?”

			“Was that it?”

			They passed Carpenter’s driveway twice before finally seeing it, a narrow gravel path cut through acres of unharvested corn.

			They pulled into the driveway. It circled a monumental elm, from which a broken rope swing dangled. White rocks spit hard into the thigh-high grass as they parked. The day was unseasonably warm.

			“So we just knock?” Jed asked.

			“He didn’t answer the phone and has no machine,” Cricket said. He looked into the windows, hoping for a clue or signal—someone to wave them off or in.

			“I’ll knock,” Jed said.

			The house was a Midwestern Victorian with a wide porch, wicker furniture gathered in conspiratorial clusters. They walked up the steep steps. The old wood, painted plum, moaned and creaked. A ginger cat leapt from the deck and raced across the yard. The main door was open. Only the screen was closed.

			“Hello?” Jed sang into the dark house.

			A shadow filled the hallway and walked toward them. The bowlegs gave him away. Carpenter was wearing a faded blue button-down and jeans, and held a tall glass of something clear and crowded with ice.

			“Yes?” He looked at Jed. “Is this official business, soldier?”

			“No sir. Sorry. I’m not even supposed to be here.”

			“So are you guys salesmen? Mormons?”

			“We’re not Mormons, sir. He liked what you said at the critique,” Jed said. “When you stuck up for that one chick who thought she was Jesus then got crucified.”

			Carpenter pursed his lips, assessing Cricket, then smiled a wide, closed-mouth smile, his blond mustache like a caterpillar in full stretch. “Come in,” he said, and turned and walked in his languid, long-limbed way into a dark house cut with diagonal shafts of dusty light.

			It was only now, walking behind him, that Cricket saw just how bowed his legs were, how long his arms were. His gait was somewhere between cowboy and chimpanzee.

			They passed the light-filled front room, where a woman in a robe was lounging next to a sleeping dog. They moved through the echoed hallway lined with framed drawings, nudes and, over the door to the kitchen, a print of Courbet’s Origin of the World. Jed turned to Cricket and nodded to it.

			“We’ll sit outside,” Carpenter said, and they passed through a cluttered kitchen and onto a wide green lawn. In the long grass there were a pair of chaise longues. One was occupied by a heavyset man lying on his side, reading a paperback, facing away from the door. Carpenter did not introduce him, did not mention him.

			“Iced tea?” Carpenter said, and took hold of a wrought-iron table drenched in white paint. It rumbled as he dragged it across the deck. On it was a sweating pitcher containing amber fluid, quickly dissolving ice cubes, and a long silver spoon. He filled three glasses as Cricket waited to hear him introduce the man on the chaise. But Carpenter said nothing and the lounging man said nothing, keeping his eyes on his book.

			Carpenter took a long drink of his tea and Cricket sipped his, as they sat down on weather-worn cushions striped green and red. They seemed to be alone and in some other century.

			“Let me guess,” he said, and lifted his chin to Cricket. “You can draw? I get all the people who can draw.”

			“He can draw,” Jed said.

			“And you?” Carpenter asked.

			“I’m more of a conceptual type,” Jed said.

			“How nice,” Carpenter said. He looked out to where the green yard met the high, desiccated corn. “I got in quite a bit of trouble for my rant at that critique, but after twenty years of similar nonsense, I’d had enough. I don’t know when to stop, though. People cried, which was not my hope. You appreciated it?”

			“I did,” Cricket said.

			“You know, I actually didn’t mind Kyle’s thing. I like a good gag as much as the next guy. In a way, Courbet’s vagina is a gag, too. But it’s also an accomplished painting. This attack on expertise is the thing that gets me thinking Pol Pot. You think I went too far?”

			Cricket shrugged.

			“Hold on a second,” Carpenter said, and got up. He rushed through the grass, up the wooden steps to the kitchen door, which clattered when he passed through. All was quiet for five minutes, and then he returned and sat down again. “Sorry. I had an idea and wanted to get it down. Want to hear it?”

			“Of course we do,” Jed said. It was unclear to Cricket if he was serious or not. Jed’s relationship to all men of his father’s age was fraught at best.

			“I was just thinking,” Carpenter said, “that before an artist attacks another artist they must vanquish all evil on Earth. After that, go for it. Right? So I wrote this down.” He pulled a folded sheet from his back pocket.

			“ ‘To Artists of Any Kind, colon. Only when you have vanquished all fascists…Only when you have defeated all tyrants…Only when you have lifted the burden from all the world’s oppressed and freed all the innocents imprisoned…Only when every woman can do as she wishes with her body and her life…Only when every family has shelter and every child is fed…Only when every laborer is paid fairly and treated humanely…Only when every human is free to move as they wish, love as they wish, live as they wish…Only then—only when you have directed your anger toward the real demons of the world, its despots and tyrants, and have vanquished them all—only then can you attack another artist.’ ”

			He assessed what he’d written, a pencil hovering over his paper. “What do you think?” he asked.

			Cricket thought the sentiment sound, but the wording a bit corny, and was afraid Jed would say this more candidly than he might. But when he glanced Jed’s way, his eyes were steady.

			“It’s very good,” Jed said. “What happens to it?”

			“Probably nothing,” Carpenter said. He folded his paper and put it back in his pocket. “But I’m glad you like it.” He started another cigarette and looked into the treetops. “Did Sharon leave school?”

			“I think so,” Cricket said.

			“I knew it. And she was right to. That building kills art. Those teachers, starting with Arcenaux, they kill art. Their theories kill art. As professors, they’re forced to talk, which leads to pronouncements, which lead to theories, and theories become rigid and quickly ridiculous.”

			Jed continued to nod intensely, staring at Carpenter. Carpenter noticed and did not mind. “The talented have talent,” he added. “The untalented have theories.”

			The back door to the house squealed and a woman in her seventies emerged, carrying a watering can. She meandered across the back deck, servicing a dozen hanging and potted plants that Cricket hadn’t even noticed until then.

			“And these theories are oddly nihilistic,” Carpenter continued. “They’re fueled by hatred and removal, and favored by a certain small but powerful cohort within the artist ranks. They’re not content to coexist with other forms and ideas. They must burn everything else to the ground. I understand art evolving, but why does one movement seek to negate all that came before it? Isn’t that an odd thing for art to want to do?”

			Cricket glanced at Jed, who was nodding vigorously. Cricket had not expected him to respond to Carpenter, but Jed’s eyes were unblinking. He’d found a man he believed.

			“Now Mozart has left the building,” Carpenter said. “And they’re left with the students who can’t play a note.” He stubbed out his cigarette and lit another.

			“And it’s not just drawing and painting. These kids don’t know how to stretch a canvas. They don’t know how to clean their brushes. They don’t know perspective, anatomy, color, composition, underpainting, glazing, nothing. No one teaches! The professors here assume that the teaching happened before them, or will happen after. Or worse, that it doesn’t matter. Do you know that after three semesters, the students here just have ‘studio’ for the rest of their time? That’s like Juilliard having a class called Music—for three years!”

			A starling swooped across the yard and disappeared in the corn.

			“One of them said to me, ‘Art can’t be taught, but it can be learned.’ I mean, they seem awake to irony in everything but what they say and teach. There the irony ends. And they don’t see the secondary irony, which is that artists are supposed to be rebels, but these orthodoxies they teach creates the most obedient and boring class of humans. If those kids don’t copy Arcenaux’s impotent little squiggles, he runs them out of the building.”

			He had been speaking to a distant cloud, but now fixed his eyes on Cricket. “Tell me: If you have talent, what are you doing here? You know what I mean. This isn’t New York or Paris. It’s not even Chicago.”

			“I didn’t have money for any other kind of school,” Cricket said.

			“He thought he’d be summoned to Europe,” Jed said. “When we were fifteen.”

			Carpenter looked hard at Cricket, his lips pursed. He moved a potted plant near and tapped his ash into the soil.

			“For me it was Lee Strasberg,” he said finally. “I played Stanley in Streetcar in high school and from then on I believed I was Brando.” He tapped his ash again.

			“I was good, I should say, many said so, and so I waited for an invitation to New York. I thought that’s how it worked, though no one had ever indicated there was such a system. No one told me a kid like me, a high school thespian in rural Georgia, would be plucked and brought to New York to study under Strasberg. But I believed fervently that this was the case.” He laughed. “I mean, no other fate seemed possible. No other path even occurred to me. The dreams of young people artistically inclined are so tragically uninformed. That’s the crime of it. What program are you enrolled in?”

			“Just general studies now,” Cricket said. “I was planning to switch to studio art, but not anymore.”

			“After the crit. Wow. Brittle dreams!” Carpenter said.

			“He chickened out,” Jed said.

			Carpenter assessed Cricket. “Or did he make a rational decision based on available evidence?” He squinted in Cricket’s direction but his focus was on a thought. “It could be a bad teacher is worse than no teacher.”

			The back door opened again and a woman of about forty, wearing a sunflower sundress, emerged, carrying a pad of newsprint, a leather satchel and a folding chair.

			“That’s Ann. We have a life drawing class in ten minutes,” Carpenter said to Cricket. “You want to stay? You should stay.”

			“That’s my cue,” Jed said, and stood. He looked down to Cricket. “You can get a ride back?”

			“Off to come up with some concepts?” Carpenter asked.

			“So many concepts,” Jed said, and took the sideyard to the driveway. His departure commingled with the arrival of three or four new cars grinding around the cul-de-sac.

			“You need paper,” Carpenter said. “Ann, can my friend here…I’m realizing I don’t know your name.”

			“Cricket,” he said.

			“Cricket. Okay. Cricket will be joining us but has no paper. Do you have a few sheets of newsprint you can spare?”

			“I like your name,” Ann said, and handed paper to Cricket, flashing a silver wristwatch. When she drew close, he smelled her perfume—a soapy, floral smell with a bit of honey at the base. Her skin was flawless, the brown of his mother’s eyes—a glossy chestnut that was golden at the temples, golden on her exposed shoulders. Her two front teeth were turned inward, like half-opened doors, but she exuded a kind of executive hauteur, as if her presence at Carpenter’s were managed between conference calls and client consults.

			“How’s the real estate game?” Carpenter asked her.

			“You don’t care,” Ann said.

			“No, I don’t,” he said, and she turned to Cricket.

			“Do you have charcoal or anything?”

			He didn’t. She retrieved a wooden box from her satchel and handed him a small square-cut piece of charcoal. She arranged her chair next to his, and set her own tools on a portable table between them.

			“Borrow whatever,” she said.

			Seven more students arrived, most of them middle-aged or older. A very pregnant woman in her thirties showed up with a toddler, who she unleashed in the yard. A dark-haired tank of a boy, he ran to a swing set at the edge of the corn and began climbing. He’d evidently been to Carpenter’s many times before and knew his way around. All the students moved with familiarity in and out of the house. The other students began setting up around the empty patch of matted grass.

			“It used to be a bit like this,” Carpenter said. “A hundred years ago, maybe less, there were no colleges, no tuition, no degrees, certainly no MFAs. You went to Antwerp or Paris or Florence, you picked an atelier, you practiced. A master popped in once a week, told you how to get better, and it didn’t cost anyone anything. I know tuition is cheap here, but add in your room and board and you’re spending tens of thousands when all is said and done, and for what?” He checked his watch. “Hm. Late.”

			The students chatted, and noon became 12:20. Carpenter stepped into the house and returned shortly after. “I think we’ve been stood up,” he said. “New models are the least dependable. So, people. You know what this means. Anyone want to be first?”

			“I’ll do it,” the pregnant woman said.

			“When the model doesn’t show, everyone takes a turn,” Ann said to Cricket.

			“Sorry,” Carpenter said to the rest of the students. “I should have introduced this new face. This is Cricket, a refugee from the university. Cricket, this is Matilda,” he said, indicating the pregnant woman, who was now stepping out of her skirt. He pointed to the rest of the students. Abel was a man of about fifty, with a gray walrus mustache. Gia was a very tall woman of about thirty, with pale skin and red hair. There was also Salvatore, a grandfatherly man with a sturdy build and enormous fingers. As Carpenter continued the introductions, Matilda continued to undress, and Cricket tried to be nonchalant. He’d never seen a pregnant woman unclothed.

			“Hair up?” Matilda said.

			This gave Cricket an excuse to look her way. The group debated briefly, and decided that hair up was best. She tied it up, and as she kicked off her underwear, her son watched warily from the swing set. He seemed to want to come to his mother, to end this embarrassing scene, but finally decided to keep his distance. He began swinging ferociously, higher and higher.

			“Matilda, let’s do the usual,” Carpenter said. “About five three-minute poses to start.”

			Matilda was a dynamic model, assuming a series of stances with knees and arms akimbo, her shoulders turned, her eyes expressive. The skin around her stomach was taut and shone in the sun. Hers was the most interesting shape Cricket had ever drawn. He wanted to draw her for days. Carpenter strode around the half circle, his bare feet in the wet grass. At one point Cricket sensed him lingering behind him.

			“I passed by a minute ago and saw a lovely hand. What happened to it?”

			“It wasn’t right,” Cricket said.

			“But it was right,” Carpenter said. “It might not have been photographically right, but it was lovely. If you draw a lovely thing, leave it.” He raised his voice to the rest of the students. “If you draw a lovely thing, leave it. Did I just come up with an aphorism?”

			Soon Matilda settled into a longer pose, sitting on a blanket on the grass, her legs swept under her, her hands in her lap, her face to the dappled sun. Cricket lost the time, lost an hour, and finished something he thought lovely, though it looked little like Matilda.

			“This is fine,” Carpenter said to him, then made three or four marks on his paper, improving lines, suggesting volumes.

			“Our new member reminds me to reiterate,” Carpenter said, “that here—as with every studio for about a thousand years—you’ll be judged by the quality of your work, not on how well you explain it.”

			Cricket rendered Matilda’s last three poses on one sheet, hoping to ration the limited paper he had. The moment he’d filled it, Carpenter was behind him. “Okay, you can draw,” he said, and the phone inside the house began to ring—a desperate sound. “But you’re not yet free,” he said, and went into the house to silence it.

		

	
		
			Throughout the spring, Cricket thought only of Carpenter’s atelier in the corn. At the university, he took notes, took tests, in the classes in which he’d enrolled, but his mind was always in Carpenter’s light-filled front room, and his porch and kitchen and yard. Joni Mitchell’s Hejira was the soundtrack, Carpenter insisting it was the only way to start a Sunday, and was her best album, besides, received opinion be damned. “Play it next to Blue and there’s no comparison,” he said, and then went on for ten minutes about the crimes of canons, musical and otherwise.

			The Sunday sessions began at noon, the kitchen filled with those who could cook; they made lunch first—always something rich, a goulash or stew with venison or rabbit, the house humid with the smell of garlic and onions and tomatoes. Ann baked bread each Sunday, a dense bread that no one could handle more than a fingerful without giving up, and after eating at the counter, at the too-small dining room table or on the broken-down couches under the bay window, the class would begin.

			After life drawing, some Sundays, Carpenter would teach painting, and here life opened up and Cricket felt, many times, he could die content, having moved oil paint around a smooth, smooth canvas. The first time Cricket stayed to paint, Carpenter made him and Khalid, the two leftovers that day, build their own canvases. They cut crude stretchers, hammered them together, then pulled uncoated canvas over their new rectangles, fastening it to the wood with a hundred staples shot from a loud-clacking gun. After making sure the canvas was taut, they covered it with luxurious white primer—even that allowed such pleasure, transforming the crude country canvas, the color of wheat, to a bright white, civilized and ready to hold new worlds.

			On that first canvas, Cricket decided to transfer a drawing of Matilda he’d done, with her back arched, her stomach grand, her hands across her face as if stuck in the glare of a spotlight. His first instinct was to look for the colors to approximate her flesh—a bit of red, more yellow, some white, maybe a bit of brown…

			“No, no,” Carpenter said. “First blue. All blue. You need an underpainting, son!” And Cricket learned underpainting—rendering his image in a thin wash of blue. After that dried, it was time to mass in the darks, and block in the lights—and then Carpenter insisted he squint at the painting. “Squinting is all. You squint, you see the contrasts, you see the composition. You see what’s weak and what’s strong.”

			So Cricket squinted, and saw that his Matilda was not right, and he tried to correct it.

			“Now turn it upside down,” Carpenter said, and Cricket thought he was kidding, but he was not kidding. He turned Cricket’s still-wet canvas upside down and stood back. “Another way to see if there’s balance. A great composition will still work upside down. Does yours?”

			Cricket squinted again, and went back to work.

			In the weeks after, Cricket learned wet-on-wet as the best way to get true flesh tones. He learned to use linseed oil to thin his paint, and to never use turpentine for that—that only hacks and scrubs left turpentine on a canvas. Carpenter taught him color harmonies and pigment loads and tinting strength and in between, Cricket lost himself in moving paint around the canvas. Many canvases. Five times he tried to get Matilda right and five times he got her wrong. Each time, he primed over the picture, obliterating his colors in ways oddly satisfying, and after two or three primings the canvas was too slick—like painting on a raincoat—and he’d have to start with new canvas. Cricket came to know the strange tragedy of painting, for most who try to do it: that there is such joy in the brush, such abandon in filling a canvas with paint—the mind disappears; all we are is what we see; we summon orgies of color, making a tiny perfect world—only to back away from our canvas and realize it’s shit.

			For weeks Cricket tried to realize the pictures in his mind—a glorious version of Matilda, radiating life and swimming in color; he saw it so clearly in his mind’s eye—only to find after hours of close work that what he’d made was wrong, wrong, wrong. And he was not wrong when he thought it was wrong. Usually he knew and needed no second opinion before starting again, but once he asked for Carpenter to look, and Carpenter looked, and then pursed his lips and said, “Remember, though, all this is practice.”

			It was clear, though, that Carpenter saw Cricket’s doggedness, and they both knew he was getting better, and soon, because Cricket had little schoolwork and nowhere else to be, he found that he was at Carpenter’s atelier more than anyone else.

			

			—

			On the last Sunday before summer, with most of the students gone, Carpenter intercepted Cricket on the front porch.

			“You looking for work at all?”

			Cricket hadn’t been looking for work, had planned to spend the summer working at the Whistlestop, but wanted any excuse to stay near Carpenter. So he said yes, he had been looking for work.

			Carpenter led Cricket to an outbuilding that Cricket had assumed was a garage. But inside was a mess of signs, ladders, stacks of plywood and two-by-fours. Against one wall was an array of odd-shaped signs for restaurants and oil-change services.

			“This is how we keep the lights on,” Carpenter said. “I think you’d be good at it.” He was running a sign-painting business. He paid by the sign, not the hour.

			Cricket’s first project was for a family farm about fifteen miles away. They wanted a large depiction of their whole family—wife and husband, three kids, two dogs and a pig, under the words Gneiss Family Farm. They’d provided a photo for reference. It was taped to a piece of plywood, eight feet square.

			“You’ve done grids before?” Carpenter asked.

			He went to a set of drawers and found a piece of clear plastic. He laid it over the photo, and then, with a ruler and a Sharpie, he drew a grid of six vertical lines and then eight horizontal lines. The grid divided the Gneiss family into forty-eight small boxes.

			“Now you do the same grid on the plywood,” Carpenter said.

			Cricket understood. Whatever was in the upper-left box in the clear plastic grid should be in the upper-left box on the plywood. The idea of using grids felt like math and was repellent to Cricket, but he said nothing.

			“You’re disgusted,” Carpenter said. “But this is how countless painters cheated. Still cheat. Always cheated. Vermeer could never leave that room where he’d set up his camera obscura. Every painting in the same room!”

			Cricket used the grid and finished the image of the family in a few afternoons.

			“Better than I could have done,” Carpenter said. “They’ll be pleased. Can you do the lettering?”

			They had provided a sample, from a French pillowcase they liked.

			Cricket sketched it on paper, then planned it with pencil and ruler on the plywood, and finally painted it in about an hour. The work of the entire sign had taken him about eight hours. He would be paid $750.

			“As an hourly rate, that’s not bad,” Carpenter said. “Want more?”

			Cricket had to call Roulin, and was shredded by the idea he’d let him down. He fumbled and mumbled and finally Roulin interrupted him.

			“Cricket,” he said, “you can’t work at the train station snack bar all your life. And to be honest, I have new workers here that are better than you. Or Jed. No offense.”

			Cricket was sure Roulin was lying. “I’ll pay you back either way,” he said, “with labor or cash.”

			“I know you will. It wasn’t a gift,” Roulin said.

			“I know,” Cricket said, and was so grateful for this—so happy that there would be no vague debt hovering over him.

			“We’ll work it out,” Roulin said, and Cricket agreed, and by the end of the summer, Cricket wrote a check to repay what he owed to Roulin, and when Roulin cashed it, he felt like a full adult, one of means and honor.

			The work for Carpenter was very easy, and in all of it Cricket got to push paint around vinyl, glass, wood. He did a half dozen jobs on the walls of local businesses—pizzerias and grocery stores and a shoe store that wanted a sign, in gold, that said “No longer taking boots!” On average he was paid about $60 an hour, and everyone was happy. Having been paid $3.50 at the Whistlestop, this was a mystery and a revelation.

			Cricket inferred that Carpenter’s sign business had been faltering a bit before his arrival. The man on the chaise longue, he with the paperback, was supposed to be running the business, but ennui had gripped him and the business had gone fallow. Within a month of Cricket’s arrival, the business was brisk and more help was needed. Cricket brought Jed into the operation, and because Jed did not believe in paying taxes, the under-the-table nature of the pay held great appeal.

			“This is my dream,” he said. “No set hours, good pay, rational boss. Maybe I’ll be an artist. Wait. Is this art?”

			Cricket wasn’t sure. Was it? Jed did the basics—he cut and primed the wood, bought the paint, made the deliveries. Cricket invested care in the craft of the signs, and made a hundred small decisions for each. Those were things an artist did. He sought to create beauty and often did; again, the work of an artist.

			“I’ve been thinking,” Jed said. “It’s definitely not art.”

			But Cricket found himself invested in these signs, occasionally at least, and when he saw his first one standing by the highway, stuck deep in the earth of the Gneiss Family Farm, he felt as satisfied as he’d felt with anything he’d ever done. But there were no great ideas behind the signs, no commentary on life or the world.

			“It’s not art—of course not,” Carpenter said one day. “But when you’ve left this town, this will serve you well. Jasper Johns was a sign painter. And then Warhol, of course. And Kruger. There are overlaps. Wait. What are you guys doing tomorrow?”

			

			—

			In his glacier-blue Volkswagen Thing, rusted badly and tilting left, he took them to an art fair in the middle of nowhere, next to a dam and a reservoir. On a blustery day, there were a hundred booths arranged on a fairgrounds parking lot. The winds were lifting the frames from the temporary walls, and the artists were jerry-rigging their booths to stay earthbound.

			“What’s happening here?” Carpenter asked. “Lesser dreams?”

			In the first booth, a middle-aged photographer was showing pictures of barns, fields, rivers and forests. Mostly barns. The photos were shot with great expertise, printed well and framed tastefully. Carpenter chatted their host up for a minute or two, and they moved on. When they were out of earshot, Carpenter murmured, “That wasn’t art. But why not?”

			Cricket and Jed shrugged.

			“See, I don’t know, either,” Carpenter said. “Well, I could see that it’s not original. There are a thousand people who can, and have, taken photos exactly like that. But you could say that about just about any other subject matter, too. Everything’s been done. So why are those photos uniquely bland?”

			“The subject matter is unoriginal, and the style, too,” Cricket said.

			“That’s part of it. Even if he had the same subject matter, but inserted some new element. Maybe, in front of every landscape, there was a thumb. Just a thumb. That would make you think, right? Every artist and critic alive would respond more to the pictures with the thumb. Is that fair?”

			“New matters,” Jed said.

			“And why a hundred and twenty-five? They were mostly one-twenty-five, but a few larger ones were two-fifty. Are they charging by the inch? But everyone does this. There’s a troubling conformity that runs through the art world. Galleries charge by the square foot. Did I ever tell you the year I spent charging by the hour? You want a corn dog?”

			He bought them corn dogs and told them of a year in his thirties, when he painted and charged for his paintings according to how long they took him to make. His rate was fifteen dollars an hour. “Well over minimum wage,” he said, his mouth full, “but the paintings never came to more than two hundred dollars or so. My gallery dropped me, of course. And I didn’t sell enough to live on. But it was an interesting experiment.”

			They came upon a booth where a woman was selling baskets and belts made of leather. They stopped, smiled, touched the objects, walked on.

			“That’s craft, right?” Carpenter said into the growing wind. “Simple. And yet if you looked closely, each of those objects she made had very unusual markings. The markings had no utility, and weren’t strictly decorative, either. Does that mean she’s an artist? That willful expression of the self?”

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said. He did not think the leather belts were art.

			“I don’t know, either,” Carpenter said. “But maybe in three hundred years those belts are on display at the Met, as examples of late twentieth-century Midwestern arts and crafts. And I had an anthropologist friend—he’d studied people all over the world for fifty years. He said the happiest people, in every society and every era, were those who created things, but without ambition. The people who make belts, vases, toys. You bring something new into the world, like a god, but without the human need to be recognized for it. Is that happiness?”

			“That and some teaching?” Cricket said.

			Carpenter rolled his eyes and moved on. A larger booth nearby featured a cheerful couple in their sixties, sitting on beach chairs amid a forest of canvases, each of them a copy of a famous work. There were van Goghs, Boteros, Gauguins, Kahlos and Remingtons. Carpenter examined a copy of a Cassatt mother-and-child carefully.

			“See, that was fascinating,” Carpenter said afterward. “Those two people might be just as skilled as the artists they copied. These people can paint anything. Not easy! But they have all the skill, and no ideas. It’s tragic, but not unusual. You know the guitarists in the Rolling Stones cover bands are always more skilled than Keith Richards, right? I would bet the most virtuosic guitarist on earth is currently playing with a Jimi Hendrix cover band in Reno, Nevada. Skill, yes, but no ideas.”

			A man walked by with a baby’s face tattooed on his shoulder.

			“Is it art to draw a face on someone’s arm?” Carpenter asked.

			Jed said yes. Cricket said no.

			“But why not?” Carpenter asked. “Remember that museums are full of portraits of wives and children and popes, commissioned by merchants and kings. So what’s the difference between them and the tattoo artist with the kid’s face on an arm? I know there’s a difference, but how great a difference?”

			“Again, no ideas,” Cricket said.

			“That’s interesting, right? It’s the ideas, and the era. You know who the most celebrated painter was in nineteenth-century Paris? Outside of Ingres and Delacroix maybe? I’ll give you a clue. She painted cows.” Carpenter knew that Cricket and Jed wouldn’t know. “Stumped? Rosa Bonheur. She made these heroic canvases of cows and bulls and her paintings went for astonishing sums. And you guys have no idea who she is. Her work is stunning, gentlemen. But what happened to her? How do we forget a trailblazing woman like that who could actually paint? Is it because she painted livestock? Why are Morisot and Cassatt remembered instead, even though they were far less talented? Because they were part of a movement. Which is what I recommend for you and your friend—”

			“Olympia.”

			“Right. I had a group with some friends. We called ourselves the Tellers. We’d all gone to the Prado and the Hermitage, saw all those epic historical paintings, and we thought we could resurrect large-scale narrative art. But this was 1970, so no dice. People wanted patterns they could make into wallpaper. Did I ever tell you about meeting Barnett Newman?”

			“You did not,” Jed said.

			“He was a little older than me, and we were both in New York. Back then everything was abstract expressionism, it was the only thing you were allowed to do. I happened to see Newman’s sketchbook, and the drawings were gorgeous! He was a wonderful draftsman, but he told people he couldn’t draw, wouldn’t draw, had never drawn. Again, like some kind of purge of the intellectuals.”

			They arrived at a woman in her seventies, who sat in front of an array of figure drawings—mostly of one model of classical proportions. The drawings looked eerily like Cricket’s. When they were out of earshot, Carpenter winced.

			“You saw what I saw, right? Six hundred years ago, the kind of drawing and painting you can do, Cricket, would have been enough. People would consider you one of the most talented draftsmen walking the earth. But now, in the twentieth century, there are maybe fifty thousand people in the world who can do what you can do. Not exactly what you do, but they can achieve a likeness like you can. They can draw accurately. Some with great feeling, too. Just like that woman back there. But it’s not enough. You have to marry that to some idea. Something more.”

			The sky to the east was darkening with coming rain, and Cricket looked at its immensity, at its Pacific blues and rose-petal pinks and hints of chartreuse, and thought it would make a powerful painting. He said so to Carpenter.

			“You want the truth?” Carpenter said, and Cricket’s confidence scurried off and hid under a truck.

			“Sure,” he said.

			“There’s an artist, April Gornik, who does gorgeous skies. And then there was Turner, of course. You’re surrounded by the present and the past, so even if you paint the world’s greatest sky, people will say it’s been done—that the sky territory is owned by someone else. That’s not fair, of course. But what you paint isn’t just about what you want to paint. It’s also about what people want to see now. That no one else is doing.”

			“That sounds like pandering,” Cricket said.

			Carpenter looked out to the edge of the fair, to the wheat and corn beyond. “You say your people were mostly farmers?”

			“Right,” Cricket said.

			“So when they planted crops, did they plant things that they personally like, or did they plant crops that people would eat?”

			Jed smiled, thinking Cricket was cornered.

			“The two things aren’t at all related,” Cricket said.

			“Hear me out,” Carpenter said. “Farmers plant food to feed people. That’s a noble thing. My own family were primarily builders. They built homes, and most of the time they built them to the owners’ specifications. They felt it was their role to make the wishes of their clients a reality, and to give them and their children a place to shelter and thrive. I think that’s noble, too.”

			“I agree.”

			“But they didn’t build houses they personally liked, telling the clients to screw off, take it or leave it. They subsumed their own desires to the clients’. They served.”

			“Okay.”

			“But there’s this unique selfishness built into the mythology of the modern artist. There’s this notion that the best art is the most so-called personal and is deaf to its audience. Which is unsupported by all evidence throughout history. You and I both know that very often the most personal work is absolute trash. It can be personal, but it also has to be good. Then again, you can find something very personal that becomes commercial, and then you can end up repeating that personal-commercial work for the rest of your life. It becomes a job. Like Roy Lichtenstein or even Jackson Pollock. You know that first Ben-Day dot painting Roy did was a revelation and great fun, but the three hundredth comic-book picture?”

			He’d stopped at the booth of a pair of women, looking like sisters, maybe twins, who were selling handmade beer steins.

			“Don’t get me wrong—I love Lichtenstein’s work,” Carpenter said, touching the pewter top of a glossy stein. “But was each and every one of those paintings a deeply personal project? Same with Pollock. Was he overcome with inspiration and passion with his seventy-third drip painting? I mean, he knew they’d sell, and he’s got to pay the mortgage, so he’s obligated to find inspiration within the boundaries of what the public wants from him. But is there any similarity between the craftsperson making her thousandth stein or belt and Pollock making his hundredth drip painting? I actually don’t know. But I think…maybe?”

			Carpenter left the stein booth, saw his shoelace was untied and crouched down to address it. When he stood again, he smiled and lit a cigarette. “Who knows? Maybe Pollock found a way to make each experience totally new. Maybe each one of those drip paintings was an epic and unpredictable journey and he was the greatest painter that ever lived.”

			They were at the outer gates to the fair, and a group from the Kiwanis had set up a series of painted plywood figures and scenes, where visitors could put their faces in holes to become gorillas and cowboys and clowns. They watched a young couple photograph their two young children posing as baby elephants. They made their way back to Carpenter’s car and started home just as the rain began to fall. Carpenter kept the windows open to take in the musty, flowery, aching smell of fresh rain on dry soil.

			“The one thing that will always be true, though,” he said, “is that the idea matters. You can have all the skill in the world, but without an idea—something that delights or challenges the mind—it probably falls short of being art.” He winced, then turned to Cricket and Jed. “Right?”

			They drove in silence for a stretch, as the rain swept down, slapping the windshield as if a mop was being wrung.

			“I have an idea,” Jed said. “You know those things we just saw where it’s like an elephant or gorilla and you can put your head through and get your picture taken?”

			“I do,” Carpenter said.

			“What if it wasn’t gorillas and clowns, but scenes of, like, terrible or tense human interactions? Like a bunch of cops surrounding an unarmed man? Or a father beating a son? The viewer could put their head through and become each of those—the victim or perpetrator.”

			Cricket glanced at Jed when he mentioned the father beating a son, but Jed chose not to meet his eye. Maybe it was enough that Jed had told Roulin. And now Jed had another father, this was clear; he’d chosen Carpenter to show him how to live.

			Carpenter drove for a mile or so, his wipers pushing the rain left and right. “Damn, Jed,” he said. “That is a truly brilliant idea.”

		

	
		
			Throughout June, Cricket and Jed worked on signs for Carpenter, were paid unreasonable fees for doing so, and had the satisfaction of seeing their work all over the rural routes of north-central Indiana. One day Jed had the idea that they should thank Carpenter in some small way, so he covered a vast piece of plywood with white paint and then stenciled out the words To Artists of Any Kind, and asked Cricket to help him finish the rest. “Only when you have vanquished all fascists…” they painted, and by the time they were done—“…only when you have directed your anger toward the real demons of the world, its despots and tyrants, and have vanquished them all—only then can you attack another artist”—the enormous board was crowded and looked like the sort of thing a doomsday prepper would lean against a camper-van.

			“Somehow it sounded more eloquent when he said it,” Cricket noted.

			“Should we show it to him?” Jed asked.

			They both knew he’d hate it. It made him look nuts. They decided to wait, and soon they all but forgot about it. July began and Carpenter’s Sunday workshops continued. He’d invited Jed to come, but Jed insisted he could not draw, would never be able to draw, and was happy to hear about the nudes, and see Cricket’s nudes secondhand.

			Cricket arrived one humid morning in shorts and a T-shirt, and had taken off his shoes to feel the grass under his toes. Ann followed suit, and Matilda, too. The music was Cuban this day, a slow dirge of son, the momentum mounting. As they waited for the model, Cricket raised his face to the sky and closed his eyes, listening to the voices around him.

			“One-fifteen,” Carpenter said and Cricket opened his eyes. “You know what this means.”

			It had been six weeks since the last time a model was late or hadn’t shown. Cricket was dazed from the sun and looked around to find eyes upon him.

			“I think it’s your turn,” Carpenter said.

			“Only if you feel okay with it,” Ann said, and touched his arm.

			“You’re almost undressed anyway,” Carpenter added.

			Cricket felt strangely calm. It felt like he was already in a warm sea, and was only stepping a few feet farther. Cricket glanced at Ann, who now was studiously preparing her charcoal. Joseph and Khalid, too, seemed to be making a point of looking down, or hiding behind their pads and boards.

			Cricket took off his shirt, and while throwing it back to his chair, he caught Matilda’s eye. She smiled and shook her head, as if to say, It’s nothing, nothing at all. He quickly pulled his shorts and underwear down, grabbed them and threw them on his chair. He looked down at his white feet, his pink penis—so pale in the sunlight like this, the bright green grass below. And in the grass, a bright copper penny was embedded. He bent one knee, feeling the cool grass on his shin, and felt that this hid, somewhat, his nakedness. He glanced down and saw that his penis was hidden to all but Ann, this older woman, a professional woman in silk, always silk, who sat in front of him, still sharpening her charcoal. Cricket had the idea that he could look down the whole time; it would relieve everyone of the embarrassment of looking into his eyes, or he into theirs.

			“Two minutes?” he asked.

			“Yes. Let’s do five of those,” Carpenter said.

			Cricket kept his eyes closed, and raised his arms high, into a kind of worshipful pose. He felt the sun on his right shoulder. He tried to think of a second pose that would keep his genitals hidden but realized that any attempts in that direction would look strained. Ten seconds passed, then twenty. He heard Khalid’s loud drawing and scratching, the occasional groan of a chair. Far away, a bird sounded a warning. A breeze cooled Cricket’s back and swept under his legs, flittering someone’s paper. A wind chime tinkled.

			“Next one, I think,” Carpenter said.

			Cricket stood slowly. He knew everyone had seen his penis already; he couldn’t change that fact. The breeze grew cooler, and he went from worrying about showing his penis to worrying that he’d get aroused. He lunged onto one knee again, this time the other knee, his arms folded in front of him.

			“Okay,” Carpenter said, the word meaning, Not great.

			Cricket sent his mind elsewhere. He thought of corn, and wondered when it was harvested. He should know this. He wondered about almonds, how they were gathered. He thought of those beautiful pink flowers the almond trees had; he’d seen a picture in a book open at a garage sale once, and stopped and had a revelatory moment. This beautiful tree produced these ugly nuts and now everyone wanted these ugly nuts, and what about Neptune? He tried to recall its surface. Was it gas? He thought of his mother’s aunt Agnes. She’d drowned when she was a teenager, and Cricket had seen only photos of her. In one, she had a sinister sort of look about her, the look of an Old West bank robber. He thought of his grandfather Silas. Cricket had no belief in an afterlife, and yet he’d never believed Silas was entirely gone, either. There was something of Silas in Carpenter, that much he was certain. Could a soul actually straddle corporeal vessels? Bits of a soul? He was sure that Silas would like it here, among all these plants, all this quiet.

			“Next one,” Carpenter said, and Cricket almost jumped.

			“Sorry to startle you,” Carpenter said, and Cricket cleared his throat and kept his eyes assiduously fixed on the grass below. He stood and planted one foot sturdily in the ground, then turned his body and splayed his other leg behind him. It was a strained position, but one he thought might be interesting to draw. And by now, his penis had been presented to all. There was nothing of him hidden, nothing ever a mystery again. A breeze whispered through the corn and lifted his penis just a bit, from below. He didn’t want to get aroused. He couldn’t look at Matilda or Ann. It was a kind of torture for a time, but then something turned in him. He caught Ann’s eye and she was looking at him with great compassion and love, and said without saying, I love you, Cricket. You are brave and so young and I would do anything to help you. Don’t you know I love you? We are siblings always, bound by this, our nakedness in this beautiful nothingness.

			And Cricket thought he could die just then, being loved by Ann and Matilda and her unborn child, all of them doing something so unnecessary and libertine and removed from all the wretched boredom of the rest of the world. And wasn’t nakedness the more rational state of being? All at once, the dozens of people he’d drawn naked appeared before him, and he knew them all unreservedly, without vanity, without pretense, glorious and self-celebratory, exultant in their most beautiful form—uncovered and without guile.

			“Next one,” Carpenter said.

			For the next forty minutes Cricket fell into a euphoric kind of calm, thankful for the heat of the sun, for it was blessedly warm as he shaped himself into five more poses, and opened his eyes only to check his footing. In the middle of the session, he heard Carpenter, somewhere in the distance, say “Yes?” and then murmur with a visitor, then return.

			

			—

			“You had a visitor,” Carpenter said afterward. “She came around the side yard and I intercepted her.”

			“What was her name?” He assumed it was Olympia. It could only be Olympia. But she hadn’t said anything about visiting.

			“I don’t know,” Carpenter said. “She was looking for Cricket, and claimed that you’d suggested she come to the class. Then she saw you posing in the sun and basically imploded. She stared and mumbled and then turned and left.”

			Cricket returned home, ate dinner, and called her. She didn’t pick up. After three days he went to her apartment and she answered the door in pajamas. It was five in the afternoon.

			“I wasn’t ready for that,” she said. “I’m still stunned. You seemed to be enjoying yourself. And there were a lot of women. Older women. I think it was unseemly. And men. Three men, all staring.”

			“It was a life drawing class. They need to look at the model to draw the model.”

			“But why you? Why are you the model?”

			“We take turns sometimes.”

			“It was really jarring, Crick. The whole thing. I’m surprised that would be your scene. It was so artsy-crunchy, and you’re in the middle of it, naked like the guy on the Led Zep logo. Was that on purpose?”

			“I was posing like the angel on the album cover?”

			“It was so seventies. Was anyone airbrushing you on the side of a van?”

			Cricket turned to leave.

			“You don’t want to end up like those people, do you?” she asked. “At a certain point we have to make choices—to be part of the contemporary world. He’s living apart from the sweep of history.”

			Cricket dropped from her porch onto the soft grass.

			“I know you think Arcenaux is full of shit,” she said, “but at least I’ll have a degree. All that guy’s teaching you is how to make batik T-shirts and draw naked hippies.”

			Cricket was around the corner.

			“Not a lot of demand for that!” she yelled after him.

			

			—

			She called five times a day for the next week.

			“Sorry,” she said when she finally reached him. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry. I had no right. I lost my mind. I wasn’t jealous per se, just surprised.”

			Cricket said nothing. Her possessiveness was a drug.

			“I just wasn’t prepared,” she said. “Can I grab you now? I had an idea.”

			She picked him up at dusk and drove outside of town to where the rural route met the highway heading south. She was wearing a long cotton skirt and a tight T-shirt. They pulled into the parking lot of a motel, the Highway Sleeper.

			“Stay here,” she said, and walked across the dark lot, as steady as a warrior, and emerged a few minutes later with an elongated yellow plastic diamond attached to a silver key. She started the car. “Stay low for a second,” she said.

			They parked in the back of the complex. “One more second,” she said, and got out. She unlocked the door, looked inside, and then opened the driver’s-side door to retrieve her bag from below the steering wheel. “Let’s go.”

			Olympia sat on the bed. From her bag she produced a small, thin bottle that looked like a flask. “You ever have gin before?” she asked.

			Cricket hadn’t. And had never seen a real human use a flask.

			“We’ll have just a small bit. Then I have a plan.”

			Cricket downed three sips before she twisted the cap back on and threw the bottle onto the pillows of the second bed.

			“You need to undress,” she said. “This is sort of for a project.”

			She would not be undressing herself, she said. Not yet. In a few minutes, with firm admonishments and the promise of the unknown, Cricket had stripped down and was lying on the bed, his back flat, eyes facing the ceiling. His penis didn’t know what to do. With Olympia so close, there was a strong stirring that Cricket knew he couldn’t control. But because she hadn’t touched him, and only he was naked, there was something clinical about the atmosphere that confused every part of his body.

			“I got this at a toy store,” she said, and uncapped a thick black marker. “Don’t worry. It’s not permanent. Water-based. You trust me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Just hold still.”

			She started on his shoulders.

			“It’s cold,” he said.

			She drew a straight line from shoulder to shoulder and then stood back to examine it. “It covers nicely,” she said. “I’ll only have to do one coat.”

			She leaned forward again and drew another line across his body, this one a few inches below the first.

			“You’re striping me?”

			“That’s the start,” she said, and drew six more lines across his arms and torso.

			“Can you handle this part?” she said and looked down at his crotch. “I have to get across there.”

			Instantly he was aroused.

			“Probably easier to draw on it that way anyway,” she said, and proceeded to draw lines across his waist, across his pelvis and stiffened penis and upper thighs. Cricket throbbed and reached for Olympia’s arm.

			“No no no,” she said, and laughed. She’d already accomplished everything she’d wanted. She’d seen him naked before others, older women even, and now she could reclaim him. It was not complicated and he didn’t mind.

			She drew across his thighs, his knees and shins, until there were straight lines all across his body, from neck to instep.

			“Done?” he asked.

			“A quarter done,” she said.

			She returned to his shoulders and now started downward. “This’ll be harder,” she said while navigating the length of his arm.

			“A grid?” Cricket asked.

			“Something like that,” she said.

			In fact, it was exactly that. She continued drawing vertical lines on him until he was a tight grid. When she finished the last line on his second arm, he sighed and raised his torso to look at her work.

			“Turn over,” she said.

			He turned over and she began again. She drew the verticals first this time, then the horizontals, and was done in ten minutes.

			“Okay, now turn onto your back,” she said, and he obeyed. She kissed his thigh, and he looked down to see that she’d aimed her lips in the center of one of her squares. She moved her lips to his left arm, found a square, and kissed it, too.

			“You won’t do every one,” he said.

			“I will,” she said, and kissed his triceps. “That’s the whole point of conceptual art. Take something interesting and make it tedious.”

			Some kisses were quicker, some slower, and the room was hot, so she stepped out of the long cotton skirt, and roamed around him in her T-shirt and surprisingly frumpy underwear, and finally the top and bra came off and she dimmed the lights, and when they were finished, she said sorry again for what she’d said, and asked if he liked what she’d done.

			“I did,” he said.

			“Was it artful?” she asked.

			“It was,” he said, and wondered what was happening with his friends, with her and Jed, this blurring between sex and art, what it meant.

			“You think that would work for a thesis?” she asked.

			“I can’t answer that.”

			“I’d have to film it, I think. I wouldn’t film you,” she added quickly.

			She put on her bra and shirt. “I like curating more. The making and explaining is not my sweet spot. You see my undies?”

			Cricket swung his head to look under the bed.

			“Found ’em,” she said. “So what are you learning in that guy’s backyard, anyway? Besides showing everyone your beautiful naked self? What was the last lesson-lesson?”

			Cricket described Carpenter’s last session, when he’d explained how to mix white oils—you could never use white from the tube, it was too chalky, you had to mix it with something like cadmium red light to make it more vibrant and warm—but all the while, he was thinking of what Olympia had said, those “beautiful naked self” words together, how they’d never been said to him, and maybe it meant that Olympia now saw him as a man, as an equal, and quickly he thought of the two of them in a studio like Carpenter’s, a coterie of students and masters passing through, models modeling, Cricket teaching, Olympia a sort of impresario (impresaria?), who would run a gallery in the front space. Their bedroom would be upstairs, under a big round skylight, and after mornings like this, kissing each other inside every little box, they’d wander downstairs and begin the day. It was all he wanted in the world.

		

	
		
			The next day he and Jed arrived to work and found Carpenter in the living room, watching TV. They’d never seen him in front of the TV, and had seen the TV on only when they were desperate to quiet Matilda’s animal child. When they entered the room, Carpenter didn’t turn around.

			“You hear about this?” he asked.

			On the screen was the news that Iraq had invaded Kuwait.

			Finally Carpenter turned to Jed, and looked at him as if Carpenter knew something that Jed didn’t, and didn’t know how to tell him.

			“What?” Jed asked.

			The same day, the UN condemned the invasion. On August 5, George H. W. Bush said that the invasion would not stand. The UN made more declarations, and Dick Cheney and Norman Schwarzkopf began making plans to defend Saudi Arabia, should Saddam Hussein feel emboldened.

			“Has ROTC said anything to you?” Carpenter asked.

			“Nothing,” Jed said.

			School began again but no one was paying attention. At a state school with a thousand ROTC and National Guard members, everyone was watching TV and trying to discern the odds of an invasion, the odds of a draft. In October, the US began planning an offensive to throw Iraq out of Kuwait. In late November, the UN Security Council issued Resolution 678, which called for the use of any means necessary to remove Iraqi forces, if its troops hadn’t left on their own by January 15.

			“I think I’m going,” Jed said one day. “How fucking weird would that be?” The next day it was confirmed. They were calling up 130,000 ROTC and National Guard members, and Jed’s unit was among them.

			Carpenter summoned them to his house two days later. They had never seen Carpenter so rattled. His ashtray was overflowing and he was drinking bourbon from a coffee mug. He sat Cricket and Jed down in the living room, and pulled up a kitchen chair to sit facing them.

			“Jed, you don’t have to go,” he said. “They’re expecting thirty thousand American casualties.” He paced the room and revealed that he’d left the country during the Korean War. He was draft-eligible, and fled, living in Canada, then Jamaica, and finally spent four years in the Netherlands. He returned when he was sure he wouldn’t be hunted for dodging the draft. During the Vietnam War, he’d helped students from the university evade service, too.

			“This is different than Vietnam,” he said, his knee bobbing up and down. “That was a slow trickle over a long period of time. The draft wasn’t immediate, so we had time to think and plan. This, for you, is all at once. I think this could be very bad. We don’t know if this is Vietnam or Korea or Grenada. But a land war in the Middle East? I think you should leave.”

			Cricket was convinced. “I’ll drive you,” he said to Jed.

			Carpenter pointed to Cricket. “And you, too. Get ahead of it. They could start drafting in months. Have you registered?”

			Cricket didn’t know. Wasn’t it automatic, something with the driver’s license?

			“We’ll drive to Canada. I’d like to come too, if you’ll have me,” Carpenter said. “Maybe my experience would be helpful. I drove students up there in ’70, ’71. I could be your uncle. We’d be going fishing. Anything. It would not be hard. We’d cross from Minnesota and I know plenty of people in Ottawa.”

			Jed was nodding, calculating, his eyes unblinking. “I was really starting to like it here, in college. I never thought I would, but then I did. I—”

			Jed cleared his throat. Cricket was afraid to look at him. Carpenter got up from his chair and sat next to Jed, his arm around his shoulder.

			“Waiting out the war will be easy,” Carpenter said. “You’d have to deal with the consequences afterward, of course, and we don’t know what those would be. But at least you’re not going up against the Republican Guard on its own territory. We’ll drive north. It’ll be a cinch.”

			Carpenter went looking for an address book full of friends in Canada. When he was out of the room, Jed turned to Cricket.

			“You know my dad called me yesterday? The first time he’s called the whole time I’ve been at school. ‘Proud of you, kid,’ he said. And offered me his Beretta.”

			

			—

			Olympia drove to Chicago to protest, finding herself under the big red Picasso downtown with ten thousand others, and Cricket went to meetings about proving conscientious objector status. “Backdate a diary,” Carpenter told him. “You need to prove you’ve been morally against war for years. Do you have any Quakers in your family line?”

			Cricket did not. Meanwhile, Jed couldn’t make up his mind. Twice he called Cricket and wanted to make sure he’d drive to Canada with him. Both times Cricket assured him he would.

			“No one else in my unit’s worried, though,” Jed said. “They’re saying they won’t be putting the fucking Indiana National Guard on the front lines. We’d be lucky to make it to Germany.”

			“But this could go on for years,” Cricket said. “What then?”

			“Right,” Jed said. “What then?”

			Jed packed two bags—one for Kuwait, one for Canada, and told Cricket there was a chance he’d just be gone one day. If he went to Kuwait, it would be on short notice, no time to call.

			They couldn’t concentrate on school so Olympia put on an art show.

			“A Bulgarian guy I found,” she said. “It’ll be about oil wars and I need you both. Something to do. Action cures apathy, right?”

			The room was twenty feet by forty feet, painted brown. It was not a gallery, had never been a gallery. Olympia had convinced university officials to give her a former storage room next to the health clinic. The first task, she told them, was to paint it white.

			“This is about a thousand square feet,” Cricket said. “To cover the brown will take four coats. You have primer?”

			She didn’t have primer. She had no tape or drop cloths. She had white paint and three rollers. They took Jed’s car to the hardware store.

			Olympia had seen the artist, Nedko Solakov, in Artforum and had written him a letter. She’d gotten no answer. She made calls around Sofia—every gallery she could find in the capital—until a curator gave her his phone number. She called, they spoke, and somehow she’d persuaded Nedko Solakov to do a show at her gallery, which didn’t exist yet.

			He called one night and said he’d come.

			“It’s a conceptual piece,” she told Cricket and Jed. “He’s done it once before in Kyiv and it always needs two people. You wear house painter clothes. One person paints the gallery walls black. On the opposite wall, another person will paint that same surface white. The two painters follow each other around the room, erasing the other’s work. At all times, half of the gallery will be black, half white.”

			Cricket’s face had twisted into a red knot, angry that all the work they’d just done over two full days was to be erased. But then he got it. “The black is oil? The circular erasure represents the endless wars over oil?”

			“Very nice,” Jed said.

			Solakov arrived on a Tuesday in November. He was a bald man in his mid-thirties, a classically trained artist and a veteran of the Soviet Union’s adventures in Afghanistan. Jed was marching somewhere, so Cricket and Olympia picked Solakov up at the airport and he shook Cricket’s hand, head bowed, then sandwiched Olympia’s hands between his.

			“Enchanté,” he said.

			Cricket and Jed were the first two painters. They painted half the room black, and Olympia arranged twenty chairs in the center of the gallery, in two rows, facing the two long walls. Half the room was black, half was white, and the room was full—Olympia had invited everyone in the art school, and the chairs were taken and a dozen more spectators huddled in the doorway. At noon on Saturday, Solakov blew a whistle and Cricket and Jed began.

			Half of Cricket’s wall was black, the other half white. He rolled his black paint over the white part of the wall; the effect was dramatic, oddly terrifying. Meanwhile, on the wall opposite, Jed was doing something harder—trying to retake the black part of the gallery with white paint. Solakov had insisted they paint in silence, with minimal engagement with visitors. They were to appear like professional painters, hired to do the work, and it was best if they seemed unaware that they were part of a piece of conceptual art. They wore painters’ jumpsuits and said nothing.

			It took them forty-five minutes to cover a long wall, twenty-five to cover a short one. Because they always had to be exactly opposite each other, they took breaks at the same time, resting their shoulders and arms.

			“Somehow I don’t think this will prevent the war,” Jed said.

			But staying busy was good. The madness of it was good. They went about their work for the first eight hours, on that Saturday, until the gallery closed. They had gone around the room five times. Each wall had been painted white five times and black five times. They were exhausted, but over the course of the day, three hundred and eighty people had seen it. At one point they’d run out of paint, or were about to, and at that moment Kyle appeared and said he’d do anything to be part of the show, and could he help? Olympia sent him out to get more paint and he returned twenty minutes later with four gallons of white, four gallons of black, and more rollers and drop cloths, and refused to be repaid for any of it. Cricket hadn’t seen it all happen; his face was to the wall, engulfed in fumes.

			“Kyle?” he said afterward.

			“Kyle,” Olympia said.

			He continued to help with the exhibition—driving Solakov to get cigarettes and beef jerky and ribs; he ate ribs every day he was in Indiana. He loved American ribs and came to love Kyle for bringing them to him any time he asked.

			“He is an insufferable brown-noser,” Solakov said, “but he is sincere.”

			Really, though, Cricket and Olympia thought. Kyle?

			On Monday, the nurses at the clinic were livid. The smell of paint was far stronger than promised, and Solakov had been smoking in the building. He promised not to do so again, and Olympia brought in fans and air freshener and kept the doors open for better ventilation.

			Still, they had to agree that the show could happen only on weekends, and even then, for three weeks, not five. In the end, there would be only six performances. It didn’t matter. Everyone on campus knew of it. Everyone had to see it. By the end of January, they’d clocked 2,328 visitors.

			Meanwhile, Paulson Arcenaux’s show in the university’s official art museum had opened, and Solakov insisted on seeing it. “Nothing worse than a local celebrity,” he said. He dragged Cricket and Jed to it one afternoon. “Should we read the explanatory text?” he asked.

			They stood before a freestanding wall, bearing three paragraphs of text and a large photo of Arcenaux, brooding before a graffiti-strewn building, again wearing jeans and a sleeveless denim shirt. There were copper necklaces braided around his neck, while a silver bracelet encircled his right biceps.

			“I paint to interrogate the paradigms,” the first line read, and Cricket had to look away.

			Solakov noticed. “You have to start with interrogating the paradigms,” he said. “That’s always first.” He scanned the rest of the text. “It says here he’s also smashing visual monopolies, and probing the intersection between the pillars of the mind and the infrastructure of history. All that, and he really knows his way around denim, too.”

			The show consisted of twelve of Arcenaux’s small paintings, each dominated by one squiggle—each the size and shape of a garter snake—with his signature almost as big as each painting’s dominant squiggle. The show was empty and the woman guarding it was reading Tropic of Cancer.

			

			—

			Arcenaux walked into Solakov’s exhibition one Saturday, alone, hands at his sides, smirking, and said nothing. Carpenter came the next day, and smiled, nodded, patted Cricket and Jed on their backs. “The absurdity is most welcome,” he said. “Well done.”

			On the last Sunday of the show, after closing, Solakov locked the door to the gallery so it was just the four of them inside. He’d brought a bottle of Bulgarian brandy. “I don’t care who is underage.” He pulled four glasses from his bag, his thick fingers staining each. He poured each full and toasted.

			“You can be a movement,” he said.

			Olympia had been saying the same thing throughout the month. She’d been ebullient every day, manic every night. In moments of insanity she thought the show really might have an effect on the decisions being made in Washington. She could not think of any comparable work of art that had ever stopped a war, but she still believed. She even said something about ripples and tippings of boats. She’d called Artforum but couldn’t get anyone to review the show. She’d hired two different photographers and a videographer to document it. The local paper did a baffled article, the headline being “Gonzo Art Happenings Are Back.” She called Art in America, Frieze, The Village Voice. She got a stringer from USA Today on the phone, but nothing came of it.

			But she was determined to put on a second show. She didn’t plan on asking the university or the nurses or anyone. She didn’t even ask Jed if he wanted to realize his idea of painting scenes of modern struggles onto wood, and letting viewers insert their own faces—as perpetrators or victims. Jed had acquiesced, and now, in the gallery, Olympia reminded him that his show was next. He was dazed, smiling wildly. “I guess I’m an artist now.”

			They drank the first bottle quickly and Solakov produced a second.

			“But art like this—maybe it’s impotent?” Jed said.

			“Yes, maybe. Sometimes, yes. Mostly, yes,” Solakov said. “But it keeps the spirits up. Like protest music. Every protest needs music.”

			Olympia hugged Solakov hard, thanking him, and he slipped on spilled brandy and fell onto his back. He laughed until he coughed and finally caught his breath and addressed the ceiling.

			“This is how it begins,” Solakov said as they stood over him, waiting to help him up. “Young friends without fear.”

			He pointed to Olympia. “You are the brain. Yes?”

			She accepted this. He pointed to Cricket. “He is the painter, the aesthete.”

			Then he squinted and found Jed. “And you are the conscience.”

			Jed liked this designation a great deal.

			“All necessary,” Solakov said. “Without any one of you, nothing much is possible. But together?”

		

	
		
			January 15 came and went and on the seventeenth, the missiles began, hitting targets in Iraq and Kuwait and beginning the largest US military operation since Vietnam.

			Cricket called Jed that day. “Let’s just go,” he said. He offered to drive Jed to the border but could not coerce him. The possibility of jail time for desertion was real.

			The next day Olympia knocked on Jed’s door. “You can’t go!” she said. Her father, the disgraced diplomat, thought the war would last two years minimum, that a draft would happen after six months, that Cricket was squarely in the range to be called upon. “You have to leave, too.”

			One of them went to visit Jed every day, to convince him to flee. Jed couldn’t decide. Finally, on the first of February, Cricket drove over, his car full of supplies for the trip north. He thought maybe if he presented a viable alternative, with the route to Canada already drawn up, Jimmy John’s in a cooler, sleeping bags and even wigs and sunglasses, that he might give in. Cricket knocked on his door at four in the afternoon and got no answer. He called his phone and got nothing. He knocked again, and went around to the side of the building, looking up at Jed’s window, the slatted blinds broken.

			He called him again that night and the next day. Finally he went to the Armory, thinking he might find some ROTC representative who knew something. The Armory was locked, and for the first time Cricket thought there was a real possibility Jed had gone. He didn’t want to call Jed’s home, had never really known his family, and didn’t want to talk to his father, but finally he called. A girl answered.

			“Is this Annabelle?”

			“It is. May I ask who’s calling?” she said.

			Cricket asked her if Jed had left, and she said he had, two nights before. He’d called from an airport in New Jersey, on his way to Mannheim. “He’s probably in Germany now,” she said.

			

			—

			By mid-February, Olympia was still hearing bad prognoses from her father, but Carpenter had become sanguine. Cricket spent as much time as he could in his company, basking in his calm.

			“I’m not worried,” Carpenter said. “We have a quarter million soldiers there already. The upper number of the Iraqi military is what, a hundred thousand?” He went through the two countries’ tank numbers, fighter jets, helicopters. He’d become a student of relative military prowess. “It can’t last long,” he said. “There’s no chance they send the ROTC into combat. It’ll be the professional army only. In and out. Easy. I bet Jed never leaves Germany. He’ll call someday with some stupid German greeting.”

			He called the next day. Cricket and Carpenter were in the kitchen.

			“Auf wiedersehen!” he said. “Cricket, you should answer your phone. I tried you six times and finally had to call Carp.”

			“You’re in Germany.”

			“Yeah, I won’t get any farther than this,” Jed said. His voice was small—an echo through a tin tunnel. “It’s so boring. We do nothing. You watching it on TV? You know as much as me.”

			Carpenter took the phone. “If it starts feeling bad, you can desert from Mannheim,” he said. “I know people in Germany.”

			“Don’t say—” Jed started, and then his tone became formal. “Mr. Carpenter, you shouldn’t say stuff like that. I know you’ve supported draft dodgers, but I am a proud soldier of the US military, and I will fulfill my duty in any way my commanders see fit.”

			He hung up.

			“That was reckless of me,” Carpenter said, staring at the phone. “I’m sorry. I’m all over the place and I’m sorry.”

			

			—

			The offensive began at 4 a.m. on February 24. The next day, the Iraqis fired a Scud missile into an American barracks in Khobar, Saudi Arabia, killing twenty-eight. Cricket didn’t worry, because Jed was in Germany. No Scuds were being sent to Germany. On February 26, Saddam Hussein announced that Iraqi troops were withdrawing from Kuwait—and American planes and helicopters killed tens of thousands of them as they fled. American and allied forces drove into Kuwait City on February 27, and Iraq officially surrendered on February 28.

			A week later, Carpenter held a party. He’d never thrown a party before, not a nighttime affair, Cricket realized, and by the time Cricket arrived, Carpenter was already smashed.

			“I told you not to worry!” he said, throwing his arm around Cricket, smelling of sweat and pot and gin. Matilda and Ann were there, and Khalid and Joseph, and a few dozen others.

			Every day, it seemed, some unit would return—South Carolina’s National Guard one week, a unit from Arkansas the next. There had been parades every Saturday somewhere, but there was no word from anyone about when Indiana’s people would come home. Cricket let himself get sloppy, too, that night, and looked all over the house for Ann, to be held by Ann, to dance slowly with Ann, because even at this party she was dressed in silk, a silky executive at this party, and he thought he might find her and bring his mouth close to her ear, knowing she would laugh, hoping she might not laugh—

			But he never found her, and the next day was so thankful he hadn’t found her. They could remain admirers, chaste and dignified admirers who behaved properly and without regret.

			

			* * *

			And one day in March the phone rang.

			“Cricket?” a little voice said. “This is Annabelle.”

			“Jed’s sister?”

			“Yes. My mom—”

			“Thank God!” Cricket said, laughing. “When’s he coming back? Everyone here’s been in the dark.”

			“Um, my mom wanted me to call to see if you could drive his car back home.”

			“Sure,” Cricket said. “Easy. You want it there for when he gets home?”

			“Kind of,” she said. “But didn’t you know he died?”

			It had been a car accident in Kuwait. The truck he was in drove into a dust cloud, veered off the road and into a ditch. Six were hurt, Jed was killed.

			Cricket went to Olympia. She backed away from the door, pulling him with her, and sat carefully on the couch.

			“Last night I dreamt he was dead,” she said, then covered her mouth with both hands. “He was dead in a rowboat. You and I were wading in the water with this boat between us, and he was inside. How terrible is that? How did I know?”

			They lay on the couch until the room grew dim.

			“We’re in shock, right?” she asked. “I can’t cry.”

			To Cricket, Jed actually being gone was no more than an idea. It was a proposition. What if Jed were dead at twenty? But he had no proof that it had happened. It seemed probable that someone else would call and say he was alive in Germany. “It’s the military. They make mistakes, right?” he asked Olympia. “And this early on? How would they already know?”

			“Why was he in Kuwait? He called you from Germany, right?”

			“He did.”

			They moved to the floor and lay facing each other.

			“His death would have no meaning,” Cricket said. “To die in a car crash after the fighting…”

			“Oh don’t do that,” she said, and sat up. “What young man’s death has meaning? He gets shot by an Iraqi—that would have meaning? Or if he’s in a helicopter, shooting at Iraqis in retreat—you think that would have meaning? What meaning could there be in any of it?”

			“Maybe he was defending some child—”

			“Oh Christ, Cricket. There can’t be any point in this and you know it. He signed up to impress his dad and that worked. Now he’s dead in a desert five thousand miles away. The rest of his life is gone. Fifty more years he had, gone. Everything he could do, gone. The chance to say goodbye, gone. The chance to tell anyone about his life or what he thought of the world, gone. There’s no meaning now, and no meaning ever.”

			Cricket said nothing. Hearing this truth made him furious but he had no counter. Olympia stroked his knee, then stood up.

			“Does Carpenter know?” she asked.

			“I don’t think so,” he said.

			“Let’s go,” she said. “We should do things. We can’t sit here.”

			They got in Olympia’s car and started for Carpenter’s.

			“Annabelle wants me to pack up his stuff,” Cricket said. “Will you help?”

			“Yes, right after,” she said.

			When they walked up Carpenter’s creaky steps he met them at the door, then smiled. Cricket had envisioned Carpenter knowing. That somehow he would have heard. That he would be their father, would hold them in his arms and tell them what to do. But he knew nothing. He thought this was something else.

			“I know what this is,” he said, “and who this is.” He was grinning and giddy. He took Olympia’s hands in his and then looked behind her, to her car. Carpenter thought this was a kind of homecoming surprise, that any second Jed would emerge from the backseat.

			“Where is he? I have to admit I feel sort of stupid, given the whole war was four days long. Where is he?”

			

			* * *

			Afterward, Cricket and Olympia drove in silence to Jed’s.

			Neither said anything about Carpenter. He’d fallen apart and they were embarrassed. He’d screamed and run upstairs as if he could flee the news. They’d stayed in the foyer for a minute, waiting for him to come back and impart sober wisdom. But he didn’t come down and finally they went upstairs and checked each room until they found Carpenter in an unlit corner, sitting on the floor, between a wall and a filthy undressed bed, drinking from a black bottle.

			“I just want to dull it,” he said. “Forgive me while I dull it.”

			“Should we stay?” Olympia asked.

			Carpenter finished the bottle in his hand and walked past them, down the stairs and into the kitchen, where he found another in the freezer, a cloudy bottle of vodka. He drank a third of it and retreated to the couch in the living room. Finally he focused on Cricket.

			“Sorry, kid. I just needed to blunt it. I’m almost there.”

			His head lolled and he rested it on the armrest of the couch.

			“How are you, Cricket? I’m so sorry. Oh fuck I can’t believe this. This is so stupid. That poor boy.” He looked over Cricket’s shoulder, as if seeing Jed there. “Oh Jesus. How are you, Cricket? How will we do this?”

			In minutes Carpenter was asleep and they covered him in a crocheted blanket and left him, and they went to Jed’s apartment and found the super, a pear-shaped man named Rick. He answered the door in a sport coat and tie. “My son’s viola recital,” he explained. “He lives with his mom. You two aren’t tenants, are you? I know everyone.”

			Cricket told him about Jed and his hand flew to his mouth. “Christ almighty, that fine young man!” he said in a hush, and for the first time Cricket cried. Why now and not when Carpenter was falling apart in front of him? He convulsed and lost his breath.

			“Come here,” Rick said, and put Cricket’s weeping head on his soft shoulder. He rubbed Cricket’s back, and Olympia ran her fingers through Cricket’s hair, and the three of them stood in the doorway until Cricket stopped heaving and could stand straight.

			“Jed was so kind to my son,” Rick said. “Eric’s here in the afternoons, alone most of the time, and Jed would talk to him. Always. If he was outside with the basketball, Jed would play with him. Eric said something about Jed’s belt buckles one time, so he gave him one.”

			Cricket released himself and looked into the yard, wanting to see the basketball hoop, or Eric, or something Jed might have left.

			Rick said, “I knew he was a soldier and I hoped he wouldn’t have to go over there,” and that sent Cricket choking and heaving again, and he sat on the floor until he could catch his breath. And finally Rick opened Jed’s door and let them into the dark apartment, and brought them three milk crates and a roll of garbage bags.

			“You want my help?” he asked.

			“We’re fine,” Olympia said, and turned on the lights. The apartment was three rooms, and Jed’s possessions were thankfully few. They started in his closet and dresser. They filled two garbage bags with Jed’s shirts and pants and shorts.

			“Underwear and socks, too?” Olympia asked.

			“Just everything,” Cricket said, and filled a crate with Jed’s bedside stereo and cassette tapes. It was a weird mix—Graham Parker and Joan Armatrading, ten Jethro Tull albums and the complete works of 38 Special. There was a separate case for Chopin and Liszt.

			“Notebooks in here,” Olympia said, and they filled a crate with any notebooks or textbooks bearing his handwriting. They filled the third crate with two barbells, a jar of birdseed, two paperback books—Confederacy of Dunces and Lust for Life—a lighter, a vinyl flag of Poland, a vase full of seaglass and nine belt buckles of various sizes and iconographies. Cricket thought to give them to Eric but knew this was not his choice to make. They had to bring them to Jed’s family.

			“Bedsheets?” Olympia asked, and they decided yes. “Wait,” she said, and held up another notebook. She’d found it under the bed and opened it. “Oh no.”

			She showed it to Cricket. On the first page he’d written I AM THE IDEA MASTER in enormous letters, and on every page there was a sketch or scheme. Each one was dated, and they’d all begun, Cricket was sure, after that day at the reservoir crafts fair. Carpenter had lifted the gate and Jed’s mind had gone free.

		

	
		
			Cricket built and primed a canvas in Carpenter’s shed and taped two photos of Jed to the upper right corner. He would paint Jed in his uniform and honor him this way. It would be romantic, maybe even heroic, and he’d present it to his family, who would be grateful and devastated. He threw himself into the work, using everything Carpenter had taught him. He worked alone in the shed, passing through the house occasionally, where Carpenter would give him worried looks. Cricket had dropped two classes and was failing one of the two he had left.

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” Cricket finally said. “Just help me get the painting right.”

			Carpenter came to the shed at the end of each day and would correct and suggest, and after two weeks Cricket had a likeness. He knew Jed’s family would weep seeing it, and maybe this was what Cricket was meant to do—to honor the war dead this way. Cricket let his mind fly on to think of painting dead Iraqis, too. He would memorialize the dead from both sides, paint every casualty.

			Carpenter did not discourage him, but did not praise him, either. He remained neutral and practical, and in a few weeks the painting felt finished to Cricket; he only needed someone to tell him to stop.

			Olympia came to see it and her first reaction was a tsking sound followed by a long silence.

			“What? That’s a terrible reaction,” he said.

			“Sorry. It’s very moving, of course,” she said quickly. “Is it finished?”

			At that moment he knew it was bad. Worse than bad. Anything even approaching mediocrity could be praised reflexively. But the truly bad stunned a viewer into silence.

			“I’ll start over,” he said, and she said no, no, but slowly she relented and agreed that it was not quite right, that it did not look much like Jed, and why the uniform? And who was it for?

			He started over. When she left he painted a thin layer of gesso over the first version, so he could use the rough shape that he’d begun with. He worked all day and night on his second try, bringing a fan out to the shed to help the paint dry quicker. By midnight he had a new likeness, and went to bed thinking he’d gotten it right. In the morning, though, he opened the shed door to find a wretched thing, the lines all wrong and the color muddy and every brushstroke crude; it looked nothing like him.

			“Why the rush?” Carpenter asked that afternoon. He leaned against the doorframe to the shed, looking gaunt and exhausted.

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said. “It gives me something to focus on.”

			“Maybe wait a month,” Carpenter said. “A year.”

			“Thanks,” Cricket said, and painted over it again. He tried a new composition and failed. He painted over it a fourth time and by that point the canvas was too slick to absorb the paint properly. Cricket ripped off the canvas and pulled new canvas over the frame. He primed it and started again, first an underpainting in blue, this time without using photos for reference. He slept while it dried, and in the morning he thought it not bad, and continued. In two days he had what he thought was something workable and brought it to Carpenter, who was lying in the sun of his living room, looking weak and unwell.

			“Do you like it?” Cricket asked, trying not to sound impatient but knowing he sounded impatient.

			Carpenter sat up to see it squarely. The moments before he spoke conveyed all. When something is good the words come quickly. “Who is this for?” he finally said.

			Cricket was falling through space. “I don’t know. Me. Them. His family.”

			“You’re planning to give this to them?”

			Cricket shrugged. “Or I burn it.”

			“Will you sit?” Carpenter asked. “You’re all coiled up.”

			“So it’s that bad?”

			“It’s not bad,” Carpenter said. “You sought to honor him and you have done that. But I think it’s just for you. Some art is for the world, and some is just for its creator. This is the latter.”

			“I don’t agree.”

			Cricket was angry with himself for saying that, for being prickly and agitated and rude, but the blood was humming in his head and through his ears and he couldn’t find a way to get calm.

			“You did this in a few days,” Carpenter said. “Why the hurry, I do not know. But if you feel compelled to paint Jed now, you should. If it feels good, you should keep doing it. That said, I think this is for you. It’s meant for you, and you should keep it and love it as you loved Jed.”

			Cricket did not listen. Instead, he put the painting in his car and brought it back to Jed’s house, driving three hours in the dark, and knocked on the door. It was 8 p.m. and Annabelle looked surprised to find anyone at the door. Cricket explained that he’d painted Jed, and wanted the family to have the portrait, and he presented it to her, wrapped in the only thing he could quickly find, which was wrapping paper Carpenter had left over from Christmas. Seeing Annabelle holding the painting covered in green trees and pink ornaments, he was ashamed for his impatience. He could have easily waited a day, bought the proper shipping paper and gotten this right.

			“Should I open it now?” she asked, and her eyes begged Cricket to answer no.

			“No, no. Just whenever. I wanted you to have it. Are you okay?”

			“Me?” she asked. “I don’t know. People keep asking that.”

			“I’m sorry,” Cricket said. “You shouldn’t be okay. And even that painting is probably bad. Carpenter said so. But I didn’t know what to do with it and maybe you won’t think it’s bad. Even if it’s just you who likes it, that’s fine. It can be yours.”

			Annabelle set it against the wall in the foyer, without any inclination to unwrap it. “Okay. Thanks.”

			Feeling liberated, Cricket jumped off the porch and drove away and in the dark he found himself believing that the picture of Jed would be loved. That it would bring Jed’s family to tears and they’d hang it and live with it and love it and love Cricket, too. So he slept fitfully at home, and in the morning he drove by Jed’s house. He didn’t plan on stopping unless he saw Annabelle out front. He saw no one, but after he passed the house, he saw that the garage was open and empty, and when he slowed, he saw a sliver of his Christmas wrapping paper, between the meat fridge and the wall. He stopped the car and got out, jogging through the line of trees at the edge of the property.

			When he got close enough, he saw that it was his picture, and that the wrapping had been torn open, and then reapplied hastily with two short stripes of masking tape. He felt dropped from a cloud, felt that he was still falling, looking up at the spinning sun, and he tried to breathe, but couldn’t breathe, so he knelt in the garage next to the portrait for a few minutes until he could think again, and then took the painting back, through the trees, put it in the Cabriolet and drove to the Whistlestop.

			He wanted only for Roulin to be there, as unlikely as it was. It was a random afternoon on a nothing Monday and Roulin almost never stopped by the Whistlestop on Mondays, but when Cricket pulled up, he saw Roulin’s surprised face in the window, and then saw the back door open and Roulin emerge smiling.

			“I knew that sound!” he said and strode toward Cricket. He had one hand on Cricket’s shoulder and the other on the roof of the Cabriolet. “How’s she driving? What’s the matter? Oh hey. What is it? Oh no, Cricket. No. You okay? Come inside.”

			After some cocoa and cheese and a roast beef sandwich made by the new girl, an unblinking young woman named Dani, Roulin convinced Cricket to show him the portrait.

			“Can we do it by the car?” Cricket asked.

			“By the car?” Roulin said, then corrected himself, glancing in Dani’s direction. “Of course, good idea. Better out there.”

			Cricket led him back to the Cabriolet, and he retrieved the painting from the back seat, so ashamed of its wrapping and masking tape and whatever he thought might be on the canvas. It was probably far worse than he remembered, and it occurred to him for the first time that Annabelle or her father or mother might have defaced the picture out of sheer revulsion. He hadn’t opened it yet so he did not know; it seemed as likely as not. Why else would anyone leave it in the garage? And even if it wasn’t defaced, Carpenter had implied it was awful, and if he thought it was awful, it was likely unforgivable.

			“Actually let’s not,” Cricket said, and tried to return it to the darkness of the back seat.

			“Cricket, please let me,” Roulin said, and he brought it back into the light, and unwrapped it, and turned it around, and held it with both hands, as he would hold the shoulders of a person he was proud of.

			“Ah, that’s him!” he said. He smiled as his eyes swam all over the canvas. Cricket looked at it over Roulin’s shoulder, and thought it looked strange and misshapen and raw, but Roulin nodded and said, “Yep, yep, yep. That’s him, that’s him, that’s him!” And for a minute he didn’t even seem to care that Cricket had done it. He was only happy to have this semblance of Jed so close.

			Without asking Cricket, he brought the picture into the Whistlestop and found a chair and stood on it, and removed the Santa in black briefs, and replaced it with the picture of Jed. He got down and stood back and admired the painting, and he squeezed Cricket’s shoulder. Dani didn’t know who Cricket was, or who the man in uniform was with the stringy blond hair and oversized belt buckle.

			“I had two boys, Dani,” Roulin explained. “That’s one of them up there. He died in the war in the desert one day. And here’s the other boy.” He pointed a thumb to Cricket. “He made that picture for me.”

		

	
		
			IV

		

	
		
			The heat of Chicago in August was a wet and filthy thing. It covered the pavement like grease and oozed down the dark glass of the buildings downtown. Cricket made his way from the El station to River North, quickly soaking his white button-down. He lived in a cheap two-room apartment in Lakeview, over a lamp store—a lamp emporium—and he foolishly thought he might make it from home to River North without sweating through his dress clothes. His khakis were leaden, his shoes were gumming to the pavement as he rushed to the gallery where he’d be interning for a few months.

			He was only five blocks away when he saw a woman in a baby blue dress step across the street with her chin held aloft, her high-heeled shoes so strangely white. The shoes were what drew his eyes to her, the way they glowed in the bright summer sun, trailing light like a comet would, and while he watched the shoes swing forward, left and right, he heard a car squealing behind him, and then saw it, an old and slanting sedan, sweep across the crosswalk and strike the woman where she stood. Her legs buckled, her head jerked forward and hit the car’s grille and then disappeared. The car stopped, then backed up, and now the woman screamed; until then she hadn’t made a sound. Again the car stopped, and now the driver’s door opened. A black-haired man of about sixty, wearing a tan suit and red tie, leapt out and ran away. Cricket saw him clearly. His close-set eyes, his flared nostrils, his high forehead, his sideburns and thin mustache. He was five eight, 160, between fifty-five and sixty, athletic, wiry. He ran quickly for a man of that age.

			The woman wailed. Cricket rushed to her and found that she was alive, sitting up, her hair caught in the grille of the car. Her hands were reaching behind her, trying to disentangle herself from the bent metal. Another woman was already crouched next to her. “I’m a nurse,” she said. “Has someone called 911?” There were a dozen or more people close now. Traffic had stopped. Cricket saw two people on their phones.

			“I’m calling!” one said to him.

			“Can you move your legs?” the nurse asked. The woman’s legs were splayed behind her, her back arched as she moaned.

			A man appeared in Cricket’s line of sight. “Did you see the guy?” he asked. “I have a friend in the DA’s office. Did you see him?” Cricket said he did. “Wait here,” the man said, and soon there were sirens, and two squad cars, and then three more, and an ambulance, a fire truck, and in ten minutes the block was full of lights and EMTs and Cricket was giving a statement to a wisp-thin cop in an oversized uniform. The cop took down his name and number, and the man with a friend in the DA’s office gave Cricket his business card.

			Both men said they appreciated the level of detail Cricket provided about the man who’d fled, and both asked how he was so sure about these details, and each time Cricket told them he’d been drawing figures much of his life, had drawn cadavers, too, and had grown accustomed to noticing a lot about figures, and both times this background seemed unsavory and strange to the men, and they closed their notebooks and walked off.

			By the time Cricket saw the building that housed the gallery, he was twenty-five minutes late. Approaching the building, soaked in sweat, he entertained the idea of not showing up at all. He was never late, and was sure he’d arrive looking desperate and spent. He opened the building’s heavy glass door and felt the rush of air-conditioning. He pressed the button for the elevator and gave himself till it arrived to decide what to do. He’d spent a year laying tile in bathrooms and backsplashes, work he loved and that paid well, but at Olympia’s urging from abroad—the postcard came from Sharjah—he’d written a handful of letters to galleries, offering his free labor in exchange for a peek behind the curtain.

			Olympia had gotten her BFA, then her MFA at Brown, then she’d volunteered for Christo, then helped Jenny Holzer with an installation in—was it Prague?—and that led to a gig at the Whitney as an assistant curator, then…Cricket wasn’t sure, actually, where Olympia was now. She was still planning to get a PhD, he knew that, while Cricket had done a year of college and remembered nothing outside of what he’d learned at the Prairie Atelier. After Jed’s death, Carpenter had closed shop for a month, promising to re-open in the summer, then he put it off till the fall, and finally winter came and he stopped promising altogether. He died of a heart attack a year after Jed’s death, and without him, Cricket didn’t see the point in staying on that ugly campus or anywhere near it. The last time he’d been to Carpenter’s, Ann was trying to sell the property, to send money back to Carpenter’s family in Georgia. Apparently he had a daughter he’d never mentioned to his Indiana friends. Ann offered to let Cricket take any of Carpenter’s objects that had sentimental value, but he wanted only the giant piece of plywood on which he and Jed had stenciled Carpenter’s principles. Cricket strapped it to the roof of his Cabriolet, brought it to the Art Building, and hammered it onto the portable wall on which Sharon had been crucified.

			

			—

			Cricket’s boss, Josef, specialized in high-end tilework and had taught Cricket the trade. Cricket had worked with him for almost two years but now Josef’s wayward nephew was coming over from Poland, sent by Josef’s sister in a last-ditch effort to fix him. Josef gave Cricket a few months off while he trained the nephew, and Cricket thought he could use the time to do the curtain-peeking Olympia had urged upon him.

			The only gallery that wrote him back, authoritatively named the International Institute for Modern Art, was on the third floor of this building, formerly a slaughterhouse, now filled with art spaces, all of them clean and with their names painted in white on their wide glass doors. Knowing Olympia would scold him if he didn’t go up, and knowing that he’d never bother to attempt entry to any gallery again, he took the stairs and arrived at the IIMA’s heavy glass door thirty-four minutes late.

			Inside the gallery, it was cold as a cave and he saw no one. The floors were blond, the ceilings high, the walls facing the highway exposed brick. The traffic far below—he could see the off-ramp to the highway—was silent. There was no music, no conversation, and the current show was minimal—eight small canvases with chasmic space between them. There was a desk in the distance to his right, and he walked toward it, making out the raven-haired head of a woman, her face obscured by a large cream-colored computer monitor.

			The vinyl swishing of his backpack announced his approach, shattering the quiet of the room. He expected the woman to raise her head and greet him, but even when he was at the desk, and the straps from his backpack had clicked against the counter, she made no acknowledgment that he was there. Her head was turned away, to a catalog of some kind spread wide on the desk, as her fingers typed speedily on the keyboard.

			“Hello,” Cricket said. The greeting came out louder than he’d expected, but the head was not surprised. The woman’s face tilted slowly up toward him, her neck almost animatronic in its control, and finally her eyes opened to him. Still she did not speak.

			“I’m here for the internship,” he said. “I was in touch with Warren. I’m so sorry I’m late. There was an accident and I was a witness. A woman was hit, and I had to give the police details…”

			He expected a gasp and then questions. He expected quick comprehension about who he was, then the warmth that comes when a person moves from ignoring a stranger to welcoming a friend. But the face of the woman at the desk did not change. She asked no questions, she showed no interest, did not care about the accident or the police or the person in front of her. With the same mechanical steadiness, she turned to her phone at the desk, lifted the molded plastic receiver—not a sound as she did—and pushed a clear plastic button on the handset. She waited with the phone at her ear and soon a ring sounded in the room behind her desk.

			“I have a man in khakis who says he has an internship at the gallery,” the woman at the desk said.

			There was a minute of encompassing silence. The woman seemed to be listening to instructions, her head nodding between directives. As Cricket waited, he took inventory of the woman’s desk. A silver cup full of silver paper clips. A black cup full of larger, black-backed paper binders. A pad of multicolored Post-its. And the catalog, from which she had been pulling information while typing. There was nothing else.

			She hung up the phone. “Millicent will be out in a few minutes. She’s finishing a call right now. You can enjoy the gallery while you wait.” By the time she said her last words, her eyes were back on the catalog and again she was typing.

			Cricket stepped away, debating briefly whether to leave his backpack on the floor by the desk or to bring it with him. Both options seemed wrong, because the backpack now seemed a loud and gangly object, like a wild animal he’d brought into a sterile laboratory. And again he thought he might leave. There was something very odd in the room, a foreign energy that was a world away from the street, its heat and paramedics and blood and the woman’s hair caught in the grille of the car that struck her. He felt at home out there. The woman at the desk made the slightest sound, a faint clearing of the throat that would never have been heard except in a room of profound silence. He took the cue and left the desk.

			He took his backpack and stepped quietly to the far side of the gallery, where one small painting was hung in the center of a vast white wall. He examined the title card, but found that the artist’s name, Anna Artemis, was not one he knew. The card, a quarter-inch thick, meticulously printed and its sides beautifully beveled, said the painting was called Commensurate, and was acrylic on board, fourteen inches by sixteen inches. Commensurate was a photorealistic painting of a Nikon camera. The camera was black and sat on a steel table, in a darkened setting, echoing Old Master still lifes. In the camera’s lens was a fish-eyed rendering of the painter herself, at her easel, brush in hand, posing as she was painting the picture of the camera and herself reflected within it.

			“She is remarkable, isn’t she?”

			Cricket turned to find a woman of about forty, with a pale pink face of perfect symmetry, cool green eyes, and soot-black hair.

			“I’m Millicent. You must be Robert?”

			She extended her hand and he took it. Her hand was small and as smooth and cool as a river stone. As he shook it, her eyes took him in with a series of rapid stabs, starting with his loafers—shoes he’d bought for this occasion. He’d been made to understand brown loafers were timeless, but now realized he was mistaken. Her eyes stabbed at his pants, his belt, the collar of his stiff white Oxford. She wore a white ribbed turtleneck with a straight black skirt ending at the knee, revealing a few inches of ivory skin above black leather boots. Her palette was not so different from his, but her choices were a world apart in taste and sophistication.

			“Anna has become a friend,” Millicent said, now turning back to the painting of the camera. “I’m breathtaken by her technical skill. Do you like it?”

			“I do, a lot,” Cricket said.

			“Well,” she said, and by her tone he knew his enthusiasm did not mirror hers. “Usually I find pictures of things reductive and regressive, but Anna adds something cerebral to what’s otherwise best left to photography. But obviously she’s commenting on this contradiction.”

			To this Cricket nodded, as if to say, “Of course, of course. So obvious we needn’t discuss it more.”

			“And we felt fortunate to have her here at the IIMA, after her success at the Whitney.”

			Cricket had read about the Whitney Biennial, but knew little beyond its name.

			“It was Warren’s ambition to have an intern, but he’s not in until two today, so I trust you can occupy yourself until then?” she said, and then walked back into her office.

			

			
				
				* * *
			

			After examining Anna Artemis’s paintings for forty minutes—they were exceedingly well made, if bloodless and cerebral—Cricket found a folding chair and sat in it. For three hours, he was given nothing to do and was not spoken to. At one point, Millicent addressed the woman at the front desk as Rachella; he still had not been introduced, but now knew her name. Meanwhile he thought of the woman whose hair had been stuck in the grille of the sedan. She had been wailing, and the nurse had seemed so calm, and the EMTs did not appear overly rushed. She would live, he assumed, and he expected to be called anytime by someone with authority who was looking for the driver.

			Rachella left for lunch, but Millicent did not. Feeling he had no polite options, Cricket ate the lunch he’d brought in the bathroom, then returned to his post on the folding chair. With Rachella gone and Millicent out of view, he listened to his voicemail, thinking he might have missed a call from a cop, but instead there was only his day-old message from Olympia. He’d heard it twice already but listened to it again, in hopes of gleaning new clues.

			“Hey, I’m coming in early for that fucking wedding. Are you going? I’ll call you when I get in. Are you staying in the city or with your mom? I hope I have the right clothes. Who has a ‘smart casual’ wedding? I’m dreading it because of course Kevin will be there and he said, and I quote, he has a bone to pick with me. Okay, talk to you soon.” As usual, she left no dates, no times, no details. And who was Kevin?

			Since college, he’d seen Olympia once or twice a year. After she graduated, she’d gone to Madrid to work at the Prado—some kind of research position arranged by her uncle, whose bank was a primary donor to the museum. She’d been in Madrid two years, then did her master’s at Brown. After Brown she’d worked at the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia, and it was then Cricket first got wind of her troubles. There had been a meltdown in one of the galleries, he’d heard. She’d been escorted out? He called her about it, wrote her, but she didn’t respond. Then finally she sent a postcard bearing the image of Christ the Redeemer. “Rumors of my implosion somewhat overstated. Still, it was time to leave. Off to the Dolomites to clear my head. More news as I get it. Read Rockwell Kent’s N+E! Who knew sex in Greenland could be so lush? Love, love, love! O.”

			Rachella returned from lunch and continued to assiduously ignore Cricket. At 1:20 there was a period of excitement when Millicent left her office to send a fax just as the UPS man came to deliver a tube. It all happened between 1:20 and 1:24, and after that storm of activity, the gallery passed into a new and deeper period of frozen silence.

			At two, a man of about thirty-five entered the gallery. His purposeful stride indicated that he belonged there, and when he saw Cricket, he walked straight to him, smiling. His limbs moved in an exaggerated way, loose and lanky, though his face was tightly pinched, his expression pained.

			“Rob? Robert? Hi, sorry, Warren,” he said, and shook Cricket’s hand. “I should have told you two o’clock. My oversight. I come in at two on Wednesdays.” He shook Cricket’s hand, or at least gripped Cricket’s fingers awkwardly, then stepped back and turned his attention to the paintings on the far wall. His hair was dark and thick, his forehead furrowed. “Have you been entertaining yourself? You saw the show?”

			“I did. It’s great,” Cricket said.

			Warren looked at the floor and winced. “For some reason the interest has been a bit less than what we expected. Any visitors since you’ve been here?”

			There had been none. “I don’t think so,” Cricket said.

			Rachella’s head turned quickly toward Cricket, her eyes narrow.

			“Well, I’ve been thinking of the sorts of things you can do for us,” Warren said. “Next time we hang a show, you can help me with that, and I think that’ll be a nice learning experience. But given the show’s already hung, there are some slightly more pedestrian tasks in the meantime.”

			He walked to the far corner of the gallery and Cricket followed. Warren wore black jeans and a black button-down and a leather belt with a silver snakehead belt buckle. As they passed Rachella’s desk, he glanced at her and got only a steady stare. There was something frightened about him, something furtive, despite his lanky, free-moving limbs. In a flurry of wide steps and swinging arms, he walked through the gallery’s narrow kitchen and arrived at a closet door.

			“I know this doesn’t look very glamorous, but it does need to get done,” he said. He removed three jars from one of the shelves inside, and put them in a row on the kitchen’s granite counter. Each was filled with nails, nuts, bolts, screws, washers, and small bricks of staple-gun ammunition.

			“As you can see, everything’s all mixed up in each of these jars. The mission, if you choose to accept it, is to separate the hardware such that each jar has only one kind of thing in it. For instance, one jar would be all nails, one would be all nuts and bolts, one would be…”

			“Screws,” Cricket finished.

			“Exactly,” Warren said. “You’re quick.”

			Cricket eyed a stool and pulled it up to the counter.

			“Again, it’s not glamorous, I know,” Warren said. “But it’ll be a game-changer for me personally. And when we hang the next show, it’ll make the process much smoother. Like if we can just reach for a jar of bolts, reach for a jar of screws.”

			Warren began backing away, and stopped at the doorway. “You’re all set?”

			“All set,” Cricket said, and Warren left.

			Cricket turned over one jar and lifted it slowly, letting its contents spill onto the counter. The tactility of the work was satisfying. The bolts, so heavy, were especially pleasing to handle. Guessing it might garner him extra points for initiative, Cricket took it upon himself to connect the bolts with their corresponding nuts. He matched about fifty in the first twenty minutes, screwing the nuts halfway down the bolts and laying them on the counter in neat rows like an array of tiny cannons ready for war.

			He liked this kind of meditative work, menial labor that allowed the mind to wander; it was not unlike the tilework he did with Josef. He tried to think of whose wedding Olympia was going to. There were only so many people who would have invited Olympia and Cricket—only so many who Olympia would have thought Cricket knew. Then again, she knew a thousand more people than he did, kept in touch with everyone, and assumed he knew everyone she knew. It was likely he’d never met Kevin, would never meet Kevin. Cricket thought of Olympia in a bridesmaid dress. Maybe she’d ask him to be her date? He had half a suit; the pants had gone missing. What would he wear? He wondered what she looked like now. The last time he’d seen her, two years earlier, her hair had been big and frizzy and she’d favored long flowing skirts and cable-knit sweaters. She’d been seeing a man she’d met at Brown then—maybe a professor? An adjunct? Whoever he was, he’d been invited to the White House to help choose new chandeliers; he had some expertise in that area. She’d said his name a hundred times that weekend and now he couldn’t remember it, and there was almost no chance she was still seeing him, so why bother?

			“What are you doing, Robert?”

			He jumped. It was Millicent. She was behind him, staring at the counter, aghast.

			“I’m sorting the—”

			“Did Warren tell you to do this here on the counter?” she asked.

			There was no correct answer. Warren had seen Cricket begin work on the counter, so Warren had tacitly endorsed the location of the work. But he hadn’t explicitly told Cricket to do it there.

			“This is travertine,” Millicent said, her forefinger hitting the counter like a dart. “Dumping a thousand screws on it will irrevocably damage the surface. You might have done so already.”

			Cricket began to gather the pile together.

			“No, no!” she said, and grabbed his arm. “For God’s sake! That’s far worse, scraping all of the metal together like that. You have to find a better way. Warren?” The name shot through the door and exploded into the wider gallery.

			Warren was upon them in seconds. The project and its location were discussed at length. Millicent used the word “travesty” at one point, which Cricket thought interesting given the involvement of travertine, and finally she said that if she needed to monitor everything Cricket did, including the sorting of bolts and screws, she would lose her mind. She breathed loudly through her nostrils, failed at finding anything conciliatory to say, and left. Cricket and Warren were left to regroup. They decided that the sorting would be recommenced on the floor by the closet, on a cardboard box that Cricket broke down and carefully arranged. He sat down and got ready to resume the work.

			“I’m sorry,” Warren said, standing behind him. “I didn’t…” He seemed to deliberate about how to finish the sentence, how much responsibility he should claim. “I actually didn’t think you were going to dump everything on the counter,” he finally said.

			Warren left, and Cricket began again, and soon his mind evaporated. Bolt, bolt, washer. Match, match, turn, turn. When he thought at all, he pictured Tibetan monks creating elaborate mandalas from colored sand. Was it straws they used to distribute the sand? He’d once watched that for an hour, in a community center in Gary, Indiana. It had been glorious, at once so loose—breath and sand!—and so precise. And afterward, at the moment they were finished, they swept all the sand, all its colors, into a bucket and left. Match, match, turn, turn. Cricket checked his voicemail again, expecting someone to have called about the hit-and-run driver, but no one had. He thought of a painting of that man, the driver. Could he pull off some kind of Red Grooms or Richard Arneson funky realism, a bit of Munchian horror? Why wouldn’t that work? Bring back something primal—get at the horror of urban living, its anonymity and violence? We build cities that ruin us, that devour us, he thought idly, then tried to forget what he’d seen that morning—but the woman’s hair in the grille of a car would not leave him. Match, match, turn, turn. He was near to filling a jar with bolts and nuts, all of them matched and ready to be used, and he thought of monks again, their beatific faces as he’d watched them build their mandalas. Happiness was found in the erasure of the mind, was it not? Killing all want, ending all ambition, was the beginning of contentment—

			“Rob?”

			Cricket startled.

			It was Warren. “We’re closing for the night,” he said.

		

	
		
			The weeks went this way, this silent and monkish way. The police never called and Olympia never called. Cricket began to think of himself as a forgettable person, a person on the fringe of a crowd. Even though he’d seen the accident and knew the face of the man who caused it, could never forget it, he’d himself been forgotten. And every day that Cricket showed up at the gallery, Rachella and Millicent were surprised and mildly annoyed to see him, and Warren was vexed that the intern he’d hired had again shown up, and that an assignment had to be concocted for him.

			Cricket finished the sorting of the hardware and then, in his second week, was promoted to a chair next to Rachella, where he was given catalogs from Sotheby’s and Christie’s, all of them for auctions that had taken place in the last few years. On each page, next to each sold item, someone had handwritten the actual sale price. Cricket’s task was to create a grid, on legal paper, for each artist, showing all their recent sales. So Jeff Koons got a page, and each time Cricket encountered Koons’s name in one of the catalogs, he recorded the sale price on his Koons page. It was interesting work, and no less satisfying because it seemed to be the same work Rachella was doing. She still had not spoken to Cricket, nothing beyond cursory, and the indignity of the intern doing the same work assigned to her seemed to ensure she never would.

			Meanwhile, no more than four visitors a week had entered the gallery. When Cricket went to lunch or on the occasional errand nearby, he passed the building’s other galleries, which occasionally hosted visitors, but overall they all had the feel of an architect’s scale model—pristine and clean, free of the mess of humanity. In his third week, Cricket swam through the lugubrious Chicago heat, arrived at nine and found Warren in the middle of the gallery. He stood next to a tall cube of pallets, the mass of it wrapped in plastic.

			“Ah, there you are,” Warren said. “Welcome to the eye of the hurricane.” He was wearing bright yellow gloves, holding his hands upward as a surgeon would. On the floor below each picture, he’d placed a large square of bubble wrap. “That’s what we’ll install later, after we take down Artemis,” he said.

			Cricket looked around. In the gallery it was just him and Warren and eight pictures that had to be taken down and wrapped. Warren insisted on being the one to take them from the walls, but once he’d placed a picture facedown on the bubble wrap, he allowed Cricket to tape the bubble wrap closed. The work was done at a glacial pace and still they finished in an hour.

			“That’s the fastest we’ve ever taken down a show,” Warren marveled.

			At eleven, Millicent entered, trailed by a small man with dark, haunted eyes. He wore a flannel outfit that Cricket thought might be pajamas.

			Millicent glanced over to where Cricket and Warren stood, as if contemplating bringing her guest over to them, but decided against it. She led the man into her office and closed the door.

			“Peter-James Flemming,” Warren said.

			Cricket had seen that name on postcards announcing the gallery’s next show. The image on the cards seemed intentionally enigmatic; it was either a close-up of a sculpture, or a photograph of a rock.

			Millicent’s face appeared in the sliver of her door.

			“Warren, can you come in for a second?”

			When Warren returned from her office, he put on a show of having just thought of something. “Hey Rob, can you give us a few hours here? Peter-James has a process—he likes to be more or less alone with the work when it’s unpacked and arranged.”

			Cricket thought Warren and even Millicent would be joining him—certainly Rachella—allowing Peter-James to be alone. But when Cricket reached the door, it was clear that only he had been asked to leave.

			He walked the city, ate lunch at Subway, pawed through a record store, and when he reentered the gallery, eight podiums had been placed in a grid on the floor, with a small sculpture atop each. Peter-James Flemming was gone, Warren was dimming the lights, and Millicent was again in her office, the door open its usual sliver. “What do you think?” Warren asked.

			The sculptures, about the size and shape of a sleeping cat, were abstract, bulbous—loops of clay entwined like Scandinavian bread. They were the three-dimensional equivalent of Arcenaux’s squiggle paintings, and Cricket loathed them with all his being. “Wow,” he said. “Just wow.”

			

			—

			Peter-James Flemming preferred that the gallery forgo an opening. The show would still open on Friday, but without a party. Millicent asked Cricket to dress as nicely as possible for Friday, given that she expected a good deal of foot traffic that day and through the weekend. Cricket would be stationed at the front door, and his task would be to restrict the visitors to twelve at any one time; more than twelve, Millicent decided, would risk toppling the towers on which the sculptures rested.

			“We’ll get you a chair,” Warren said, but then seemed to question the rightness of him getting a chair for the intern. “I guess you already have a chair you use?”

			Cricket retrieved his chair and placed it by the door. Just as he was about to sit, Warren lunged for it. “I think on this side,” he said, and moved the chair to the other side of the door. He backed up, assessed the scene with arms crossed, and finally nodded. “Good,” he said. “Obviously you’ll have to pay close attention. If someone leaves, only then can someone new be allowed in.” Warren stared intensely at the hallway visible beyond the front door. “But if there’s a big line out in the hall, we might have to do something. We don’t want to annoy people.” He continued staring at the empty hallway. “Just come get me if that happens.”

			Cricket sat down, his view of the gallery complete. He glanced at the clock on the wall over Rachella’s head. The second hand clicked right; the day had begun. Cricket looked behind him to see if there were any guests waiting on the other side of the door. Not yet. Cricket felt sure he’d have plenty of time to prepare for any rush. The elevator was not far from the gallery door; the noise made any arrival obvious when it stopped on their floor. The stairway, too, was nearby and carried sound raucously.

			He wondered which way the viewers would walk around the sculptures. Should he or Warren suggest everyone go in one direction, clockwise, for instance, to avoid collisions? Leaving his post to bring it up with Warren seemed unwise, though; he thought he might mention it if Warren came near.

			The clock said 10:08.

			The placement of his hands was an issue. Cricket’s first position, fingers laced across his stomach, seemed too casual. He crossed his ankle to his knee, which felt very comfortable and, he thought, would seem correct to any gallerygoer, but when he glanced at Warren, he was glaring at Cricket’s sole. Cricket lowered his foot to the floor and put his palms on his thighs. He glanced back into the hallway. There was no one waiting to get in. The clock said 10:42.

			By eleven, no one had come into the gallery—no one but the UPS man, who delivered a box of bubble wrap, which Cricket quickly tucked away in the storage closet before retaking his post. By 11:43, time and space had congealed into something like paste—nothing moved or could move.

			Suddenly it was Saturday, and Cricket was again in his chair, guarding the sculptures no one wanted to see. And all through Friday and Saturday, Cricket wondered where Olympia was. He’d assumed the wedding in question was that weekend, but she didn’t call again, and when Sunday came, and Cricket sat again in his chair by the door, he had the thought that Olympia might have come into town, gone to the wedding and left again. It would not have been out of character.

			The gallery was closed on Monday, and on Tuesday, Cricket returned, guarded the door again, and again time and space congealed, and he existed in the unique paste made possible by Peter-James Flemming. Periodically Millicent’s phone would ring, and eventually Cricket realized it was Flemming checking to see how the show was going. “It’s been good so far,” Millicent said one day. He heard her say “slow burn” at one point, but after a week she and Warren and Rachella felt it was time to huddle in Millicent’s office and come up with a plan. There had been no visitors to the show, period, and certainly no buyers.

			“We’ll be in here if you need us,” Warren said to Cricket, and left the door open a sliver. Cricket sat at the door, and for the first time in days he heard footsteps in the building. They were a woman’s footsteps, heels moving quickly. Someone was rushing upstairs on foot. And now the clicking heels were approaching the door. Should he stand? Sit? Could it be the beginning of the flood?

			Cricket turned his head and saw Olympia. She appeared in the doorway, looking like she’d just survived a shipwreck. She was carrying her vast crocheted bag, and it swung like a pendulum as she braced herself against the doorframe. She mimed wiping the sweat from her brow.

			“Hot!” she yelled. Then her thunderclap laugh. In two strides she was upon him, leaning down, pressed into him. She was wearing a tight white tank top and men’s gray suit pants and her hair swallowed him. She was dewy with heat and sweat and humidity and his head spun as she gripped him close and kissed his ear wetly.

			“Hi,” Cricket whispered into her hair.

			She pulled back and her eyes took in the gallery. She’d accepted his whisper as a signal to be quieter. She shrunk her head into her shoulders bashfully.

			“Hi,” she whispered, and crouched in front of his chair.

			“What are you doing here?” he whispered.

			“Can you talk?” she whispered, even quieter.

			Cricket glanced over to Millicent’s office and saw that Warren was peeking out, staring at them as he would at an imminent avalanche.

			“Maybe look at the art for a while and we can meet for lunch?” Cricket murmured. “It’s almost noon.”

			“Good plan,” Olympia said, and winked elaborately. Her voice had returned to something approaching her normal volume, and this caught the attention of Rachella, who appeared behind Warren and took her seat at the desk. Olympia waved to them both, and vamped over to the little city of Flemmings. She placed her hands behind her back and inspected the sculptures, nodding and squinting and then making her way to the desk to glance thoughtfully at the price list. Cricket glanced at Warren and found him watching Olympia anxiously. After two times around the sculptures, and a long few minutes reading the text on the wall, Olympia sang a loud “Thank you” in the direction of Warren and Rachella, and made her way toward the door.

			“I’ll be across the street, at the Phoenix,” Olympia whispered, and ran her fingers through Cricket’s hair.

			At noon, Cricket got up and let Warren know he was going to lunch.

			“You’re leaving?” Warren asked, his face momentarily panicked. “No, it’s fine. You have to eat. Obviously you do.” He seemed to be working it all out in his mind, while still expecting a rush of humanity to arrive at any moment. “And friendship is important. You should go.”

			Cricket bounded down the stairs, jumping to each landing with a thump, and when he pushed open the door, Olympia ambushed him. She’d been waiting on the sidewalk by the door. Again he was lost in her sweet sweat and overwhelming hair.

			“I have to rescue you!” she said, and wrapped her arm around his. She rushed across the street, pulling him by the hand.

			The Phoenix was on the next corner—a pub he’d never thought to enter. Inside it was dark and warm, like a leathery cave. They sat in a lacquered wooden booth and a waitress brought them ice water and bread.

			Olympia pushed the food aside and lunged across the table with two hands, grabbing Cricket’s arms. “You can’t go back to that place,” she roared. “It’s not a gallery, it’s a tomb! Jesus Christ! How long have you been there?”

			“A month,” Cricket said.

			“Oh God, you have to leave! You don’t even know what it’s done to you already. I couldn’t say it while we were inside, but Crickie, that place is death. It’s the void. It will kill you. I was only there ten minutes and I’m shaken. It’s a hermetically sealed inversion of all that makes life and art worthwhile.”

			Cricket tore off a piece of bread and ate it. Olympia’s eyes were wild and her diagonal eyebrow scar seemed to have grown wider. Between that and her hair tinted a flame red, she had the look of a Celtic warrior.

			“How did the art world get hijacked by joyless people?” she asked. “You ever see that Maybeck quote?” Cricket began to nod. He’d learned to pretend he knew at least every tenth reference Olympia made. “ ‘An art gallery was a sad and serious matter.’ Isn’t that perfect? How do we make these places so sad and so serious?”

			She drank half a glass of ice water, put forth a loud “Ahhhh!” and continued.

			“And there was no one in there! Didn’t you see? No one wants that guy’s inert little turd sculptures. Poorly made abstractions—there’s nothing worse. Two Michelob Lights and onion rings for now,” Olympia said to the waitress, then grabbed Cricket’s wrists again. “I won’t let you go back there. Or anywhere like it. That whole building is a horrible fucking nightmare.”

			“My backpack is inside,” he said.

			She laughed. “I’ll get your backpack for you. You should have seen yourself. I walked in and you were sitting on a chair, guarding an empty room.”

			“They thought a lot of people might show up today, so…”

			“You can’t be there!” she yelled. “Are you painting?”

			“Some,” he said, though he hadn’t painted in two years. He drew occasionally, but he’d lost the thread. A thousand times a month he saw something beautiful, some person sleeping in a church or a fallen tree, and thought he should draw it, paint it, but then thought, Why? Or he’d sketch out a grand notion, a giant canvas full of a hundred people he’d seen that day, all of them in flight—somehow in flight, they must be in flight!—and he could see it so clearly; the magnificence of it! But then there was the actual making of it. The idea of creation was delicious, pure pleasure, while the execution of that idea was so often an unendurable slog ending in tragic disappointment. So rarely could he realize the image in his mind, and even if he could, what would he do with it? Show it in an empty gallery next to the work of Peter-James Flemming?

			The beer and onion rings arrived.

			“Do they pay you at least?” she asked.

			“No.”

			“You owe them nothing. And who the fuck is Peter-James Flemming? What is he trying to do with his tubey-turds? What do they say to us? They’re the color of a dentist’s office bathroom in 1978. Where does that beige come from? I bet he explains his work well. I bet he’s a great explainer of his little tubey-turds.”

			“He went to Yale,” Cricket said.

			“Ah, that’s it! Somehow he gets into Yale so after that everyone assumes he can make art. What a fucking tragedy. But you know what? The market usually corrects these things. Yale can’t make people buy shitty art.” Olympia slid out of her side of the booth and slid into his side. She pressed into him and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. “Now you can relax. You’re done. How’s your mom?”

			“Fine. Probably at home.”

			“Still working for the title company?”

			“She is.”

			“Does she ever get to retire? She must be sixty.”

			“Sixty-one.”

			“How old are you?”

			“Twenty-nine.”

			“You look older. That’s not a knock on you. I like it. I like these laugh lines.” She traced two verticals around his mouth and he looked into her golden eyes.

			“Don’t look at me like that!” she said and laughed so loudly ten heads turned. She took a long sip of her beer. “You can’t waste time at a place like that,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Why the fuck would you go there in the first place? What did they have you doing, besides guarding a void?”

			“You were the one who said I had to get some exposure to—”

			“Not like that!”

			Cricket explained the Sotheby’s cataloging, and mumbled a bit about steps, stages, experience, connections, the paying of dues.

			“Dues? Connections? My God, Crick! You’re not working for IBM. There are no steps and dues and stages. We’re supposed to be reinventing beauty and color and seeing. Not transcribing prices from a Sotheby’s catalog. These people are bureaucrats. In all the world there’s nothing worse than art bureaucrats. They take something wild and gorgeous and urgent and they find a way to make it sterile and numb. They call themselves an institute! As if art were something you put under glass and studied like lice or smallpox! Do you know how dangerous these types are?”

			“Very?” he ventured.

			“So dangerous!” she said, and released another thunderclap laugh. She finished her Michelob in one long tilt, wiped her mouth again with her hand, her big golden eyes on him all the while. She looked manic and beautiful and soon she’d be tipsy. She stared into him until he had to look down at the round cardboard coaster he was playing with. He broke it in half, making two frayed half-moons. “Whose wedding are you here for?” he asked.

			“Kevin’s brother. Remember my ex, Kevin?”

			Cricket couldn’t remember a Kevin or a brother of Kevin.

			“Jesus, I don’t know what the solution is,” she said. The abrupt change of topic meant something. Something about the wedding had to be hidden from him.

			“A gallery like that one you were at,” she went on, “they think they did everything right. They put the right paint on the walls, they have the right amount of exposed brick, the right floors, their name in white on the glass door. But somehow it’s devoid of all life. How? Think of the waste! It’s like visual elevator music. Somehow that’s music, it’s made by people with some inclination toward music, but their fire is dim. Shit, what if that happens to us? Every day in art should be like running down a hill, arms waving, shrieking. Not sitting at a desk writing down auction prices. Are they nice to you at least?”

			“Not really,” Cricket said.

			She slammed her palms on the table. “You won’t go back? Please?”

			He looked at the clock. It was 12:51.

			“You’ll get my stuff?” he said.

			She stood, finished Cricket’s beer, and said, “Damned straight.”

			Cricket waited outside the gallery building while Olympia went in.

			Three long minutes passed before he heard a rumbling on the stairway. She returned via the stairs, squealing and leaping the last five steps.

			“Go go go!” she yelled, and burst through the door and into the city. “Oh God, that Warren guy was so pissed!” she roared. “He didn’t want to give your backpack to me. I think he really wanted to make some kind of case out of it, so I just took it and ran. We should probably make some space between us and this building.” So they ran.

			They ran till they were out of sight of the IIMA and all the other glass-box galleries in the neighborhood, and finally they collapsed in a laundromat, gasping and laughing, with no prospects at all.

		

	
		
			They ended up in the Ivan Albright room at the Art Institute. It was an hour after her Michelobs and Olympia was still tipsy. Cricket sat on the bench and Olympia lay with her head in his lap. He liked this look on her—the rogue top and business bottom. He’d never seen her in a tank top and it was intoxicating, altogether too much. He was looking up at an Albright, this one seeming to be a dead man standing by a piano, but was stealing peripheral glances at Olympia’s bust and the band of bare flesh where her shirt fell short of her pants.

			“I’m so proud of you. This is so nice,” she said, and her head lolled on his lap. Her hair fell down his legs like ivy. “The greatest crime in the world is a room full of paintings and nowhere to sit.” All around them were hyperreal paintings of the departed, rendered in dark but garish colors. Each was a full-length portrait, every subject standing but quite dead, as if they’d been decomposing underground for decades but were coaxed aboveground to pose for formal portraits. The one in front of them was called Into the World There Came a Soul Called Ida. In it, a blue-skinned woman sat in front of a vanity, holding a mirror and looking distressed, and dead.

			“I was so scared of these paintings when I was a kid,” Cricket said.

			Olympia raised her hand to her forehead, as if blocking out the sun. She turned her head a bit to look at the painting to her right. “But the skill! The vision! You know why there are so many Albrights in the Art Institute? He donated them! How’s that for a brilliant strategy? Donate ten paintings and they have to find a room to put them in!” Cricket did not want to leave this room, as awful as it was. He wanted her head on his lap always.

			A child’s voice sounded behind them, Olympia lifted herself onto an elbow and Cricket’s paradise fell. A young girl had wandered into the room, mid-conversation with someone offstage, but the moment she took in this room of the dead, and these two adults perpendicularly arranged, she scurried away. Cricket offered his lap again and Olympia sighed and lowered her head into it. She stared at the ceiling.

			“No one’s work looks anything like Albright’s, in all of human history. That’s something. I think you want that, right? To have your work instantly recognizable?”

			“Even if no one likes it.”

			“I mean, no one likes it. No one,” Olympia said, and laughed till she snorted.

			“He knew Dalí,” Cricket said.

			“Of course he did. But this guy is completely unknown outside this room. I’ve asked art people in every other part of the world and no one’s ever heard of Ivan Albright. But he occupies a permanent room here. I don’t know if that’s the absolute apex or the opposite.” She sat up, suddenly seeming completely sober. “Think about that!” She’d arrived at an idea she liked. “These are paintings of decaying humans, dead but undead. And now the artist who created them is dead, too, but lives on here. But only here. I’m going to write a book about that. Or has that been done? Did you ever read Dorian Gray?”

			“No.”

			“He was a medical artist of some kind in World War I.”

			“Who? Dorian Gray?”

			“No. Albright. Are you kidding?”

			Cricket had not been kidding, but now laughed as if he had.

			“Did I tell you about my altarpiece?” she asked.

			“No. You have an altarpiece?”

			“I’m making one.”

			“Out of wood?”

			“Well, I’m designing it. Other people will make it. I’m not a carpenter. Yes out of wood, stupid. But I’ve always wanted to make an altarpiece. And did I tell you about my barge idea?”

			She hadn’t said anything about a barge idea.

			“I’ll tell you on the way home,” she said, and they made their way down the stairs, past O’Keeffe’s Sky Above Clouds IV, and left the museum, emerging under a spotlight sun. Olympia led them back to the darkness between buildings and under trains and found a liquor store on Wabash and bought a fistful of tiny bottles of vodka. In all his years, Cricket had seen these little bottles behind the counters of bodegas and liquor stores but never thought to buy one, would have felt craven asking the clerk for these obvious symbols of a broken life. But Olympia asked the clerk’s name (Kenny) and how many tiny bottles would get her and her friend fucked up (six) and asked Kenny to bag them and bill the man (Cricket). With Olympia all of this was airy and free of judgment. Kenny fell immediately in love with Olympia and then they were back on the street again.

			“I think a cab, right?” she asked, and raised her hand. They got in and she provided a Gold Coast address. “Do like this,” she said, and demonstrated downing the bottle’s contents while concealing it in her fist. She drank the entirety of one in seconds, and Cricket had the thought that she had developed a habit.

			“Which stepdad’s place is this?” he asked as they stumbled down a crooked street. She said it belonged to her second ex-stepdad, a broker named Martin, and then admitted she’d been in town for days already. Four days. “Family stuff,” she said, “then the wedding tomorrow. And then the barge. I’ll tell you about the barge tomorrow. It’ll take an hour and I’m tipsy now. Did you read the Rockwell Kent?”

			“I couldn’t find it,” he said, which was true. The book was fifty years old and wasn’t on the shelves of any library he could find.

			“That book is so sexy. Nothing like sex in the hills of Greenland. Kent would just walk around and Greenlandic women would pull him behind some rock and screw his brains out. I think it’s a kind of free-love society.”

			Her arm was entwined in his, her hand on his forearm. He felt courtly, protective. At her door, she fumbled only briefly with her keys. She’d done this before, it was clear—this tipsy unlocking. “And then those woodcuts of his!” she said, and pushed open the door.

			He followed her up the squealing stairs and he loved her. He loved these businessman’s pants, this tight white tank top, and now, walking below her on these narrow steps, he saw her shoes, patent leather with high square heels. At the landing before the apartment door, she held his face in her hands and her face raced to him. She opened her mouth and he was plunged into a hot sea.

			“Mm!” she said, and opened the door to a seldom-used space, spare, utilitarian, with views of the lake and a crowded marina.

			She brought him to her bed, or a bed, a plain iron-frame bed in the middle of a wood-floored room. She kicked off her shoes, pulled her tank top over her head, shimmied free of her pants, and flew under the covers in a blur of milky flesh.

			“Everything off,” she told him, and he obeyed. Underneath the covers, even before he touched her, the heat from her splashed against him, drowned him, and he wondered if he could tell her that he loved her. No, no. Let her.

			“These, too,” she said, and used her feet to push his boxers down and to the end of the bed. “That’s better,” she said and turned her back to him, reaching back to pull him into her. She guided his arms around her to rest on her stomach, her hands on his. He nuzzled her neck and she murmured, exhaled, her grip loosening, her breathing slowing, and he was sure she was close to sleep. He ached against her. His thighs, his toes, his lungs ached. He was a bow pulled taut.

			“You happy?” she murmured.

			He said he was, but he wanted her front, her face, her mouth. “You?” he asked.

			“So,” she said, and reached behind to pull him into her. He ached more, and cupped her breasts, and arched more, and with sudden intensity, she brought his right hand to her lips and kissed his fingers. A gust of wind pushed through the open window, swinging the curtain high. Cricket looked up to see a crowded clothesline on a nearby roof, the linens illuminated by a shaft of light from a neighboring home. Cricket thought maybe they were about to nap, though he wasn’t tired and she didn’t appear tired, and it was at most four thirty in the afternoon and, in the apartment, at least ninety degrees.

			But then her face turned to him, moved into him with eyes open, and she opened her mouth to his. Her tongue was in him, probing his teeth, his mind, licking his skull, and then she rose up and straddled him, her face a blur above. “Okay, I’m getting serious now,” she whispered, and sat high above him, and as she tied her hair in a knot he looked up to her, to her breasts, her hard nipples, her soft stomach, the belly button she considered disgusting. He moved his hands to her hips. He hoped to find her wetness, he hoped she would take him in hand and fill herself with him. But instead she dropped her face to his, and all her attentions were on his mouth. All of her being, all of her intelligence and passion, was concentrated in her mouth upon his, the way she pressed her lips to him, moved his tongue left and right, the way they battled and spun. And then she reared up again, her shoulders inched inward, her breasts pressed together.

			“Mm!” she grunted. “You always said you’d draw me. When?”

			“Anytime,” he said. “Now.”

			“It’s too hot for this,” she said, “and we both smell. Let’s shower.” He followed her to the bathroom, where a glass box stood in the middle of a windowless room with slate floors. He’d seen pictures of showers like this, but in this one, a half dozen empty wine bottles occupied a corner, looking like an arsenal. Olympia turned the water on and pulled him under the black cascade and kissed him, and held his hardness, and pumped him so quickly and authoritatively that he burst open within seconds. This pleased her as it always pleased her.

			“Made a mess of you again,” she said, and let the water wash him free of her hands. She pressed herself into him, her stomach first, her breasts pressed together between her arms, and he loved her, and would never not love her, she was the only one, she was his greatest friend and also a sorceress and all the world’s storms combined and contained.

			“You love me?” she asked.

			“Of course,” he said. He wondered about all the bottles but did not want to ask her about all the bottles.

			“I have an idea,” she said.

			She brought a metal kitchen chair into the shower, and made him sit on it, and she sat on him, and pressed her breasts to him, and when he was ready again, she rose and fell on him until his mind disappeared. The water tapped his shoulders, swept down her tummy, pooled where their pelvises met, and as she sped up the water sparked and leapt and he died a hundred times until she whipped her heavy hair left and right, lashing him until she shuddered and collapsed into him.

			They napped on the iron-frame bed until late that evening, and when Cricket woke he was sure this was the beginning of him and Olympia being wholly together. They were the right age. They’d waited, they’d traveled, they’d adventured apart and now they were ready and it was inevitable and poetic and irreversible and right. Twenty-nine was the right age. It was time.

			“What do you think of turning thirty?” she asked. Cricket realized her birthday was fast approaching. “I feel like you did at sixteen,” she said.

			“I always forget you’re older,” he said.

			“I don’t think you do forget,” she said. “But I’m panicking a little bit. Do you think I’m one of those people who just accumulates graduate degrees until they’re forty?”

			“Don’t you just have the two?”

			“And I haven’t done anything yet. At thirty everyone judges you, right? You need something to have happened before thirty. Otherwise you’re late and worthless and all is lost.”

			“I don’t think that’s true,” he said.

			“You don’t know anyone with a barge, do you? Like from your construction life?”

			“My construction life.”

			“So no barges?”

			“Not yet. Most of our work is kitchens and bathrooms, and barges have so few. Why do you need a barge?”

			“Did we drink all the vodkas?” She leapt from the bed and in the crumpled bag found one bottle intact. “You want some?” He shook his head. She downed it and sat cross-legged on the bed. Now he saw that her shins were badly bruised. She saw him staring. “My neighbor’s dog,” she said, nonsensically. “But I have a better story!”

			Her golden eyes opened wide.

			“A week ago I was in Connecticut and I woke up with this stabbing pain in my lower back, where the kidneys are. And I don’t know if I told you, but my biological dad had a kidney removed. Did you know?”

			“I don’t think s—”

			“Anyway, he did, and it was drinking-related, I think. So I wake up after a festive night and I have this sharp pain like there’s a tiny little troll in my kidney trying to get out, trying to stab his way out with a tiny little troll-knife. So immediately I think, Drinking-kidney-failure-removal-live-with-one-kidney-like-Dad, right?”

			“The logic tracks.”

			“So I go to the ER and they run all these tests, and my urine’s fine, blood pressure’s fine, and finally the nurse lifts my shirt to tap the kidney area to see where it hurts, and she says, ‘Miss, did you know you have a massive bruise back here?’ ” Olympia laughed her laugh but Cricket didn’t join her.

			“Turns out I’d wiped out the night before, at Jason’s house, and had totally forgotten it. Isn’t that funny?”

			“Sort of,” Cricket said. He didn’t bother asking who Jason was.

			Then her golden eyes leveled on his. “Okay, I don’t know why I’m telling you this now, but I always say things when I think I should say them, and sometimes I’m right to do that.”

			The gap before she spoke again was a mere second, but Cricket had time enough to know that his vision of finally being wholly together with Olympia was about to be destroyed. He knew she would deliver bad news, complicating news, disappointing news. Every time he thought they might together be something simple and pure, lifelong friends and lovers who would fight to the death for each other and for no one else, she reminded him that he was one of many men in many ports, that she had to be everywhere.

			“I’m married,” she said, and he laughed to himself. Of all the things he thought she’d say, this was not among them. “Not married-married,” she added. “Not in-love married. I mean, I do love him at this point, but it’s not like we’re in-love. Or I am not in-love with him. I do think at this point he’d marry me for real, but it started out as a favor.”

			Cricket again stared out the window, at the clothesline, basking in the light of a rooftop security lamp. The clothesline was like a friend now, its straightness, its simplicity, and its blameless, insentient clothes—a children’s bathing suit and an ugly summer dress. He looked out to it, feeling such love for this clothesline and its silence, the way it said nothing, did not tell him horrible things.

			“It’s such a long story,” she said. “But I have to take him to the wedding so people see us and we get our picture taken.”

			A few minutes earlier, he’d thought that they had, separately, hacked through miles of interpersonal jungles and crawled over the broken glass of a dozen tortuous romances and were finally ready for the glorious calm and doubtless love that they could give one another. But she wanted more broken glass.

			She began telling a story about a man in her master’s program, from Argentina, who she’d dated briefly after the Brown TA (it had been a TA!). A few years after graduating, his visa had run out and he’d asked for her help, so they married in Boston. And now they had to accumulate a certain number of photos, memories, visits, and milestones, she said, such that when they were interviewed by immigration, their story would seem plausible, their marriage real. He wanted to ask her how long she’d been married, and if she’d recently been intimate with the unnamed Argentine, but then again, he thought, he preferred to leave. He was grateful he didn’t know the man’s name as he put on his underwear and pants.

			“Don’t be mad,” she said.

			He couldn’t find his shirt but needed badly to find his shirt so he could leave her apartment and fly away.

			“Crick, don’t storm off. People do this,” she said. “I was helping someone who badly needed it. He can’t go home.”

			Cricket found his shirt in the bathroom and soon was dressed and at the door.

			“I don’t love this man,” she said. “And you and I aren’t dating. I haven’t seen you in years! We’re not Ma and Pa Kettle. We’re supposed to be libertines.”

			The door was locked. He couldn’t get it open.

			“Just stay a second. I loved today,” she said. And there it was. She could have said she loved him, but she didn’t. He found the lock and pulled it, the door swung open and he was gone.

		

	
		
			“You have to see the barge,” she said. She said this into his voicemail a week later. In her message, she didn’t mention their troubled night, or the wedding, or her being married to a South American green-card seeker. She apologized for nothing and wanted only to talk about the barge.

			Cricket had gone back to work with Josef, his boss, whose nephew had gone home to Poland. Josef was happy to have Cricket back because, he said, his nephew was a wake-and-bake stoner who couldn’t cut a straight line.

			“My sister ruined that kid,” he said.

			Olympia called twice a day for weeks but he felt no need to pick up. Sometimes the messages were personal and apologetic. Other times she wanted to know if Cricket knew anyone who would know anyone connected to a barge she could borrow. She’d gotten a barge but then lost it. Did he know anyone?

			Cricket and Josef were working on an enormous backsplash for a new restaurant in the South Loop. The client, a decorator of note, wanted a grid of small square tiles, five colors in randomized order. “You know Jennifer Bartlett?” she asked, and was astonished when Cricket did.

			“You went to art school, you do it,” Josef said, so Cricket found great challenge and distraction in the work. He had to make sure the colors harmonized with each other, but without any pattern, and this required just enough of his mind that he thought only about Olympia—and her bruises, her bottles, her mouth, the lashing of her hair, her Argentine—ten or twenty times an hour. She kept calling, always at a different hour, as if hoping to catch him unawares.

			Finally one day, weeks after she’d told him about her Argentine husband, as Cricket was leaving the restaurant in the South Loop, exhausted and wet from six hours of working in the woolly heat of September, he turned a corner and Olympia leapt out from a doorway.

			“Found you,” she said, and hugged him low, her face in his chest. She was wearing the same outfit he’d last seen on her—the white tank top and gray business pants. “Josef told me where you were working.”

			“You don’t have other clothes?” he asked, even though he felt this outfit was wildly flattering and original and that she should wear it every day.

			“One, it’s a coincidence,” she said. “Two, I wear this or something like this a lot. It’s a signature look. People like it. I like it. You work at a restaurant now?”

			“Yes, I am working there. But no, I don’t work at a restaurant.”

			She took his hand and brought him close. “You don’t smell good. Come shower with me and have a drink and let me take you to the barge later.”

			“No,” he said, but he badly wanted to shower with her and have a drink and see the barge. It was all he wanted in the world, and in that order. If he could not have her sublimely and forever, he would enjoy her animal pleasures when she offered them.

			“I haven’t seen your place. Can I?” she asked.

			“No.”

			“The Argentine is in Minneapolis.”

			“Of course he is,” Cricket said. “Making memories in Minnesota.”

			They approached a stoplight and Cricket thought he should cross against the light to see if Olympia would follow. He’d never played hard to get, had never feigned indifference, and was finding it satisfying so far. Now Olympia’s hand was raised. A taxi stopped, he followed her into it, and they raced back to Martin’s apartment. Again they tried the bed, again the bed was too hot, and again they moved the kitchen chair into the shower, and they erupted together in the slate darkness. Afterward they sat naked on the shower floor, staying away from the furnace of the sunny apartment.

			“A place like this would normally have air-conditioning,” he said.

			“Nothing works. There’s no electricity,” she said. “Didn’t I explain I was squatting?” The place belonged to Martin, the broker and ex-stepdad, but Martin didn’t know she was staying there. “And the other Chicago stepdad gave me a gallery. Did I tell you that?”

			“When would you have told me that?”

			“This one was only engaged to my mom. They didn’t get married because he had herpes, I think, but he always has these real-estate shenanigans happening. This one’s just an empty storefront below some apartments. He hasn’t been able to rent the storefront so he’s given me a year to activate it. Want to see it? Of course you do, but first we see the barge. What time is it?”

			Cricket never wore a watch, and at the moment was naked, so did not know.

			“I’ll ask next door,” she said, and put on a towel and was quickly out the door. He heard her voice in the hall, and a man’s voice, and heard her loud laugh—a fake laugh in this case, but a version of her real laugh—and he knew that Olympia had charmed this man, or entranced him, doing things like knocking on his door in a towel and asking the time. And this was why he could never be with Olympia, even if she wanted to be with him, which she did not, not in that way. She did things like this, like knocking on neighbors’ doors in a towel, and would always do things like this, and the man would return to his apartment and immediately masturbate to his busty neighbor in the towel, and whether it was happy libertinism or not, Cricket would not want this, would not want his partner giving different servings of her sexuality to all the people close to her. Cricket got the wet intoxicating abandon in the shower, but minutes later, the neighbor got a bit of it, too.

			“We’re already late!” she said, as she swept back into the bedroom.

			They were in a taxi again—only she got taxis so quickly in Chicago, always clean ones, always with drivers who knew their way around; it was uncanny—and now she was wearing a loose Mekons T-shirt and a flowing cotton skirt.

			“This seems off-brand,” he said, touching the floral fabric.

			“I have to wash some clothes,” she said. “Does your place have a washer-dryer?”

			His place did not. He’d been using a laundromat four blocks away, which had a TV in the corner that showed Hal Ashby movies on a continuous loop.

			“You should have called me back sooner,” she said. “We’ve done a lot of work on the barge. Jed’s parents were very helpful. Do you want to know about it or want to just see it? You need to see it in the dark so we’ll wait a sec.”

			“Did you say Jed?”

			“You should have called me,” she said. She looked out the window of the taxi, craning to see the sky through the towers.

			“It’ll be dark in a few minutes,” Cricket said, and dreaded whatever she’d done that involved Jed.

			“We had to go pretty far west to find a place to park the barge,” she said.

			“I don’t know where I’m going,” the cabbie said.

			“We’re close,” Olympia said. “Next bridge and then pull over.”

			Now it was dark and the canal was a grim thing in this light, the water gray and green, like an oil spill. The taxi stopped and Olympia stepped out, leaving Cricket to pay. The fare was twenty-two dollars—all Cricket had with him.

			“Faisal’s here,” Olympia said.

			Another man. Always men. Did she know, or work with, or speak to, women? The taxi sped away.

			“I want you to experience this as the visitors will, okay?” Olympia said. “Come over here.” She led him to the concrete edge of the canal, about twelve feet over the black water. A few streetlights gave harsh light to spots in the gravel around the canal. “Faisal will come with the boat,” she said, and nodded to a small fishing boat that was docked at the barge. It made its way slowly to their side of the canal.

			“I was trying to get my hands on a PVC Interceptor, an actual navy boat,” Olympia said, “but it’s surprisingly hard to find a working one anywhere around here.” The fishing boat, steered by Faisal, a bearded man of about thirty, drifted toward them. Faisal threw a line to Olympia and she caught it.

			“Get on,” she said, and Cricket took Faisal’s hand and stepped onto the boat.

			Olympia tossed the rope back to the deck of the boat and climbed on. She did all this nimbly and fluently, as if she’d been born in a Greek fishing village.

			“I’m Faisal,” Faisal said.

			“From Iraq,” Olympia said.

			He steered the boat toward the barge, a journey of less than a minute, and as they drew close, Olympia leapt from the bow and to the barge, and she quickly tied the line to a black cleat. If Faisal hadn’t been present, Cricket would have peppered Olympia with a dozen questions about when she became Captain Ahab, but instead he let Faisal help him onto the barge.

			The darkness was almost total now. The sky was cloudy and the containers on the barge blocked out most of the light from the distant streetlamps. Cricket was disinclined to speak; Olympia and Faisal seemed to be creating an atmosphere of intrigue.

			“Take this,” Olympia whispered, and handed Cricket a flashlight.

			“Over here,” Faisal said, and led him along the narrow skirt between the edge of the barge and the container wall. Two doors had been cut into the side of the container. They were side by side, only a few feet apart, but were very different. The first was made of steel, and had a small window at eye level, covered with an iron grate. The second looked familiar to Cricket. It was a light wood, and the doorknob was silver.

			“Use your flashlight,” Olympia said.

			Cricket turned on his flashlight and swept it over the two doors. Now he saw two stickers high on the door to his right. One was Clint Eastwood from his Sergio Leone era. The other read Free Nelson Mandela. This was the door from Jed’s room at home.

			Cricket’s eyes burned. He stood before the closed door and his eyes overflowed.

			“Sorry, Cricket. Will this be too hard?” Olympia asked.

			He knew what was on the other side of the door, and he needed to see it.

			“Is this open?” he asked.

			“It’s open,” she said.

			He looked to Faisal, who looked kindly at him and nodded.

			Cricket opened the door to find Jed’s bedroom, exactly as it was when he left home. His frameless bed, his stained mattress, his broken amp, his Pabst lighted sign, his hat rack with his collection of trucker hats, his cheap weight bench with the torn pleather, his crates of records in plastic, his little aquarium where he’d kept frogs. Cricket illuminated it all with his flashlight’s glare.

			“They gave you all this? They had it?”

			“Jed’s mom kept most of it. Annabelle helped.”

			“Have they been here?” Cricket asked.

			“No. His mom doesn’t want to. Annabelle said she might.”

			“And the other door is someone you know, Faisal?” Cricket asked, dreading the answer.

			“My brothers,” he said. “My three brothers.”

		

	
		
			It was called Bedrooms of the Dead and it was shown only in the dark. Visitors wept and wailed. It wrecked people. Some stayed for hours, came back every night. Or tried to. The waiting list grew. Olympia could safely bring only forty or so people on board each night, given it could operate only from sundown to midnight. Eight people on each boat, only four in each container at a time. But everyone agreed it was shattering. And reckless and scary. And otherworldly. Unlike anything else they’d ever seen. Why a barge? Why containers? Why a concrete river? Was it an echo of the Tigris? None of it had much to do with Iraq and Kuwait, and yet the setting was all. The darkness, the slashing flashlights, the horrible discovery of the innocence of these dead young men. They’d all been soldiers, and their adjoining bedrooms made them brothers.

			Effusive reviews in the Reader and Newcity led to reservations being backed up for weeks, then months. Every night Faisal met the visitors on the shore of the Chicago River and took them to the barge, the containers looming silhouettes, and handed them a flashlight, only one per group, and they had to see his brothers’ bedroom, and Jed Shipski’s bedroom, and know that they were all dead, four stupidly young men stupidly killed and now, seven years later, the pain was so great for Cricket, cathartic and coming in waves, that he visited the exhibit only twice. Olympia thought he might want to guide visitors to the bedrooms, as Faisal did, but Cricket said no, not a chance, no.

			And then it got shut down. Olympia had believed that Wesley, her well-connected stepdad, had arranged permits with an alderman he knew, but it turned out to be someone on the alderman’s staff, and when the alderman himself—and the owners of the surrounding land—got wind that this famed exhibit was happening on land they oversaw, they ended it. The last showing was on a Thursday night in late October.

			“It was about to be too cold anyway,” Olympia said.

			The snow began the next day, and Faisal went back to Maryland, where he was studying to be an anesthesiologist. But before he did, he and Olympia and Cricket took a hundred photos, made measurements and diagrams, and packed up all the objects. The Museum of Contemporary Art wanted to resurrect it, in its main building, in the spring.

			

			—

			With her name now associated with an acclaimed show, Olympia was asked to speak at the Art Institute, at Loyola and Northwestern and Purdue, and she was ready to open her gallery. She called him one day about it. In a tumble of phrases and dimensions, he learned the gallery was small, was in Lakeview, had recently been a bagel shop named Barry’s and she planned on keeping the name.

			“Your gallery will be called Barry’s?” Cricket asked. “Who’s Barry to you?”

			“We’re keeping the sign, too. You have to see the sign. It lights up like a Denny’s.”

			Her stepdad Wesley had given her 2,500 square feet of storefront on the first floor of an apartment building he’d just bought, and now it was almost finished. She’d been directing a renovation during the day, overseeing Bedrooms of the Dead at night.

			“Come see it,” she said. “You’ll be in my second show.”

			Cricket took the El to the address, expecting a raw space on the first floor of a dilapidated apartment building. On the phone Olympia had made it seem like a tear-down, a Sisyphean task of making the space presentable. But when he found the building, it was not that. It was one of the New Chicago buildings, going up all over the North Side—with blond-wood floors, fine brickwork, dark exposed beams and double-paned windows. The left and right walls had been drywalled and were being painted white by two men in yellow jumpsuits.

			“There you are,” Olympia said, and emerged from a back room wearing rubber gloves. “What do you think? You don’t approve.”

			“I said nothing.”

			“I know your face. I’ve known your face since you were ten.”

			“The walls are very white.”

			“Good observation.”

			“The floors are nice.”

			“Just stop. You think it’s too bougie?”

			Cricket wanted to scream that it was just like every other gallery, every timid and striving gallery the world over, and, most crucially, just like the gallery Olympia had rescued him from. But he said nothing.

			“This is how it works,” she said.

			“I didn’t say anything,” he said.

			“One of us is thinking about how the business actually functions. Buyers need to feel they’re in a professional space. The decor doesn’t matter. We’re going to have great art in here. Those are the choices that matter. Not the type of floor.”

			Cricket walked to the far wall. She followed him. Cricket had no clear picture of what he’d thought Olympia’s gallery would look like, but it was not this. How could she go from a shattering midnight barge on the Chicago River to this?

			“Every artist you’ve ever heard of has worked with galleries,” she said. “They had business sense. They paid their bills. They had studios. Supplies. Apprentices. Homes, children. They were adults.”

			“Now you’re just arguing with yourself,” he said.

			She wasn’t finished. “There are two, and only two, ways to go about living as a visual artist or being in any way connected to this world. One is to sell the art made by painters like yourself. This is how it’s worked for centuries, and it’s the main way the vast majority of artists live now. The second way is to somehow live off of government grants, or have a rich family or spouse. Are you proposing that the second way is better?”

			“So are these the lights?” He pointed to a set of track lights on the floor, yet to be installed.

			“Don’t change the subject. I think I know what you’re proposing. You’re proposing that there’s some way to sell work and live like rats and scrounge and sell work for ten dollars so everyone can afford it and—”

			“I said nothing.”

			“You can’t make a living that way. You need real buyers. Have you heard of the Medicis? I know you know the Medicis. They were wealthy merchants.”

			“I get it. I agree with you. Now stop.”

			“You’re such an ass. This is how artists have power. We sell work. You’re implying there’s nobility in powerlessness. That’s been an idiotic trope for too long—that participating in the business side of it taints you. Do you know how dumb that is? That artists have to be these fragile little wood nymphs that are too precious to touch the money?”

			“I should leave. I think you’re in the middle of an argument with yourself.”

			“You’re not leaving. Listen. I had a very nice woman in here the other day, a friend of my aunt. She said she’d buy something from the first show so we could have a red dot on opening night. She’ll pay a thousand dollars for a painting, and half that goes to the artist, who has five hundred in their pocket the next day. That matters.”

			“I know it does.”

			“Wealthy people make things possible. The opera. The symphony. Every painting in the Art Institute is there because of wealthy people.”

			“Or if Ivan Albright donated it himself.”

			She didn’t laugh. “Every painting you have ever seen exists because of wealthy people,” she said.

			Cricket did not think that was strictly true but he didn’t correct her. He was staring out the window, at a mother pushing a very long stroller. He wondered what it would be like to be a triplet, to forever have two people who would kill and die for you, give you a kidney or a bed.

			“So you’ll do some work for a show?” she asked.

			Of course he would.

			“I’ll try,” he said.

			

			* * *

			He called the Reader and placed an ad.

			
				Artist models wanted for gallery show. Any gender.

				$25 an hour to stand still.

			

			He thought it was straightforward and even witty. He hoped it might attract models with a sense of humor, which might make the hours together easier.

			The ad was published three days later. Seeing it in print, Cricket was momentarily thrilled. He grabbed three copies of the Reader and turned each one to the same page. Then he was terrified his mom would somehow see it and trace it to him, as she had, he assumed, with his playground vandalism. He wondered if the police would take notice of the ad, would see it as a front for sex work of some kind. For the first day he expected a knock on the door.

			But there was no knock. And no one answered the ad in any way.

			After five days he submitted a new ad.

			
				Artist with upcoming gallery show is hiring models to pose.

				Any gender welcome. This is legitimate and safe. $30 an hour.

				Models are welcome to bring chaperones.

			

			Now he got three calls on his voicemail. He called the first one back.

			“Is it nude?” she asked.

			Cricket realized he’d forgotten to include that fact in both the first and second ads. “Yes,” he said. “Sorry I didn’t—”

			“That’s fine. I model for the Academy,” she said. “Where are you doing this? You have a studio? Is it heated?”

			Cricket hadn’t thought about the heat. He explained that he had a studio, but it was not heated. He could, he said, do it in his apartment. Somewhere during his fumbling response, she hung up.

			He wrote a third ad.

			
				Artist with upcoming gallery show is hiring models to pose nude. Any gender welcome. This is legitimate and safe. $20 an hour. Models are invited to bring chaperones. Meals will be served.

			

			A woman called. “I will do it for twenty-five an hour. No touching.” From her accent he guessed she was Russian.

			“Bulgarian,” she said. She’d come here for a factory job on the West Side and had been laid off. “In Bulgaria as student I was model twice,” she said. Cricket pondered the odds of being involved with Bulgarians in two different art projects. The chances had to be remote. “How many hours is this?” she asked.

			Cricket’s impulse was to diminish the time required. “I think probably two,” he said.

			“No, no,” she said. “Not enough. I pose for four hours, no problem. One hundred dollars. When do we do this?”

			They agreed on 10 a.m the next day. Her name was Bilyana.

			Cricket cleaned his three rooms. He moved his carpet from his bedroom to the living room and she arrived just before noon.

			“On phone you say Lakeview,” she said. “This is not Lakeview.”

			Cricket had heard this once or twice before, people claiming his neighborhood was Wrigleyville or Uptown. At most there were two blocks in question. The entire neighborhood could be traversed in an hour. The name mixup was apparently her excuse for being two hours late. He didn’t mention it. She was here, he was here, he didn’t want to risk spoiling the mood. Bilyana shouldered herself out of her puffy coat and looked near the door, expecting to find a closet, or at least a hanger. Cricket took the coat and draped it over one of his kitchen chairs.

			“Can I get you something to eat or drink?” he asked.

			“Tea,” she said.

			Cricket had no tea.

			“Coffee?” she said.

			Cricket had no coffee. He went to the fridge and retrieved what he’d bought—apple juice, orange juice, and 7-Up. She took the 7-Up, cracked the tab, and took a long sip while looking him up and down.

			“You are a child!” she said.

			Then she grinned. Cricket had hoped she would be with a chaperone, but she was alone. He hoped she would not be scared in any way, and she clearly was not. She weighed as much as he did.

			She sat down. “So you are artist?” she asked. “You go to academy?”

			Cricket provided a vague outline of his education so far. For the first time, mild concern appeared on her face. “Where is your art?” she asked, looking around his apartment, which managed to be both Spartan and slovenly.

			“It’s in my studio,” he said.

			“This is not your studio?” she asked. She saw the bed and stood up, alarmed. Then she came to a realization. “This is your bedroom.”

			Cricket explained that there was no heat in the studio, and that he didn’t want his models to be cold. As he explained this, her eyes narrowed, and a smirk overtook her mouth.

			“We can go to the studio if you want,” he said. “It’s not far away.”

			She looked at him for a long time. “I need to see money.”

			Cricket had it ready, folded neatly in his back pocket. It came to $110; he’d built in a tip.

			She took the folded bills and peeled off three twenties. She put these in the pocket of her parka. “Okay?” she asked. “You give me the rest after.”

			“Okay,” Cricket said.

			“Where do we do it?” she asked, and looked around the apartment. “House of young man,” she said.

			Cricket showed her where he’d taped the canvas to the wall. It was nine feet high. She looked up. “I am not so tall,” she said.

			He demonstrated how he envisioned her pose, with her standing on tiptoes and extending her arms upward, wrists entwined and fingers clasped.

			She mimicked Cricket’s pose and for a moment Cricket saw it. In her human, ungainly way, she was perfect. Her fingers extended to the upper line of the canvas. It would be just long enough to contain her.

			“You can relax now,” he said, and with a long sigh she dropped to her mortal height.

			“Very difficult,” she said.

			Seeing her take on the pose, even while clothed, had shot a white rippling current through him; he knew it was right. This happened so rarely—having a notion and then, seeing it executed, knowing it would work, was correct, was ordained. “We can take breaks,” he said.

			She sighed again. “And no clothes? This is important?”

			“It is,” he said. His insistence was contrary to his natural inclination toward accommodation.

			“Okay. Deal is deal,” she said. “Ad said nude, so I go nude.”

			“Thank you,” he said, and she shot him an arched look. “Are you ready?” He realized he’d never drawn anyone who had not been prepared for the task with a robe and slippers.

			“So now I…?” she asked, and mimed the dropping of her pants.

			“Please,” he said. The word emerged in a businesslike tone. He decided this was appropriate. It was time to embody the part. He turned his back to her, as if the act of taking off her clothes was more intimate than her fully naked form. He pretended to be testing the stability of his brush, its sutured parts.

			When he turned toward her again she was still clothed.

			“I take off clothes, then stand high like?” She re-created the pose.

			“Please,” he said again, sounding even more formal. “On the mat.” He’d bought a new bath mat at Walgreens the day before. It was thick and gray and had cost him eleven dollars. It looked professional, and to send home his professionalism he took a tube of oil and squeezed a dollop on his tray, mixing it with a knife.

			This act seemed to impress her into the seriousness of the business at hand, and she began to undress. He caught a warped version of her undressing in the reflection of his overhead lamp.

			Because she was heavily bundled when she arrived, he hadn’t gotten a full sense of her shape. She pulled her sweater over her head, revealing a loose wool button-down, which she unbuttoned quickly and pulled apart.

			Her bra was cream-colored and heavily reinforced. He caught a glimpse of her full bust, and again he turned away. Unsure how to use the time, he took his brush-cleaning jar to the sink and pretended he had adjustments to make on it.

			“Okay,” she said finally, and he turned around.

			She stood on the bath mat, her hands on her waist. She looked no more exotic than any other woman he’d drawn. Her breasts turned east and west and were asymmetrical. Her stomach was an oval pouch with multiple layers. Her thighs were heavy, the skin pooling on either side of her knees.

			When he met her eyes again he did so with clinical dispassion. To see a whole human naked in one’s kitchen obviates the erotic. The light was bright outside, and Cricket realized his curtains were open. The likelihood of someone across the intersection seeing into his apartment was remote, but still he stepped quickly to the window and pulled the curtains closed.

			Her eyes appeared alarmed. “Why you do that?” she asked.

			“I thought maybe you didn’t want someone outside seeing inside.”

			They decided to keep the curtains open on the sides, letting light in without giving passersby a direct view of Bilyana.

			When she finally reconstructed her pose, now unclothed, Cricket was momentarily breathless. It was far beyond his expectations. Her arms outstretched made her nine feet tall. She was both taut and loose, both awkward and angelic.

			“You smile,” she said. “It’s good?”

			“Very good,” he said. “Very nice. Perfect.”

			She laughed. “Perfect. Very nice of you to say. I know this”—she swept her hands over her body—“is not perfect.”

			Cricket didn’t know what to say. He retrieved his extended brush. She flinched.

			“Sorry,” he said. He hadn’t thought of the effect a three-foot brush would have. “It’s just so I can see your whole figure. I need to be back here to get your shape and proportions right.”

			She stood flat-footed, her breasts covered, as he demonstrated drawing with the long brush, looking like a fencer.

			“Okay,” she said. “Sorry I am worried.” She resumed the pose.

			“I need four minutes like this,” he said. “Just to get your outline.”

			“Four minutes,” she said, and fixed her eyes on a spot above Cricket’s head.

			He worked quickly, sketching her head, her shoulders, her knees, pelvis, feet. Because his canvas was next to her, the work was not difficult. He could draw horizontal lines between the primary junctures—shoulders to shoulders, waist to waist, knees to knees. He finished the basic proportions in three minutes.

			“You can rest,” he said, and she collapsed back onto her heels.

			He wished he could take a picture. Even a Polaroid. But she would find that unsettling. In her position, he would have, too. She didn’t know him. Who was to say he wouldn’t sell it?

			“Ready again?” he asked, and they began a system where she’d stand on her tiptoes for five minutes, and he’d quickly get some part of her down—an arm, a leg, the juncture of waist and rib—and then she’d rest. When she seemed spent, he asked her to stay on her heels so he could get closer and render her face. As she looked at a spot above his head, he moved close, then backed up, getting her chin right first, then the shape of her skull, then ears, then nose. As always he waited till the end for her eyes.

			“You don’t have wine here,” she said. Cricket realized she was asking.

			“No,” he said.

			“Cricket, I have request. I should have wine for this,” she said. “I go, get some, come back. Okay?”

			Cricket knew he could not stop her. He thought briefly that she would leave with the sixty dollars she’d stuffed into her parka, but he had no choice. He had to let her leave, and hoped she would return.

			She shouldered her way into her coat again. “I will be better this way,” she said. “I see store on next block. Back soon!”

			She pulled the door shut too hard, and its loud slap seemed to punctuate the unlikelihood of her returning. He went to the window, looking down to the street, thinking he might see her. She was nowhere visible. Three kids in heavy black coats ran down the sidewalk like wraiths. Cricket went to his bed and lay sidelong on it. She was gone with his money. He didn’t blame her. She was either a low-level criminal who had taken advantage of him, or she’d grown increasingly uncomfortable and felt the need to escape. Either way it was the end to a bad idea, poorly executed. He closed his eyes.

			A hammer blow roused him. He’d fallen asleep and she was knocking on the door. He opened it to find her stamping her feet free of snow. She had a bottle in her hand wrapped in a paper bag. He took her coat again and placed it on the back of the chair. “Cricket, I need…” She mimed the opening of a bottle.

			He didn’t have a wine opener. She sat down and sighed. Cricket walked to his bedroom, thinking he might arrive at a solution en route.

			“I can go buy one,” he said. Then felt sure this was a bad idea, leaving her alone in his apartment. He couldn’t think of anything she’d steal, unless she could make off with his turntable.

			“No, no,” she said, and brought the bottle to the sink. She wrapped the bottle in a towel and opened the cutlery drawer. She found a steak knife and took aim at the top of the bottle. She struck it tentatively and hissed in her native tongue. She struck it again, harder, and exhaled loudly through her nostrils. Now her arm came back and struck the bottle again, now far harder, and now a dull crack sounded.

			She unwrapped the towel and swore again. “Bowl, bowl!” she yelled.

			Cricket found a popcorn bowl on top of his fridge and gave it to her. She put the bottle, splintered and bleeding, into it. The wine flowed from the shards and formed a shallow pool. She found a plastic tumbler above the sink and swept it through the pool until her glass was full. She drank it down and filled it again. She drained this glass, too, and refilled it. She looked at Cricket and smiled. “Okay.”

			She posed well for twenty minutes but then did not want to be on her tiptoes any more and could not understand why he still needed her to do so, when he’d already finished her feet. He explained that her calves and thighs, even her stomach, would look far different on tiptoes than they would flat-footed. She accepted this explanation and tried to hold the pose but now, with three glasses of wine taking effect, she failed.

			They engineered a way she could steady herself against the doorframe.

			“So much easier this way,” she said.

			But fifteen minutes later, her eyes were closing slowly.

			“Cricket I am so sorry. I have to lie down. I am sorry. The wine makes me want sleep. I did not eat enough today.”

			She pulled her pants on. Cricket looked away again. He thought to retreat to his bedroom, but that was where she seemed intent on going. He went to the window and saw, across the street, a couple arguing outside the McDonald’s.

			He heard a shuffling behind him. He turned to find Bilyana on his bed, fully clothed, staring at the ceiling. “The room turns,” she said.

			She slept for an hour.

			When she woke she was bright and seemed very happy. “I love to sleep in the afternoon. My whole face was asleep! Only with the sunlight. But now we should eat, right?” They went to eat. She sat across from him at an Italian restaurant full of cheap paintings of Naples.

			“Your eyes are so bright,” she said. “The white is so white.”

			She’d ordered fettuccine and ate it ravenously.

			“How old am I?” she asked, her mouth full.

			“No? No answer?” she said. “I am forty. I turned forty a month ago. How old did you think I was?”

			“Eighteen,” Cricket said.

			She grinned, her mouth spreading wide and revealing uneven teeth. “I came here with a man,” she said. “I knew him from my town. You know Sofia?”

			Cricket wasn’t sure what she’d said.

			“The capital? Sofia?” She put the emphasis on the first syllable, which had thrown him off. “An hour from Sofia. He brings girls like me to work at the factory. We make less than minimum wage but under the table. You know these places? There’s factory on South Side of city. Ginelli. All the workers are from Bulgaria. From my town. Fifty of us here in Chicago. They hate me when I quit. They all are—” She crossed her first and second fingers together.

			“Goddamn them. I don’t care. Now I want to go to Miami. Just Florida. I see the show on TV and I say, That’s where I live. I should live there with all those colors. Chicago, this?” She pointed out the window at the gray and black buildings. “This I have in Bulgaria. Goddamn this. You know the KGB? They killed my father. He always told my sisters and I that if he died in bad way it would be the KGB. He was a historian. They put him in a car at the bottom of a river. With a whore.”

			Cricket didn’t know what to say.

			“The whore had been dead two weeks. It was all a stage.”

			She meant staged. “I’m sorry.” Cricket had never done this, but he reached across the table and put his hands on Bilyana’s, and immediately she gripped his fingers tight. She looked up at him with wet eyes and smiled.

			“Now we go back to work,” she said, and stood.

		

	
		
			He lay in bed that night, staring at the painting where it hung on the kitchen wall. He believed it was very much Bilyana, but it had become something else, too. The musculature was accurate without being stiff or academic; the lines had verve, idiosyncrasies. Her hands reached high and seemed imbued with elements of birds and branches. She was fleshy but her bones were there, too. She had weight. The drawing had the fleshy confidence of the real. It had swagger.

			He loved the painting this night, but he was sure he would not love it the next day. He had loved many things in the moment and sometimes loved them for hours after. But then the morning would come. Or a week would pass. Or worse, a year would pass, and he would be shattered by shame, by the atrocity he’d presented as finished. What he’d thought was acceptable, or even good or great. Countless times, he had presented an obvious failure as his best work.

			Let me love you tomorrow, he pleaded to the painting. He loved it so much this night, as he lay on his bed in the dark, seeing it hanging from the wall with duct tape. When we create well, the world is good, he thought. We’ve wrestled amorphous ideas into knowable shapes, we’ve improved—even glorified—flesh on canvas, we’ve made something greater than ourselves. When we get it wrong, we’re crude strivers. But this picture, he loved. He loved Bilyana, too, and loved how with some movements of his arm he’d gotten something of her essence, that he’d made his version of her, that she might even find it worthy. He loved that he’d left it black and white. He loved that he’d rendered her arms with such confident strokes. That her waist was right, that her hair had the same wild black cascade as Bilyana’s—that it looked just as alive and brash.

			He would not know now, and would not know for decades, that this was all that mattered. These hours. The hours of creation and the hours of warming next to the hearth of this creation. It did not matter at all if it was deemed by him, or anyone, of any value. What mattered was that he could create a rapture, by himself, from nothing.

			“I love it,” Olympia said. “It’s the best thing you’ve ever done.”

			She came over two days after he finished. She stood in the living room, where the painting was still taped to the wall. Or she didn’t quite stand. Her feet were restless, toes moving in and out like pinball flippers. Cricket couldn’t enjoy the moment, couldn’t bask in her compliment, because he was staring at her feet.

			“She’s a big girl. Nice tits. Did you sleep with her?” she asked, still looking at Bilyana.

			“No.”

			She walked to the bathroom, closed the door, ran the faucet for a moment and then came back. “Why not?” she asked.

			“Because I’m not an animal. What’s wrong with you?”

			“I’d sleep with her,” Olympia said. “I like that kind of body. Was she heavier than you? She’s almost your height and definitely wider.”

			“Are you jealous of a model? She’s forty.”

			“No. And don’t get into age with me.”

			“Oh Christ.”

			“You’re allowed to sleep with anyone,” she said.

			“I’m allowed!”

			“That’s what I said.”

			She was defiant about it and he found it highly erotic.

			“I can’t believe you’re jealous of the artist’s model. That’s pretty small.”

			“The artist’s model!” she said haughtily. “Listen to you!” She stepped closer to examine Bilyana’s stomach.

			“I think she wanted to sleep with you and you said no.”

			“Actually, what’s wrong with you?” he asked. There was something off. She was jittery and sharp-edged, like she’d entered the room already in the middle of an argument.

			“Ah! I knew it,” she said, and smiled cruelly. “I know you too well. She hit on you and Calvinist Cricket said no. Was there a couch you could faint on?”

			“You started out jealous that I might have had sex with her. Now you’re mocking me for not having sex with her.”

			“I really don’t care either way.”

			“You’ve trashed every woman I’ve come within a hundred miles of.”

			“Maybe you have bad taste.”

			“How’s your Argentine? Still in Minnesota?”

			“He’s in Buenos Aires.”

			“Making memories.”

			“Know what?” Olympia said. “I think you’re secretly slutty. I think you flirted with this big ol’ Bulgarian. You wanted something to happen. Or almost happen. That’s why you had her come to your place. It’s actually kind of tawdry for you.”

			“Tawdry. Big word. Spell it.”

			“F-U-C-K-Y-O-U.”

			“You were never good at grammar. Who’s writing your emails now? You have someone reliable?”

			“I think you see it like”—she adopted a caveman voice, jutting out her jaw—“ ‘Me and Olympia have sex at fifteen. Now we married! Come back and marry me, Olympia! I wait forever for you!’ ” She walked up to Cricket and smiled an ugly smile. There was something new in her eyes that was not her—like a teenage demon, defiant and spiteful.

			“I think you’re on drugs,” he said.

			“Where did you paint her?”

			“Right here.”

			“Next to the bed,” Olympia said. “T-A-W-D-R-Y.”

			“Good! I thought for sure you’d go with the U.”

			“I’m the one with the master’s.”

			“Doesn’t mean you can spell. And I didn’t sleep with Bilyana—”

			“Bilyana!” This infuriated her. Nothing infuriates a well-traveled American woman more than European-born competition. He wanted to say it again. He wanted to give Bilyana some royal lineage. That would drive Olympia over the wall.

			“I think you’re on something,” Cricket said. “What are you on? You’re not drunk.”

			Olympia licked her teeth.

			“Do you do coke?” he asked.

			“ ‘Do you do coke?’ ” she said, imitating him again.

			“Why are you doing coke at four in the afternoon?” he asked. “Where do you even get it?” The conversation was careening off any path he would have thought possible on a Tuesday.

			“You are so fucking stupid,” she said. He wondered if she’d been high when he’d visited her gallery. There had been something manic and aggressive about her then, too—quick to fight, quick to flee.

			Now she sat down on the windowsill, as if suddenly exhausted or contrite. “I didn’t think you’d be able to tell. I got it from Reffy.”

			“Reffy.” Cricket had never heard of a Reffy.

			“A friend from Philly,” she said. Cricket wanted to kick Reffy from Philly in the head. “A guy I dated. He’s staying with me and he used some today and offered me some and I hadn’t slept so it seemed like a good idea. Am I that obvious?”

			“Yes. And you have an ex staying with you?”

			“You want him to pay for a hotel?”

			“I do. That’s what exes do. Where’s he sleeping?”

			“He can’t sleep on the floor, Cricket.”

			This was another reminder of why he could not be with Olympia. She was not one person, she was multitudes. Her heart had a thousand doors, and all were open.

			“Do you know how fucking nuts you seem?” he asked.

			“And you’re boring,” she said. “Boring, boring, boring. But I think you know that.”

			“Just don’t do cocaine on a Tuesday afternoon. You’re the professional gallerist now. Act like you have your shit under control.”

			“You have no shit to control.”

			Cricket laughed. “That was actually good.”

			“Thank you.” She got up, opened his fridge door and scoffed.

			“But seriously,” Cricket said, “the cocaine makes you act like a very dumb thirteen-year-old from Central Florida.”

			“Huh. That’s weirdly specific. Any reason you’re thinking of thirteen-year-old Floridians?”

			“And if you’re doing cocaine on a Tuesday afternoon, don’t come see me. Stay at home with Reffy. He seems like a good choice. One of your many good choices in men.”

			“He has a brother with Down syndrome.”

			“And does he give him cocaine on Tuesdays, too?”

			“Have I said ‘fuck you’ yet in this conversation?”

			“I don’t know. I’m barely listening. Will you even remember this? Do people remember cocaine conversations?”

			Again she seemed temporarily beaten. She sat on the windowsill again. It had become her Thinking Place.

			“Okay. I’ll leave,” she said. She walked quickly to him and hugged him hard. “I’m embarrassed. Forget this. I’m not out of control. Don’t tell anyone that. Do I seem out of control?”

			“No.”

			“Good. Thank you. I’m not. I’m actually very clear-headed now. You haven’t done coke?”

			“No.”

			“Good for you and fuck you, too. But my clear-headed mind says you should do four more of these paintings.” Her mind seemed to lock back into place. She was a professional gallerist again. “Can you? All of them women raised up like this, reaching. You do five and we’ll fill your side of the room.”

			“I’ll try.”

			“You’ll try.”

			And she left.

		

	
		
			Cricket didn’t want to do more of these paintings. He’d done one and had, he thought, learned what he’d hoped to learn. He wanted to see if he could capture the essence of a human in such a pose, at grand scale, and he believed he had. He had envisioned this as a series, with at least six people, but after the one, and now having been ordered to do more, he didn’t want to do more.

			He pictured an alternative: Just the one painting on the wall. It would look dramatic, intentional. Wouldn’t that work? He waited a few days and left a message on Olympia’s machine, pitching this idea.

			She called back and left a message. “At least three. Anything less would look stupid. Be an adult.” She hung up.

			He thought of calling Bilyana back and doing two more of her. That was the logical play, but he didn’t want to do two more of Bilyana, and was sure things would get far weirder if she returned. In the meantime, he’d gotten three more responses to his ad, so he called the two that seemed sober. One was a man named Anders, who Cricket assumed was a Swiss tourist or student, but turned out to be an Armenian American construction worker from Naperville. He posed uneasily for two hours and dressed quickly afterward, thinking Cricket was not a real artist but grateful that there had been no photos and no sexual advances.

			At the door, after Cricket paid him, Anders said, “When I saw you and this place, I thought it might come down to me beating your ass. I like your painting, though.” He looked at it fully for the first time, breathing loudly through his nose. “How much?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			“How much do you guess someone’d pay?”

			The number $1,000 was in Cricket’s head from Olympia’s lecture from a few weeks prior. For no reason, he told Anders five hundred.

			“I could afford that,” he said, and stepped back from the painting. “You think chicks would dig seeing a giant painting of me and my junk in my apartment?”

			“I do,” Cricket said, and Anders laughed.

			Cricket gave him the details for the opening, thinking he very well might show up and buy the painting. It wouldn’t be Cricket’s fault if Olympia wanted double the amount for it.

			Cricket hired a third model, this one an athletic woman named Tricia who posed poorly and whose body was too conventionally perfect to yield an interesting picture. But he painted her, and the result was not bad, and so Cricket was done. The Anders and Tricia paintings were nowhere near as good as Bilyana’s, but Cricket thought only he might know that. He brought all three to Olympia’s gallery and found her gone. A blond assistant sat behind a sleek new desk.

			“I’m dropping these off for Olympia,” he said.

			The woman was polished everywhere. Her hair gleamed, her cheeks shone and her fingernails were hard and shiny, like the hood of a new car.

			“Wonderful,” she said. “I’m Rachel. And are you someone she’d know?” Cricket pondered the odds of another Rachel/Rachella, and was about to say that his name was Cricket but his eyes landed on a postcard announcing the show, and there his name was R. SILAS DIBBS. He turned the card over, and it described him vaguely. Indiana artist, it said. Late of the Prairie Atelier. The bio for the other artist, Sun-Yu, was far longer and included advanced degrees from various Chinese institutes. He had once been a doctor, the text said. Then lost his sight. Then began drawing cities from memory.

			Off balance and confused, Cricket decided to pose as a deliveryman. He said he knew R. Silas and had been asked to bring the work to Olympia. Rachel quickly believed him.

			“Excuse me a second,” she said, and got up from the desk. She scooted past him and rushed to greet a silver-haired woman in a red cape and yellow boots.

			“Sorry I’m late,” the woman said. “You know Gold Coast clients. The elevators alone…So is this Sun-Yu?” She pointed to a vast canvas leaning against the wall and covered in plastic. Finally she noticed Cricket and extended her hand. “Frances Broadmoor, from Broadmoor-James. Interior design.” Now she turned back to the canvas. “Can we?”

			Frances Broadmoor stepped back from the canvas, and waited as Rachel, with Cricket’s help—he had fully assumed the role of unnamed helper—turned the canvas around and unwrapped it. It was too much. Depicting a city Cricket had never seen, it was an obsessive, intricate, sui generis masterwork. It was at once detailed and dreamlike, and he’d drawn the city at sunrise, giving every building and tree their rightful and long black shadows, every one of them convincing and bold. How?

			“I assume this is Beijing?” Frances Broadmoor asked.

			“I think so,” Rachel said. She retrieved a price list. “It’s called Beijing, so probably?”

			“Just stunning,” Frances Broadmoor said. “I already know the buyer, the home and the wall for this one. And there are more?”

			“Five. One is of Chicago. He’s finishing that one now.”

			“And he’s blind.” Frances Broadmoor clicked her tongue and shook her head. “It’s like a veduta ideata but then again—”

			“He works from memory,” Rachel said. “He was in Chicago with his dad when he was a teenager. So…”

			“And that’s the same size, or…?” Frances Broadmoor asked.

			“Exactly the same,” Rachel said. “He only works in one size.”

			“Perfect, perfect,” Frances Broadmoor said, and after some pleasantries and an offer to tip Cricket for his assistance, she left.

			Rachel thanked him, and he left, too, thinking that there was no way. No reason to try. He couldn’t be in a room with that art. Sun-Yu’s needed to be alone, and Cricket’s would suffer greatly if juxtaposed with pictures like that, a story like his. And the idea of the interior designer being given a sneak peek—none of this was what he wanted. He went home and called Olympia.

			“The whole show should be Sun-Yu,” he said. “I’m saying that objectively, dispassionately, as a friend.”

			“That’s a good motto for you: ‘Objectively, dispassionately, as a fr—’ ”

			“I met your interior designer,” he said. “She gets first dibs, I assume?”

			“People like Lily make this work, Cricket.”

			“Who’s Lily? I met Frances.”

			“Her too. She places work with the best buyers.”

			“The best buyers!”

			“Oh my God. You’re a child.”

			“She had the wall already chosen. This blind savant re-creates Beijing from memory and a Chicago decorator puts it in some Gold Coast apartment and it’s never seen again.”

			“And where should your work go? Straight to the Louvre?”

			“Not in someone’s bathroom.”

			“Where then? Living room? Den? Boudoir? What’s the right room for your work? Is any wall worthy?”

			Cricket had no idea. He had no alternative. He really hadn’t thought through where the work would end up. He knew Olympia was right but he couldn’t say that yet.

			“And you changed my name,” he said.

			“I went back and forth on that,” she said.

			“You went back and forth, but never went to me. Tell me you weren’t on coke.”

			She hung up.

			A week before the show, Cricket called Olympia and told her he wouldn’t be coming to the opening. He had never wanted to be at his own opening and now was sure of it. “No one will know if I’m there or not anyway,” he said.

			“I’ll know,” she said, her voice hardening. “And yes, they will. It’s a two-person show. You’re one of the two persons. And Sun-Yu doesn’t speak more than a few words of English. Don’t be a baby. You have to come. You’re coming.”

			Cricket agreed he would, but planned to be very sick that day. Wasn’t it flu season?

			“Olympia, I have the flu,” he said on Wednesday. “I want to go. A couple days ago, I actually decided I did. I was excited to come. But I’ve been laid low. I’m wrecked. I’m on Theraflu. I can’t get everyone sick.”

			“You’re at work,” she noted. “I can see it on your caller ID.”

			Caller ID was new.

			“Just come. It’ll be painless,” she said.

			The day of the show, Olympia asked if he’d like to hang it. “I don’t need help,” she said. “It’s three pieces. It’ll take less than an hour. I just wanted to give you the chance. If you don’t want to come in, I have your diagram.”

			“Good, it’s your gallery,” he said. “You do it.”

			She called an hour later. She was frantic. “They don’t fit,” she said. “You didn’t tell me they were eight feet high. More than that. Eight and a half. The ceilings are seven and a half.”

			“But I gave them to you five days ago,” Cricket said. He felt, for a moment, sure that the show would happen without him and he’d be free. He wouldn’t have to go to the opening. He’d bring the paintings back and he’d be able to sit with them for a few months, be sure about them, show them to someone else, or no one; get a different gallery to show them, or postpone his show with Olympia. Move to Oregon. Raise goats. Marry someone named Heaven.

			“Not a problem,” he said. “We’ll do it another time. I’ll pick them up tomorrow.”

			“No. Not a chance,” she said. She’d gotten the show in the paper. She’d spent too much time and money. She’d look like a fool if her second show was only half there.

			“Come down here and help me,” she said.

			He got there at noon. Sun-Yu’s work made Cricket’s look like the cursory sketches of a dilettante. He made this point to Olympia.

			“Stop,” she said. “The two will complement each other. Now help me think. Hold this end.”

			He held Bilyana by his fingertips. Olympia unrolled the canvas.

			“Bring it to the top,” she said.

			He stood on a chair and held Bilyana’s hands to the ceiling. Olympia pulled the bottom of the canvas taut. She was two feet away from the wall.

			“What about like this?” she said. “At an angle. Dynamic.”

			She meant that they would tape the bottom to the floor. There would be a gap, like a ladder leaning. It was ludicrous and he said so.

			“Think of something better then!” she hissed.

			“I gave you these five days ago,” he said. “You waited till the day of the show to even check the height. This is not on me.”

			She simmered.

			“But I’m not mad,” he said. “Not at all. I’m just asking for a compromise. And that’s that I take these home.”

			She bullied him into taping one end to the ceiling and the other to the floor, so they were stretched at an angle. It was a travesty. The gallery was so small that when people began arriving, and drinking, in minutes someone had brushed against Bilyana and sent her feet drifting back to the wall like flypaper. All night, people holding tiny plastic glasses of red wine backed into Cricket’s work. The gallery was so small, so crowded. Someone spilled on Anders. They continued to back into Cricket’s reaching figures, who all seemed to be not reaching but falling backward.

			Sun-Yu’s work was the attraction. Everyone wanted to get a better look at his Chicago from memory. They wanted to see their homes, their places of work, and his approximation of the town was both familiar and bizarre, full of exaggerations and gaps and concoctions. All his pictures were ravishing to look at, but deeply involving, too. They were emotional cityscapes—something Cricket had never thought possible.

			Cricket drank two overfull glasses of the cheap wine and felt bloated and gassy. Every ten minutes one of his figures became detached from the ceiling or floor and had to be saved, stretched taut again. They wouldn’t stay in place. They were like streamers in the wind. And at a diagonal, all their length and power were gone. The effect was gone. The humans at their full height, hung on a tall-enough wall, were startling. Such a simple thing, he felt, and yet so exotic to the eye. That was what he’d loved about Caravaggio, about Manet’s Fifer. So simple! But new again.

			This, though: This opening was a squalling nightmare. He’d never wanted to be among people drinking and seeing his work for the first time. It served no purpose, him being there. And to hear their thoughts! They didn’t know who he was, most of them didn’t, so they made faces, they glanced and moved on, someone said, “Okay, like yoga, I guess?” The five words crawled into him and festered. Anders arrived after Cricket was drunk. When he stepped through the door Cricket was grateful but ashamed. He turned around to check on painted Anders and found the canvas detached again, billowing in the gallery. He went to tape it down and Anders was quickly by his side.

			“Ceilings too low, huh?” he said, and Cricket laughed for the first time that day. Anders took a quick stroll through the gallery, and then was at the door, leaving. Cricket wanted badly to go with him, to drink and complain together, far away. They could shred the show, make plans for something better, drink more, run the streets, play pool, drink more, go to the black glassy lake and vomit in the snow.

			When he told Olympia he planned to leave, her eyes became at once wet and furious. “Be here for me!” she said.

			He stayed, and for the night’s final hour he hid in the back of the gallery, drunk enough that he felt nothing. He fixed his canvases a half dozen more times until the crowd thinned and the revelers stopped knocking his people loose. Then a thin, rubbery man with a close-trimmed beard showed up. His eyes scanned the room and lit up as Olympia rushed to him with her hands outstretched. The Argentine had arrived. She’d said nothing about him coming. Then the memory-making began. Rachel took twenty photos of them in front of Sun-Yu’s work, with other guests, with her stepdad Martin. In all the photos, she and the Argentine were deeply familiar, slipping their arms around each other’s waist effortlessly. And how did he know Stepdad Martin when Cricket had never been introduced? And was this the stepdad who owned the building, or was that someone else? Finally Olympia and the Argentine were making their way across the gallery to say hello to him, but Cricket decided on No. He avoided them, ducked behind a pair of very tall Dutchmen, no idea why they were there but grateful for the temporary sanctum they provided. Nestled deep in their shadows, minutes later, he saw the Argentine temporarily turned away from Olympia, talking to a friend, an American buddy with a puffy coat and a sideways Bears hat, and saw the Argentine mocking Olympia, rolling his eyes, sweeping his hands around the room and fake-puking, and when Cricket drew closer he was able to hear him say “My man, I think my bitch is blind!” And then he and his friend chortled and went out front to smoke, and Cricket found himself close on their heels, and when the Argentine breathed his first icy lungful of Chicago’s midnight winter air, Cricket spun him, swung at him, intending to crack his fist through his aquiline nose, but instead he slipped and had to settle for an elbow to the Argentine’s chin, which landed. They both fell, and Cricket knelt on the man’s chest for a few seconds, raining a few more blows to his condescending South American forehead—and ear and temple and neck—all the while knowing that these primate blows were intended for Stuart Escovedo, for Paulson Arcenaux, for whoever the fuck Reffy was, until finally Cricket was spent, and he stood up, stepped over the slush-drenched Argentine, and looked around, trying to decide which way was the closest El station. At that moment, he saw Olympia’s face in the doorway, looking horrified and amused and proud all at once. He saluted and walked home.

			He passed out and woke at four in a fever of horror and shock, knowing these wounds, this ruinous night, would be with him always. Olympia should not have made him come. This was true, he felt. Had he not been there, the pain would not exist. He would have heard the news, later, about the problem with the show’s hanging. It would have been a dispatch from a faraway struggle that did not involve him. But to be thrust into it, to be forced to push his face into the wood chipper for hours and hours—it was not right.

			At 4 a.m. he left his apartment and walked. He thought he might walk all the way to the lake but didn’t think he’d make it. But what if he did? He wanted to see the lake, the way it pushed its blue-gray slush to and fro against the shiny black shore. He walked, and he huffed through the black smoky cold, and occasionally he passed a man who might normally cause him concern at that hour but Cricket was wired, his stride forceful and his shoulders turning. He was the threat. He was the menace.

			He made it to the lake at five. The lights from the yachts were bright dead fireflies hung limply on white poles, and the horizon was a hushing blue. Now the pain of this. God, why should this be painful? Why would anyone do this? he thought. This was agony, agony. He thought again of diving, now into an empty pool. The crunch of bones, the misery of flesh. He walked along the shore and a man came toward him, quickly toward him. The man had intentions. He was Cricket’s size. Normally Cricket would have walked in another direction but now he roared. He began yelling “You—” but couldn’t decide on a phrase so instead just released a terrible spiraling howl at the shadow coming toward him and the man changed his course, went by Cricket but at a glancing distance, like a car swerving to avoid a collision, and Cricket stayed to watch the sky brighten to a filthy satin, a filthy yellow stained with the careless pollution of a species without shame.

		

	
		
			V

		

	
		
			Cricket was not well and Olympia knew, even from five thousand miles away.

			“You sound sick.”

			“I’m not sick. Maybe tired.”

			“Sounds like you’re reclining,” she said.

			“I am recumbent,” he said.

			“You sound tipsy.”

			“I am approaching tipsy. And I’ve earned it.”

			“Are you alone?”

			“Yes and no.”

			Cricket lived in the corner of a converted warehouse on the shore of Aliaga, a coastal Turkish town. All the ship-breakers lived there. The company owned the buildings, rented them out cheaply to the workers, and didn’t care how the living quarters were kept. Every day he and Ben, his Danish partner, walked through the empty rooms of the decommissioned cruise ships, most of them twenty stories high, and removed anything that looked valuable. They’d found a dozen safes, all locked; they sold those to a contact who knew how to get inside. They’d found letters behind mirrors, letters in drawers, letters in couch cushions and in leather sunglass cases. They’d found Eames chairs, Ecuadoran jaguar masks, and an envelope containing five thousand dollars in Japanese yen. After each day, Cricket was tired, and his back and legs were sore, and he enjoyed the cheap Filipino beer readily at hand, and sometimes treated himself to a shot or two of something after that. It was during one of these personal parties that Olympia called him.

			“Sorry about your mom,” she said.

			Cricket’s mother had died six months earlier. It had been an ugly business. She’d fallen down a concrete stairway at work, hitting her head, the hemorrhaging unbounded. Doctors induced a coma but she’d never woken up. When Cricket got to her she was just flesh and tubes.

			“When you have that memorial, I’ll come,” Olympia said.

			Cricket had told the few friends and family that when the right time came, he’d hold a memorial service for her, to tell stories about her; better to have time for everyone to prepare, to see it as a celebration of life. Generally he was skeptical about terms like that, celebration of life, but the custom of waiting a few months, or a year, to hold such gatherings—it all seemed saner than the mess of putting such an event on in the days after a death. Let the dead rest then reemerge.

			“You really don’t sound good,” Olympia said. “Are you inhaling asbestos?”

			“A little. Just the right amount,” he said, and she laughed.

			He debated whether to tell her about the accident. He’d told no one from home, not even his mother. Something about it was too strange and pathetic. A year earlier Cricket had been working on an old Dutch cruise liner, removing the usable mahogany in a level-four library when two workers three levels below cracked open a boiler and set off an explosion that obliterated them both and blew a thirty-foot hole in the hull. Four other men were sent hurtling onto the beach, leaving them all with broken bones and Cricket with third-degree burns on his back. One moment he was prying wood from the walls and the next he was lying facedown in a teaching hospital in Izmir, surrounded by medical students. He was haunted by the smell of his own skin burning—something between fabric on fire and beef jerky. He stayed in the hospital for two weeks, then, to the great surprise of his employers, he returned to work.

			“How long have you been out there now?” Olympia asked.

			“You sound the same,” he said.

			“Thank you. How long have you been out there?”

			It had been almost three years in all, but Cricket thought that sounded too long. And it wasn’t a continuous three years, was it? Before the accident, he’d been spending time, a sweaty and noncommittal weekend every month, with a red-haired German named Sabine, who was teaching political theory in Istanbul but had a beach house in Bodrum. They went to Greece once and had gone back to her hometown of Leipzig, where she’d introduced him to her father, who was dying at home, covered in blankets in a pool of winter light. He’d sung a song in broken English while holding Cricket’s hand. After Cricket’s accident, though, Sabine didn’t visit him in the hospital, and two months later, when she finally agreed to see him, she said she couldn’t get past the burns.

			“I cannot be your nurse,” she’d said.

			He hadn’t suggested this role, and told her so.

			“This frailty repels me,” she said, and though he was not frail—if anything, the blast had shocked his body permanently awake—that was the end with Sabine.

			“One more time,” Olympia said on the phone. “How long have you been a Turkish ship-breaker?”

			“It’s been a minute,” he said. He took a sip of his beer and wondered if she could hear him drinking. He was sure that she could hear and decided he did not care. His burns tended to itch at night and the booze numbed it, or at least helped him sleep.

			“And you’re scavenging old cruise ships? Do you get to keep anything good? Find any gold bullion?”

			“Every day,” he said, then remembered something. “Actually, a month ago we did find a silver-plated toilet in a Brazilian container ship.”

			“And you’re sitting on it as we speak.”

			“We sold it to a hotelier in Minsk.”

			“So the scavenging business is good.”

			“Booming,” he said. “And I feel valued by my coworkers.”

			Olympia laughed. “Somehow I don’t think that’s true. Are you drawing?”

			“Sometimes,” he said. When he’d first gotten to Aliaga, he’d drawn a good deal—the other ship-breakers, the cross-sectioned ships tilting in the mud. But the work was hard and he was tired, always tired.

			“Don’t fall asleep on me,” she said.

			“I’m not. I won’t,” he said, and sat up and looked for paper. For the past few months he’d been drawing faces in bed. He’d bought a packet of printer paper and drew one large face on each page, trying to remember the people from his past. He’d conjured a passable Carpenter, an almost-Oana. He’d gotten Roulin right, but could never get close to a likeness of his mother or Olympia.

			“You still in New York?” he asked.

			He drew her roundish face and tried her upturned nose.

			“Sort of. Mostly Philly. Come see me,” she said.

			Her eyes were so hard. They were not the same in black and white and he had no gold.

			“Okay,” he said, and started with a blank page.

			“You will?”

			“I’m kidding. I’m not coming to Philadelphia.” He put down his pen.

			“I’m asking,” she said.

			“No, come here instead.”

			“To a toxic waste site in Turkey? Pass. I’m actually calling about a job.”

			“We’re not hiring.”

			“I’m serious. If you come here, it’s seventy-five hundred a month.”

			Cricket didn’t want to go to Philadelphia. He didn’t want to move from the queen-size bed on which he was luxuriating in his room. He’d found the bed on an old Pacific Princess; it was one of the officers’ beds. He’d bought it from his employer for fifty dollars. There was a large rust-colored stain on the mattress that he hoped was not blood; he’d covered it with two sheets that he hadn’t changed in months. The closest laundry was two miles inland and he didn’t have a car.

			“Doing what?” he asked. He wanted very badly to see Olympia, to hold her. He wanted her with him right then.

			“Building canvases, mostly,” she said.

			“For who?”

			“An artist. He’s doing well. He has a pretty big operation out here. I don’t know if you’d have heard of him, but there’s a budget to pay you well. We have some shows coming up quickly and we need help. I think you’d like it.”

			“I like it here more.”

			“You can’t like it there. You’re working with toxic waste.”

			“It’s not so toxic. Most of it’s fine.”

			“Can you trust me that I need your help?”

			He heard something in her voice then, a fragile pleading he hadn’t heard since high school.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“I need you and haven’t seen you in a thousand years. You’ll be paid well, you get to be with me, and the housing’s free. Will you stop being an ass and come?”

		

	
		
			He booked a flight from Istanbul to London, stayed in a hostel near Gatwick, then flew to Newark. He called her when he landed.

			“I’ll be there in ten. In a Lexus,” she said. “Don’t hate me.”

			When she arrived, she wasn’t driving. There was a neckless, dog-faced man at the wheel. He got out briskly, took Cricket’s suitcase and swung it into the trunk, and they were off. The back seat was full of Olympia and her smells, her golden eyes. She was wearing faux fur and her hair was pink. She reached for him and he fell into her, resting his head in her lap. She ran her fingernails through his hair and looked down to him.

			“I’m glad you came,” she said. “I thought maybe you wouldn’t.”

			He sat up and looked at her.

			“It’s a wig,” she said. “I’m doing wigs again.”

			She was thinner. New York thin. She wore a pencil skirt and white top, low heels. Her pink wig was a New Wave bob, her jawline sharper, her eyeliner pronounced.

			“Are you tired?” she asked. “Your hair is so short!” She ran her hand over his scalp. “So soft! Like mohair.”

			Cricket and Ben had been shaving each other’s hair every few weeks. The heat in Turkey demanded it.

			“You have a conditioning regimen in the ship-breaking dorm?” She leaned in to smell his hair. “Oooh. I don’t know if I like the smell. Will you wash it now? Like tonight? Sorry. It’s none of my business.”

			“I’ll wash it. You forgot how to drive?”

			“Hadrian is much better than I could ever be,” she said. “Aren’t you, Hadrian?”

			Hadrian looked briefly in the rearview mirror and nodded. Cricket could tell that Hadrian both liked Olympia and was exhausted by Olympia.

			“You look okay,” Olympia said. “I thought you’d be in worse shape.”

			“I don’t know how to respond to that.” He thought of showing his burns. That would be a dramatic reveal.

			“Nothing to say about my troubling weight loss?” She sucked in her cheeks and pulled at the fabric of her skirt, revealing thighs no wider than a child’s. The scar that bisected her eyebrow was gone, filled in.

			“How do you feel?” he asked.

			She leaned into him. “I’m fine. Stressed. You smell like traveling. And onions. Did you eat onions before flying? While flying?”

			Her hand was pressed to his chest. She’d always felt free to touch any part of him at any time, and he did not mind.

			“On the phone I thought I was saving your life,” she said.

			He could never imagine her taking hard drugs, but she wore a heroin look. He was too tired to get into it that night; there would be plenty of time. One day of listening would do it; Olympia never failed to reveal all in short order. Hadrian pulled up in front of a hotel downtown.

			“This is where you’ll stay for a few days at least,” she said.

			“Can you come in for a drink?” he asked.

			“I can’t,” she said, and squeezed his hand. “You’ll think this is crazy and that I should have told you right away, but I have to turn around and go back to the airport. I fly to London at midnight. Thus the fur.”

			Cricket did not know how the fur was connected to flying or London or midnight.

			“Quick trip,” she said. “Probably one day. It just came up. We have to straighten something out at the Tate. Or I do. The boss is in Lyon.” She checked her watch. It was nine twenty. “I should go. International flights and all. Let me walk you in.”

			Hadrian had already set Cricket’s suitcase on the sidewalk. Cricket thanked him and followed Olympia inside.

			“I’m sorry to leave you the second you got here,” she said. “It wasn’t the plan.”

			“It’s not a big deal,” he said. But he did feel, now, that this was more of a job than he’d expected. Olympia had needed someone to help in the studio and she thought of him. She’d summoned him from five thousand miles away and he’d come. Her power over him was total.

			“Don’t do that sulky thing,” she said. “You being here isn’t about the job. The job came up and I thought it was a way to get you close to me again. I love you. You’re my best friend and I need you now. I’ll tell you more in a few days. Okay?”

			She pressed herself into him and gripped him tight, interlocking her two hands around his lower back. He winced and she saw it. She stepped back and assessed him. “You have some back issue?” she asked.

			“Just the long flight,” he said. “Middle seat.”

			She squinted at him. “I was really worried about you. I started thinking I wouldn’t see you again.” She pressed her cheek to his chest and gripped his upper back with her long fingernails.

			“I’m fine,” he said into her wig.

			“I really thought I’d get to save your life this time.”

			“Oh well,” he said. “Someday I’ll fall apart for you.”

			“Funny,” she said, and was gone.

			

			—

			Cricket woke up with a clear head. It was noon. He’d slept fourteen hours. He called Hadrian and told him he’d be ready in an hour.

			He showered and dressed and thought one clear thought, and that was: This is a thing to do in a life. One day he was ransacking cruise ships in Turkey and now he was in Philadelphia, about to build canvases for some artist whose name he still didn’t know.

			Hadrian picked him up and drove away from downtown and toward a dilapidated part of the working waterfront. They pulled up in front of a ten-story building, some kind of factory, looking abandoned but for a security guard and a bright neon logo over the double doors.

			Hadrian parked the car and handed Cricket an envelope. The letter C, in Olympia’s fake calligraphy, was written expansively across its cool gray surface. Hadrian turned to face the windshield and Cricket opened the letter.

			
				Welcome to Kyle Heaney’s studio. I knew you would say no if you knew who it was, so I didn’t volunteer his name (and you were so typically uncurious about who you’d be working for). Given your poor memory, you might not even remember Kyle, but we went to school with him. Kyle? He was not your favorite or mine, but he’s grown into a fine person and a very successful one. Even if you want to kill me right now, please give me, and him, a chance. The studio needs your calm way and your expertise, and I need your friendship. Call me if you think you might bolt.

				I need you. More on that soon.

				Please stay.

				O

			

			He couldn’t place this person, this name. Kyle Heaney? Now the front doors were open and a woman was standing next to the guard, waiting. Because Cricket’s manners superseded all sense, he got out of the car.

			“Robert?”

			She was a striking woman of about thirty, with a high Afro and large liquid eyes. She took a few steps toward him, wearing chunky heels and skinny jeans and a two-toned jersey bearing the word Baseball across the torso. She shook his hand and said her name was Orinda. “Did you sleep?” she asked.

			“I did.” He smiled politely, but his mind was racing through the people he and Olympia had gone to school with. He didn’t remember any Kyle at all.

			“You came all the way from Istanbul?”

			“I did,” he said.

			“My dad was stationed in Turkey way back when,” Orinda said, and opened the double doors. “Before I was born. He was Air Force. Want to see the place?”

			He followed her inside and laughed. The facade was a ruse. The exterior had been left rough, broken-down, gray and covered with graffiti. But the interior was polished to a sheen. The lobby was a fully executed installation, every inch painted blood red, while dozens of white globes, the size of beach balls but seeming far denser, floated up and down like jellyfish.

			“No strings,” Cricket said.

			“Magnets,” Orinda said. “This was originally done for the Biennale, of course. Did you see it there?”

			“I didn’t,” Cricket said.

			The globes moved in strange trajectories, the magnets sending them into drastic diagonals. They were avoiding each other, slowly but assuredly. The craftsmanship was extraordinary.

			“They never touch?” he asked.

			“Not yet,” Orinda said.

			There was a visitors’ lounge in the corner of the lobby, and magazines on the tables featured a common face, which Cricket took to be Kyle’s. The man was bald, though, and of course they had known no bald students in school, and this man wore round-framed eyeglasses. No one in college had those. But then, on a spread of an open magazine, he saw a picture of a younger man with the same face as this bald Kyle, but with hair. And now he knew him.

			It was Kyle, as in Kyle? Of the Polaroids of Richard Prince. Cricket thought, Kyle, of course. And then thought, I want to fly away. I can’t work for Kyle?

			Orinda’s phone rang. “Can you hold a second?” she asked. She walked to a corner of the room. A minute later she returned. “That was Kyle, actually. He’s so thrilled that you’re here and told me to say hi. And he thought I should show you something before you see the rest of the studio. This is actually very cool.” Orinda set up a laptop and cued a video. Cricket was given a seat on a mid-century couch and Orinda promised to return in twenty.

			Cricket watched the film—a short documentary about a commission Kyle had done on the coast of Norway. Apparently he was a quarter Norwegian, on his mother’s side, so he’d been asked by the Norwegian government to create a monument to honor members of its navy who had fought the Nazis at Narvik.

			“This was the commission of a lifetime,” Kyle said in the film, staring at the camera. It was a kind of reality-show segue.

			So Kyle had gathered his team—various assistants and craftspeople and artists in his studio—and solicited their ideas. Someone said they’d always loved the Korean War Veterans Memorial in DC. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial was abstract, an exhaustive list of names, while the Korean memorial featured nineteen soldiers in raincoats carrying rifles, spread out, looking as if they expected death at any moment. It was jarring, sickening.

			“But this was the navy,” Kyle said, and wondered if a sculpture could ever be erected in the sea. Engineers were consulted; they said maybe, but it would be difficult and expensive.

			First he needed a sketch, though, and he did not sketch. Denise, a medical illustrator in his studio, drew a dozen versions of a sailor standing in the sea, using historical documents as references. Kyle picked three and sent them to the Norwegian authorities. They chose one. From this, a desktop maquette was made by a sculptor in Madrid. A human-sized version was created in copper by a sculptor in Charleston, and to see how it would react to rising tides, it was placed in shallow water in Red Hook. Over the course of three months, from October to slushy January, photos and video were taken by assistants. Kyle wanted to know what the figure looked like at dawn, at noon, in flowing water and covered with snow.

			Satisfied, Kyle contracted an Italian fabrication company to turn the six-foot model into a thirty-foot monument. It arrived in forty-four parts, to be welded together on-site. A Norwegian marine construction firm had been engaged to map the floor of the fjord and engineer how to erect it and keep it stable. They sunk twenty-foot supports into the rocky bay, and finally, welders on the shore and underwater spent five weeks assembling it.

			When it was finished, it was spectacular—both enormous and haunting, a giant thing of steel that seemed always to be dying, always fighting to stay alive. When the water rose and fell around it, when the storms lashed it, it stood fast and was magnificent. Waves and ice and wind crashed against it, but it stood unmoving, facing the Nazi threat. Thousands came daily to see it and it made Kyle’s name. Cricket was embarrassed he’d never heard of it, never seen it. But he was taken with it. It was a work of undeniable power.

			Kyle had been awarded Norway’s highest civilian honor, and at the ceremony, he’d said, “I really don’t deserve this. I didn’t do anything. I’m more a conduit than anything else, but a happy one.”

			When the film ended, Cricket decided he could stay. The dilettante he’d known in college had grown into a person capable of making monumental things. Or not making great things. Facilitating the making of great things. By paying and managing a team of talented artisans, he brought forth the existence of great things.

			Orinda had reappeared. “Should we look at the main studio?” she asked, and awakened the elevator. “This is original to the building. You know Kyle’s thing for old elevators.”

			Cricket did not know Kyle’s thing for old elevators, but he smiled. “I usually manage the printmaking studio,” she said. “But Janet’s on leave, so I have to spread myself around.”

			The elevator arrived, they got in and Orinda closed the accordion door. “I’ll give you the bird’s-eye first,” she said, and the elevator, squeaking and thundering, rose two floors. The doors opened and they stepped onto the mezzanine catwalk, overlooking the studio floor. There were about forty people visible below.

			“You’ll be over there with the wood-and-canvas people,” Orinda said. “You can see the print shop in the far corner. That’s my usual place. The foundry is behind that wall. We have a kiln, a darkroom. No one’s used the darkroom yet, but Kyle believes he will in the future.” She pursed her lips in what Cricket took to mean mild amusement. Kyle had a certain public persona, she implied: He was energetic, endlessly positive, and every so often a bit ridiculous.

			“I understand you two went to college together?” Her nose pinched almost imperceptibly, but the meaning was clear. She found this college a blemish on Kyle’s résumé. “We’ll go down now.”

			There was a spiral staircase leading from the mezzanine to the floor, and they took that, Cricket following. “Olympia said you were quick and wouldn’t need much onboarding. You saw that large canvas, the one painted blue? We need twenty-two more like that ASAP. You probably know the way he likes them. Marki can tell you more.”

			She delivered Cricket to the carpentry shop, where he was introduced to Marki. She was a few years older than Orinda, pink-faced and with bright Irish eyes, dressed in a yellow jumpsuit and Sambas. She shook Cricket’s hand with a raptor grip. “Glad to have the help,” Marki said.

			“I’ll leave you to it,” Orinda said. “Normally we’d do all the paperwork before you’d begin, but Ollie and Kyle said you were close, so can we do it at three?” She didn’t wait for an answer. She floated away, back up the spiral staircase.

			“Okay,” Marki said, and pointed to the relevant equipment and materials with a series of karate motions. “Miter. Jigsaw. Table saw. Lumber. Canvas. Primer. We have to build at least four today. Did Orinda tell you that?”

			“She implied a rush,” Cricket said.

			“Medium rush. We’ll be fine. And we can do life stories while we work.”

			Cricket cut the stretchers. Marki built the braces. The studio was loud, and every crack of a dropped can or pallet echoed through the vast room. In a far corner, someone was playing Nina Simone on a warbly boom box. Cricket was very happy—happy to begin immediately, happy to be among workers, happy to smell the paint and sawdust and turpentine.

			Marki had been with the studio two years and change, she said. She’d gone to architecture school for a year, dropped out, worked at a recording studio, quit. She’d been a tour guide at the MoMA and quit.

			“Other than that, I’m super reliable,” she said.

			The canvases they were making were huge, six feet by ten, intended for a show in March, in New York. Of the twenty-three canvases, Kyle would likely show twelve.

			“He overproduces, then edits,” Marki said.

			They spent an hour cutting stretchers and then hammered the corners together. Cricket applied vises to set the glue, while Marki cut the canvas from a roll. After an hour working together, she grabbed his forearm. “Okay, I have to say this. I’m so fucking glad you’re competent.”

			While the glue set, Marki showed him around the floor. On the other side of a partition, a pair of women Cricket’s age were drawing on an enormous canvas, rendering a fire engine in white pencil over a wash of cerulean. A projector was set up twelve feet away, projecting a photo of a bright modern fire engine.

			“He likes fire engines,” Marki said. “That’s Leona. That’s Denise.”

			He recognized Denise from the film about Norway. She was on a scaffold, eight feet up, lying on her stomach, working on the fire engine’s wooden ladder. Leona was sitting on a chair, bent forward, outlining the truck’s valves and gauges. The two women paused briefly, said hello, and returned to their work.

			“Medical illustrators,” Marki said, once out of earshot. “Obviously they’re meticulous. But it’s more important that they don’t complain.”

			“So Kyle takes a photo and…?”

			“A professional does that. Kyle wants it done right, and we can’t use existing photos, given copyright. Kyle got sued for something like that years ago, the Manuel Noriega picture I think? So now we can’t risk it. He has a three-by-five taken and that photo’s projected onto the canvas, and these ladies trace it. Steve and Mamdouh do the majority of the painting—the bigger swaths. Then Ifuma does some painterly touches at the end so the surface isn’t overly tidy. Sargent touches, Kyle calls them. That’s Ifuma there.”

			Marki pointed to a tall woman with a long black braid, wearing a loose-knit wool sweater dotted with paint. She was pushing a metal cart crowded with brushes and solvents.

			“Her own non-Kyle work is really good,” Marki said. “Very different, very emotional. She had a show last year. Kyle bought the pieces that didn’t sell, which is the kind of thing he does. Watch your feet. That’s Jeff.”

			Marki pointed to a dull-eyed cat stretched out on the walkway. Cricket stepped over him.

			“Kyle was pretty inspired by Ifuma’s show, so now he wants to do an emotional show, too. He’s putting some ideas together on that. Well, our glue’s probably dry enough.” They returned to their frame and they laid it on the raw canvas. Cricket looked for the staple gun.

			“Oh, no. No staples. Kyle likes nails,” Marki said, and pointed to a jar of flat-head tacks. Cricket took a handful. “And he doesn’t want the nails too straight. But not too crooked, either. Maybe an eighth of an inch vertical variation.”

			Cricket paused, his hammer hovering.

			“Wait. He took a picture once of how he likes it. I can get it,” she said. She jogged, in her yellow jumpsuit and Sambas, to a drawer of flats. Something in the way she ran was youthful, happy, light of heart. Cricket liked her and hoped things would continue like this—direct, simple, busy. She pulled out a photo of the narrow edge of a very old canvas and brought it back. “I think it’s a Van Eyck,” she said. The photo showed tacks hammered in such a way that they went up and down along the side. Uneven but functional.

			“He likes that handmade look,” Cricket said.

			“Right,” she said, and winked. “Handmade by us.”

			Marki pulled the canvas taut, and Cricket hammered the canvas to the stretchers with the old-timey tacks. It looked far better than staples, Cricket admitted, and again realized that what Kyle had was taste. He recognized what looked best and insisted upon it—and always he knew he was not the person to do it. Which was a kind of humility. For Cricket, and for most, the belief that they could do something themselves got in the way of it being done well. Kyle, though, amassed experts, all the best technicians, limited the scope of their work to a piece of the whole, and then, once the whole was finished, put his name on it.

			“Does he let people see the process?” Cricket asked.

			“Oh God yes,” Marki said. “Every fucking day someone’s in here with a camera or there’s curators or collectors. He introduces us all, explains everything. It’s very transparent.”

			Cricket kept tapping in the tacks, and in this light, he saw nothing wrong with Kyle’s way. What visitors to the workshop saw of Kyle was a discerning eye, a determiner of quality, of what something needed, someone who knew when it was finished. He was a director. A conductor.

			“Even when it comes to being finished, he gets a quorum,” Marki said. “We have little crit sessions once a week. We look at whatever’s finished or almost finished, and everyone weighs in on what’s left to do.”

			When they were done with the tacks, they turned the canvas over and primed it. Kyle had arranged for a chemist to make a particular kind of primer that made for an exceptionally smooth surface, which was far easier for the medical illustrators, who were accustomed to hot-press paper.

			“Do you need to eat?” Marki asked at three.

			Cricket produced a granola bar from his pocket.

			“Thank fuck!” Marki said. “I love you.”

			They worked through the afternoon. Marki worked quickly but not recklessly. She did not panic when a hammer fell through a stretched canvas and it was her fault. She winced, and told Cricket he could take a break. When he returned ten minutes later, she’d pulled the ripped canvas from the frame and had cut a new piece. She didn’t curse, didn’t sulk. She pulled the canvas taut again and he hammered in another hundred tacks. In total they lost half an hour.

			“Olympia’s the coolest,” she said suddenly. “She holds this place together. And I like the wig thing. I don’t know if everyone else does. You like it? Was she ever a wig person when you knew her?”

			“Not that I remember,” Cricket said.

			As the afternoon progressed, at oblique angles Marki offered her views on Kyle, on his work, on the rest of the staff and all of the shows Marki had been involved in. Olympia really was the coolest, Marki reiterated many times. Olympia was her role model, she said, her spirit animal. But Kyle was spreading himself too thin. He should not be designing hotel lobbies and working with Bhutan on its new airport. He should not be making music videos or working with Louis Vuitton on that installation in Kyoto, even if under the auspices of subversive complicity—a term Marki used with a sour tone.

			“It all seems too much,” she said. “Or maybe he needs the money to keep the machine going and the lawyers paid.”

			Kyle was involved in six lawsuits at the moment, some trivial, some bizarre. A young Hawaiian painter was claiming he’d copied her idea—the wrapping of various man-made objects in animal skin. A subcontractor in São Paolo claimed to have been underpaid for a commission Kyle had taken to paint four miles of the city’s roads pink.

			“Half his life now is logistics and lawyers,” Marki said. “Let’s put this against the wall.” They carried their last canvas and leaned it against the others, and Marki’s eyes were suddenly bright and scared. “Please tell me you’re not a spy,” she said. “There’s some thinking that you’re here to report back on us. And you barely talk.”

			“I’m not a spy,” he said.

			“You and Olympia and Kyle go back a ways.”

			“I haven’t spoken to Kyle in twenty years,” Cricket said. He tried to do the math. It was at least twenty-two.

			“Can you hold this?” she said. She’d found a nail that was pulling free of the canvas and hammered it home. She leaned against the frame. “But you and Olympia are close, and I talk too much. He had an assistant last year who was here one day, gone the next. People thought it might have gotten romantic. She was very cute. Fuck, listen to me. I just don’t want to be on edge around you. You’re really not reporting back to her?”

			“I’ve never reported anything to anyone,” he said, and then searched his mind to assess if that were true. He thought it was. Cricket explained that he’d always been a good vessel for any and all secrets, chiefly because he couldn’t retain them. He remembered tasks and pictures and people generally, but in terms of secrets and gossip, he remembered almost nothing.

			“Okay. You seem normal,” she said finally. “And I do like working here. Kyle’s a good boss. Honey is Honey and we don’t have to work with Honey—not really, anyway. And anything about Kyle and Oman isn’t our business. It doesn’t matter to me who he’s seeing on the side.”

		

	
		
			Cricket had made a mental note to ask Olympia about Honey. He didn’t know who Honey was. Or Oman. And whatever might be happening between Olympia and Kyle. In the morning, a Saturday, Olympia left him a voicemail. “I’ll pick you up at noon.” He came down to the lobby a few minutes early and found Olympia behind a giant fern, hiding like a Rousseau tiger. She rushed to him and did her wrestling-hold hug. “Mm!” she grunted, and led him out of the hotel.

			“No Hadrian?” he asked.

			“We’re walking,” she said. “We can walk.”

			“You’re back from London.”

			“I am. It was a mess and I fixed it. Fuck I am good at that. I never thought I’d be so good at that, but I am. I am probably the best at that. The Tate guy said so. He said he thought there was no way to unfuck what was fucked there, but I somehow unfucked it and didn’t break a sweat. How are you?”

			She stopped on the street to hug him again. She was too thin.

			“I can feel your scapulas,” he said.

			“Noted,” she said, and gave him a cease-and-desist look before walking again. “Your first day was good? I heard good things.”

			“I like it,” he said.

			“I thought you would. It’s just like we planned in college. But instead of you and I starting a movement, we’re working for the least talented person we know.”

			“Right.”

			“And instead of New York or Paris, it’s Philly.”

			“I like Philly.”

			“And instead of being a teenage apprentice, you’re forty-two. You like Marki, by the way?”

			“I do. She’s—”

			“So your type. I knew you two would click. In another life, another body, another time, she’d be a lumberjack. You, too.”

			“Thank you.” He liked that compliment a great deal. “Marki thinks I’m a spy,” Cricket said, and by Olympia’s reaction he knew he shouldn’t have said it. “Please don’t get her in trouble. Apparently everyone knows Kyle’s seeing someone named Oman, but they’re careful not to care.”

			Olympia walked in silence for a stretch. “That’s actually surprising coming from her,” she said. “She doesn’t seem gossipy.”

			“Please don’t mention this to her,” Cricket said. “I have to work with her all day.”

			“I won’t,” Olympia said, and stared intensely at the ground.

			“Who’s Oman?” he asked.

			“Curator from Portugal,” she said, her mouth now pursed. “But I don’t know if Marki’s on the team for the long haul. Then again, no one stays for more than a few years anyway. I’m the second-longest-serving person. Turn here.”

			They turned and jaywalked, Olympia waving a hello-and-thank-you to a swerving delivery truck.

			“The turnover is a problem,” she said. “People get spooked by the pace. It would be less of an issue if Kyle didn’t take on unnecessary burdens. The hotel in Lisbon is a boondoggle. The workers there are controlled by some mafia-adjacent fuckers who’ve been shaking us down. Does Portugal have a mafia?”

			“You’re really asking me?”

			“The thing is, I don’t even know where to send the money if we were willing to pay these bribes. These are old-world kickbacks. You can’t write a check; everything’s cash. How’s your hotel?”

			“It’s fine. Where are we going?”

			It might have been the sleep deprivation, but Cricket began to think he was headed for a surprise party, something Olympia had arranged to welcome him to Philadelphia. But why so early?

			They walked along the river, the cherry blossoms ecstatic and shedding their petals all over the grass and path, falling into the marbled water. A family asked him to take their picture. Olympia took the camera and directed the family to get closer, to smile, to move into the light, to smile again, to squeeze one inch closer. When she was done, they seemed exhausted and scared.

			Olympia walked on. “Remember the Barnes?” she asked. “I was dating a man recently and we went there a lot. Turn here.”

			They turned and Cricket looked up to see the words Penn Medicine on the side of a building. So maybe it wasn’t a surprise party for him. His new guess was that Kyle had been commissioned to decorate the lobby. Or to design some kinetic sculpture in the courtyard.

			“I have cancer,” Olympia said, “but you probably figured that out by now. You’re coming to chemo with me. My second session. I already shaved my head.” She checked her watch. “We’re early. Are you okay? Your face is worrying.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“On the phone? With you in Turkey? No. I’m telling you now. I didn’t want to do this alone. All you have to do is sit with me. It’s very boring and terrifying alone.”

			He had a thousand questions. He took her into a tight embrace. “Shit.”

			“I’m not planning on dying,” she said into his chest. “It’s breast cancer. Stage three.” She released herself and found a bench. She sat and pulled him down to sit next to her. “Which is fucked up because I had a mammogram last year. Did someone not see something? These doctors…They all seem so distracted. Don’t they all seem distracted to you? I can’t get into it. It drives me into a rage. How did they not see this cancer?”

			“Olympia, I—”

			“Stop. You know I hate sympathy. Don’t lower your voice into that sympathetic register. Nothing treacly. I want anger.”

			“Okay.”

			“Tell me the doctors fucked up and you’ll fuck them up.”

			“I will fuck them up.”

			“Tell me you’ll skullfuck the oncologist who looked at my MRI last year and didn’t see cancer all over my left tit.”

			“Give me that fucker’s address and I’ll do some skullfucking today. Is he open for skullfucking? It’s Saturday.”

			“I just hate incompetence. Now I have to hate someone.”

			“The anger’s probably good,” Cricket said.

			“You think so? I think so, too.”

			She looked at her watch again.

			“We better go in.”

			

			—

			It became a routine; he sat with her while the nurses filled her with poison. Olympia talked, then slept, then woke up looking ravaged, and Cricket brought her home. Some days he gave her ice chips; they helped with the dry mouth and sores. She always wanted licorice afterward, or something sweet, so he brought Twizzlers and Swedish Fish.

			“No one at the studio knows,” she told him that first day and reminded him each session after. “You can’t tell anyone.”

			“I’m not telling anyone,” he said.

			“Not that Kyle wouldn’t care. He’d be great. He does care for people. You should see him with his dad. But he wouldn’t let me work through this, and he’d have to replace me, and then I’d be fucked. I’d be the cancer lady and I’d be out of work.”

			She planned to tell people after the fact. And there was too much to do in the meantime. There was the show in Lyon, there was the Tate, and there was the Venice Biennale. Throw cancer into all that and the wheels would come off.

			“Do you agree?” she asked Cricket.

			“I do,” he said. It was precisely the way he’d do it. He’d thought often of how he’d go about being sick, how he might die. And always it was alone, with no bother to anyone else. In all his life the thing he’d wanted most was to never be in a hospital bed, to never have someone standing over him, looking pityingly down at him. His grandfather Silas had disappeared in the most dignified way, a simple vanishing that Cricket wanted for himself, too.

			“I chose you because I love you,” she said one day at the hospital. They’d finished a session and her eyes were still closed; he’d assumed she was asleep. “And because you’re calm. Are you glad you came?”

			“I am,” he said.

			Then she drifted off again.

			He had the thought, once or twice, that if their roles were reversed he might call her, too. He actually might break the covenant he’d made with himself, to suffer alone, to die without troubling anyone else, and allow her to be near him as he faded.

		

	
		
			When Kyle returned from Lyon he wanted to throw a party at his place in New York.

			“It’s for you, in a way,” Olympia told Cricket. They were at the studio, at six, and Marki and most of the staff had left. They were no longer behind schedule, and Olympia gave at least part of the credit to Cricket.

			“Kyle wants to celebrate,” she said. “Don’t make that face. It won’t be painful. It won’t be people singing ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.’ But he wants a dinner party, so we’re going. You have to wear a jacket.”

			“You know I don’t have a jacket.”

			They stopped at a corner men’s store on the way and Olympia picked out a black sport coat with shiny lapels. “Tuxedo-adjacent,” she said, her hands on his chest. “You should dress up more often.” Olympia was wearing a snug dress with horizontal stripes of a Mondrian palette. “Now you say I look good.”

			“You always look good,” he said.

			“I don’t always look good,” she said. “But thank you.”

			Kyle had an apartment at the top of the Philly factory, and he and Honey shared a second apartment downtown, near the Barnes. Honey was from Philadelphia and she and Kyle had met at a restaurant near that strange and wonderful museum; she’d been with her parents, celebrating the end of her residency at Penn. Kyle had come to the restaurant alone, and out of pity Honey and her parents asked him to join them. Her parents liked him first; Honey took some convincing.

			Now they had a house in East Hampton and flats on the Danube and the Seine, but they lived primarily in Manhattan, in a penthouse in Chinatown. Kyle had an unerring eye for both real estate and decor, and their Chinatown place had been featured in Architectural Digest and Town & Country. Hadrian drove Olympia and Cricket to it one evening in April, through a horizontal rain that cleared just as they came through the Holland Tunnel.

			“Be cordial,” Olympia said in the elevator.

			“Cordial.”

			“To everyone. You don’t know who all will be there, and I don’t, either. So anyone could be someone. Last time he had one of these, I was stuck talking with an incredibly dull man about fig trees. An hour about fig trees! I couldn’t escape. Only later realized it was the secretary of state. Or the former one. He’s very proud of his fig trees. But a very boring man.”

			“What about Oman?” Cricket asked.

			“What about her? The Portuguese curator?”

			“Does she come to something like this?”

			“Why would she?”

			“Marki makes it sound like they’re all in some kind of open throuple—something Honey knows about but angrily allows. That’s not the case?”

			“That’s not the case. Oman? That’s insane. Stop listening to Marki. Marki knows nothing.”

			“I think the assumption is that he’s sleeping with someone else. Was there some assistant that left suddenly last year?”

			“Jesus Christ. All this from Marki?”

			Cricket saw her mind churning.

			“No. Not Marki,” he lied. “Just talk in the studio.”

			“I can’t believe there’s gossip in that studio. These people are all adults. It’s so maddening to see these cloistered minds in a supposedly libertine space.”

			The elevator opened to a full-floor apartment seemingly free of all solid walls. The kitchen was beyond a glass barrier. The main bedroom was in a glass box. What seemed to be an office was also contained in glass. The guests, about twenty total, had formed two distinct groups, one in the kitchen and one in a vast living room dotted with sculptures—Kyle’s—and costumed mannequins, also Kyle’s.

			“From the Così fan show in Turin,” Olympia said. She mentioned the need to check her face and wig and quickly disappeared.

			Cricket did not see Kyle or anyone acting as host. He wandered toward a window and looked out at the East River, where a barge glided south. Next to the window there was a black-and-white photograph that he recognized. It was a still from a film, and he’d seen this film, at a festival at the Music Box Theatre. It was an austere but memorable film, he remembered; it took place inside an operating room, and involved baroque music, and the camera floated around the room like the spirit of the patient—as if deciding on a new host, should the body on the operating table give out. But Cricket couldn’t recall the name of the film, or the director, or anything else about it.

			A woman was newly at his side. She wore a black ribbed turtleneck dress and strappy heels and extended a long-fingered hand.

			“You’re new,” she said.

			Cordial, Cricket remembered. “Yes,” he said, and took her hand. She said her name, but a shrieking laugh elsewhere in the apartment drowned it out. Cricket assumed it was not cordial to ask her to repeat it, so he smiled and nodded. A male caterer approached, carrying an oversized tray. The woman leaned forward to avoid the tray, moving closer to Cricket. A strong floral fragrance overtook him.

			“Sorry,” she said, and stepped back.

			He turned to the print again. It was framed behind glass, and he used the reflection to examine the woman next to him. Her ancestry was Asian, her eyes bright, her face heart-shaped and youthful. She smiled and revealed two deep dimples that gave her a girlish, almost guileless, look. There were a few wide, defiant streaks of gray in her hair, so he guessed her to be in her mid-forties.

			“I’ve seen this film,” he said, and pointed to the print. “Isn’t it from a movie?”

			She smiled, faintly amused. “It is.”

			“I thought about this film for months afterward,” he said.

			The woman’s face went through four stages of confusion, then settled back into dimpled amusement. “You liked it?”

			“I did. So much,” he said. “I forget a lot of things I see, but this I remembered. It was a short, right?”

			“I believe so,” she said slowly, coyly. Her voice was low, almost gravelly. There was a sexy rumble to it.

			A waiter in white wafted near.

			“Did you get something to drink?” the woman asked. She reached for a glass of white wine and gave it to Cricket. The waiter was about to continue on when the woman raised her finger. The waiter stopped and apologized, and the woman took a second glass for herself.

			Cricket registered that this woman had some authority here. Maybe she was a gallerist? She had the aura of someone comfortable with asking for hundreds of thousands of dollars for a painted picture.

			“So you bought this from the director?” he said.

			The woman blinked rapidly. “I made this,” she said flatly. “I made the film. I’m the director.” Her eyebrows were arched, studying his reaction.

			“Oh God,” he said.

			Her face brightened into naked amazement. “You really didn’t know. I thought you were doing a bit.”

			“Sorry,” he said. “I saw it at a festival in Chicago, and…” He stumbled through an explanation. He really had seen it at a festival at the Music Box. It had been raining in November, and hers was one of five short films. He still didn’t know her name.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “When you said your name earlier I didn’t catch it. So you’re a director. Such a great film.”

			“Honey Panaglovia,” she said, and shook his hand again.

			Oh God, he thought. Kyle’s wife. Of course. This is why he loathed dinner parties. Every conversation was a calamity.

			This time she held Cricket’s hand for the briefest moment longer, and turned their entwined hands just a bit, so the back of her own hand faced up, as if she wanted him to kiss it. For a moment he thought he would do this. Would that be cordial or something else? He was grateful when she let go. The name “Oman” entered his mind in enormous lighted letters and he tried desperately to cast it out; he was sure she’d read the name, and his panic, in his eyes. Cricket studied the floor.

			“Who brought you here?” she asked.

			Still avoiding her enormous eyes, he explained his role in the studio, his connection to Kyle and Olympia, and somewhere in the middle of the explanation, she punched him in the shoulder.

			“You’re Cricket!” she said. “I’ve heard of you. Kyle mentioned you coming. You’re working for him.” Her eyes narrowed. “How do you like it?” There was something conspiratorial in her tone that invited him to dish on her husband.

			He said something vague about it being fascinating, watching the process unfold, and as he rambled, she pursed her lips. She knew he was hedging. “So you’re doing what, building canvases and…?”

			“So far, just that,” Cricket said. “With Marki.”

			She winced at the name. It was clear, all at once, that Honey was disconnected from the staff, and perhaps felt mocked by them. They were loyal to Kyle, not Honey.

			“Marki, okay,” she said, as if she’d just lost an ally.

			“Again, early days, so…”

			Honey looked directly at him, her eyes alighting on every corner of his face and hair, the way she might study an X-ray. It was the kind of thing she could do at her own party, in her own house—stare at an employee as if he were a test subject. Finally she adopted a brighter tone.

			“You and Limpy went to school together, too?” She registered his confusion. “I call Olympia Limpy. I don’t know if she likes it.”

			Cricket nodded and sipped his wine. Olympia would not like it. He was shocked, in fact, that she hadn’t mentioned this nickname used by her boss’s wife. Was it too outrageous for Olympia to find funny?

			“And you and she are a couple?” Honey ventured. She was out of bounds here and knew it, and didn’t even seem to believe her own presumption. “You don’t have to divulge such things if…”

			Still, she waited for an answer.

			“No,” he said. “We’ve been friends for thirty years, but before Philly, we hadn’t seen each other in a long while.”

			“I can see you two together, though,” she said. “Were you ever?” The conversation was both flirty and confrontational and Cricket needed to change the subject. He wanted to ask if she was still making films, but that was impossible. If she were, he should already know. That was the most tragic question you could ask an artist: Are you still an artist? He looked again at the still from her movie, hoping to find a question in it.

			“How did you make the film so realistic?” he asked. “The medical aspect, I mean. Were those real doctors? I know some directors use real ones.”

			Again she looked puzzled. “Cricket, I’m a real one. I’m a doctor. That’s my hospital. Or was. That’s a real patient, a real procedure.”

			And again Cricket wanted to be somewhere else, away from the high-wire act of this and every fleeting and fraught conversation. But Honey smiled mercifully, indulgently. She seemed to like him. “You really didn’t know any of this?”

			In the reflection of the glass, he caught Olympia’s eye as she passed by, just behind them; she seemed intent on not stopping.

			“I just thought it was a great film,” he finally said to Honey, staring into the glass. Her face relaxed into a real smile now, a relieved kind of satisfaction that meant she believed the compliment—and that it was a rare thing for her, to have a stranger say something direct and sincere to her.

			“Well, thank you,” she said. “That means a lot to me.”

			

			—

			“Jeffersonian! Jeffersonian!” Kyle roared. The guests had been called to the dinner table, and after ten minutes of neighbor-visiting, Kyle had had enough. Since Cricket had arrived, Kyle had been occupied with the chef and a certain elderly mystery guest, and had only waved to Cricket from across the room. “One conversation at the table, please!” He raised his glass. “I can’t believe we’re all here. That you’re here. Welcome and thank you.”

			Kyle thanked a smattering of people at the table, and thanked the chef, and thanked Honey, who stared at Cricket. Kyle followed her gaze and seemed momentarily confused before pressing on. During the thank-yous, a spectral presence sat down next to Cricket and with a polite glance and smile Cricket realized it was the elderly man to whom Kyle had been solicitous all evening. Cricket assumed he was a collector or trustee.

			“And I wanted to welcome an old friend of mine, Cricket Dibb,” Kyle said. “He joined our studio last week. We’ve known each other since college and I’m so grateful to him for being part of this crazy operation we have going.” He raised his glass to Cricket, and Cricket lifted his glass and smiled. Olympia caught Cricket’s eye and nodded, as if to say, Not bad, eh? Clearly Kyle knew cordial. He could have mentioned that Cricket was working for him, as a carpenter no less, and was being paid an hourly wage while Kyle was a millionaire. But instead he’d made it sound like they were fellow laborers. It was not just cordial, it was elegant, and Cricket felt like he could inhabit this world for a few months at least. There was much to see and learn.

			“I don’t know if everyone knows this,” Kyle continued, “but this guy could really draw,” he said, and pointed to Cricket. “Gorgeous lines.”

			At that, the elderly man next to Cricket tilted his head. Kyle took note. “I said ‘gorgeous lines,’ Dad,” Kyle said.

			And that mystery was solved.

			“He lives next door,” Cricket’s other neighbor whispered into his ear.

			Kyle was pointing at Cricket again. “And that gallery you and Ollie ran! Remember? Who was that first artist you had? The Hungarian.”

			Cricket didn’t know an Ollie, and was about to tell Kyle this, but then realized, with a sinking disgust, that Kyle had made up this nickname for Olympia. He wondered if Kyle and Honey knew of their mismatched nicknames for the same unwilling victim.

			“Bulgarian,” Olympia said. “Nedko Solakov.”

			Kyle smacked his hands together at an oblique angle, like a pair of cymbals. “Yes! Solakov. I loved that show. This man designed a sort of installation slash happening where the four walls of the gallery were continually painted and repainted. One half was white, the other half black, and painters continuously painted over each other’s work. It was brilliant. Remember when I ran to get paint when you guys were running out? I guess I saved the day.”

			The other guests smiled, having no idea what he was talking about.

			“These two were the absolute coolest in college,” Kyle said, and pointed accusatorily at Cricket then Olympia. “In my eyes at least. It wasn’t like they ruled the university or anything, but they did what they wanted and ran their own gallery, sort of fearlessly, and I learned from that. I watched and learned. And the scale you guys worked on! And now we’re back together and working together in the same studio. I love it.”

			Kyle picked up a carafe of red wine and poured himself a second glass. “Anyone else?” He waited only a moment, then continued. “Another toast!” he said, and everyone raised their glasses. “We love our bread, we love our butter. But most of all, we love each utter.”

			Kyle giggled, a few guests joined him, and everyone clinked. Cricket looked across the table at Honey, who was looking down, with an expression both bored and sour. As if sensing Cricket’s eyes on her, she lifted her chin and looked back to him.

			The chef appeared from the kitchen. She had dark eyes, pale skin and a helmet of white hair. A perfectly round mole below her nose gave her the appearance, in this light, of having three nostrils in a biblical triangle. She explained that she’d made sashimi with eggplant, Korean pork ribs, and veggie tacos with string onion rings and cilantro, and they’d be served tapas-style. Plates were suddenly everywhere. The chef went into some detail about the history of tapas, then the history of nightshades, and when she was finished, four or five guests applauded meekly, and the chef retreated.

			The food was spicy and rich, and the guests ate greedily. Cricket ate his fill and had a moment of bliss, somewhere between his third taco and his second sashimi, when he felt like resting in a deep chair or hammock for the rest of the night, silently observing. He was sated and his face burned. But then the chef reappeared.

			“Okay, now we’re getting going!” she said, and announced the fourth course.

			In all there were seventeen. One involved an unhatched egg, apparently pulled from the uterus of a captive bird. The courses were each small, but cumulatively the food was mountainous, most of it oily—eggs and olives and bacon. Soon the guests were making excuses to miss a course or two. Someone disappeared into the hallway to make a long and urgent call. Another was in the bathroom for two rounds, and Cricket felt great envy. A woman in the middle of the table, with large glasses and a beautiful voice, announced she had a deposition to take in the morning and had to go. It was 10 p.m. The chef’s plan might have been altered when she saw the suffering of the guests, but instead she continued. Plates were served and taken away untouched. No one was happy and most were drunk. Frustrations were aired. Someone couldn’t get an answer back from Cindy Sherman. Someone else had not heard from Kehinde Wiley. A man near Cricket was talking about Armenian furniture, the shipping of Armenian furniture, how difficult it had become to ship Armenian furniture.

			Cricket caught a few dozen bits about Kyle and Honey and their complicated lives. They were renovating a farmhouse in Maine and having trouble with the contractor, who was overcharging them, whose work was sloppy and late. But, they acknowledged, Kyle Heaney couldn’t be caught in a dispute with a contractor. He would—anyone in his position would—look like the bad guy.

			“With all vendors, all employees, I have to bend over and take it.” A fabricator working on a series for Kyle had had a heart attack and now his widow was suing Kyle; he’d induced it, she said. For a show in Dubai, he’d learned that some of the laborers working on the installation were indentured servants from the Philippines; he’d had to remedy that. Or Olympia had.

			By the end of the seventeen courses, it was midnight and no one could move. Honey disappeared for a stretch into another part of the penthouse, and when she emerged again, she was barefoot but walking unsteadily to the kitchen. Cricket thought this sent a clear message that the guests should leave. He folded his napkin on the table and watched the guests stand and wander to the living room. He pushed out his chair, but the moment he rose, he felt a pair of hands on his shoulders. The fingers were small and strong, and at first he thought it was a kid—did Kyle and Honey have kids? He craned his neck and saw that it was Honey.

			“We’re so glad to have you here,” she said, her mouth close to his ear. She kneaded his shoulders while looking ahead absently across the table, like someone doing the dishes while staring out the kitchen window.

			“Thank you,” he said. He glanced around, hoping no one was watching.

			“Make your own nightcaps!” Kyle yelled from somewhere in the kitchen. Cricket watched him through the wall of glass. He was showing off a gun studded with diamonds. “It’s real!” he said, and removed the gun’s clip. He’d made three guns—one covered in rubies, another in sharkskin (this one was never sold), and this diamond-encrusted favorite.

			The guests were hooting and asking to touch the diamond-covered gun, but Cricket was held by Honey’s small hands. “You should have come sooner,” she said, her mouth yet closer to his ear. Her perfume and satin voice unmoored him. He concentrated on a hotly burning candle in front of him, pondering that for centuries painters were not skilled enough to depict its effects, to attempt chiaroscuro. Then, for a hundred and fifty years, candlelight was critical—a measure of an artist’s skill. And now it was gone. Had anyone painted a candlelit interior in a hundred years?

			Honey dropped into the chair next to him, then turned it such that her knees touched his own. “Do you think everyone knows he’s cheating on me?” she asked.

			Cricket stared at the candle’s busy flame. Honey’s voice seemed to be coming from the fire. “They say it’s Oman, that cunt. But what about Fiona? He looks at her like he wants to swallow her whole. Why won’t you look at me?” she asked. The candle asked. He glanced at her. Her face was open, matter-of-fact. Her eyes were enormous. He looked away.

			“I think you know something,” she said. “Do they all talk about me? Do you know Oman’s older than me? What do you know? Just tell me. He can’t fire you.”

			“I don’t know anything,” Cricket said.

			“They pity me.”

			“No. They wouldn’t,” he said, and looked straight ahead, out the window, where he saw a tiny white light moving slowly over the silver river. A drunken thought entered his mind: Was all light holy? Even the light of that helicopter?

			“I’m sorry, Honey,” he said, and paused a moment in the strangeness of calling a married woman “Honey.” He turned to her and was quickly at sea in her sorrowful eyes. “I just got here, and I know nothing.” He tried to smile in a fraternal way. “Should we get some water or coffee?”

			Cricket sensed another person near them, and looked up to find a boy of about twelve, standing by his mother’s chair. She looked up and her face brightened for a moment. “You’re supposed to be watching Time Bandits.”

			“The disc skips,” the boy said. He had her big sad eyes.

			“This is Cricket,” Honey said. “Luka, you should know Cricket. He knows how to make things.”

			Luka shook Cricket’s hand.

			“Would you ever show Luka how you make stuff?” she asked. “Just show him the machines, how to cut wood and make like a bookshelf or something?”

			“Anytime,” Cricket said.

			Luka looked down at Cricket as if he really wanted this.

			“Luka draws beautiful buildings,” Honey said, slurring the last two words.

			“I’m going to bed,” Luka said, nodded to Cricket, and left.

			Honey sank back in her chair. Beyond her, Cricket caught sight of Olympia, who was watching the three of them. Her eyes wide and scolding, she made a motion for him to stand. He stood. He wanted to kiss Honey on the crown of her head, wanted to comfort her in some way. And he badly wanted to go home.

			“You’re leaving?” Honey asked.

			“Drinks on the roof!” Kyle yelled from somewhere in the dark.

		

	
		
			“I could see you suffering,” Olympia said.

			They were in his new place, a clean and simple three-room apartment in a renovated walk-up in South Philly. He’d furnished it with a Goodwill bed and dresser, and had splurged on a divan upholstered in green velvet. Olympia had bought him a set of dishes and pots but when she saw them in the kitchen, she’d been disappointed. They didn’t match the kitchen’s walls.

			“We can exchange the dishes or paint the walls. Up to you,” she said. “How’s this?” She sat up on the divan, her back rigid. It had been her idea for Cricket to draw her at this stage of her cancer, to memorialize her bald, withered state. She’d planned on being naked but thought they should build toward it.

			“You can’t hold that pose long enough. Relax,” he said.

			She relaxed, then draped an arm languorously over the back of the divan. “You like this? Too suicide-of-Socrates?”

			“No. Just look like you. No Socrates.”

			“Facing you?”

			“Look over there,” he said, and pointed to the front window.

			“Aren’t we bossy?”

			He planned to get a study done first, with her clothed, then mark the pose with tape—something she could hold for a few hours.

			“Nice neck,” he said. “Now don’t move.”

			He was using a small brush and black ink to get her profile. Years before, he’d been in Mexico City for no reason and had watched a street artist render precise, flawless profiles of tourists. It took the man only seconds. Cricket had watched him work for an hour and finally figured it out. Human profiles were about 90 percent the same; the variations were all that mattered. And those could be managed with a hundred or so hours of practice. In, out, in, out, from forehead to chin.

			“You left right after the roof party began,” she said.

			“I had to puke. All that food. That’s more than I’ve ever eaten in a sitting. In a day.”

			“That chef has two Michelin stars. The night probably cost Kyle twenty thousand dollars.”

			“And was anyone happy?”

			“Honey seemed happy to have met you.”

			“She thinks he’s cheating on her and that everyone knows. Can you move your mouth less when you talk?”

			“Honey is not a happy person,” Olympia said through clenched teeth.

			“If her husband is having an affair with Oman and everyone knows about it…That seems like it could be a factor in her state of mind. Should she be happy?”

			“Honey was a dour bitch long before that. She made one decent film and expected the world to kneel before her. She calls me Limpy. She’s not a girl’s girl, if you know what that means.”

			Cricket wondered if anyone would consider Olympia a girl’s girl. He’d think not. But because he knew it would please Olympia, Cricket told her about the massage at dinner. “I started thinking this was some kind of play where the audience mixes with the actors. Like the Macbeth one.”

			“Sleep No More. She really gave you a massage? Where?”

			“On my back.”

			“Stop.”

			“At the table. Everyone else had gotten up after dinner. I was sitting there and suddenly there were these strong little hands doing deep-tissue on me. She thinks he might be screwing Fiona. The assistant.”

			Cricket still hadn’t met Fiona. She’d been traveling with Kyle, and the night of the dinner party, she’d taken the day off.

			“Fiona?” Olympia chewed on this for a moment. “No, no. I don’t think so. He wouldn’t…” She looked at the wall, her eyes sharp. “Did you know her grandfather was the president of Peru?”

			“I did not.”

			“Will you tell me if you see anything weird between them?”

			“So you do want me to spy.”

			“Not spy. Tell your friend. And if anyone says anything about my having cancer and being bald and maybe dying.”

			“Got it.”

			“But seriously. Honey is spinning out. And she drinks. She got two DUIs in a year and has a driver now. We ask her not to come to the openings; she always makes a scene. You were going to draw me?”

			He began again. He failed four times in a row. Each time, he tore the sheet in half.

			“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” she said. “The tearing of the paper. It’s loud and violent.”

			“I like the sound. It’s decisive.”

			“I remember being crushed when I learned that most artists edited their sketchbooks. What’s left makes it look like they never make a mistake. Picasso had some beautiful notebooks. Did I tell you that I traced Francis Bacon back to Degas?”

			“You didn’t. Stop talking for a second.”

			“Everything Bacon does starts with Degas,” Olympia said. “La répétition de chant. You know it? The Song Rehearsal?”

			“Smart man. Stop talking.”

			“Everything Bacon does is there—the shallow perspective drawn with simple lines, the thin paint in the background, the harsh geometry and then the faces! The twisted, blurry faces came from Degas. You have to see this painting. He doesn’t get the credit he’s due.”

			“Give me one minute of silence,” Cricket asked.

			“No.”

			“Actually, two. Can you turn more?”

			Olympia turned more. With her weight loss, her jaw was more pronounced, her neck seemed longer, and even her nose was more aquiline. He could not tell her these things; he wanted her to gain weight. She was gaunt now, a blueness circling her eyes.

			“Wait,” she said. “I don’t want me bald.”

			“Wasn’t that the point?”

			“I know. But now I don’t want it.”

			Quickly she was reaching into her bag. She retrieved a wig, a reddish thing done in a bun. She jogged to the bathroom and returned looking like Audrey Hepburn.

			“I like it,” Cricket said.

			“I figured you would. You have the taste of a man born in 1934. I don’t mean that as an insult.”

			“Are we ready now? You’re done talking?”

			“I’m never done talking.”

			He started with her hair. The messy bun in the back was easy work. Her neck was next, and he got it right with a few quick strokes. This was when it was crucial to continue to work quickly. If his lines slowed, timidity would show, would be obvious from afar, like the work of a cautious forger. Speed is all.

			He swept his brush northeast to render her jaw. He stopped, squinted. It looked right. The hardest part was the chin, the mouth, the nose, the brow, and they had to be done quickly. But they didn’t have to be one continuous line; the mouth usually required a new line. So he drew a quick chin, almost a perfect half circle but with the briefest straight plane. Good, good. He stopped and gave the mouth its own few lines. No errors yet. Finally the nose. Noses should not be so hard but they were. It was so hard to give a delicate nose its delicacy. It required a swift and incautious line, a thinner line so a narrow nose wasn’t burdened with a heavy line.

			He started at the bridge and swept down with one ski-jump flourish, tucked the line under and was done. The entire drawing could easily have been ruined if the line was even a millimeter too thick, but it was just right. There was a bit of tremulousness on the lower lip, the tiniest wavering, that gave her a tragic cast—as if she’d been told something terrible but needed to appear strong.

			“You can talk again.”

			“I wish they’d just get divorced,” Olympia said.

			“Who? Degas? Was he married?”

			“No and no. Kyle and Honey. Neither should be married to anyone, period. Honey should go off, take ten million, live in LA, give money to the oceans.”

			“To the oceans.”

			“The ocean nonprofit people,” Olympia said.

			“Tell her that.”

			“She doesn’t trust any of us. And she shouldn’t.”

			“Move your head again and open your eye.”

			The last hard thing was her right eye. He drew her brow first, and made it a bit more Madame X than Olympia’s, then watched his brush hurtling into the eye itself, rendering it with three quick strokes. He stopped, squinted. It looked good, but it was not Olympia. This woman was a cousin to Madame X, an aristocratic swan from some other time.

			“It’s not you,” he said. “But I like it.”

			“Can I get up? I want to see it.”

			“Not yet.”

			“We got the nastiest legal letter today. I like the plain ones that say ‘cease and desist’ or whatever. But the ones with all the verbiage, the snarky tone, the threats, the demands to preserve all correspondence…”

			“Someone’s suing you?”

			“No. Kyle. Always Kyle. And he sues people, too. There was supposed to be this big show in Japan. We shipped this sculpture. Have you seen the Granada stuff?”

			“I have not. Or I don’t know.”

			“Anyway. We spent a fortune to ship it, but it arrived in pieces. Unsalvageable. The gallery says the shipper broke it. The shipper says the gallery broke it while opening the crates or setting it up. So who do we sue?”

			“Both?”

			“The gallery is suing Kyle. They say the whole thing ruined them. They spent a fortune, even renovated the gallery for the show. So when the stuff was broken, they wanted to open the show anyway. There were some pieces they could have shown, but Kyle said no, forget it. Now they’re closed, embarrassed, reputations ruined, et cetera. That’s one of seven lawsuits at some stage of development and fuckery. You know what he does to get to sleep?” Olympia turned her head to Cricket. “I have to get him this Mexican variation of Valium. Much stronger, but no weird dreams. I know I shouldn’t be getting him drugs. That’s how you end up like one of these doctors or hangers-on who gives the celebrity the fatal dose.” She laughed.

			“Don’t laugh,” Cricket said. “This is exactly what will happen. You have to stop. You can’t give him drugs.”

			“He’s going to get drugs either way. I’m not the one giving him coke. That’s why he keeps Hadrian around.”

			“Jesus. Olympia, this is a mess.”

			“He’s fine. He just needs to sleep.”

			“Can you spread your hand out?”

			“Don’t do my hands. I told you that.”

			“Now who’s bossy?”

			“But isn’t it interesting when you realize that all these people, these dead celebrities, they were all just trying to sleep? They’re put onstage, in magazines, TV, and it’s like they’re shot through with enough electricity to light a city. Onstage, with twenty thousand people screaming your name for three hours. Then you’re supposed to go home and rest? How do you sleep after that?”

			“Stop giving him drugs,” Cricket said firmly.

			“I should show you his cave sometime. He has this six-by-eight cave he sleeps in. Like a vampire. Soundproofed with no light. Are you done?”

			“With the drawing? Yes.”

			“Good. Speaking of sleep, I need to nap,” she said. She cozied into the corner of the divan and closed her eyes.

			Cricket took the comforter off his bed and covered her with it. “You want to be woken up at any particular time?” he asked.

			She asked for an hour.

			As she slept, her phone went bright twenty times, with more calls from Kyle, Fiona, Kyle, Unknown, Kyle, Kyle, Unknown, Unknown.

			Cricket tried to draw her sleeping but it looked morbid and he quit. He thought of death, of Olympia’s death, though she had insisted countless times that she would not die, would not allow it, did not feel sick and her new oncologists were excellent and aggressive, the very best; she’d insisted on some fearless bastards who did not play. But she did have cancer. Stage 3 cancer, and the survival rates were unsettling. He hadn’t allowed himself to think that she might succumb to this; he’d been only too happy to follow her line of thinking—that she was too young and determined and she could not die. But as she slept he imagined hearing her say the cancer had spread, that the chemo hadn’t worked, that the cancer was in her spine now. She’d said herself that once it was in the spine you were fucked, she’d be fucked unless she did some weird treatments in Mexico and who wanted that—to die in some Mexican alt-therapy clinic run by New Age expats who believed in UFOs, too?

			Her death at forty-three would be a crime that would rip him in half. The sheer stupid randomness of someone like her dying at forty-three while millions of horrible people walked the Earth till ninety—that would wreck him.

			“You’re making an awful face,” she groaned.

			He looked to her. She was still curled into the divan, all but her face buried in white cotton, but she’d woken up and had been watching him.

			“Just thinking dark thoughts,” he said.

			“Oh good. Don’t tell me any of them.” She struggled to sit up. “Today I feel really weak. Do you have chocolate?”

			He found half a Twix in the freezer. She sucked on it and stood up wearily. She stood for half a minute, steadying herself while breathing heavily, and finally came around to look at the drawing he’d done. “Ah, very pretty. Definitely not me. I wish I had that neck and that nose. Should we do my body?”

			“If you want.”

			She sighed and sat down. “It sounded brave before, but I’d rather not. I lost forty pounds. I look like a used condom.”

			“We don’t have to.”

			At the moment, the page was overwhelmingly blank. The profile floated in the sea of white, unfinished but not wanting.

			“Sort of interesting this way,” he said.

			“Leave it for now,” she said.

			Cricket was always happy to leave something before he ruined it. And was always happy to be told when to stop.

			Olympia’s phone rang. “Hi,” she said. She mouthed “Kyle” to Cricket and walked into the kitchen. Five minutes later she started packing up.

			“You have to go?”

			“Another crisis. The Louis Vuitton stuff is so complicated, and the Japanese tend to get hysterical about permits.”

			She hugged Cricket hard around the waist.

			“Wouldn’t it be weird if I died?” she said.

			“Don’t say that. You won’t.”

			“Should I freeze my eggs?”

			“No.”

			“I have to look out for tooth infections. Apparently that’s another thing with chemo. Can you make sure my teeth don’t fall out?”

			“I will.”

			“You know I wear prescription nail polish? It’s so my nails don’t fall off.”

			“You have enough? I can get you more.”

			“I have enough. I had a dream I was driving along a cliff. It was like a cartoon cliff and we kept almost falling. I think it was you with me but I was driving. I shouldn’t have been driving, right? Not in my state.”

			“No.”

			She looked down at the drawing, and lifted its corner. “This’d be like my deathbed portrait. Can I have it?”

			Cricket didn’t want to give it up, because it was Olympia, the first time she’d allowed him to draw her, and she looked lovely—and scared and tired, but lovely first—and because these sorts of drawings were so rare, with every line right, everything nimble and elegant and quick.

			“Of course,” he said, and gave it to her.

			
			
				
					[image: Drawing of a loosely sketched portrait in black ink, with head, neck, and simple facial features, all rendered in a quick, minimal style.]
				

			

		

	
		
			“Finally we get some time to talk,” Kyle said. He’d invited Cricket to stay after hours, and Cricket imagined they’d get a drink somewhere, maybe a meal. But instead they were in the conference room of the studio, with Kyle’s assistant Fiona sitting between them, taking notes.

			“I’m so glad you’re here,” Kyle said. He was wearing a Sex Wax T-shirt. “Are you glad? I know you left some interesting work in Turkey.” He was utterly sincere when he said this. “You have to tell me about that!”

			“Now?” Cricket asked.

			“Not now,” Kyle said. “I wish!”

			And suddenly Kyle was sitting on the conference table. He’d leapt onto it in one fluid motion, and was now sitting cross-legged before Cricket. Fiona briefly registered the oddness of Kyle’s new perch, but then went back to taking notes.

			Fiona was in her twenties, fine-featured and diminutive, with a barely controlled tangle of black curly hair. Otherwise her presentation was elegant and simple—a sleek black skirt and silk shirt over Brancusi-smooth skin. Cricket thought of her Peruvian grandfather, wondered if he was alive, and if this was the inevitable fate of all progeny of generational wealth. Eventually someone becomes a gallerist or assistant to someone like Kyle.

			“Fiona, you ready? Ready steady?” Kyle asked.

			It occurred to Cricket that Kyle was on cocaine. An adult human who sat cross-legged on a conference table but did not have the self-awareness to know this was strange: That seemed to be a cocaine kind of thing.

			“So I have an idea,” Kyle said. “As you know, part of my job is to see things in the world and recognize the inherent beauty of those things. And to isolate those things and exalt them.”

			“Right,” Cricket said. “Of course.” He pictured himself on a train, a Siberian landscape retreating. He wanted to be gone.

			Now Fiona took a small digital recorder from her bag and placed it on the table. The counter was moving, and the red light was on. She did not ask Cricket if she could record the conversation, and it would have seemed impolite for Cricket to object.

			“Someone called it ‘found beauty,’ ” Kyle said. His hands were entwined in front of him and Cricket noticed for the first time how pudgy they were, how gnarled. “That’s how the Granada series came about.”

			“Right,” Cricket said, but both Kyle and Fiona seemed to register some uncertainty in his response.

			“I can show you,” Kyle said.

			Fiona got up. “Should I get it?”

			“Actually, no,” Kyle said, and from his perch on the conference table, he pushed her arm gently until she sat again. There was an artfulness, a tenderness, to the way he guided her down, starting at her forearm and slipping his grip to her delicate wrist, that was either innocent—fatherly—or deeply intimate.

			“I mention this because Olympia showed me your head,” Kyle said, and Cricket’s eyes went wide.

			“My head.”

			“The woman with her hair piled high. Without a body.” With his finger, Kyle drew a circle on the table. “Tell me about it. How you made that!”

			Now Cricket knew why Fiona was recording, and he knew that some people, in his position, would stand up and walk away. They would say, “I don’t feel comfortable with the tape recording. This all feels like an ambush.” But Cricket knew that Kyle wanted to borrow or buy his idea, and he was very curious exactly how it would play out.

			“Oh,” Cricket said, and indulged in a long, meaningful inhalation. He knew that it was necessary, immediately, to assert intentionality and control—to make clear on Fiona’s tape recorder that the idea was fully his. So he explained exactly how he’d ended up with a picture of a beautiful, disembodied head.

			“I was drawing Olympia, and when I finished her face and head, it seemed immediately right. So I left it without a body. The viewer can imagine the rest, or enjoy the unfinishedness of it. Or they might see it as a political comment—the woman who wants only to be a mind in space, but is obligated to maintain and decorate her body. It has layers. But again, all that empty space allows for multiple interpretations. Which is something I like.”

			Fiona was nodding, giving Cricket a “Not-bad, older man!” frown of grudging approval. Somewhere in the middle of Cricket’s explanation, Kyle’s face had registered, for just a moment, his disappointment. He would have preferred this hired-hand carpenter to say he’d tossed it off and had no idea what he’d done.

			But now Kyle smiled and nodded. He’d moved on to plan B. “Good, good,” he said. “That’s about what I thought—what we all thought you were up to,” he said, and now Cricket had to assume Olympia had been part of this setup.

			“So it got me thinking,” Kyle said. “Now, just realize that we experiment with a hundred ideas a week, and none of them go anywhere without the approval of all the stakeholders. That was especially true with the train series.”

			Apparently thinking of the train series, whatever that was, Fiona shuddered. She had a languid air, an utter comfort with her position with Kyle, and Cricket began to picture them together. It seemed obvious and likely and he wondered if Honey’s outrage had more to do with a public affair—with someone like Oman—than with the infidelity itself. Surely this couldn’t be the first time.

			“Anyway, this series, I think, has legs,” Kyle said. “Sorry, bad joke.” Cricket was still thinking of Fiona and Kyle, and what she expected from the tryst, so Kyle thought he hadn’t gotten the gag. “Your head’s lacking legs.”

			“Right,” Cricket said. “Nice one.”

			Fiona retrieved a file folder and opened it, revealing a series of pencil drawings. Some were spare like Cricket’s, some were far more involved, but all were of women’s heads floating in space, their bodies invisible. They were meticulous, likely done by the medical illustrators—and in two days. This was another key to Kyle’s success: extraordinary time management.

			“They’re a comment on the male gaze, of course,” Kyle said. “But it’s also about where we all begin and end. And what constitutes a finished work. Have you seen the Toulouse-Lautrecs in the d’Orsay?”

			Cricket flicked his head to the side, as if to say, “Of course. Who hasn’t?”

			“They seem unfinished—these huge pictures on raw canvas,” Kyle said. “But they’re the best things in the building. His best work by far. So much empty space! And all this music fills the empty space. Every idea the world ever had.”

			Cricket hoped very much that Kyle would make an offer, there and then, for his idea. He wanted Kyle’s cocaine pricing. If he waited, was cautious and left the numbers to a lawyer or gallerist, the offer would be very different.

			“We can work out a fee you find fair,” Kyle said. “I’d tell you you’d get a cut of the sale price, but the accounting gets so tricky. Better to have it be a flat fee.”

			“Work for hire,” Cricket said.

			“I hate that term, but yes, legally speaking, it would be work for hire.”

			“That doesn’t bother me,” Cricket said. “How much were you thinking?”

			“I was actually thinking fifty thousand dollars,” Kyle said.

			Cricket had been thinking twenty-five.

			“So weird,” Cricket said. “Fifty was the number in my head, too.”

			

			—

			Two days later, after he’d signed the nondisclosure agreement, Cricket was building canvases for the series based on his drawing. He was prohibited from telling anyone the source of the series, so the work with Marki was awkward that week, given that she was oblivious to Cricket’s role in what they were doing. Olympia was in London again and called one Philadelphia morning.

			“I can’t believe you agreed to it.”

			“I think you can,” he said.

			“It’s not the money,” she said.

			“The money helps.”

			“But you just want to see it happen.”

			“I really do.” He’d been born to nothing, with nothing expected of him. He had little advanced education. He had no money saved. And he, like all living beings on Earth, would soon be dust. So this was something novel to watch happen in a short life.

			Cricket had never signed an NDA before, and had no particular reverence for the document, but to be paid he had to sign it, so he’d signed it. After he left Kyle’s studio, in a few months or a year, he planned to tell anyone he wished how the series had happened. He did not personally think it reflected poorly on Kyle. It was precisely how he always did things: recognizing something of value and putting his name on it. No one would be scandalized. No one would care.

			Within a week Cricket and Marki had built fourteen canvases. Subjects were hired—most of them from a mall in Rutherford, New Jersey. Photos were taken, and within forty-eight hours, there were twenty-four potential heads, all of them women, most of them looking plaintive, bothered, searching. One Friday, Cricket arrived at work to find that six of the canvases already had heads on them. The medical illustrators, Denise and Leona, were hard at work, and Cricket was watching them, in awe of their precision and patience, when Kyle arrived at his side.

			“About what you expected?”

			At the sound of Kyle’s voice, Denise and Leona both looked up briefly. Seeing that he wasn’t addressing them, they went back to work. Cricket had surmised that they didn’t love him and didn’t fear him.

			“Almost exactly,” Cricket said.

			“Is it weird?”

			“It is,” Cricket said, “but I’m happy I didn’t have to do it myself.” This was precisely how Cricket felt. It was no more complicated than that. His idea would be developed and he could sit and watch. It might be that at his core he was just lazy.

			Kyle laughed. “That is a great relief to me. I like the way you think. It’s always in a very straight line. Was he always that way, Ollie?”

			She’d appeared behind Cricket and was carrying a sheaf of papers, a rubber band around them. “I think so,” she said, and examined Cricket. “Yes, actually. Consistent, too. When he was fifteen, I showed him an early Magritte and he homed in on the hands, which were ‘rubbery.’ Fifteen years later he saw it again, on a postcard, and said the same thing, ‘rubbery.’ He didn’t remember seeing it the first time, but both times he said the exact same thing.”

			“You recall it that way?” Kyle asked.

			“Sure,” Cricket said. He didn’t actually remember the two instances, but he did remember the painting, L’assassin menacé, where the hands were rubbery and poorly rendered; they looked like a dishwasher’s gloves. Magritte had trouble with hands, this was obvious, and eventually he learned to hide them or avoid them.

			Kyle nodded to the canvases. “You like these so far?”

			Cricket liked Denise and Leona, and knew they were listening, so he said he liked the paintings very much. But overall he wasn’t sure they worked. They were more studied, more labored, and less spontaneous than his sketch, and that made them seem grimmer, more leaden, less lyrical.

			Kyle’s phone sounded. He spent a long minute reading a short text.

			“Is it Vienna?” Olympia asked him. “Not good?” Cricket watched her watch Kyle, and realized she genuinely cared about him. They’d gotten themselves into a never-ending vortex of projects, and every project required a hundred decisions and a hundred other humans, and countless crises, and the best that could come out of any of them was a moment of satisfaction if all went to plan and the work was received as intended. But rarely did anything go to plan, and it was even rarer to have a work of art received as hoped. And so what was left? What was left, what was the only refuge, was the simple joy in creation. In making something appear. But Kyle was not joyful. And Olympia was not joyful. And the workers in the studio were there to pay for their lives outside the studio. And the billionaires who bought Kyle’s work were investors, not lovers. So together, everyone involved, from Cricket on up—they were all engaged in a kind of factory that made beautiful, unnecessary things that meant very little to anyone who made them.

			Kyle’s phone sounded again, and another troubling text came through. “Just one day without a cataclysm,” he said, and left.

		

	
		
			Fourteen more paintings were made over the next ten days. When the first was finished—of a full-faced woman with a wide mouth and worried eyes—Cricket pulled up a chair and stared at it for an hour after most of the studio staff had left.

			What a world, he thought. He was madly in love. Just as he had conjured with the first, the head’s body seemed to appear in the mind’s eye. Cricket filled it in, the sweep of her shoulders, the cinch of her waist, the tilt of her hips. He saw her fully, and more satisfyingly than if she had been painted in her entirety. Nothing in the world could ever match the mind’s conjuring.

			But when, two days later, he saw six of the paintings together—Ifuma was comparing their finishes, and so had lined them up, flush against each other—there was something else, too. They all seemed to be drowning. Seen in a group, the white expanse between them was a rising ocean, and the heads were barely above the surface.

			“I like them close like that,” Olympia said.

			“Do you see water?” Cricket asked. “Like they’re just barely staying afloat?”

			Olympia took a beat then gasped. “Oh God. Now I can’t unsee it.”

			It would be up to Kyle, with Olympia and a quorum, Cricket assumed, to decide how to hang them. The distance between the canvases would determine how they were seen. Hung close, perhaps all on one wall, the effect would be startling, distressing. And buyers would see them as connected, all of them one indivisible whole. They might have to be sold as a set, which would be risky, and pricey. Three million? Four?

			Apart, though, they were less fraught, less powerful—and more affordable. Cricket had no say in how they would be hung. He told Olympia how he felt, that they would be more effective if shown together, on one wall. She agreed. Then the canvases were packed up and put on a truck bound for New York. The opening, a week later, was modest by the standards of Kyle and his gallery.

			“Roberta got nervous a month ago when they visited the studio,” Olympia said. Roberta was his dealer. “So they muted the whole thing, told the critics it was a prelim sort of thing before Venice. Venice will be the real unveiling of all the new stuff. That was the messaging we put out.”

			In a drizzling rain, Cricket arrived on time, and saw from the sidewalk, even before entering, that the canvases had been hung apart. Understandable, he thought. They had not been conceived as parts of a whole, much less as parts of a mass drowning. Hard to sell a mass drowning.

			By the time he walked into the room, all but two had been sold. He wandered through the gallery as it filled with faces from the studio, their friends and family, and then a hundred or so strangers, clean people beautifully dressed, just short of pretentious. The fellow painters were careful to look the part; they were a few degrees less clean, less put together. There were no fewer than three knee-length pea-green waistcoats, and then quickly there were none.

			“It’s doing okay,” Olympia said, handing Cricket a flute of champagne. “Roberta would rather have had them all presold to the usual collectors. But given her anxiousness a month ago, this is a good result. Some new buyers, which isn’t a bad thing. You see the walkers?” She nodded at a tanned man in pale-blue seersucker accompanying a woman in her early eighties. “They bring the older ladies to the openings. It’s important to get in good with the walkers.”

			A tall and angular bald man wearing small wire-framed glasses stepped in and scanned the room. Orinda was making her way to him when he abruptly left.

			“From Artforum,” Olympia said. “Not a fan of Kyle’s.”

			Kyle was in a far corner, talking to a stern older man with very long hair. Kyle seemed deeply interested in the conversation, nodding earnestly, his chin on his fist.

			“That’s the guy he buys classic cars from. Has he shown you his Fiats? Kyle used to enjoy these events,” Olympia said. “Now he always finds a reason to have intense conversations with some random acquaintance. Always in the corner, so he doesn’t bump into anyone. Last time he was basically interviewing a guy who ran a trucking company. That was a full two hours.”

			A young woman in a knit cap walked past Cricket and Olympia, talking to a friend in a transparent raincoat. “I think it’s lazy,” Knitcap said. She was looking at the painting of the woman with the worried eyes, still Cricket’s favorite. “Like one of those movies that ends without an ending.”

			Her friend in plastic agreed. “Like ‘It was all a dream!’ ”

			These were not Cricket’s paintings, but the comments stung and Cricket thought he might join Kyle in the corner, to learn what he could about trucking. He walked toward Kyle’s spot, realizing that he hadn’t been to an opening since the debacle in Chicago, and that this was somehow worse. It was at once sterile and moneyed and hopeless. There were the white walls, the gasps, the shrieking laughs, the stale red-wine breath coming from the No. 2 antiquities man at the Met. There was the ill-advised computer-made music, the smell of weed from just outside the back door, the creamy hors d’oeuvres that no one wanted, the grease oozing around the silver platters. There was the specific way the guests’ umbrellas were to be deposited in the receptacle by the door, and the imperious young man, gaunt and suspicious, overseeing the placement of each umbrella. He really cared.

			“Cricket!” Kyle called out, and ushered him into his corner, behind the desk and next to the printer-scanner. He had an enormous glass of red wine in his hand, which he held like a brandy snifter. “How does it feel?” he asked.

			“Feels weird,” Cricket said. “Or good. I don’t know.”

			“I think it’s sort of a bust,” Kyle said, and Cricket spent a few minutes making up positive remarks he’d heard out on the floor. Kyle nodded, believing him, and seeming buttressed by Cricket’s candid reviews from the crowd, all of them fake.

			“I’ve already taken four of my Mexican Valiums and two shots of vodka, and none of it’s having an effect,” Kyle said. “Then again, if Honey doesn’t show up, we can call this one a draw.” He looked at Cricket’s shoes, as if hoping to find a change of subject there. “My father’s dying,” he said. “I put him in a house on the beach in Montauk. And part of me thinks, Why am I not out there with him now? How can I be here? Why not take a year off and be with him every day?”

			“You have a job,” Cricket suggested. “People work.”

			“Did you ever hear about Brussels?” Kyle asked, and when Cricket shrugged gamely, Kyle lit up; evidently this was a good story, a distracting story. “This was ten years ago. It was a quieter time for me, but things were heating up. I had a nice mini-retrospective at a kunsthalle there, but I really didn’t want to go. I was fried and afraid and so I sent a friend of mine in my place. They picked him up at the airport, with him posing as me. He wore the same hat I was wearing at the time, and I’d never been to Belgium, and this was pre-internet, so it came off far better than I’d thought possible. He spent four days as me, went to the opening and had a blast, because he was utterly uninvested and free of angst.”

			Kyle poured himself another malbec and drank half of it.

			“A week later, maybe when the photos were published, they realized it wasn’t me. But they saw it as this brilliant piece of conceptual art. They really did! But it was just because I fucking hate these events with the heat of a thousand suns.”

			Kyle finished his glass. “I like to work. The making of things. I love seeing them made. But then again, I have no time to love anyone properly.”

			Cricket felt the desperate need to change the subject before the attendees saw Kyle fall apart by the printer-scanner. “Want to hear about my burns?” he asked, and Kyle was suddenly very interested. Cricket first told him the story of the boiler explosion, the deaths of the two workers closest to it, and the hundred yards that one of the laborers was thrown, landing on the beach, amid a stack of old tires. All the while, he saw Kyle’s face relax as he forgot himself for a moment.

			“Want to see them?” Cricket asked.

			“Only show me if you want,” Kyle said, and Cricket turned so the minglers in the gallery could not see. He lifted his shirt and Kyle gasped.

			“Holy mother of God!” he said, then seemed to search for a more thoughtful take. “It’s actually a very interesting pattern. Like ripples on a lake. Does it hurt?”

			“Now? No. It was years ago, so—”

			“Oh no.” Kyle’s eyes had locked on the front door of the gallery, where Honey had emerged from the rain and was refusing to give up her umbrella. Finally she made it past the umbrella guardian, and a small crowd stepped back to give her space. She walked to the first few paintings and put her hand theatrically over her mouth. “Wow!” she said. “Wow-wow-wow!” She whistled as if she’d never seen a gallery before. “Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh, people!” She looked around at the paintings, her mouth open in fake awe. It was evident that she hadn’t seen these pictures before, and that she was soused. “So provocative! Heads on canvas! Ladies’ heads painted by women Kyle pays! Such progress! Woo-woo!” She veered to the nearest wall to inspect one of the paintings. Orinda and a few others crowded close to her, as if to absorb the impact of whatever she did next.

			Kyle hadn’t moved. He poured himself another malbec. “She always manages to get in,” he said. “No matter who we hire to handle the door. Any chance you could talk to her?” he asked Cricket. “I know she likes you.” With his glass full, he backed down the hallway behind the front desk. “I’ll be disappearing.” And with a few strides he’d hit the emergency exit and was into the night.

			Cricket turned back to the gallery, which had become what everyone secretly wanted—a scene. Ifuma and Denise were at Honey’s side, whispering urgently in her ear. “Peasants!” Honey roared, and she moved diagonally from canvas to canvas, pretending to be inspecting each judiciously. She nodded and mimed putting on and taking off a monocle. Cricket had been moving as Honey moved, keeping at least four people between himself and her, trying to find an opening and searching for what he might say. He’d met her once. It seemed impossible that he was the one to fix this. And where was Olympia? She was nowhere to be found.

			Just as Cricket thought he might approach her, and thought he might ask her to get coffee elsewhere, a pair of security guards made their way from the back of the gallery and toward Honey, and now she looked genuinely alarmed. These two guards each took one of Honey’s arms, and there were more whispers in her ear, and finally, with whiplash speed, Honey seemed to sober up. Her head tightened on its swivel and she strode quickly out the front door, trailed by the two men. She’d never relinquished her umbrella.

			After that, the night was a bore and Cricket found himself talking to people’s relatives. He talked about cars with Fiona’s father, who was apparently in charge of airbags at Chrysler. He talked to Marki’s aunt about what lesbian life was like in Texas in the 1970s. Finally, just before he left, he found himself talking to a very calm, yellow-haired woman with heavy eyeliner. She asked Cricket, kindly and with great curiosity, about his role at the studio, and was interested in his answers, and all the while he wondered how he knew her. She looked familiar to him—something in the shape of her face, the whites of her eyes. Ten minutes into their conversation he realized it was Kim Gordon, but by then it was too late to pretend he’d known all along. She seemed happy not to talk to someone who knew who she was, so he continued to act oblivious. She asked what he thought of the paintings and he said he liked them a lot, that they had hit him hard.

			“Me too,” she said, and scanned the canvases in front of her. “But doesn’t it seem like they’re drowning?”

		

	
		
			The studio fell into a state of relative calm. The next major show was six months away, and in the meantime there was only a Rizzoli book, a new series of oversized prints to benefit the International Rescue Committee, a photo project that would put the new darkroom to use, and a minor retrospective of Kyle’s sculptures that would start in Leipzig and travel to a half dozen smaller cities. Marki and a few others took vacations, and a handful of younger staffers applied to MFA programs.

			Olympia finished her first round of chemo and let her body rest. She gained a few pounds back and worked from home; she still hadn’t told Kyle about her cancer and it seemed that she might never have to. Her doctors were encouraged by the progress so far, though they wouldn’t know for sure until the next MRI, to happen a few months down the road. Cricket was left without any urgent tasks. His friend would survive and the studio was in remission. He still worked there forty hours a week, building bookshelves and making a prototype for an oversized chess set Kyle had described to him. All the pieces were Russian political figures from the time of the revolution—Trotskyites in white and Leninists in black. Kyle planned to issue a series of five, in either marble or glass. Cricket and Marki were shaping a bishop in clay when Honey texted him.

			“You need an assistant today?” she asked. A few times, usually when Kyle was out of the country, Honey had texted Cricket, promising to come to the studio, each time insisting that Cricket should see Luka again soon, that Luka could learn so much from him, that someday she’d bring him by.

			“She wants to bring Luka by,” Cricket said.

			“Watch,” Marki said. “She doesn’t know my name. I’ve met her a hundred times.”

			Twenty minutes later, Honey arrived with Luka in tow, wearing his school backpack.

			“Here’s the helper I promised!” Honey said.

			Marki brightened theatrically. “Hi, Honey and Luka!” she said, and extended her hand. Honey smiled, nodded, and moved quickly toward Cricket.

			“You remember Luka.”

			“I do. How are you, Luka?” Cricket asked.

			“Good,” Luka said, and eyed the bishop. It was half his height.

			“You here to help us out?” Cricket asked.

			“He’s always loved drawing buildings,” Honey said. Cricket realized she’d been drinking.

			“We can draw, or we can make something. Up to you,” Cricket said, and Luka looked around at the saws, the tools in their red carts, the bins of wooden odds and ends.

			“You sure he’s no bother?” Honey asked, as she kissed Luka on the head and backed away. She paused for a moment in front of one of Kyle’s fire engines and kept walking. She took the elevator down and Cricket and Marki were alone with Luka.

			“I drew one building when I was six,” Luka said. “You guys don’t need to babysit me. I have homework, so…”

			“I have to go,” Marki said. “You two all set?”

			“We’re good,” Cricket said, and assessed Luka. He was a shy kid who had been dropped off by a drunk mother. He couldn’t let him feel like a burden.

			“When no one’s around, I make stuff I’m not supposed to,” Cricket said. “Want to help me make a skateboard?”

			They cut a skateboard-sized piece of pine and rounded the front. Cricket took the wheels off a rolling cabinet and they screwed them into the bottom of the board. Cricket let Luka paint it, and though the result was crude, they were done in forty minutes and Luka was elated. Cricket had never seriously contemplated having children, but if he had a son he knew he’d want him to be like this: wide-eyed, steady, maybe on the quiet side. Someone he could work alongside, someone who liked to learn.

			At six thirty, Orinda appeared in the woodshop. Honey was tied up, she said. Would it be fun, Honey wanted to know, if Cricket ordered some food to eat with Luka? She’d pay, of course, and she’d pick him up at seven thirty?

			“I’m sorry,” Luka said. “I know you probably have to go. I can get home on my own. I know the buses. Or Hadrian can drive me.”

			“She wants you to stay, Luka,” Orinda said. “I’ll help with the food. What should I order?”

			They ordered Ethiopian—Luka’s idea. Orinda left, and the food arrived, and while Cricket and Luka ate, they talked about his school, a Waldorf-influenced K–8 in the Village. Luka liked it fine, and liked math, and didn’t love most of his father’s art, or his constant travel, or all the people in the house, the overheard conversations of lawsuits and logistics, the screaming silences between his mother and father. He was looking forward to spending the summer at the beach with an uncle who sold vacation properties.

			“I’m tired,” the boy said.

			Cricket understood. “Let’s see if it works,” he said, and Luka tested the skateboard on the studio floor. It was not a good skateboard, and the wheels rattled and squeaked, but Luka smiled for the first time since he’d arrived.

			When Honey arrived, at eight thirty, she was dressed in a raincoat; Cricket assumed that was the state of the world outside.

			“You eat enough, sweetums?” she asked Luka.

			“How’d you get here, Mom?” Luka asked.

			She stood at the table saw and rested her hands on the brushed steel surface, steadying herself. Now they all knew she was drunk, but she turned and put on an effortful smile for her son. “Whajju learn, Luka? You work on this one?” She tapped the machine.

			“We should go, Mom. Or you could.”

			“Go to the car, Luka,” she said to him. “I need to pay the man. You ready to be paid, Cricket?”

			Cricket said no, that he wouldn’t be paid. “We had fun,” he said. “We built a skateboard.”

			“Well, we both got something done today!” Honey roared, and laughed. “You go to the car, Luka. By the loading dock. And say thank you.”

			Luka thanked Cricket and left, the door thundering behind him. The sound seemed to sharpen Honey’s senses.

			“He’s embarrassed by me,” she said. She eyed the broken couch in the studio where Cricket and Marki ate their lunches.

			“You have a driver?” Cricket asked. “I can help you guys get home. You’re on my way.”

			“I can’t go home,” Honey said. “I made a mess there. I’m taking him to my mom’s.”

			“But you have a driver?”

			“None of this is fair to me,” she said, shuffling toward Cricket, looking for bills in her purse. “To be made a fool of. Maybe I was mean to some of these people.” She looked around the empty studio. “Sorry if I was. Now I’m the fool. I’m the fool. It’s a cycle. I get it now.”

			She sat awkwardly on the couch. “I found the letters. It was like some old French novel. A box of love letters—I found them in the trunk of his car, next to the spare tire. And a book by Camus, full of little notes to him. ‘Read this, read that, this means so much to me!’ I mean, what juvenile nonsense is that?”

			Cricket’s mind skirted the truth, resisting it. But some part of him knew all along that the other woman was not Oman. It was Olympia. And that he would have to leave all this. Olympia was so good at creating worlds, but so good at destroying them, too. He would go.

			At that point Honey had already killed Kyle. In the days that followed, the police put the evening’s events in order. Honey first dropped off Luka with Cricket, then returned to the Philadelphia apartment she shared with Kyle. He’d just returned from Lyon, and using his diamond-studded gun, she shot him six times as he stood in the kitchen with his suitcase still trailing behind him. She drank half a bottle of triple sec, then picked up Luka at the studio. She dropped Luka at her mother’s house, then drove herself to the restaurant near the Barnes where she and Kyle had met. There, next to the hostess table, she shot herself in the chest and bled out silently on the floor, in the cheerful blue light of the aquarium, as the fish swam in meaningless ellipses above.

		

	
		
			VI

		

	
		
			Cricket woke with the sun. Gwen had bought blackout curtains but the light found its way through the cracks, illuminating the window frame like something holy.

			Cricket walked to the deck and peed off the edge while looking out to the sliver of sea visible from his apartment. Gwen had her own place, insisted on it, but they slept together half the week. The arrangement was elegant; her place was a mess.

			It was seven. There was a rusty edge to his thinking when he hadn’t slept well. He examined his mind and thought he might need an hour more. He didn’t want to wake Gwen, so he arranged himself in the hammock on the deck, then reached for the ugly yellow blanket Gwen had crocheted and spread it over his shoulders. He pulled it down with his toes and felt a blissful numbing as he drifted back to sleep.

			He woke to the crack of splintering plastic and metal. He sat up and found Gwen out of bed, shuffling out to the deck in search of the source. From the jungled hillside below, they heard shouting and sirens en route. On one of the narrow roads below their building, they later learned, someone on a scooter had been sideswiped by a tuk-tuk.

			“What time you going in?” Gwen asked. She was pouring slow honey into her tea, sunlight shooting through it.

			“Usual. Nine-ish,” Cricket said. “You?”

			“I’m leaving in a sec. Have to pick up that British couple from the airport. Remember that I’m bringing them into the studio at eleven,” she said, and yawned, her mouth full of silver fillings. She turned toward the kitchen and stopped in the doorway. “I might swim. You?”

			She found her suit, a green one-piece, dry on the railing, and stripped in the living room. Her body was wiry, freckled everywhere, her calves unusually pronounced from walking, for all of her fifty-one years, on the balls of her feet.

			They took the dirt pathways to the beach, passing the scene of the accident. It had been cleaned up, only a few red taillight shards remaining, shining like rubies on the bleached concrete. Gwen had knotted her towel into a ball, and was tossing it up and down as they walked. She’d played handball in college.

			“I dreamt of dreaming last night,” she said. “I was asleep, and knew I was asleep. Then I dreamt about riding a horse in some dark forest. And I knew I was dreaming about the horse. I knew I wasn’t actually riding the horse in the forest. And in the dream, because I was impressed that I knew I was dreaming, I thought, in the dream, about telling you about it.”

			A macaw sounded from a high bough. Seeing Cricket and Gwen approach, the bird dropped from its perch and shot through the forest to be alone again, somewhere else. The diesel smell of a Mercedes approached from behind, swept around, and turned quickly into a gated compound. And soon the ocean was before them, calm but wearing the tall hat of a cumulus cloud.

			“Rain in an hour,” Cricket said.

			“Sooner,” Gwen said.

			She’d grown up in Cairns and had to be near water. Sometimes she and Cricket swam in the mornings, to wash off the sleep and booze from the night before. Sometimes they swam in the evenings, when the water was gold and silver and the surface was warm from the day’s sun. Gwen swam in her faded one-piece, gliding straight out with her seamless breaststroke. She was a muscular, angular being—a practical person who made hoarse, melancholy sounds during sex and who loved her parents, loved her three sisters, loved her nine nephews and nieces, and lived four thousand miles from any of them. She was married, too, to a man in Melbourne; they had an arrangement, she’d said, allowing for these years of hers abroad. A sojourn, she called what she was doing in Thailand, with or without Cricket. It was understood to be impermanent.

			

			—

			Cricket had bought a bike, an ancient Raleigh that looked a bit like the one he’d had as a kid. As a child he’d never imagined riding a bike at the age he was now, nearing sixty, but the bike was light and easy to maintain and he rode it all over Phuket and thought he was very swift and graceful. He only had to dodge the thousand tuk-tuks, the million scooters, the drunk and sunblind tourists.

			He arrived at the studio at nine thirty. Sokha, a local, was at her station and Gregor, a Russian, was at his. The owners, Ewan and Julianne, a married couple who commuted from the other side of town, hadn’t arrived yet. Sometimes they didn’t show till one.

			Cricket examined his Guernica. He’d done forty or so Guernicas over the past few years because they sold quickly, but lately he’d begun adding oddities here and there—a cat leaping, a jaunty chapeau on a screaming man. It was nothing that anyone would notice for years, if ever. But it gave him pleasure. Everything in this life in Thailand was pleasure, a simple pleasure, like the weight of a smooth marble in one’s hand. He painted, he swam, he shared animal heat with Gwen, he slept through the night and if he didn’t, he napped. There was no friction, no highs and no lows.

			“Hey Gregor, hey Sokha,” he said, and they nodded to him.

			Even Ewan and Julianne had not yet picked up on his anomalous additions. Not that they would care. If the paintings sold, they sold. Ewan and Julianne, originally from South Carolina, did not have ambitions beyond paying their mortgage and someday installing an infinity pool. Ten years earlier, in his late forties, Cricket had worked as a landscaper for wealthy expats in Phuket, and had once designed a backyard jungle for their second home. It had turned out far better than he’d expected, and had been featured in a Bangkok magazine. That brought Ewan and Julianne to him. They’d gotten in touch about their garden, and that led eventually to this work, this painting of paintings in this workshop on Phuket.

			Ewan appeared behind him. “Is it dry? Looks done. I can sell that today.” Together they looked at this Guernica. Cricket had added a rabbit to the victims of the bombing and was reasonably sure Ewan wouldn’t notice. And even if he did, Ewan was a cynical man, so Cricket wasn’t sure where he would land on these acts of minor historical vandalism. He might endorse them.

			“Sure, take it,” Cricket said.

			“Acrylic?”

			“Acrylic.”

			He and the others worked almost exclusively in acrylic. With the humidity, oil took too long to dry, and they didn’t have time to wait. Acrylic dried in seconds and cost far less.

			Ewan pulled Cricket’s Guernica from the easel and held it at his side like a briefcase. “You in the mood to do a Botero? We’re low on those.”

			Ewan was wearing a bathing suit and leather sandals. His rust-colored button-down was wrinkled and faded, open to the third button. He was wearing a gold cross hanging on a simple black cord. He looked a bit older than he was, with gray hair and a sunburned face, a few days’ growth around his mouth. Cricket thought he might be trying out a goatee. He and Julianne were secretive about their lives before Phuket, and Cricket assumed there was trouble of some kind in the US. He was prepared for them to disappear one day, too. He’d talked about it with Gregor and Sokha—they were all prepared to arrive one morning and find the workshop shuttered and its owners having absconded.

			“How about a Hopper?” Cricket asked. He pointed to a photo of Nighthawks he’d pulled from one of the hundreds of monographs in the studio, all of them dog-eared and ripped. Julianne was always buying more, usually from the estate sales of other expats who had lived, and often died, in this beach town, alone and anonymous.

			“The Hoppers don’t sell anymore,” Ewan said. “We have five that haven’t moved in a year. What about a Lucian Freud? Remember when you did that little portrait of the queen? That sold in a week. The right kind of Brit likes that, and we can charge more for impasto.”

			The challenge, and freedom, of Freud seized Cricket. Freud’s heavy impasto allowed for much improvisation; the looser Cricket’s brushwork, the more authentic a copy looked—even when his strokes didn’t match Freud’s. Cricket looked for a canvas of the right size. He found one that was eight inches by six—bigger than Freud’s original, but still small enough to convey Freud’s acid contempt for the monarchy.

			“Speaking of, is Gwen bringing that British couple by?” he asked.

			“At eleven,” Cricket said.

			“Excellent. I trust you’ll be their host.”

			Ewan made his way to the gallery at the front of the building, where he set the new Guernica on an easel near the front door, next to the Kahlo T-shirts and Haring towels.

			The catch was oil. Cricket couldn’t fake a Freud with acrylic, so found his box of oils and a new plastic plate for a palette, and worked on the Freud for the next hour, a small photo of the original clipped to his easel. He matched Freud’s cruel take on the queen’s small eyes and pinched expression, and by ten thirty he had an approximation that would fool most. There was great satisfaction in being finished with a near-perfect copy in just over an hour. Already the day was good, and assuming the painting sold, he’d made enough to feed himself for a week. The living on Phuket was cheap.

			He set it by the window, pointed a small fan at it, and began cleaning his brushes. Through the dusty glass, he saw Gwen making her way up the path, trailed by a couple in subdued vacation clothing—the woman in a terra-cotta sundress, the man in butter-colored linen.

			After twenty years in Spain and ten back home, Gwen had moved to Phuket to start a tour business, specializing in Brits and Aussies who wanted customized itineraries and days without lines or tips or hassles. These two, she’d told Cricket, were television-famous in the UK. He hosted a car show, and she was what the British called a presenter.

			The bell on the gallery’s front door sang, meaning Cricket had a few seconds to prepare his corner of the studio. He hid the queen—no telling where these particular Brits stood on the monarchy—and put an in-progress Pissarro on his easel.

			“Hello, Robert!” Gwen said as she approached.

			Using this name for him was the signal that she had not, and would not, tell these clients that she and Cricket were romantically involved. Her reasoning was opaque to Cricket. They had been together eight months but it still had the feel of a vacation fling. They shared no groceries, no expenses, did not give each other gifts. She made sorrowful sounds in bed, and when she found him in the shower, or naked anywhere, she looked away. Still, it was a kind of love, painless and breezy. She said things like “Pass my sandals, would you, love?” And so love was somehow involved, even if in a muted, untroubled form.

			Cricket shook their hands and began cleaning a brush with a dirty rag. He found that this conveyed all.

			“This is beautiful,” the woman said. She was looking at the Pissarro.

			The man, Henry, had gray leonine hair, and held his chin high and a bit to the right. The effect was that he seemed to be lining up a shot in billiards. Patty, the presenter, was willowy, with dark, surprised eyes and blond hair, today in braids. She and Henry held each other’s hands, fondled fingers. This was a new love, perhaps a first trip together.

			“Well, it’s remarkable,” Patty said. “I studied art history at uni, so I can appreciate the…I’m sorry.” She looked at Cricket, then Gwen. “Do we call them forgeries, or copies, or what?”

			“They aren’t forgeries,” Gwen said quickly. “They’re not presented as the work of the original artist. These are just homages. For decorative fun.” Her wording had been carefully arranged and rehearsed.

			Henry had moved to peer over Cricket’s shoulder. “And you can do any artist?” he asked.

			“Me, no. We specialize a bit,” Cricket explained. “Gregor over there does historical paintings from the early to middle nineteenth century.” Gregor was working on an Ingres, in which a knight in bright silver was liberating a naked nymph cuffed to a cliff.

			Henry gave the painting his billiard-shot assessment. “Wonderful!”

			“And yours here?” Patty asked. “I assume one of the Impressionists?”

			“Pissarro, yes,” Cricket said.

			“See, this is where my ignorance shows,” Henry said. “I don’t recognize that name, or this painting. I would have guessed Monet.”

			Cricket explained the similarity between the two artists, that it would not be an embarrassment for anyone to confuse the two.

			“They both painted so many landscapes they’d probably get confused themselves,” Gwen added.

			“And this particular picture,” Patty asked. “Is it well known?”

			“No, I don’t think so,” Cricket said. He’d chosen it at random. He opened Julianne’s Pissarro monograph and pointed to the page where it was featured.

			Patty pointed to the words “Private collection” under the image and raised an eyebrow to Henry. Gwen smiled.

			“I’m thinking of something naughty,” Patty said.

			“No one would question it,” Gwen said.

			“I’m sorry,” Henry said. “What am I missing?”

			“This is a painting unknown to most people,” Patty said. “And it’s not in any museum. So if someone saw this on our wall, they’d have to assume it was real. Afterward, if they found it online or in this book, they’d assume they’d seen it in a private collection. Ours.”

			Henry chortled. “That is wonderful. Brilliant.”

			“It would even be rude for them to ask,” Patty said, and squeezed Henry’s arm.

			“In your position…” Gwen said, hoping to lead them to the conclusion.

			“We wouldn’t hang an unknown Pissarro if it were fake,” Patty said.

			“Bloody fantastic!” Henry said.

		

	
		
			“I don’t know why more people don’t do that,” Gwen said.

			“The trick is to be wealthy enough for it to be plausible,” Cricket said.

			“How much do you think a painting like that would bring? The real one?” she asked, and dunked her head into the water, which looked viscous, like honey, in the light of the low sun.

			Cricket thought about it. The painting was largely unknown to the public. Only an expert in Pissarro would recognize it. Still, there were only so many Impressionist paintings from the core seven members of the group. Gwen popped up again.

			“Two million?” he guessed. “Five?”

			Patty and Henry had bought Cricket’s Pissarro for five hundred dollars. Cricket took home half that, and after the swim, he and Gwen planned to celebrate at Norton’s Italian, a new restaurant owned by a Japanese divorcée.

			Gwen spit water in a flawless arc. “You could do that for a lifetime—copy lesser-known paintings from private collections. You could charge ten times what you’re charging now. It would be so much more lucrative than working for Ewan and Julianne.”

			“Ewan already does do that,” Cricket said. “And he does charge more.”

			Gwen had gone underwater again. She reemerged.

			“What’d you say?”

			Cricket repeated himself. He did this a lot with Gwen. She liked to be moving during any conversation. Walking to and from the bathroom, the porch, diving in the water. He’d learned to send his voice up staircases, around corners and through whitecaps.

			Gwen pushed the hair from her forehead, rendering her head black and slick.

			“You didn’t tell me that about Ewan.”

			A few years earlier, Ewan had offered to cut Cricket into the actual forgery part of the business, presenting the paintings as the actual work of certain dead artists. He wanted to start him on Franz Klines—so easy, Ewan said, and he was right—but Cricket had declined. Ewan offered Cricket a thousand dollars a painting, but Cricket saw no point in assuming that kind of risk, and tried to talk Ewan out of it, too. That was the last he’d heard of that part of Ewan’s business. He was sure that Ewan was still doing it, probably with Gregor’s help, but they were discreet about it, careful to limit the conspirators; they told no one else.

			Cricket and Gwen dried off and ate outside at Norton’s, as the lights on the promenade came on. A musician was walking down the beach with a strapless guitar, playing old Spanish ballads. Gwen ordered a second glass of sauvignon blanc.

			Gwen did not like music. It had come up in their first week together, and Cricket had come to accept it as an unusual quirk that he never challenged. They did not go see music, and she was indifferent to anything he played on the stereo at home; usually she turned the volume down. Now, she looked at the balladeer as she would a pigeon or stray dog, then checked her watch.

			“Where are your Brits now?” Cricket asked.

			“Moonlight sail,” Gwen said, and nodded to the flat metal sea. “Frank has them somewhere out there.” She drained half her glass and Cricket and Gwen walked home, tipsy and content. They made love on sweaty sheets, and she made her melancholy sounds, and afterward she sat up and stared at the wall, assessing the rest of her night.

			“I’ll sleep at home, probably,” she said, and soon was gone.

			There were never hidden meanings between them. They said exactly and only what they meant and did not deliberate. There were only so many things to choose between in the town, only so many places to eat or things to do. If they did not eat sushi on Wednesday, they would eat sushi on Thursday. If they did not swim in the morning they would swim in the afternoon.

			Cricket showered Gwen’s wetness from his thighs but could not bring himself to get dressed. In a towel, he checked his email. He was startled to see Olympia’s name appear in unread bold. The subject header was “Looking for you.” Because he was tipsy, and was not wearing his reading glasses, at first he thought he’d misread. He was accustomed to seeing Olympia’s name mentioned in art-world news, so at first he assumed it was someone referencing her, or, he thought, it was one of those emails where the sender’s address had been hacked and a message sent to every one of their contacts.

			He clicked the message and found a private note to him. She was in Bangkok and was coming to Phuket for the weekend. “James and I would love to drop in for a visit,” she wrote. “We have tomorrow night free. Dinner? I know it’s short notice.”

			Cricket sat back. Then stood up. Then walked outside and looked at his sliver of sea. He could tell Olympia he was somewhere else. Maybe in Cairns with Gwen. He hadn’t seen Olympia in years. Five? Ten? He did the math. It had been seven.

			He thought about whether to bring Gwen into it all. She would find the situation very irritating. She was never angry, but was periodically irritated. “Irritated,” she would say from the corner of her mouth, if Cricket were late, or some complication had arisen. She never raised her voice, but this—this one word, muttered—was a cataclysm he sought to avoid.

			It seemed unnecessary to drag her to any meeting with Olympia. And James. James? He tried to remember a James. There had been no James seven years ago. He didn’t know who this James was.

			He gave Olympia the address of Norton’s and mentioned that he and Gwen would look forward to seeing her, and James. “Excited, XO, C,” he wrote.

		

	
		
			He decided to dress up a bit—to outdo whatever Olympia and James would likely be wearing. He pictured Henry and Patty—that kind of moneyed vacation elegance. Linen. Some could pull it off.

			He put on a clean cotton button-down and gray-green pants. His dress shoes looked too formal, so he tried flip-flops. With pants, they conveyed a sort of giving-up, so he bought a new pair of Sambas on the way to the restaurant. They looked stylish, intentional even; tonight he was a comfortable adult with clean sneakers.

			He got to the restaurant twenty minutes early and strenuously resisted the temptation to put away a shot or two before they arrived. He went to the bathroom. There was, mercifully, no mirror, only his reflection in the silver paper towel dispenser.

			It was only in seeing friends, also on their joined journey of decline, that he saw aging’s wretched work. The fallen faces, the purse-string mouths, the scoured necks. He knew his own face had the same effect on those who knew him from long ago. A few times a year, a friend would visit, and never once had he been told he looked healthy, looked young. He had never heard the words “You haven’t aged at all” —a phrase he figured someone might have uttered, even once, out of habit or charity. He’d gotten too much sun, had made no effort at all.

			But Olympia’s path had been harder. After the murder-suicide, she’d left for Mexico, then New Mexico—a succession of short stays there and in Toronto, Salt Lake City, Nicaragua. A month, six months, usually pulled along by third-ring friends and grifters. Within a year, Marki called to say that Olympia was in real trouble. Heroin didn’t seem possible, not for Olympia, but then she wrote about it, in a long account of her addiction that she emailed to him and untold others.

			“I am a junkie,” the note began.

			He wrote back to her; she didn’t reply. He found a physical address and sent a letter. No response. He sent another. Nothing came back. He flew to New York, found her apartment and rang her bell. No one answered. He waited an hour until a tenant came in and let him up. He knocked on her door and no one answered. He waited five more hours, then took the train to Queens, where he stayed in a motel. He came back the next day and repeated the process. No one answered the door, and finally, after he’d left New York, he heard she’d been in Baltimore the whole time.

			Three years passed with no contact. The silence seemed impossible from her. It was like the moon disappearing one morning and never arriving that night, or any night for the next half decade. And now this email, this visit.

			Marki sent him a link one day to a talk Olympia had given as part of an arts festival. It was ostensibly about addiction among noted artists throughout history, but she told her own story, too. She’d tried heroin after Kyle’s murder, and a few years later she was disappearing from life for weeks at a time. She moved in with her dealer, a former stockbroker, and the two of them ran a deal-to-use business out of an unassuming picket-fence home in White Plains. Then went clean, then relapsed a half dozen times, and now, for six years and change, she was clean.

			So Cricket sat in the restaurant expecting a toothless person, a raggedy mess. But when she walked in, her skin was pink and aglow, her hair shoulder-length and a stylish blond-white. She looked young, impossibly young, and when she smiled she looked even more so. She’d gotten new teeth, bright as candy. He stood up and met her in the middle of the restaurant.

			“Oh!” she said, and held him tightly. She smelled of wet lemons and felt soft and curvy. And had she regained her breasts? What was happening? From over her shoulder, Cricket watched a gray-haired man approach. He was an older gentleman, a banker or butler. He was lean and well-manicured, but easily seventy.

			“This is James,” she said, and James extended his hand.

			“Pleasure,” James said, and when they shook hands, Cricket noticed that he was missing most of his right thumb. Cricket looked at it a half second too long.

			“Sailing accident,” James explained.

			Cricket looked around the empty restaurant. “Hope this is okay.”

			“This is your regular hangout?” Olympia said, sitting in a stiff-backed wicker chair. She meant this as a sly dig, that the place was a dump, that he was living a Jimmy Buffett life of tiki bars and snack shops. She smiled, thinking she’d made a joke.

			“I’ve never been here, actually,” Cricket lied. “I just figured it would be easy for you guys to find. You’re staying at the Hilton, I assume?”

			Olympia smiled at the menu. She would never stay at the Hilton. They’d both scored a few opening points.

			“So good to meet you, James,” Cricket said. “Olympia hasn’t told me much about you.”

			“Oh, there’s not so much to tell,” James said. “And I actually have to be on an earlier flight. Tonight, actually.” He had short, freshly cut hair and a closed-mouth smile. He winced into the sunset, his face aglow. His sunglasses were folded in the front pocket of his seersucker shirt, and he seemed unwilling to put them on. He had manners. It would be uncouth to wear sunglasses when first meeting an important someone. Cricket wanted to tell him that it was okay, to put them on, to sit elsewhere, anything. But he said nothing; the sun would set soon enough, anyway.

			“James is related to Jed,” Olympia explained. “Distantly.”

			Cricket did not understand these words. He hadn’t heard the name Jed in years. He thought of Jed daily, but no one here knew Jed, so his name had not been uttered in this town.

			“We didn’t know each other,” James said. “But my mother’s maiden name was Shipski, so Lim and I looked it up, and somewhere back in the 1800s there was some connection in Delaware.”

			Limn? Lim? Cricket thought it through. Oh no: O-Lim-pia.

			The waiter came. Olympia ordered a margarita. Cricket glanced to James and found no emotion, no surprise or concern. She was drinking? James ordered a bourbon.

			“So you were in Bangkok?” Cricket asked. Having James there, forcing Cricket to make small talk, was maddening. Olympia made no indication that she knew how silly this was, to appear after seven years, with this new man, with her new teeth, a recovering addict ordering a margarita. She and James were examining their menus like all this was normal.

			She looked up. “Yes, after Naoshima, the art retreat near Osaka. Have you been? You’re so close.”

			Cricket stared at her. She hadn’t given up on the obscure references. “So many times,” he said. “They know me there, so I get free stuff.”

			She sucked in her cheeks and nodded. Point taken, her eyes said. “I was meeting with a private client. One of James’s, too. There’s some overlap, of course, between our clientele. I advise them what paintings to buy.”

			Cricket still knew nothing about James. She embroidered around what her work, and his work, was, and meanwhile Cricket studied her teeth. Maybe they were veneers? The way her mouth was shaped seemed to have changed. The area over her top lip protruded more than before. She wore delicate silver hoops in her ears and her fingers were covered in rings. It looked like estate jewelry. He dearly hoped James hadn’t given her this much jewelry. And who wears this much to a beach in Phuket? Who was this person?

			“She’s usually telling them which paintings not to buy,” James said. He expected a big laugh. Cricket smiled.

			“They just need some discernment,” she added.

			“She just talked a guy out of paying ten mil for a Christopher Wool. Luckily you’re not on retainer,” James said, and smiled to reveal a dimple on his left cheek. He seemed proud of it, and Cricket wondered if he was a winker, too. He was surely a winker.

			Finally Cricket couldn’t wait any longer. “We haven’t met, James, and Olympia hasn’t been in regular contact, so I’m afraid I don’t know what you do. Or much at all about you.”

			Realizing that sounded harsh, Cricket smiled. “But I’d like to.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry. Wealth management,” James said brightly, then arranged his napkin carefully in his lap. “Just a boutique operation. Small staff, about twenty clients.” He turned to Olympia and winked.

			Olympia watched James as he spoke, all the while running her tongue over her new teeth. She turned her gaze to Cricket, and finally he recognized her again. The wit in her eyes was back as she examined him, and her mouth was half open, readying a question. The question, he was sure, was “Seriously, what the fuck are you doing here?” But she didn’t say it.

			“Twenty clients, wow,” Cricket asked. He did not want to be asked about his own work, so he asked James an overlong series of questions, pretending to be interested in every aspect of the man’s boutique operation. James answered each query, seeming unsurprised that a reunion between Olympia and Cricket would turn so quickly to a probing conversation about his management of wealth.

			“And you two met that way?” Cricket asked. “Mutual client?”

			“Exactly,” James said. The food had arrived and he was busily stabbing his fork into his chicken Alfredo. He ate with one hand in his lap. An aristocrat.

			“And where are you two living?” Cricket asked, planning to stretch that topic out as long as possible, too. If this was the beginning and end of their encounter—this superficial dinner—he would be bewildered, enraged, but somehow entertained, too. He continued to expect Olympia to apologize for her seven years of silence.

			“Seattle,” Olympia said. “So we’re happy to see the sun. By the way, you look healthy. Tan. But not as tan as I feared. You never were a fan of sunblock. How long have you been here again?”

			“Some years now,” Cricket said. He didn’t feel like saying five. Had it been six?

			“Some years, I see,” Olympia said, amused. “You’ve abandoned the Gregorian calendar.”

			James missed the joke. He was looking at a hillside down the coast, dotted with white homes. “Can I ask, Cricket”—he said the name carefully, as if it were a foreign word he didn’t want to mispronounce—“do you rent? I mean, do people buy property here?”

			“Such a good question, James,” Cricket said, and continued to engage James exclusively. He learned that James had three grown children from a previous marriage, which had lasted thirty-two years. He’d been in the Canadian military; something to do with radar. They talked for a time about the tremendous value of high school metal- and woodworking programs, and James was having a lovely time; he’d made quick work of his first bourbon and ordered a second.

			Olympia had finished her margarita and now squinted at Cricket. “Did I know you were an island person?”

			“I’m living on an island, but I don’t know if I’m an island person,” he said. “Are you a Seattle person? A rain person?”

			James had been looking down the shore, but now his eyes darted back to Cricket. He looked between Cricket and Olympia, as if just realizing there was some verbal sparring happening in front of him.

			James examined his watch. “You know, that might be my cue.”

			“Your flight’s at ten?” Cricket said. It was seven thirty.

			“Have to get back to the hotel, check in with the team, then pack, then, you know the rest.” He stood. Cricket shook his hand again while the waiter arrived with James’s second bourbon. James looked at it longingly but left it alone.

			“I’ll leave you two to catch up,” he said, and kissed the crown of Olympia’s head. He looked left and right, briefly a lost old man, and finally found the door and strode to it. He was not wearing jodhpurs or carrying a riding crop, but his gait indicated both. Cricket and Olympia watched his retreat, and when the door closed, she turned to him.

			“That was painful. Excruciating.”

			“You made it awkward. You didn’t tell me he was coming.”

			“You should have assumed.”

			“Assumed you would be coming with a man you’ve never mentioned? That is…That’s very much you. But don’t worry. He’s checking in with the team.”

			Olympia laughed. “He’s predictable and loves his mother. Who is still alive, by the way. In Calgary, if that paints a picture. Where’s your woman? In your email, you’d mentioned a Gwen.”

			“She has clients this week,” he said.

			“Clients,” Olympia said.

			He knew she wanted him to say “She’s not a prostitute,” but he would not give her the pleasure. “She gives tours,” he said.

			Olympia looked around, as if to imply that the island was not worth touring. “And you?”

			You finally asked! he wanted to say. But he hadn’t wanted her to ask. “I paint,” he said.

			“You paint.”

			“I make a living painting,” he said.

			“I’ll bite,” she said. “How?”

			Cricket badly wanted to tell Olympia about the British television personalities. She would devour the story of the Pissarro and their plans for it. But he didn’t want to get into the business he was in, now, or ever.

			“I actually know what you do,” Olympia said. “Are you trying not to talk about it? I think it’s fascinating. Marki told me. I want to hold your hand. Can I?”

			His hand was on the table, and he moved it closer to her. She squeezed it hard.

			“The rings are new,” he said.

			“My mom’s. She died.”

			“Shit. I’m sorry,” he said. He had never met her mother, though he was certain Olympia would assume he had. She squeezed his hands, the silver grinding into the bones of his fingers. He wondered if she knew the pain they caused.

			“One for every year of sobriety,” she said.

			He looked at her second margarita, which had just arrived.

			“I drink. Never more than two. No drugs,” she said.

			“Okay,” he said. A car honked in the distance and she turned, revealing a busty silhouette. Maybe she’d gotten implants after the mastectomy. Would she?

			“You’re good?” she asked. “I was worried about you.”

			Something in her tone hinted at pity. She looked at the promenade, where a sunburned Scandinavian man in his sixties was walking with a thin young Thai man.

			“I’m very content,” Cricket said.

			She pushed her chair out suddenly, and Cricket thought she might storm off. Anything was possible. He didn’t know her anymore. But she was moving her chair closer to his. She sat down again, and now her thigh was pressed to his. He was fifteen again and wanted her hand in his lap.

			“I’m so happy to see you,” she said, and grabbed his forearm. “I’m sorry I disappeared.” She smelled of a subtle fragrance. It was new. Could it be sandalwood?

			“I didn’t know who James is,” he said. “You still act like I know all the people in your head.”

			“I know. I’m sorry,” she said, and wrapped his hand in both of hers, covering him in wrinkled fingers and silver.

			“Why can’t I meet Gwen?” she asked.

			What would be the fucking point? he wanted to ask. You’d devour her. “Maybe you will. I don’t know,” he said.

			She put her head on his shoulder. They were holding hands and her head was on his shoulder, and they were at a restaurant on the shore. If Gwen were to walk by, she would be irritated.

			“Last you wrote to me, you said you were a junkie,” he said.

			“I was.”

			“It was a group email.”

			“Sorry. I was not well.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to say you’re still a junkie?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t care,” she said.

			“I went to your place and waited outside,” he said.

			“When?”

			“Back then. Seven years ago. You sent the email so I flew to New York. I thought you were dying.”

			“I went to Baltimore to dry out. I didn’t want to see you,” she said. “I was ashamed. I was ashamed after Kyle, and then ashamed I’d let myself spiral.” She finished her second margarita. “You don’t spiral.”

			“I spiral a little.”

			She looked off into the hills. “I’m very surprised we’re both alive.” She looked back to the ocean. “How is the water here? It looks warm.”

			“What time do you fly back?”

			“Morning.”

			The check arrived, and Olympia took it. “This is all expensed.”

			“I can’t let you,” he said, and placed three bills in the folder and shut it.

			“I expense everything,” she said. “My accountant is very aggressive that way.”

			“Let’s walk,” Cricket said, and led her to a quiet street he knew. It would bring them near the studio, and he planned to decide along the way whether or not he’d show her the place. They walked, and she explained her work, which involved advising very wealthy buyers what to buy and not buy, what art to donate or loan, to what institutions and when. There were strategies for the appreciation of certain artists, of course, and it didn’t hurt when two or three of her clients all bought a particular artist in close succession.

			“The show sells out, the artist’s stock goes up, and the buyers can resell it in two years at a higher price,” Cricket said.

			“Sometimes it works out that way,” she said.

			Cricket told her about the Brits and their Pissarro; she loved it. Her laugh got louder. “Can I see the studio?” she asked. “Please? I’ll die if I don’t.”

			They walked to the studio. It was closed, so he unlocked the side door and showed her in.

			“There are so many!” she said. “I thought it would be ten or so. There’s like two hundred paintings here.”

			“We make four or five a day,” he said.

			“So many Boteros.”

			“I know. No one knows why. They sell.”

			“How does it work?” she asked. “Are these made to order, or do you just crank out a certain number of Cassatts and then…?”

			“Both,” Cricket said. “The owners know what moves, and those copies have to be in stock. Certain Matisses and Picassos.”

			“Which are yours? Let me guess.” She found an Ed Paschke—a lucha libre wrestler in neon green. “You?”

			“Yup. But no one buys Paschke.”

			“The Picassos are probably yours.” She found his latest Guernica. “What’s a cat doing in this painting?”

			Of course she’d found it.

			“Just a personal entertainment,” he said.

			“And you do all of them freehand?”

			“Usually,” he said. “Gregor is starting to use a projector.” The Russian was finishing a very good copy of a Frederic Remington Western scene. Olympia walked up to it, her hands on her hips.

			“Why would someone come to Thailand to buy a Frederic Remington?” she asked.

			“They don’t come here to buy it,” Cricket said. “They’re feeling exuberant and they make impulse buys, I guess. We ship them home, and in total they’ve paid three hundred for an original canvas.”

			“Not original.”

			“Right. But something actually painted on canvas. It’s a copy, but it’s one of a kind.”

			Olympia smiled. “If you say so.”

			She was not impressed by the Guernicas—“too easy,” she said—but thought his Manets were very good.

			“You have the asparagus?” she asked.

			“I did one a few years ago,” he said. “People don’t want things like that.” He showed her the copy of Lucian Freud’s Queen Elizabeth.

			“I’m taking this one,” she said, and reached for it.

			“Have it,” he said. “It’s still wet, though.”

			“Is it fun? It seems like fun.”

			The thought he’d had a few months before, one happy day when he finished two Wyeths and a Thiebaud, was that it was like being an uncle to a child—he got all the delight, none of the strife. He could move paint around all day, filling white boxes with bright color, while never having to wrestle with any art-world complexities, the fraught polar swings of having one’s name attached to a wild and fragile thing.

			“How much would it sell for?” she asked.

			“Three hundred US.”

			“That’s too low,” she said.

			“It took me a day.”

			She was looking out the studio window to the moonlit sea. “Well, I think we have to swim now.”

		

	
		
			Olympia hadn’t brought a suit and it was too late to buy one. Cricket knew of a secluded beach, he said. The land was owned by an acquaintance, a Dutchman who’d planned on building his last home there. But he’d died before breaking ground, and now it was owned by his heirs, two disinterested daughters living in London. The land was closed off but never visited, and Cricket had come to think of it as his own.

			“You okay with this?” he asked, nodding to his motorbike. It was a cheap Honda he’d bought for a hundred dollars. He’d left it parked by the workshop.

			“This is yours?” she asked. “I’ve never been on one.”

			“I don’t have a car,” he said. He grabbed a bedsheet from the clothesline behind the shop. He got on the bike and waited.

			“I’m on back?” she asked.

			“Probably best,” he said. “And can you hold this?” He gave her the sheet.

			She swung her leg around and with a youthful grunt she scooted toward him. “I don’t suppose you have a helmet.”

			“We’re not going fast or far,” he said, and started onto a dirt road that hugged the shore. She linked her hands around his stomach.

			“Don’t look at my hands,” she said.

			“Never,” he said.

			“They’re fake,” she said. “My boobs.”

			He’d felt them on his back, their strange firmness.

			“I know you’ve been looking at them,” she said.

			“I look at everything,” he said.

			“I know you do. After the cancer, they did the reconstruction with my own tissue, but that sagged and I cried and cried looking at them. So I got the silicone two years ago.”

			Cricket didn’t know what to say.

			“They’re good for business,” she said. “I like my silhouette again. Such a simple thing, to like your silhouette.”

			Now what to say? Everything was ridiculous. He finally decided on “They feel good,” and she squeezed herself closer to him.

			His cock stirred and pressed against his pants. He wanted her hands to drop, to seize him and make a mess of him. He thought of her running her fingers along his length in her living room, under the catalog of anatomy and ancient operations. He wondered if she knew of his throbbing need, and assumed she did. She always knew.

			After a mile he pulled off the dirt road and onto a sandy path between heavy fronds and brush. “Sorry,” he said as they ambled left and right over the uneven ground. Soon they were through the foliage and a sandy beach opened up before them. It was small, secluded, dotted with enormous rounded rocks.

			“Like gumdrops,” Olympia said, sighing.

			The water was perfectly still and the moon was high over the water. She stepped off the bike, and after turning off the engine, he arranged his pants to hide his erection. They took off their shoes and rolled up their cuffs and walked into the water.

			“So warm!” she said. “Like the air. Just the same! God, look at this. What do you think: Is there just enough beauty in the world, or too much? You have only two choices.”

			“Too much,” he said.

			“Good answer,” she said, and stood in the water, motionless for a long while. “I bet you swim every day.”

			“Most days,” he said.

			She walked in farther, letting the sea soak her pants to the thighs. “It’s warm enough to take these off, right?”

			She stepped toward one of the rounded rocks, this one shoulder-high, and used it to balance herself as she took off her pants.

			“What’s that look for?” she said.

			“You’re keeping your underwear and shirt on?”

			“I hadn’t planned on skinny-dipping,” she said, throwing her head back. “I’ll do this,” she said, and dropped to her knees. Her shirt, now soaked, billowed out on the water’s surface.

			“I’m taking off my clothes,” Cricket said.

			He wanted her to see his arousal.

			“I have scars. You don’t have scars,” she said.

			“I have scars,” he said.

			“Not like mine.”

			“You don’t have to parade in front of me,” he said. “But swimming will be easier without all that material.” Her shirt was bunched around her neck like a scarf in heavy winds. She stayed on her knees, in the shallows, and took off her shirt and bra and threw them onto the rock. “Do you care about my underwear? You object to them being worn?”

			He said nothing, but she took them off anyway, and added them to the pile on the rock.

			He waded back to the beach and took off his clothes. He swam naked here often, usually at night, and had a favorite bleached log he used to keep his clothes dry. He was halfway between flaccid and hard when he walked back to the water. Olympia made no effort to look away. She stared openly.

			“I’ve never seen you walk naked,” she said. “You look good for fifty-eight.” Cricket thought of Rex, his first nude, how startled he’d been to see a man of this age—probably close to Cricket’s age now—still looking vital, virile, taut, wound tight like a spring.

			“I’m fifty-seven,” he said. “You’re fifty-eight.”

			“I’m fifty-nine!” she said.

			He always forgot she was older. Why was that? He waded in, reveling in the fact that he was a decade younger than James.

			“You look healthy,” she said. “Let me see your burns.”

			He turned to show her.

			She let out a quick gasp but then composed herself. “I thought they’d be worse. Now you need to come closer.”

			He felt a great strength surge within him, like he could swim across the ocean and return in minutes, his wake a mile wide. He wanted to lift Olympia out of the water, hold her up, look at every part of her under the moonlight.

			He glided to her. She was still hiding herself in the shallows, only her head and shoulders visible. He thought she would stand as he got closer, but when she didn’t, he dropped to his knees. They knelt before one another and he saw the bright outline of her artificial breasts. They floated at the surface, their curves outrageously fake but vibrant, too, a happy ripeness just below her wrinkled sternum. He moved closer.

			“Okay,” she said, and she rushed forward and collapsed into him. He kissed her temple and brought her closer, his hands tight on her back.

			“Oh, oh, oh,” she moaned, and seemed to melt into him. “I’m so stupid. We should have been doing this for decades.”

			“No,” he said. “It wouldn’t have—”

			“I know.”

			“We would have killed each other.”

			She let out a little laugh. “I missed you. Did you miss me?”

			“Always,” he said.

			She turned her head and brushed her lips against his cheek. He was so happy that he did nothing in response.

			“Take a hint,” she said, and he turned his head and opened his mouth to hers. She tasted like the sea and all was gold. She was everywhere around him, she was the water and the black sky and the moon. Everything was in her, her mouth gave all, told him everything she’d done for seven years, and then erased it all, too. They were fifteen again. No time had passed.

			She lifted her leg and swept it around him. He was gone, he was hurtling through space, he was engorged and thought of poor Gwen, and poor James, and then felt Olympia’s hand reach underwater for him. She moaned when she found him ready, running her fingers along his length.

			“Jesus,” he said. “Jesus holy Christ.”

			She took his shoulders and lifted herself from the ocean floor, wrapping her legs around his waist. He guided himself into her. She sucked in air through her teeth. “Shit-shit-shit.”

			He pulled her down upon him.

			“God yes,” she said.

			“Kiss me,” she said.

			He kissed her, and she rose and fell on him, and the water whispered between them.

			“Go slow forever,” she said.

			And he went slow forever.

		

	
		
			He woke to a single paisley-shaped cloud covering the sinking moon. It was almost dawn. They were on the beach, wrapped in the sheet, back to front. There was a low star in the sky, or it could have been a plane. He lifted his finger to cover it, to see if it moved. It moved. It was not a star but a plane.

			“I’m awake too,” Olympia said. She turned to lie flat on her back. Her beautiful nose! “Now I get it. I know why you’re here.”

			“It’s very calm,” he said.

			“I don’t want to leave,” she said, but didn’t mean it.

			“Then don’t.”

			She turned to him. “All sex should be in the water.”

			“I agree,” he said.

			She lay on her back and found the moon. “Why does it scare me here?”

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“It terrifies me.”

			“It’s the same moon,” he said.

			“Are you planning to die here?”

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“Would you die in an interesting and painless way if you could? Like if you could choose the time and place, but you had to stick to that time and place? You couldn’t extend it.”

			“Yes,” he said. A thousand times he’d thought about how he could leave this world without anyone ever seeing his dead corpse. He did not want that, couldn’t abide that.

			“I left my clothes on the rock,” Olympia said. “Please tell me they’re still there.”

			Cricket sat up. The clothes were still there, though the tide had come up. The water was lapping at her bra strap.

			“I’ll get them,” he said, and walked to the water.

			“I like your butt,” she said. “I should have told you that more often.”

			“You told me once,” he said, for he remembered every compliment she’d ever given him. He stepped into the sea. It felt colder this morning, and he shivered as he waded to the rock. A crab scurried from her shirt as he approached. He carried her clothes in a bundle over his head, back to her, letting himself swing as he did.

			“I thought we’d look older by now,” she said. “You don’t look so different.” He handed her the bundle but she kept herself wrapped in the sheet.

			“You don’t either,” he said.

			“Yes I do,” she said.

			“You’ve never looked more distinctive.”

			“Distinctive? Anything can be distinctive. A lizard is distinctive.”

			“Then beautiful. But I never loved that word.”

			“Think of another.”

			“Ravishing.”

			“Good. Now this ravishing woman needs you to turn around.”

			“Really?”

			“Look me up and down in this light? No way. Go swim.”

			Cricket waded back into the water, swam toward the rising sun, and thought of the heat from her coming last night. Again and again as he’d stood, with her rising and falling on him, he felt waves of her heat pouring down. He’d noticed this with Gwen, too, how in the water he felt every hot rush from her, little ones and great shuddering floods. It was different in the sea. He felt everything, was utterly in control, could go slow forever.

			“Okay,” Olympia said, and Cricket turned around.

			She was standing, dressed and barefoot, folding the white sheet, her hair down and wild, and he loved her without end. What a world! he thought. A thousand times in his long life he had felt so happy he could die, and this was another.

			He swam to her and used the folded sheet to dry himself.

			“You have a dermatologist look at those freckles?” she asked.

			“I do. Every year.”

			“I had some precancerous stuff removed.”

			“Where?”

			“I’m not showing. It didn’t heal well. I don’t heal well.” She seemed to realize the weight of the statement, and changed the subject quickly. “Where do we go now?”

			Until then, he’d had no plans to show her the work that he did privately. But now he needed her to see it. It was just one painting, but he was reasonably sure it was good, and hoped dearly that she wouldn’t hurt him by telling him otherwise.

			“I have something I did for myself,” he said. “Want to see it?”

			“Of course I want to see it,” she said. “I also want to see my shoe. I have one. You see my other?”

			They looked for a few minutes for her second shoe, and finally agreed the ocean had taken it.

			“I’ll get new ones after,” she said, and they got back on the bike. They returned to the dirt road and he drove them up to a bluff overlooking the ocean, where four shipping containers were set side by side. He stopped and Olympia stepped off the bike.

			“This was going to be the main house,” Cricket said.

			The containers had been full of construction materials when the project was going. Now they’d been robbed, stripped clean, and Cricket had converted one into a private studio.

			“Intriguing,” she said. “Like our barge show.”

			“I knew you’d say that,” he said. “This one’s mine.” He led her to the container closest to the bluff. He opened the combination lock and then swung open the heavy steel door. Inside, the container was plain, almost empty but for a single canvas leaning against the steel wall. A bright light came from the far end, where he’d cut out a window facing the sea.

			“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll bring it out.”

			A year before, he’d had the idea to paint what he saw once a week—a great caterwauling sky, thousand-foot clouds emerging from thousand-foot clouds, godlight shooting downward, little orphan clouds drifting by, alone, dying, with the sun pregnant and pulsing behind the cloud cover. Always there was drama farther out to sea, squalls blurring the horizon line, so much going on in the sky all at once and he thought he could capture it all. There were a dozen or so moments in his painting, a kind of atmospheric Diego Rivera, with something like a narrative unfolding, the viewer drawn to one moment, then another, eyes following a radial path—cloud, godlight, ocean rain, squall, hidden sun. But in the layering, in the thin washes, the glazes, he’d achieved something else, too—a vibrating, almost inexplicable glow to the canvas that bewildered him. He’d achieved it by accident, and would never, he was sure, be able to replicate it.

			He had shown the painting to no one, hadn’t looked at it himself in months. Seeing it now, he thought it was good, but he knew he was often wrong about his own work, and knew that Olympia would not be able to disguise her assessment. If this picture wasn’t good he’d lose his will to make more of his own pictures. There wouldn’t be a point. Only folly and pain.

			“You bringing it out or am I going in?” she asked.

			“Just a sec,” he said. He knew he needed to show it outside. It would look better outside. But then he thought of all those Turners in the Tate, all in low light, dramatic light. Was that part of their power—the dark walls they hung on, the dim light that illuminated them?

			“Turn around,” he said, and brought the canvas through the door. He leaned it against the container but didn’t like how the rusted steel and fading lettering looked behind the painting.

			“I’m about to look,” she said.

			“Not yet,” he said, and realized he had no choice but to hold it up himself. It would look best with the ocean behind it, almost like it was part of the sky. So he stood next to it, watching Olympia with her little hands covering her face, about to allow her to see it, when a gust of wind swept from the sea and the canvas lifted like a sail.

			“No!” he yelled, sure it was gone, but by sheer luck his fingers, only two fingers, had gotten stuck between the canvas and stretchers, and he was able to pull it down.

			“Still don’t look!” he said, and she closed her eyes again.

			His heart was stammering. Just stand behind it, he thought, and so he stood behind the canvas, his hands stretched wide to hold it. He had to duck, to be sure his head wasn’t showing. He rested his foot on the bottom stretcher to stabilize it, and finally he felt ready.

			“Okay,” he said, and was so grateful that he couldn’t see her face. He’d know instantly.

			“Oh fuck!” she yelled, and her thunderclap laugh sounded, echoed, rolled like a boulder down the cliff and to the sea.

			“Jesus, Cricket! Jesus fucking Christ,” she said.

			He was still hiding behind the picture but wanted to see her face. He stood and found her squatting, her arms folded over her head.

			“This is the best thing you’ve ever done,” she said.

			He thought so, too. She stood up, stood back.

			“God, it glows from within!”

			Then with two long strides she was close to it, examining the brushwork.

			“How long have you been working on this?”

			“Six months maybe?” he said. “Many layers. Glazes upon glazes.”

			“I’ll hold it so you can see,” she said, and she took his position, high above the bluff, standing behind the painting. He’d never seen it like that and was grateful to her. She knew he needed to see it as she saw it.

			“I really like it,” he said, and for the second time that day, he thought he could die. The sky was so bright, the air so clear he could see for a hundred miles. Why not end a life at its apex?

			“I could sell ten like this,” she said. “Especially with the story. A man on an island, high on a cliff, painting what he sees. Six months on one canvas! Would you do more?”

			He came back to Earth. “Probably not.”

			“No. I didn’t think so,” she said.

			“I did it once, and I think I got it right.”

			He wanted to end their talking here. To love her in the sea again, this time under the sun. Any more talking like this and the spell would be broken.

			“But the sky looks different every day,” she said. “Today’s different, too. We could do a show. I won’t let anyone step on anything this time.”

			And now they were slopping around in something so mundane—a conversation about production and money.

			“I won’t get it as right as I did here,” he said. “Not again.”

			“Maybe you’ll get it more right,” she said.

			Cricket imagined himself painting another one. All he could feel was obligation. The obligation to get it right. To make it as good as the first one. The obligation toward Olympia. Then packing it, sending it, waiting for the verdict. And reviews! What if there were reviews? All these atrocities.

			“I could start them at ten thousand a piece,” she said. “That’s sixty thousand dollars for six paintings. You could go up to fifteen thousand. Then wait a year and at the next show you could ask thirty.”

			“I’m very unhappy thinking about this,” he said.

			“Most people work for a living, Crick.”

			“I work, too.”

			Her head dropped back and she sighed loudly. “You are fucking impossible.” She leveled her gaze, seized by a new idea. “Tell me, though. What’s the difference between you doing more cloud paintings and you spending every day copying Freud and Pissarro?”

			She smiled, thinking she’d made a point. But he had a point, too. Copying someone else for money had a blunt, base honesty to it. Copying yourself for profit was unsavory. He mumbled these thoughts to her and she shook her head violently all the while.

			“No. No. You sound like a teenager,” she said. “Every artist you admire painted for money. To eat and to live.”

			He took the painting and brought it back into the container. She met him at the door as he was leaving the cool steel darkness.

			“I have an idea,” she said. “What if your studio creates more like this, in a series? You don’t have to endure the moral quandary. Someone else would. The paintings could be considered the School of Cricket. I bet Graham could do one of these.”

			“Gregor.”

			“Right. Couldn’t he?”

			“Maybe.”

			She stepped into the container and took a photo of the painting. “Couldn’t I just send this to him?”

			“He hasn’t seen it yet. No one has.”

			She stepped out and Cricket locked the container with a series of loud clicks and the sliding of a heavy iron bolt.

			“Gregor could help us make six or seven,” she said. “I could sell each one for fifteen thousand to start. They’ll sell because they’re beautiful. And I know you’ll hate this, but they’re easy to hang anywhere.”

			“Because there’s no content. Nothing to offend.”

			He pictured his painting in someone’s living room. He didn’t mind. Was it better there, or hidden in a warehouse in Phuket? Neither was right.

			“And what would be the point?” he asked.

			“You’d have more comfort. Food. Buy a tuk-tuk.”

			“I already have comfort. I don’t want a tuk-tuk.”

			“Then give the money away. Maybe hire off-duty cops to beat up pedophiles on this island. They’re everywhere.” She picked up a rock and threw it over the cliff. “You are so fucking frustrating.”

			“Sorry,” he said. “A few days ago I was content. Now I’m being asked to run a cloud-painting studio to fund vigilantes.”

			She exhaled, stomped, walked around the bluff and came back.

			“So are you just running out the clock here? Is that it?”

			Cricket thought about that. “I don’t see it that way,” he said. “But I am happy. My hope is to remain that way.”

			“I can see the gravestone. ‘He remained that way.’ ”

			“I don’t want a gravestone. There won’t be a gravestone.”

			“I’ll make you one.”

			“You won’t.” He lowered his voice and gave it finality. “You really won’t. It’s not what I want.”

			“I don’t know if you were always this stubborn. Why show me the painting if this is how you act?”

			“I wanted you to see it.”

			“And then what?”

			“And that was it. I thought it was good, and then you thought it was good. And that was the end.”

		

	
		
			“I’ll take you back,” he said.

			They’d sat silently on the bluff for an hour.

			“My hotel is twenty miles from here,” she said. “I’m not going that far on that thing.”

			He took her down the hill on the bike, and back to the restaurant.

			“I’ll take a taxi from here,” she said.

			There was a queue a few feet away. It was only a matter of raising her hand. She stood in the harsh sunlight, looking defeated and tired. Her face was pinched. “I feel like I won’t see you again,” she said.

			“You will.”

			“Don’t jump off that cliff.”

			“I’m not jumping off any cliffs. You forgot that I’m happy.”

			“You could be happier. Happier on a grander scale.”

			“Listen to you. Yesterday I was happy with my beach and my one painting. You’re saying I’ll be happier with no beach and six paintings.”

			She assessed him, as if deciding whether to believe this could be true. “I hate this. Leaving like this.”

			“Pretend I didn’t show you that. Pretend you left when we woke up. Last night was all I ever wanted.”

			Her chin shook, her cheeks flushed.

			“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t cry. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“Fuck, I hate this!” she roared. “I have a flight, and I have to go because I have a job and James and a thousand other fucking things. And I don’t want to leave you, because I know I’ll hear about your death from someone like Gwen, who I never even fucking met, and you’ll be broke and they’ll put your stuff in a garbage bag and put it out on the curb. Then Gwen will take your ashes on some shitty glass-bottomed boat and spread them in this shitty bay and that’ll be that.”

			“Olympia, that’s more or less the plan.”

			“Well then, fuck you.”

			“No.”

			“You could have done much more.”

			“Well, I didn’t, and that’s why I’m alive and content.”

			She took the inference: Kyle.

			“You’re saying you’re happier than me,” she said.

			“I’m saying you don’t seem content.”

			“So contentment is all? That’s it? What the fuck is contentment? The only goal is contentment?”

			“There are many faiths that say so.”

			“Which ones?”

			“I can’t remember. It sounded good,” he said, and she laughed.

			“You’re such a shithead,” she said, and a calm resolve came over Olympia’s face. “I want you to come back to the world with me. Be with me. There’s no James. There’s nothing else. Work or don’t work. Paint or don’t paint. Just come back with me.”

			“Or you could stay here.”

			She rushed to him and held him tight.

			“I can’t stay here. I’d die here,” she said, her face pressed to his chest.

			“You wouldn’t die here.”

			“It’s so fucking boring and tacky here.” She looked up to him. “Right?”

			“No. And I won’t live in some filthy city with you,” he said. “It’s pretty here. Some of it at least. The beaches. It’s calm.”

			“Then we’ll have two houses. One in the city and you’ll never have to go there. The other on the beach. New Jersey has nice beaches.”

			“I’m not moving to New Jersey. Jesus. We can be here. You can fly anywhere you need to from here.”

			“Not here. For fuck’s sake. I won’t be here. You shouldn’t be here. This is giving up.”

			Cricket pulled away.

			“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean that.”

			“But you did mean that.”

			“I did and I didn’t.” She looked away. “I can’t love this shithole, Crick. I won’t. But we can find some other place. We’re so young. I never thought we’d be so young at this age. There’s so much time.”

			“I agree.”

			“So come with me.”

			“But I don’t want to go anywhere. This is how I love to live. I don’t want more.”

			She turned her head to him, her eyes small. “Ah! That was telling. That said it all.”

			“What did it.”

			“You don’t want more. I’m included in that more. You don’t need me.”

			“You want me to need you? Isn’t it enough to choose you?”

			Olympia watched a pair of sixty-something men in Hawaiian shirts get out of a taxi.

			“I don’t want to be Mrs. Jimmy Buffett,” she said.

			“There it is. I knew you’d say something cruel.”

			“It was a joke,” she said, but she knew she’d gone too far.

			“Go to your banker,” Cricket said. “Check in with his team.”

			“God, fuck you!” she said and screamed to the sky. She walked away, then rushed back and reached for his hand.

			“Let’s forget today,” he said. “Last night was better.”

			“We have one argument and you’re done?”

			“This isn’t what I want,” he said. “I don’t want to argue. I don’t think of life as a fight. Or a climb. Or a series of openings and dinners.”

			She squeezed his hand, her heavy rings pressing into him. “I feel like I’m going to leave and you’re going to die.”

			“I’m not dying. I’m not the one who dies. The other men die. I don’t die. Go home and then come back. If you want to see me, you can come back.”

			“I want to see you,” she said, then a toothy smile overtook her face. “But I don’t want to come back.” And she laughed her thunderclap laugh. Nothing had been settled, nothing had been solved. Her flight took off on time and she was on it.

		

	
		
			VII

		

	
		
			At seventy-four Cricket was a walker and nothing more. He’d been a casual, blissful, uncostumed bicyclist for a good long while, but two years earlier he’d been riding by the Seine when a gust had taken his hat. It flew off, and his hands did two things reflexively, simultaneously. One shot to his head, as if to catch the hat before it was gone. The other seized the brakes, stopping the bike on a dime and sending Cricket over the handlebars.

			He’d landed on the cobblestones, people all around. They helped him up, insisted on calling an ambulance. He was embarrassed and wanted no fuss, so he walked quickly away as the people watched him, horrified. He spent the rest of the afternoon in bed, and the days after, too. A week later, unable to move either arm without spiraling pain, he went for X-rays. He’d assumed both arms had multiple fractures; certainly his wrists were broken. But the doctors found nothing much amiss. Still, the healing was slow. He’d walked gingerly, painfully, for six months, and his arms, his shoulders—they would not heal fully. He still couldn’t raise either hand to his chest, and his shoulders had been reshaped, with odd planes and strange lines.

			This July morning, like most mornings, he walked to Café Zebra and found a table outside. The day was humid at eight but an occasional breeze swept through the boulevard des Capucines, coming from the direction of the approaching rain. He ordered his coffee and fruit and bread and saw two familiar women coming toward him. He squinted. Ursula Han and Gussie Driesbach; Gussie with a baby. They knew he’d be here, his schedule was known to all his students, and Cricket waved as they approached. He’d never dreamed he’d know so many people in Paris, but the formula was simple. You run an atelier and you meet a hundred or so people a year, and inevitably some of them will walk past you as you eat your breakfast on a busy corner you’re known to inhabit.

			“You coming to my show?” Ursula asked. She was in her early thirties, Swiss, with straight bangs and a gravelly voice. She was a marvelous painter of enormous canvases full of trees populated by skulls and appliances and the occasional seventeenth-century saint. They went for twenty thousand dollars each.

			“Of course I am,” he said. He always went to the shows of students former and current—there was one a week, it seemed. He was awash in invitations to solo shows, group shows, talks, studio visits. At openings he liked to stand by the door, where there was clean air and the promise of escape.

			“I don’t believe you. You’re really coming? You have one of these?” Ursula asked, and handed him a postcard for the show. Cricket opened his wallet and pulled out his own copy of the postcard, folded and weather-worn. She’d given it to him a month ago.

			Ursula smiled a big gummy smile. “Okay. Is that all you’re eating?” She reached down and took one of his pineapple cubes.

			“Who’s this?” Cricket said, nodding to the baby in Gussie’s arms. Gussie had ruby-red pixie-cut hair and a beautifully broken nose. She’d been a Muay Thai fighter in college. “You haven’t met Willa?” she asked.

			The baby, about six months old, had dark eyes and long lashes and was fixated on Cricket. Cricket squeezed her tiny foot and she kicked free, flapping all her limbs wildly. For a moment Cricket tried to remember if he’d met this baby; so many students, so many babies. Gussie was an archaeologist, specializing in Etruscan pottery. She’d taken a few months of classes with Cricket to regain some hand-eye coordination, and calm, after a car accident in Croatia. In the end she’d created some dazzling drawings that she kept for herself, then went back to work, having learned how to render the world on paper. Cricket had great affection for these sorts of students—ambitionless but as open as a delta at dawn. All he wanted now was to do what Oana had done, and what Ms. Winter had done, and what Carpenter had done, which was to teach their students to see.

			“Want to hold her?” Gussie asked, and in seconds Willa was in Cricket’s lap and Gussie had gone inside to get a cold drink. Ursula sat down next to Cricket and they watched a family of tourists try to locate Notre Dame, which was plainly in view.

			“So I have an annoying reflective spot on this one painting,” Ursula said, and showed him a photo of it—a glossy streak on a stretch of blue-black. “Any suggestions?”

			“You don’t want to sand it?”

			“I don’t want to sand it,” she said.

			“What about wax?”

			“I don’t want to use wax.”

			“Are you against using tempera?”

			“Tempera? On the oil?”

			“Vermeer did it,” he said, then realized that might not be true. He let the comment stand, though, because he knew it would work.

			“I didn’t think of tempera,” Ursula said. “Just a glaze?”

			“Just a glaze. It should dull the sheen,” he said.

			Gussie returned with her drink, pink and full of seeds, and a cupcake for Cricket.

			“Did he know?” Gussie asked Ursula.

			“He did,” Ursula said.

			“I knew you’d know,” Gussie said to Cricket, and looked down to find Willa fast asleep in the sweaty crook of his arm. “And why do all the babies fall asleep when you hold them?”

			

			—

			Cricket had avoided Paris all his life. It represented the young apprenticeship he’d never had, and it was landlocked and crowded and he’d become an island man. But then Gwen returned to her husband in Cairns, and he grew tired of Thailand, so he sold most of his stuff, packed a bag and left.

			He’d never really seen Europe. It had seemed too orderly and too cramped. But finally, at age seventy, he wandered the Continent and loved Venice despite the hordes, and loved Siena despite the hordes, and Dubrovnik, and Lljubljana, and Pamplona and Bilbao and Capri. He spent two weeks wandering the forests of Slovenia, lived for a month on an Albanian beach, and finally he made it to Paris, taking the train from Antwerp, where he’d spent a week helping a restorer working on an altarpiece. He’d messaged Olympia to tell her about it.

			I know that piece! she wrote. Very important. Don’t screw it up.

			He had wanted to be unimpressed by Paris so he could quickly leave, but he fell for the wet streets and the gold—the gold lights from the streetlamps, the gilt bridges, the amber light in the café windows, the manic liquid gold in the river at night.

			He’d found an atelier not far from Notre Dame. It was a first-floor space with clerestory windows, about twenty by thirty feet, the student desks arranged in a three-quarter circle around the models’ platform. He’d walked by a few times, glancing through the windows, reading the hours taped to the door. The studio took walk-ins, payment was in cash, so one day he arrived with some charcoal and a pad of newsprint, and then drew there every day for a week. The models were good and the atmosphere charmed. The proprietor, Flor, played music as the models posed, and talked to the models as they posed—not common—and welcomed baked goods from her students, and so they brought in food each day, and sometimes plants, and thus the space was filled with the smells of bread and cinnamon and every empty shelf and windowsill was crowded with cacti and succulents and rubber-tree plants, and some of the students were ambitious and talented and many more were there only for the glorious calm of flesh in stasis and marks on paper.

			Cricket began attending the morning sessions and soon the evening sessions, too, for he had nowhere to be and had saved enough to stay in Paris for six months, before he’d be on his way to environs less expensive—maybe some island in the Stockholm archipelago. He’d heard of islands without cars, where you could walk the perimeter in two hours and never need a car. He thought maybe one such island might let him teach English and drawing; he’d chop and stack his own wood, live in a lesser room of someone’s vacation home.

			But then, during his fourth month at Flor’s, she announced that after running the atelier for thirty years, she was looking to move on, and did anyone have interest in taking on the lease and running the place? She was looking at Cricket when she said this; he’d become that kind of regular, and she was right to have singled him out. He told her he’d think about it, and he went walking, and while touching the ivy along the rue de l’Abreuvoir, he realized that running the studio would keep him awake and feeling useful, and he was tired of packing and planes and faraway beaches, so he said he would do it. That was two years ago.

			

			—

			Now, every day, he went for his breakfast at Café Zebra, and afterward he returned home, and counted the steps to and fro, and the climb to his fifth-story apartment, as his daily exercise. This day, though, after Ursula and Gussie and Willa, it had gotten so hot, easily ninety degrees by nine, and his building had no air-conditioning, no wind, no elevator. Heart attacks did not run in his family but the conditions seemed ripe for such an event. He took each set of steps as a journey deserving of a minute’s rest. Each time his breath returned, when his rabbity heart had refound its rhythm, he pushed off the balustrade and began up again. Every floor was ten degrees hotter than the one below it.

			Please don’t die, he told himself. He had no clear idea why he was alive while so many men he knew had died young of aneurysms, heart ailments, cancers. There were suicides, one melanoma, a tour-bus crash in Egypt, a skydiving death in Arizona, a drowning in Lake Superior. Roulin had lived to ninety-eight, and Cricket had reached him by phone as he lay at home, in his adopted Wisconsin, in hospice, and they’d talked for an hour about everything from forever ago, and Cricket wanted to tell him that Roulin had been one of two fathers he’d had, Carpenter being the second—how being a father could be done in a key moment or two, a few times holding the ladder while a young man climbs. But instead they talked about Harpo Speaks, the last book Roulin had read, and about the wildfires in Wisconsin, and about Jed and Olympia. How is she? Roulin wanted to know.

			Good, good, Cricket said, though he didn’t really know. She’d left a voicemail, saying she was coming to Paris sometime this year, maybe.

			Good, good, Roulin had said, and died a few days later.

			There was still much to do, Cricket thought. There was the studio to run. There was the World Cup, which was returning to Paris the following year. There was Luka, Honey and Kyle’s son, who was coming in a few weeks to visit with his wife to celebrate their anniversary. After the death of his parents, Luka had made a point to stay in touch with Cricket and with Marki, too. The two of them had become Luka’s surrogate uncle and aunt, and Luka visited one or the other every year. He was such a serious and sincere young man, now selling vitamins and supplements, living in Spain, and a Scientologist, too.

			And so with Luka and Jenny coming in two weeks, Cricket could not die at his apartment door, in July, alone, key in hand. And he had a show of his own! A co-op gallery, run by a former student, would be hanging some of his drawings in a group show in November. It was not his first, though. He’d shown back in Indiana, and in Brussels, and Jakarta, and his work had been bought by the Canadian ambassador to Romania; he wished he could tell Oana, but she and her sister were long gone. He’d sold skies, figures, portraits…A series of paintings of fire had paid the rent for a while, and the largest of them was on display in the capital of Liberia. Was it Monrovia? Every year he sold a handful of pictures, and then they were gone, hung in rooms across the world; he’d never see them again and it didn’t bother him a bit. Though he wasn’t sure why.

			Once inside his apartment, he opened the windows but it had little effect. The city was fetid and still. The apartment had been a bargain. The unit next to his had been partially burned in a late-night fire, and the owner had yet to repair it. The smell of smoke, melted insulation and burned wood wafted through Cricket’s home and kept his rent earthbound.

			He tried to lie on the couch, but the suede was soggy so he sat up. His bed was in a loft above the kitchen and he knew he had no hope of finding relief there. Finally he chose a cotton pillow from the closet and lay on the floor, his head raised above the warm wood floor, his small fan whirring by his cheek. He wanted cold water but was too tired to get it. Instead he thought of that night’s auditions and smiled. The atelier had about ten or so regular models, but once a month new aspirants, who’d just come to Paris or had just decided to model—dancers or hippies or artists or actors—would sign up, show up, and try to impress Cricket and his students. Each prospective model was given twenty-five minutes, and the bodily variety, six models in one three-hour session, made for the most popular day of the season. The studio was always full.

			Unable to sleep, Cricket left and walked down the hill to the Pont de l’Archevêché and below, on the bank of the Seine, he found dueling dancers—a samba circle a few yards from a salsa jumble. Each group would have had a mile of river to themselves, but chose to gather close, two sweaty swarms of people in the humid night, moving to tinny recorded music. Someone had brought two wolfhounds, who seemed to be sleeping through it all, and a woman of maybe fifty stepped over the two dogs and came toward Cricket, her hands outstretched, arms braided. He danced with her for a minute or two, knowing none of the steps, but feeling her heat, the furnace of her heart through her knit T-shirt, and while he moved with her, he thought, No one tells us! No one tells us that our spirits stay delightable, surpriseable, porous and tingling. Every year, Cricket felt more—of everything—and every year his eyes had only gotten better, younger, his aperture opening, opening, opening. Every year his eyes got younger, and he drew better, and he taught better, and he saw this woman, saw everyone around him as his children, all of them innocent, and he loved them all equally and without reservation.

		

	
		
			Cricket got to the atelier at five; Anne-Marie, his studio manager, was already there. She lived a block away, took care of her ailing father, and had a diffident teenage son at home. She loved line dancing, Clint Eastwood and once, as an ornithology graduate student in Oregon, discovered and named a new kind of hummingbird. Her voice was bell-clear and she liked the seeming contradiction of keeping an ancient, broken-down artist studio running with modern efficiency.

			“We have a leak,” she said, and pointed to a corner of the ceiling where the plaster sagged and a roughly round brown stain had appeared. They watched as a large cream-colored droplet fell onto a brightly striped towel, now soaked, that Anne-Marie had placed on the floor.

			“It hasn’t rained in weeks,” she said. “So how does this happen?”

			“Did you call Maurice?” Maurice owned the building and lived an hour away. She rolled her eyes. Of course she’d called Maurice.

			“No answer yet,” she said. “And someone did this.” She pointed to a scrawled bit of graffiti on the wall near the front door. With a black marker someone had written The absurd life is justified only aesthetically. The statement was familiar to him, but he couldn’t remember why.

			“Leave it,” he said, and looked up to the ceiling.

			He watched the leak for a moment and felt it would be fine for the night—even with new rain. Even a few years ago he’d have been able to address it himself, but now, with his arms unable to reach above his chest, he had no hope of fixing it. He hadn’t been on a ladder since his accident, and guessed he’d never climb one again.

			“We found the duo you were looking for,” Anne-Marie said. Cricket had had the thought one day in the d’Orsay, looking at a Toulouse-Lautrec of two drunkards in love. People posing alone was fine, but interesting things happened when models worked together. He’d placed an ad for models who might pose as a duo.

			“Antoinette and Jean-Marc said they will arrive at eight,” she said. “They’re from Nice, experienced, just moved here.”

			The students began arriving at six thirty. Getting the right seat was important for some, the older ones in particular. Yves, a well-kept man of about sixty, showed up thirty minutes early each session and sat in one of three positions: three, six, and nine o’clock. His clothes and manner were punctilious but his drawings were wild charcoals that flew off every corner of the page. He’d recently retired from thirty years as a government actuary.

			Tall Emma arrived next, holding a tiny pink-and-green succulent, no bigger than an apple. “Can I decide where it goes?” she asked.

			“Anywhere,” Cricket said, and she put it by the window, overlooking the new pillow boutique—a beautiful little shop that was probably doomed. The pillows were made of hemp and chafed the skin.

			Gloria arrived. In a flared black skirt and teal leggings, she was somewhere in her fifties and always brought baked goods. She unwrapped the evening’s batch, a mound of misshapen golden disks.

			“And these are what?” Cricket asked. They looked delicious, but from experience Cricket guessed they would be flaky and dry.

			“I don’t have a name for them,” Gloria said. “Tonight’s the audition night?”

			“It is,” he said, and as if on cue the first model appeared.

			He was a bear of a man, and once the rest of the students, twenty-two this night, had arranged themselves, he stepped onto the platform and Cricket was driven to open his pad. The man was a foot thick everywhere—his chest, his legs, his head. Every part of him seemed to have broken off some granite cliff.

			He was striking a bold pose, his arms up as if in defense of a coming hurricane, when the power went out. The room was instantly black, though a few streetlamps were working and provided enough illumination for Anne-Marie and Cricket to find and distribute squat white candles to the students, who spread them around the room. The shadows of the students flickered madly on the walls.

			“And wait!” Cricket said, remembering that Flor had collected candelabras. He took a candle to locate them, and the students, none of whom had personal acquaintance with candelabras, were delighted to put them to use. In ten minutes there were three on the platform, casting the stone-cut man in dramatic chiaroscuro. He posed like a Greek tragedian, his shadow in triplicate, and soon, too soon, his time was up.

			The next model was a lean woman with kohl-drawn eyes and a deck of cards. Models bringing their own props were rare, and Cricket took notice of how she put them to use. Every pose was accompanied, somehow, by these playing cards, her expression very serious each time. The students exchanged looks, Cricket raised his eyebrows to Anne-Marie, and soon this model had left, her playing cards neatly tucked into their lacquered box. After her, a bountiful woman with vast haunches and a prodigious belly arrived, and struck lyrical poses, her hands delicate and pale; she was the best of the night. After her was a man with the waxed mustache of a silent-film villain, and most of the students began drawing him without it, and Cricket found himself looking ahead to the final models—the pair who had promised to pose together.

			Anne-Marie had been meeting the models at the back door and escorting them into the room, and when eight o’clock came, Cricket looked back to find a small woman with very long hair, silver and lustrous, wearing a robe and talking to Anne-Marie. Even before she turned to him he had the sense that he knew this person, that she was bound to him in a primal way. She turned around, her face embraced the light, and it was Olympia.

			For a moment his mind left the room. He was only his eyes, seeing her, her golden eyes, they looked to him then returned to Anne-Marie. He found he was not breathing. The quiet and sacred world of now that he’d tended had been punctured, and the past was rushing through, filling the room. She lifted her chin to him.

			His heart spun, and he wanted to rush to her, to hold her and kiss that space between her cheek and ear, to press her into him and rock side to side, lamenting the ravages of time but reveling in their sustained heat. She looked back to Anne-Marie, and then glanced his way again, her smile wry.

			That’s it? he asked with his eyes. Just a nod of your chin?

			I’m working, she answered with hers. She spoke to Anne-Marie for a moment and stepped up to the platform. Cricket chose not to move, interested to see her play this out. She’d never modeled before, as far as he knew. She’d planned this surprise and carried it off perfectly.

			“This is Antoinette,” Anne-Marie said to the class. “And you had someone else?”

			“That one. Up there,” Olympia said. She dropped her robe, her body gold and bright and lean, and pointed to Cricket. “He said he’d join me.”

			Cricket hadn’t seen this part coming. Twenty-two heads turned to him.

			“I did not say I’d join her,” Cricket said. “This is Olympia, not Antoinette,” he said to the class. “We’ve known each other sixty years.”

			“Sixty-two,” Olympia said, still nude. She was trying to stand flat-footed, defiantly, but her left toes, raised and turned, conveyed the slightest unease.

			“Join me,” she said to Cricket, with just enough urgency and need that he worried that there was more to all this than theater.

			“It’s my birthday,” she said to the class.

			“It’s not her birthday,” Cricket said.

			At this point the class had gone from amused to confounded.

			Cricket had never posed for this class, had never posed in this studio, had not posed in fifty years. But Olympia was standing with her hand outstretched, as if asking him to dance, and if he let even a few more seconds pass he would embarrass her. What she wanted he could grant. It would cost him nothing, the light was forgiving, and he knew it would shock and delight the students and just might be beautiful. So he took off his shirt and pants and stepped up to the platform to join her.

			“Come closer,” she said. “I’m cold.”

			He stepped closer and she took his hand, entwining her fingers in his and pressing the bundle against her stomach. She seemed fifty still, forty still—her eyes were the eyes she’d had at sixteen.

			“Two minutes?” Anne-Marie said.

			Olympia took Cricket’s far hip and swung his pelvis to hers.

			“Can you hold it?” she asked. Her flesh was warm, he dissolved.

			“I thought you were coming in September,” he whispered.

			“I got here early,” she whispered. “Are you happy?”

			“I am,” he said. He looked into her golden eyes. They were paler, now uncertain, but they were fiercely alive, containing the room’s many flames.

			“Your shoulder looks odd,” she said.

			“I fell off a bike. Over a bike.”

			“And your burns got paler,” she said, touching his back. “Like little whitecaps.”

			“You got rid of your breasts.”

			“I feel very free and lean, like a lynx.”

			“We need to feed you,” he said.

			“You can cook now?”

			“No. But others in Paris can.” The crime is that we don’t know, most don’t know, how silken we remain, how sinewy and vital. He hoped the students in the class, all of them younger, could see their feral strength. He thought, as he’d thought a dozen times when he was close to Olympia, that he could die next to her, right then, without hesitation.

			“Your eyes just went somewhere,” she said, and he returned.

			“Was it you who defaced my wall?” he asked.

			“I came by yesterday, when you were out. My graffiti has evolved since we were kids. You were so young but so game. That impressed me.”

			“I can’t believe you’re still quoting Camus.”

			“We’re in France. It seemed de rigueur.”

			Anne-Marie approached. Her voice was hushed, as if she was reluctant to intrude. “Next pose?”

			Olympia arranged a bench, pushed Cricket onto it, and leaned into him. He felt her hot cheek on his chest. She looked up to him. “Did you miss me? It’s been four years.”

			“I did miss you. When did your hair get so long?”

			“Newfoundland,” she said.

			“That was not the answer I expected.”

			“Long story. What was the name of that Bulgarian model you painted?”

			“I don’t know. Wait. I do. Bilyana.”

			“I knew you knew. I was so jealous.”

			“I always liked it when you were jealous.”

			Olympia smiled. “Do you put anything on those scars?”

			“I can’t reach them.”

			“You have no one?”

			“Now? No, I have no one like that.”

			“What do you think about me staying?”

			“You mean with me?” He thought of his humble and humid flat, the kind of unbearable heat another person would bring. “Sure.”

			“Next pose?” Anne-Marie said.

			Olympia raised her hands over her head. “Can you do this?”

			“Not usually,” Cricket said, but did so anyway.

			“Does it hurt?” she asked.

			“So, so much,” he said.

			And her thunderclap laugh shook the room.

		

	
		
			After class they walked to Cricket’s apartment and Olympia filled the tub with cool water. They peeled off their sweat-soaked clothes and she stepped in first. She leaned forward and waited for him to arrange himself behind her. She fell back slowly against his chest and pulled his legs in to encompass her. The tub faced a small window, and in it Cricket could see Olympia’s reflected face and smooth shoulders as she told stories of her last many years. James had died, this Cricket knew, and Olympia had moved to Ottawa, to be near his grown children and the many grandchildren. “We never married, but the grandkids call me Gram-gram. There are thirteen of them.”

			She still did some consulting, helping buyers buy appreciable art. This particular trip had started in London, where she was visiting some studios; one of the Turner Prize winners was looking for a collector to buy her early work.

			“And I finished the book about hidden hands!” Olympia said, and turned suddenly to face Cricket, the water splashing wildly. She sketched the details of her book about artists through history avoiding, or failing at, the painting of hands. “You don’t think I can call it Slight of Hand, do you? Slight without the e?”

			“How about Never Forget the Bones?”

			She turned back and leaned against him. “Only you and Carpenter would understand that,” she said. “I finally sold the house in Indiana and most of the art inside. I got a good price for the Sargent watercolor. That’s why I’m flush.”

			“And yet you’re staying with me. You were sure I’d let you?”

			“Somehow I was,” she said. “When have you ever said no to me?”

			Cricket was caught off guard. It was a very good question, and he found himself thinking of times he’d refused her. Had it ever happened?

			“The answer is never,” she said, and laughed loudly. She nestled herself tighter against him. She reached for a bar of soap and idly burnished his knee. “I have a friend who calculated how many weeks she has left.”

			“Oh,” he said. “Sorry.”

			“No, no. Not like that. She’s our age and she’s fine, but she decided to count the number of weeks from now, age seventy-four, to eighty-four. She figures she’ll be dead or senile by then, so she’s got five hundred and twenty weeks. I found that math very dispiriting. She found it clarifying.”

			Cricket located Olympia’s reflection in the glass. Her face was flush and fallen.

			“It seems like a lot of weeks,” he said. “You can do some very interesting things with a week. And five hundred and twenty? You can cross North America in a week. Or Russia. You can get to Antarctica and back in a week. Did I tell you I went to Antarctica?”

			“You didn’t. I went near there once,” she said. “I was buying art for a very wealthy Argentine. He had a summer place in El Calafate. Did you know there were flamingos down there? There was this vast inland lake, full of flamingos in the summer.”

			“Remember that time you were part of a green-card marriage to a different Argentine?”

			“Vaguely,” she said. She pushed a tiny wall of water toward the far end of the porcelain tub, and watched it return, diminished. “And yet it didn’t matter,” she said. “All these things we did, if only we knew how little any one of them mattered. You could do a thousand things in a life.”

			“And then five hundred and twenty more.”

			Cricket thought they might stay there, in the tub, all night. He didn’t want the lights to come back on, didn’t want the air outside to cool, wanted to stay in the near dark with her, nude and underwater, could not see himself leaving.

			“You hungry?” she asked.

			So they ate outside, the city swimming in black and gold. There were conflicting reports about what had happened to the power. It was either planned, a rolling blackout, or had been caused by the explosion of a transformer. Some restaurants had closed early, while others had embraced the dark and had covered their tables with candles. The streets were full of people and Olympia ate greedily, and as they ate they made plans to go to the Verdon Gorge the following weekend. Cricket had been there the summer before and had been astonished by the color of the water.

			“It’s turquoise, very bright,” he said. He’d found a crumbling castle nearby, far from any road, and thought they might camp there. The castle’s great hall was grass-covered now, but its outlines were clear. He thought they could set up a tent in the middle, build a small fire, listen for ghosts.

			At midnight the streets grew quieter and Cricket had an idea. It had been a long-standing tradition at the atelier for each student to leave one drawing from each session. It was a kind of offering to the studio, and a way to show their progress; the students could claim them at the end of any semester. Sometimes the models came around to see how they’d been rendered.

			“Let’s go,” he said.

			“I don’t want to see how they see me,” Olympia said.

			“We have to see,” he said. “We always have to see.”

			He unlocked the tall heavy door and tried the light switch. Still no power. He relit the candles on the nearest candelabra and brought all that silver and fire to the corner of the room where the students left their work. Immediately he could tell that the students had observed the tradition; he could see two figures entwined on the topmost page. Olympia had paused in the middle of the room.

			“I don’t want to,” she said.

			“Just come over,” he said.

			She arrived at his side and leaned into him, gripping his arm. He brought the light closer.

			“I find this overwhelming,” she said.

			The first drawing showed them in high chiaroscuro, their mouths tragically agape, as if the two of them were facing the end, watching some terrible and inexorable wave rise above them, eager to take them—their eyes afraid but their hands gripping each other tight.

			“I don’t like that one,” Olympia said.

			Cricket lifted the page and set it aside. The next one was quickly drawn, their figures just a tangle of curves—they seemed to be dancing—and the next had their arms held high.

			“This is better,” Olympia said, and after that, in the drawings, Cricket and Olympia settled into each other, like vines encircling trees, roots around stones. “Yes, yes, this is it,” she said, and they set all the pictures side by side until they told a story.

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of two loosely sketched standing human figures, with long, flowing pencil lines suggesting limbs, torsos, and heads.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of two loosely sketched, nearly nude human figures standing side by side, their elongated bodies twisting in opposite directions with arms raised above their heads, overlapping lines suggesting muscles and limbs on a blank white background.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of two nude human figures in loose gray watercolor standing close together with their torsos touching, both pairs of arms stretching upward and their elongated hands and fingers splaying toward the top edge as their bodies blur and merge into soft, fluid shapes against a white background.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of two loosely sketched figures in side view, one with hair swept back, holding their hand near their heart, clasping the hand of another nude figure with closed eyes who is snuggled against them, rendered in thin pencil lines and soft ink washes with scattered gray splatters around the bodies.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of abstract human figures in motion, with long, sketchy lines suggesting hair flowing to the right, one figure has a blurred, obscured face, and both figures' bodies and limbs are loosely rendered in smudged charcoal and angular marks on a blank white background.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of two people embracing closely, with a person with short, curly hair leaning down and wrapping both arms around another person with straight, chin-length hair, who is resting their head against the other’s chest, both shown from the waist up in soft pencil shading.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Drawing of two indistinct human figures embracing, their faces and upper bodies rendered in soft, smudged charcoal strokes that blur into an oval-shaped haze on a blank white background.]
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