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The Smell of Bats was heavy on the Wind





3

West


“Goodbye,” Vesta said.

“See you later,” replied Dean.

He hung up and stood under the rising moon, feeling utterly human. The sun was beginning to set, and Dean Konig could see its orange rays reflected in the mirrored windows of the office across the way. The wind blew cool against his face, rushing in from the east, her direction. Speaking with Vesta across such great distances made him feel singular and lawless and free.

Dean’s life was otherwise devoted to work. He was a member of the Collective. Over the years, the Collective had become famous for their ambitious, large-scale, and futuristic art projects. The seven members of the Collective operated the Center for Constant Creation (CCC), located on five acres of dreamy and desolate landscape in California’s High Desert. The facility had two main structures, an office and a studio, both angular and pastel-colored, in mid-century modern designs that complemented the sandy expanse of terrain. Dean could not remember the last time he had left the grounds.

The memory of her voice, echoing in his ears, split him in two. He was here, in the dry Mojave Desert. And he was there, in Pennsylvania, with Vesta, in the green landscape where spring was turning into summer, where humidity and flowers 4and lightning bugs marked the end of one season and the start of another.

The desert was boundless, without edge or limit. Where it stopped and something else began, Dean didn’t know. It had all once been under the sea. But the truth was, he’d never really explored. Never traversed the Mojave’s parallel mountain ranges or seen Death Valley and its endemic species, ghost towns, and sudden cities.

Above him, the moon brightened, turning red like a warning. He took a deep breath, pushed his secret phone, the phone he used only to connect with Vesta, deep into the pocket of his white jumpsuit, and walked into the office. It was time for the Collective’s evening meeting.

Twice a day, at sunrise and sunset, the seven Collective members gathered in the office around a gigantic octagonal glass coffee table. This year, all their discussions had one main priority: to perfect the language and messaging around their latest project, Moon2. The Collective had been issuing press releases, brainstorming, and analyzing ancient lunar myths and cultural depictions of the moon. They researched and talked for hours, poring over the public’s responses (social media, forums, articles) before deciding how to craft the week’s press release. Their conversations flowed toward consensus. In these meetings, Dean often felt he was melting, voice and body disintegrating into desert anonymity.

Dean was the first one in the room. He took his place on one of the blue velvet floor pillows around the coffee table. He rubbed his head as he struggled to recall his pre-CCC days. What had he done? Was he an artist? What had qualified him to join a prestigious arts collective? Before he started talking to Vesta, he hadn’t asked himself such questions. Her distant 5presence somehow made him curious. The questions were there, pressing against his skull, but the answers eluded him.

The moon, he thought, gazing out the window, is a relatively fast-moving celestial entity. Locked in an elliptical orbit with Earth, it takes 27.3 days to complete one cycle. The moon drives the tides and carries the sun’s light to us. Ever since Dean and the Collective had begun studying the moon, it had become heavy with factoids, myths, and potential marketing lingo.

It was when he began Moon2 research, about a year ago, that he had decided to contact Vesta Furio, a young artist he’d met only once about a decade prior. She responded quickly and, at her suggestion, they began to video chat regularly. This was a major breach of the CCC’s rules, which forbade any unauthorized entry.

As the launch date neared, the Collective grew giddy. They believed that Moon2 was not merely an art project, but a historical event. Still—no matter how important the work seemed, the projects were never his. No, not in the way Vesta’s paintings were hers—printed with her moods and intensities. The Collective members were like angels, and a good angel was meant to become invisible—receding after its messages were successfully delivered.

He played with the silver zipper on his standard-issue white jumpsuit, moving the metal rapidly up and down, up and down, as he thought of her—her paint-stained shirts, oversized clothing, and messy hair.

Dean looked outside, where the prototype of Moon2 was sprawled out on the office’s concrete patio, not yet inflated. It looked like a giant parachute, except that its pearlescent white skin emitted an alien glimmer, swimming creepily in the warm wind. He wasn’t sure which Collective member had placed it 6there, or where, in fact, the strange object had been constructed. Next month: a test launch.

If deflated and spread out completely, the fabric of the actual Moon2, which no one had yet seen, would cover the entire American West. Or, that’s what the Collective had said in a recent press release. Dean wasn’t exactly sure where the American West started and where it ceased. Was there a point at which it was strongest? A heart of the West? Some beating center? While he could easily picture himself and his surroundings draped in a shining lunar tarp, he wasn’t sure if this factoid was true or not. Perhaps it didn’t matter. The goal was to create language that would excite the public all summer.

The rest of the Collective began to file in. Dean sighed. Outside, the test moon got very still.
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East


What Velour Bellmer thought of most that spring were dead things. A string of creatures, freshly deceased or almost gone, formed a line in her mind—a decrepit and gleaming path leading into a new sort of summer.

A roadkill bullfrog she’d watched slow-fry day after day, no one coming to scoop up the body. Only two days after dying, it was not even a body, just a flat crisp merged with the unkempt road.

A vole she nearly tripped over in her backyard, gashed red with some terrible neck wound, whose spiritless mass, when prodded with a twig, felt gelatinous and gummy, its guts boiling under the first of many waves of heat.

A young duck mauled by a creature she first took for a wolf, but which revealed itself as a bald eagle as it rose from the grass, huge wings beating, carrying off the body as the rest of the ducklings huddled together watching.

A baby bird glowing pink under the high sun. She’d scooped it up with a shovel then hurled it over the fence before the gardener arrived.

A deer at the mouth of the strip mall parking lot, its bloated bulk framed by thriving lilacs.

8
Velour felt she was really seeing the country that June, in all its pretty gore. Before moving to the small rural village, she’d romanticized it. Then, for three decades, she resented its smallness. Finally, she had resolved to live there forever.

Her phone lit up with a message, bringing the screen to life. It was Lars, her son-in-law. He was worried about Vesta—his wife, her daughter. Has she seemed different to you lately? Distant? Velour ignored this. There was always something going on with Lars and Vesta. She clicked off her phone and the screen once again returned to its black mirror form. Lying face up on her lap, it reflected the sky: winged, soaring things, miniscule from their height. Pulling back her hat, she looked up, squinting against the sun, to see the real thing. Birds darted across the sky. Starlings. She wanted to photograph their manic gracefulness, the way they moved alone and then together, diving down and shooting up in synchronization. Starlings were typically active at dusk and dawn, periods of altering light, so why were they zipping around now?

Earlier in the spring, a family of starlings made their home inside a hole above her front door, a hole originally bored by a squirrel. She’d seen the gap, but by the time she told her slate roof guy about it, the birds had already established residence. He’d refused to destroy the nest and they’d had a standoff about it. Picturing the look of obstinate refusal on his squishy face still made her angry. Now the feathered family dive-bombed her every time she walked out the front door. They’d covered her white house with hooks of white shit.

Time felt as slippery, blurred, and hard to grasp as those frenzied starlings reflected in her phone. In which direction were things moving? Were they getting better or worse? She certainly couldn’t tell, didn’t know. As her phone lit up again, the 9birds disappeared into digital blue. Beside her, twelve cigarettes floated in dingy water, her yellow glass ashtray overflowing with rain from the night before.

The oppressive languor of noon. She didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to go back inside her home. And even if she did, it would be hard, with her house filled to the brim with so much stuff. She didn’t want to wander around the unincorporated village in which she’d lived for the better part of her life. So, she opted to do nothing. This nothing, Velour felt, was part of aging and dying. Technically, she was sixty-eight, but she thought of herself as seventy. It was better that way, she reasoned. A form of preparation. She’ll have been seventy for two whole years before actually turning seventy, which she hoped would soften the blow.

“Hi! Hi there! Velour!”

Mindy Rogers’s shrieking voice made Velour wince. She was a stout woman who affected what Velour took to be a faux southern accent. She had recently moved to the development up the hill from Velour’s house, the Residenz, with her sons and husband and was now shoving her big face between two of Velour’s seventeen-foot-high privacy trees. Velour had installed the trees precisely when the Residenz was finished and new people began poking around her place as though it was a pit stop on a loopy bucolic tour. Mindy’s fat, intrusive head undermined the majesty of the trees, and Velour hoped that if she ignored her, Mindy would recede into the foliage and continue on her silly journey.

Mindy, of course, only pushed her face farther into the yard, unavoidable as a full moon.

“Just thought I’d say hello. I love your house. Have I told you that? It’s so real. I saved a copy of the magazine. I loved the pictures. Gosh. I’d like to see. Does it still look like that in there?”
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The structure was built in the early nineteenth century, and Velour had spent many years designing and perfecting its interior, filling it with artwork by her father and her mother, her daughter and her late husband, while also staying true to that earlier era. She’d uncovered a walled-in fireplace and restored it to its former glory and added new appliances to the kitchen, among other updates, melding everything together to produce an effect that was low-key magisterial. The crowning achievement had come about last year, when House Wisdom Magazine profiled it: “An Artist’s Quirky Country Chic.” Velour sighed, rising out of her chair to address Mindy.

“Yes,” she said, “of course it does.”

“You’ve had so many delivery trucks come by lately,” Mindy said. “It doesn’t hardly seem like there could be enough room for all that stuff.”

“Do you keep tabs on everyone’s deliveries?” Velour asked, finishing the question off with a wicked smile.

“Well, um, no . . .” Mindy stuttered as she retracted her head into the leaves. “I’m gonna keep on my walk,” she said, “have a nice day.”

Velour waved, then lit a victory cigarette. She couldn’t really enjoy her triumph, though, as she felt the disease of embarrassment in her chest. She hadn’t realized people had been clocking all the deliveries. Goddamn snoops.

After the House Wisdom profile spread, and after her home had reached maximum perfection, something snapped inside— Velour had become obsessed with accumulating. Trinkets, objects, furniture, anything. Every purchase gave her an electric hit, and for that instant she felt immortal, indestructible: like death wasn’t possible. She’d filled the first floor of her home to the brim, letting her obsession run wild.
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Some afternoons, she’d drive around for hours looking for items left on the side of the road or sit in a dark room and compulsively type strings of words (“Antique Victorian era table, marble top, good condition”) into a search bar, clicking around for pieces that made her feel hopeful, alive, free. The feeling was what mattered. Practicality be damned.

For example, last winter, back when she could still fit large items downstairs, she’d found a gorgeous floral couch with ornate peg legs from the 1950s. At nine hundred bucks, it was a steal. The piece lived, however, in Palm Beach, Florida, and thus cost over $1,000 to ship to her doorstep in southeastern Pennsylvania.

Velour imagined her items—unique, beautiful, and strange, with origins spanning centuries—spilling out onto the street and rising up over the slick and soulless homes of the Residenz, demolishing its gaudy structures and crushing its residents, squashing Mindy and her McMansion.

Vesta and Lars begged her to stop, trying to tempt her into reversing course by emphasizing how much money she’d get if she sold everything she’d accumulated, not only because the items were valuable, but because they had been owned and touched by her. Collectors were crazy for Velour Bellmer, Lars insisted. They wanted her artistic legacy, family history, taste—hell, even her junk. Lars had gone so far as to suggest featuring her collection at his art space in Manhattan, Gallery X, but the thought of buyers walking around her things, nodding and whispering and raising their eyebrows, made her sick. She couldn’t understand why her daughter and son-in-law were so clueless on this front, especially when they benefited from her hobby.

Recently, she gifted Vesta and Lars two bright red, space-age-style swivel chairs from the late 1960s. When she first saw 12them, she was struck by the thought that in their afterlives, Lars and Vesta might become those chairs: vinyl and steel and spinning in the ether. She found the chairs to be so incendiary and weird that she craved them for herself. So, she experienced the gift as a loss, and wasn’t that precisely what true giving meant? But Vesta and Lars had never even brought the chairs inside! They were still in their front yard.

She stared at the California poppies in her own yard. The aerospace orange flowers were trance-inducing, evocative of the drugs and possibilities of yore: quaaludes and opium and cigarettes on airplanes. The combination of staring hard into that hue, afternoon coffee, nicotine, and so successfully dissing Mindy had an effect on her mood that was rousing yet smooth. She was out of cigarettes, but there was a fresh pack in her bedroom. She took a moment to let her eyes wander over the tiger lilies dotting her yard as she steeled herself to face the interior of her home.

She squeezed between two Louis XV parlor chairs with floral upholstery and an old card table with a painted eagle and folding wings, then four Windsor chairs, a bright green glass lamp, and a rolled up art nouveau rug. After shoving past the rug, she drifted up the stairs to the second floor, which was utterly clean as compared to the first. Upstairs, all was calm. The walls were Ballet White, and the ceilings light blue, a color that was thought to keep ghosts and unwanted visitors away. With each step up, she felt lighter and lighter—as she ascended into restful, protective cyan.

Approaching her bedroom, she paused. There was something lying in the hallway a few inches from the closed attic door. A gleaming lump, brown like shit on the two-hundred-year-old hardwood. She froze, then winced. To her disgust and astonishment, the lump began to move and moan at a high and distressed 13pitch. Heart pounding, she rushed into her bedroom, grabbed the green glass vase from atop her dresser and returned to place the vase firmly over the lump. Holding the vase down tight with her hand, she examined the thing more closely. Its squealing had increased, but the antique glass muffled the sound.

It was somehow extremely pathetic, even more so now that it was trapped and tinted green, and she grew hot with the urge to bash it with something heavy. She shook her head. It was out of the question. There were absolutely no messes allowed on the second floor.

A screeching sound pierced the walls, startling her. It seemed to come from above, mimicking the sound from inside the vase. Was she hearing things, hallucinating? Breathing deep to steady her heart, she regarded the blob. It had a delicate spine, visible through damp fuzz. It was the tiniest spine Velour had ever seen. She said the words out loud—“tiny spine”—as the cries from upstairs grew louder. Frightened, Velour sat on the floor and texted Mac.


Velour: can you come over here

Mac: what’s up?

Velour: i trapped something

Mac: what??

Velour: in a vase i’m looking at it

Mac: but what did you trap?

Velour: don’t know

14

Mac: what do you want me to do?

Velour: Help

Mac: bad timing

Lisa’s having a bad day not good

Velour: it won’t take long

Mac: she’s real bad

Velour: Please!

Mac: i will c what i can do

Velour: back door is unlocked



Mac Wallace lived at the very top of the Residenz. Factoring in the time it would take him to disentangle from his wife, Velour guessed his travel time would be at least twenty minutes. She resigned herself to waiting. She got up. At first, she circled the vase. Then, she began to trace a creaky piece of hardwood like a tightrope walker, making a familiar noise in order to drive out the foreign one coming from up above, which began, after a while, to remind her of her dead mother. When her late mother was living in the house, she was constantly calling to Velour, sometimes with a purpose, but often only to confirm Velour’s presence, wanting to know that her only child was still there, alive and capable of replying.

The thing inside the vase moved, gently rolling, babyish. Then, it let out a squeak. The air changed. A chill shot up Velour’s neck. She walked into her bedroom, trying to shake it 15off, and looked into her mirror, which was over one hundred years old with beveling around its edges and an original silver chain. Velour squinted, the floral designs engraved across the glass squiggling over her forehead. Her reflection enlarged as she leaned far into herself, examining the lines on her face and tossing her hat onto the clean, bone-white bed behind her. Two of the screenless windows in her bedroom were open, and her long gray hair blew in the warm wind.

Finally: Mac’s heavy steps clomping up the back set of stairs. She could tell by his pace and force that his hands were in his pockets, and that he both did and did not want to be there. She was still looking in the mirror, examining her wrinkles, when he appeared behind her in the glass, their eyes making contact. They both looked so tense and drawn that they burst into peals of laughter.

When Mac knelt down before the captured creature, Velour thought he might start praying, and when the thing made its awful sound, Velour recoiled but Mac remained still and attentive, as though listening for the Lord’s good word. Velour crouched on the other side of the vase and they looked at one another through the viridescent glass, the thing writhing between them.

Mac raised his eyebrows.

“Do you know what you got going on?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“That’s a pup,” said Mac, pointing.

“What?”

“A pup,” he repeated.

“That’s no puppy!”

“No. A bat. A bat pup. A newborn bat.”

At the word bat, Velour went cold. “That’s impossible. I’ve never had bats here. In thirty-five years, not one.”
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“There’s a first time for everything. We’ve got a male satellite colony living in a barn across from the Residenz. That means there’s a maternity colony nearby.”

She moaned. “What is a maternity colony?”

He pointed at the vase, “raise the pups.”

“I hate you,” Velour blurted out.

“Don’t shoot the messenger,” he protested, following her as she walked into her bedroom.

“What are you doing?” he asked. But she didn’t reply.

She tore a page out of a magazine on her nightstand, slid it under the vase, and carried the impromptu apparatus—pup, vase, paper—to the open window. She felt collected and empowered. The solution was so simple. She should have done it right away. She cupped the pup in her hand, the page between them, and felt its lightness. Its pure potential pulsed in her palm like a seed. Its head rested on the intricate art deco ring around her middle finger.

“Vel. Don’t,” Mac cried, grabbing at her, but she’d already let go.

She whirled around to face him. “What?”

Outside, there was a small splat.

“Pups can’t fly,” he said.

They looked down. The bat had hit the windshield of a parked car and was lying there, crumpled and motionless.

“Oh God,” she cried, burying her head in Mac’s chest.

“It’s okay,” he said, enveloping her in a tight embrace. She breathed in his musky smell—hay, plastic, detergent. She squeezed him tighter, her nails digging into his back, then felt her body relax. They stood there, near the open window, the metallic chirps of starlings filling the air.
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Mac dropped to his knees and began tugging at Velour’s long dark skirt. He shoved it up over her hip bones until she stood half-naked next to the open window, two stories above the pup. He grabbed her, nuzzling his face into her thighs. She closed her eyes. She saw the pup on the windshield and the orange poppies swaying in the breeze. She gripped his hair, pulling him closer. Years ago, they’d agreed that these transgressions didn’t really count. Doesn’t count, doesn’t count, thought Velour. They were off the map, unrecorded. And so maybe the pup was too.
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West


The trial balloon’s fabric rippled across the concrete porch. Dean watched, transfixed, from the meeting table. He felt that the prototype—the test moon, the trial balloon—though apparently inactive, was somehow watching him. He was finding it more difficult to focus at the Collective meetings. Besides Vesta, his thoughts were also occupied by Kelly, his best friend in the Collective, who had disappeared a few months prior. Kelly was funny, brave, and assertive. She’d had concerns about the group’s trajectory and about Moon2 and was unafraid to voice them. When she vanished suddenly, everyone acted like she’d never existed at all.

All seven Collective members were now seated around the coffee table, each on their own floor pillow. A crystal salt lamp glowed at the table’s center. Artworks, posters, and mementos of past projects adorned the walls around them. Beside the orange lamp sat a small, cylindrical, voice-activated recording device. It turned and twitched, following their voices, capturing and transcribing them verbatim. Dean wasn’t sure where the transcripts went. However, he knew this tiny machine sent them somewhere.

20

Liza: We’re live. All Collective members are present at tonight’s meeting: Tulip, Dean, Marla, Edwin, Jules, Bobby, and myself, Liza. This is the second and final meeting of the day.

Edwin: Let’s finalize the language for this press release.

Marla: Yeah. I was thinking about the tugboat. It’s a brilliant idea. A tugboat that pulls the moon.

Jules: The slow humor of it.

Marla: A glittering image!

Liza: So what is the tugboat’s name? The name we came up with isn’t right.

Bobby: What’s wrong with Oeagrus?

Marla: It’s ponderous.

Bobby: But Oeagrus was the first sailor to join Jason on the voyage of the Argos.

Marla: I know, and I appreciate your enthusiasm for the myths, Bobby. But Oeagrus sounds wrong.

Liza: Any suggestions, Marla?

Marla: Yes, what about Demy? Tugboat Demy. Short for Demeter, sticking with the Greek theme. It’s light. Gender-neutral, friendly.

[Laughter all around]

Jules: That’s great. Demy! I love it.

21
Tulip: I think it’s very cute and accessible. It’ll work. I think it counteracts some of the more heady language we’ve been using, breaks it up a bit. It says, “Hey, we don’t take ourselves seriously. And this second Moon isn’t that serious either, it’s not anything to worry about.”

Liza: Okay, do we have consensus? Bobby, you seem to be pouting.

Bobby: No, I’ll go with it.

Liza: Okay, then, let’s have a show of consensus.

[Fingers snapping all around the room]

Dean: But people are worrying.

Liza: Excuse me, Dean?

Dean: Like Tulip said, people are worried about the moon.

Marla: Not that many people, considering the scope of the project. We’ve always factored in that some people will be opposed. I mean, we’re launching a celestial body here.

Jules: Technically speaking, it’s not a celestial body. I mean, look at the test moon. It’s luminous. But let’s be real. It’s a balloon.

Liza: It’s not just a balloon, Jules. It is so much more than a balloon.

Dean: A celestial body is by definition naturally occurring in the universe. Stars are self-luminous. Moons are not.

22
Marla: Why so pedantic lately, Deano?

Tulip: It’s a piece of art evocative of a celestial body. What we’re launching is a change of energy and vibe, a vibrational shift. Obviously. A different era entirely. There will be the times pre-Moon2 and the times post-Moon2. The before times and the after times. This means that Moon2’s launch is an event. A true event. Firmly situated in the great art happenings of the 1960s, but on a solar scale. Cosmic. Thus, we are lubricating the public for the start of a new era. The point is, we want people to feel as cozy as possible under the circumstances. We don’t want them freaking out.

Jules: We’re fluffing them.

Edwin: Right!

Dean: What about—

Marla: Jules, you were going to report on the general reception of our last press release. Are you prepared? If so, you’ve got the floor.

Jules: Of course I’m prepared. The last press release, which I personally felt was incredibly well-crafted, our best yet, focused on framing Moon2 as Astra Art. We used artistic terminology mixed with space-age lingo. We used events like the moon landing to present the artfulness of scientific advancements and immortal, history-making images. The press release spoke of a large, well-lit moon that will not compete with the moon but on the contrary, might even be seen as a complement to it, something we can all behold, and which will not orbit, per se, but will move around 23in the atmosphere. Simultaneously, we continued working on avoiding the terms “real” and “fake.” We don’t want the original moon to be considered the “real” one and Moon2 the “fake” or the “imitation.” Rather, we want them to be viewed as different, but equal. Moon2 is bringing something new to the table, to the sky. The moon and Moon2 are both real and true.

Bobby: You’re forgetting that we rolled out the phrase Moon1.

Jules: Of course! That went over well. Vogue Australia ran an online story about the beauty of Moon1.

Marla: I’ve been keeping away from the inter-net today. What else has been going on?



As Jules continued his update, Dean checked out. He was gazing at a collage with images of other CCC art projects, enacted or imagined, astral and earthly, on the pure white wall of the meeting room, in a Pepto-Bismol pink frame, and lit by battery-operated ovular sconces. Among the images was Vivienne Volker, Vesta’s grandmother, whom Dean had taken care of for the last eleven years of her life, when she was an artist in residence at the CCC. He thought of Vesta’s hair: wheat-colored and headed for the edge of his screen. He felt smaller than a human but bigger than a figurine, flat and shiny. Like he was inside one of her strange paintings about to slip off the side of the canvas into oblivion, eternity. He looked around the table at the Collective members. What was it about them, exactly, that was so different from Vesta? He looked at Bobby’s tan hands, Edwin’s black eyes, Tulip’s bony chest, and a small green stain on Jules’s jumpsuit. He studied Liza’s lips, which she’d painted 24maroon, and then turned to Marla’s dirty blonde hair, the line where strands met scalp, squinting until blurred.


Liza: Dean?

Dean: What?

Liza: Time for you to give us an update.

Dean: Oh. Right. Okay. So, as everyone knows, it’s been our goal to wind down the Comatose Birther Program. We’ve made progress in this area recently. A medical corporation has offered to buy the old beds and monitoring equipment, so we will be freeing up some space, as you all wanted. As you know, we are down to one artist in the Birther program: Binky Stratford. Her pregnancy is proceeding nicely. Her vital signs are optimal and the baby is well-positioned and growing healthfully. Binky has entered her third trimester.

Marla: We got an email from Switzerland. The adoptive parents are requesting another ultrasound photo.

Dean: Will do.

Edwin: Great. Let’s move on and get back to Moon2.

Dean: Hold on.

Liza: What?

Dean: I know everyone wants to focus on Moon2, but since I’ve taken over Binky’s care, I can’t help but think of Kelly. Since Kelly was 25the one who brought Binky in. I’m finding it difficult. We never talk about her. Or where she went. We don’t even know what happened. It’s strange. I mean, don’t you find that strange?

Jules: Sure, I guess. But, she wandered off. Kelly was like that. We found consensus on that idea, remember?

Dean: I’m having trouble accepting it.

Bobby: Reluctant consensus is still consensus.

Dean: So we’re all just going to go along with this? No mentioning Kelly? Really?

Bobby: Dean, dude, just calm down. I know you two were close, but she wasn’t doing her job. She wandered off. It’s as simple as that.
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East


The torn magazine page fluttered around Velour’s room. When it settled on the floor near her bed, she could see it was imprinted with the pup’s greasy stain. The cloudy mark cast a shadow over a photograph of a colonial-style Windsor Barrel Back Bench with Spindle Legs. She looked closer and realized it was an advertisement for high-end doll furniture.

She began to shake, as though infected with the bat’s newborn terror. But that was impossible, just as it was impossible that the loud screeching sounds from the attic, which she was now hearing, were being made by her dead mother. She wondered how many bat babies could fit on the miniature bench, which was, according to the advertisement, seventeen inches long and made of solid wood. She crouched down, called the number, and ordered one. Then she collapsed back on her pillow and fell asleep to scratching sounds and that high-pitched noise from above.

Velour woke to a hard knocking at her front door. She floated down the stairs in her cream cashmere robe, squeezing between a bench and a French console vanity with a matching blush pink cushion from the roaring twenties. She caught her bedraggled reflection in the smeared mirror, and grimaced. She stuck her 28tongue out. An antique dentist’s chest with flat file drawers and custom knobs blocked her from reaching the front door.

“Yeah?” she yelled over the chest.

“I need to ask you some questions.”

“Who is it?”

She couldn’t make out the man’s answer.

“Go around to the back,” she cried.

She walked to the back of the house, through the hallway and mudroom and shoved her feet into her big duck boots and tied her robe tighter, then pushed past a pink barrel chair, a wooden table teeming with candelabras, their arms entwined over orange, blue, and red sets of candlesticks still wrapped in plastic, and opened the back door. Stepping onto the porch, the drama of the split morning sky made her gasp. It was cut in half: the top slice a bright peach and the bottom powder blue. She caught quick glimpses through the high trees of a young man walking along the side of the house: there, not, there, not.

Every now and then, an overachieving art history PhD candidate or rogue sycophant would travel to see her, wanting to know about the daughter of Hans Bellmer and Vivienne Volker. Perhaps he was snooping around, doing research. She wasn’t listed, but anyone could find anyone now. It was impossible to hide. If you wanted information, you simply had to sort through the air. Velour walked in a small circle around the metal table. At the center of the table, her crystal ashtray overflowed with old smokes. She’d need to empty it soon.

She reached into the pocket of her robe for her pack of cigarettes, lit one with her mother’s heavy silver Zippo, then wiped lines of dew from the iron patio chairs with her hand. She inhaled smoke and the June haze, thick with blooms. As the man came closer, she could see he was tall and young, clear and 29hard like the ashtray. He walked with a purposeful gait. He wore camouflage pants, a white T-shirt, and clunky brown boots. She thought he was beautiful, and somehow familiar.

Velour sat down. As he neared, she could see that his blond eyebrows were sloped with distress. He was pale and thin. Perhaps he was sick, Velour thought, or maybe a vegan. Without speaking, the young man reached his long, vascular arm out to greet her. Their hands shook over the ashtray. Smoke rose up, mixing with his new smell. She was suddenly dizzy, overwhelmed. His eyes were piercing and unblinking, and Velour’s face grew warm as she returned his gaze, trying to discern their color. She sensed he was about to deliver news, about which she both wondered and didn’t care, suspended and split like the morning sky.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hi,” he whispered, frowning. “You’re probably wondering who I am.”

“Yeah. Is everything okay?”

“I’m Radko. Radko Toth. I work at the bat conservancy, and I specialize in bat care, rescue, and exclusions. I got a call from one of your neighbors, who said she found a baby bat. A dead one.”

His voice was soft, and he spoke with a slight accent that she’d heard from people who grew up around here. Her daughter had it too: a lilt at the end, making statements sound like questions. Velour did not.

“Where did she find it?”

“On her car.”

“Oh.”

“Oh is right. I had her take a picture and send it over to my cell. I mean, you wouldn’t believe the amount of calls I get 30from people thinking they saw a bat or bat guano or whatnot when it’s really something totally else, nothing to do with bats at all. And therefore, I can be of no help. The amount of calls I go on, the times I get into the field, and actually see a bat? Well, I’m sorry to say it’s minimal. Minimal. You’d be shocked.”

“You’re a bat expert.”

“Of sorts.”

“And the photo?”

He hung his head, looking down at his big boots, moving side to side. “It was a baby bat all right. Worst part is, it was a little brown bat. If I see bats, I see big browns. Little browns are phenomenally rare. Endangered-endangered.”

“Little brown bat,” Velour repeated, “Can I see the picture?”

“Oh no. No, you don’t wanna see that. It’s very sad. Your neighbor was right to call me. Only thing is, the picture is all we have. We can’t seem to find the pup.”

“But it was definitely dead?”

“I’ve seen bats do the most amazing things.”

“Like what?”

His face was sparkling, features lit as his thick lips moved in fast circles, oddly transfixing. Velour had never seen anyone so passionate about anything. She tapped a long column of ash into the crystal without looking away from him.

“They call out to each other. But we humans cannot hear them. I’m talking about the mama bats and their pups. Truth? Bats are more like whales than they are like mice or rats. They’re advanced. With linguistics. Sound. We don’t understand. Maybe never will. I’ve cared for them, nursed them back to health. Seen spectacles, you know, the sky black with bats. Point being, anything could have happened. The mama could have swooped 31down and got him. Maybe. Or, maybe he was just shocked, and now he’s back, kickin’ it with his fam. I hope so. As long as his spine wasn’t broken.”

“But he was dead,” Velour said.

“How do you know that?”

“You said so.”

“Did I? Well, I’m telling you, miracles happen in the bat world.”

A tear was forming in his eye. He looked away, into the bluing sky and Velour stared at the hard pillar of his stomach. The sky was beginning to resolve, its colors blending then separating, moving from soft to hard to soft again.

“The sky black with bats,” she repeated.

“Like night in day.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Anyway, the reason I’m here is this. I need to check your house for bat activity. Seeing as it’s maternity season and all.”

“Maternity season.”

“Oh, yeah. They have their babies like May or June and nurse until August or so. Whenever a pup appears, we have to check out the whole area. In this case, I’m beginning with your house. This house. Right here.”

“My house?”

“What I’d like to do is start with a full exterior scan. I brought my ladder. We do know of a few male satellite colonies in the area. But we haven’t found the maternity colony they’re associated with. But with this pup, we could be getting closer. I hope the maternity colony is someplace safe, but we’ll see. Bats have got loads more time than us.”

“They live long?”
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“Oh, no. I wish. Twenty years and lately, much less. I mean bats have more time. Like I’m running around doing all kinds of shit, caring for my business and my wife and kid, going to meetings. And while I’m doing all that and while you’re doing what you’re doing, you know what bats are doing?”

“What?”

“They’re becoming intimate with structures. Figuring out how to get in and out of them. Bats know about structures so that means I have to know about structures. You can’t know anything about bats if you don’t know about structures. I mean, I have to know about the most hidden, unexpected places inside and outside structures. Ever had bat visitors before?”

“No.”

“Oh, really?” Radko looked up at the house, surprised.

“And I’ve lived here over thirty years.”

“Because they do have their habits. Just like us. They return to where they were born like clockwork. They go back to where they first were raised. And if none were ever raised in your house, then this isn’t where they’re coming back to when they do come back. See what I’m saying? But things change, you know, new mamas set up new homes.”

“But you’ll get rid of them if they’re here,” Velour said, offering him a cigarette. He declined. He was now sitting down on the chair beside her, nodding his head. Their legs were crossed toward each other, their big boots almost touching. She resisted a strong urge to press her boot against his.

“Let’s take it one step at a time. First, I’ll get my ladder. I’m gonna check your structure and see if there are any entry points or signs on the outside. I can already see you’ve got some cracked slates. I might not even need to go inside at all. We’re gonna see. I’ll just be inching around the exterior. You won’t even notice 33me. Go about your business, really. You can also stand outside at night and try to watch them leaving. You’ll see their bodies against the moonlight.”

Velour sighed. “Oh God. I’m so sick of the moon. What do you think Moon2 will do to the bats?”

“That’s a great question. I think about it all the time. But bottom line? We just don’t know what the bats are gonna do when they’re at the mercy of a second moon. A moon that’s always full, no less. Right?”

“My son-in-law thinks it’s about mind control. Moon2.”

“He might be right. Who knows? I can feel something coming. I can feel it. You know what I mean? And if I can, the bats can. Imagine hunting and flying, learning these crazy skills, doing those things but there’s this big bright bulb in the sky every fucking night. Excuse me, every night. At best, it’s confusing. At worst, I don’t even wanna. I don’t even want to go there at this time. Anyway, good thing it’s only June, right?”

“Yes.”

He looked at her for a very long while, half-smiling, like he’d figured out a math equation.

“What?”

“You’re Vesta Furio’s mom, aren’t you?”

“I never introduced myself. Yes. I’m Velour Bellmer. Vesta is my daughter.”

Velour’s mood shifted. She looked down at her thin body, which suddenly appeared frail, haggard, postmenopausal, useless. Radko was Vesta’s age, no doubt—forty years younger than Velour. She smoothed the fabric on her robe and stubbed her cigarette out before crossing her arms over her chest.

“I went to school with her. But you two have different last names, huh?”
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“Vesta has her father’s last name, my late husband.”

“Cool,” Radko said. “I know she doesn’t live too far from here. It’s funny, who ends up staying and who ends up leaving. Tell her I said hi. Will you?”

“I’ll tell her. What’s your name again?” She remembered, but wanted to hear him say the strange name aloud once more.

“Radko. Radko Toth.” As the young man spoke, she could feel his syllables infusing the yard, mixing with the greenery. Radko Toth: incantatory, like a spell meant to invoke something supernatural, a password to another world. She felt high. Summer had arrived quietly while they spoke about bats on her back porch. She repeated the three syllables.

“Rad. Co. Toth.”

“You got it. That’s it. But people call me Rad. You can call me Rad.”

“Rad, how did you get into all this?”

“Bats are my passion. And there are so many gaps in this field. You wouldn’t believe it.”

[image: ]
From inside her crowded living room, Velour watched Radko balancing atop his impossibly tall yellow ladder. She had a regular crew of carpenters, cleaners, plumbers, landscapers, and roofers but she’d never seen anyone move around the perimeter so gracefully.

A hotness rose in her stomach then spread to her throat. She sat perched inside the deep windowsill, pushing her body against a solid wood cabinet from the early nineteenth century with painted rosettes, shipped last year from Germany at the start of her collection mania. She no longer felt old and worn, but like a small child as she watched his bluish veins pulse under 35the translucence of his skin while he reached out for something. From this angle, he resembled not a bat expert so much as an angel, floating above as she looked high up. Now, Radko was invisible. Velour could only see his ladder and hear his footsteps on her roof as she ran her hands over the wood, outlining the rosettes with her fingertips.

He descended the ladder quickly and without resistance, as though weightless, then carried it over his shoulder to the other side of the house. She followed him from the inside, now running her hand over a seventeenth-century rhombus chest from the Aosta Valley’s Alpine arc. She wondered about Radko’s parents. Velour had kept her involvement in Vesta’s school to a minimum and hadn’t met many of the kids or their parents. Was his mother still living? Was she older or younger than Velour? She wondered, as she stretched her neck to see him inspecting her roof, his arm outstretched under full sun, if he was breastfed or bottle-fed as a baby. She followed his progress and walked up the stairs.

“The bat could have fallen from right about here,” yelled Rad from outside her bedroom window. She shuddered, reenvision-ing the pup’s long fall until her vision fogged. After a while, he knocked at the front door. She ran back down the steps.

“Can I just come in through the front?” he asked.

Velour was startled at the bold request but conceded, making her way through the stuffed foyer. When she opened the door, he motioned as though wiping sweat from his forehead, but Velour could see no evidence of perspiration on his face or body. She watched him look around the house, stunned.

“Wow.”

Miraculously, he was able to squeeze past the antique dental stand, arms in the air, sucking his stomach in and up.
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“I can’t believe you fit.”

“If a bat can do it.”

“What?”

“Bats can fit through the smallest crevices, half an inch. Sometimes less. I tell people if you can fit the top of a pen inside whatever you’re looking at, you’re in bat world.”

“I’m in bat world,” Velour moaned.

His stomach was still sucked in and he looked even slimmer than before. Velour blushed as Radko shimmied around a floral print daybed.

“Are you having a garage sale or something?”

She shook her head and he ceased questioning. She gestured toward the sofa. He sat in a delicate antique chair.

“No, not that one. The couch.”

He held up his hands in apology and slumped down. She did the same. They sat there in silence among her stuff for what felt like an infinity of minutes, smooth and translucent as his skin. Finally, Radko spoke.

“So here’s the deal, Velour,” he whispered.

His lips were wide and plump. She touched her own lips, thinner than his, and dug her thumbnail into her bottom lip until it hurt. She then assessed the many antique trinkets she’d arranged around the room: music boxes, ancient books, brooches, belt buckles, old phones. Total disarray. She twitched. His simple, lean presence brought her chaos into horrible relief. Atop the table rested an empty vase from the nineteenth century, painted with mercury and shining, Velour and Radko captured and distorted in its thick convex image. Radko was staring off into the other room, eyes glued to something. She noticed he was not speaking anymore, that they were floating inside a hard silver silence.
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“What were you saying?” Velour asked, rubbing her hip.

“Sorry, yes. I was just thinking. It’s rare that I’m in the presence of so many bats. It makes me . . . emotional?”

“You were in their presence?”

“Well, almost. I found evidence.”

“What evidence?”

“I took a video,” he said, holding up his phone.

Radko pressed play and Velour looked into a small moving image from the outside of her house: piles of shiny bat shit around the chimney and soffit. His hand shook. A sudden close-up: Radko Toth’s bright white fingers crushing a little cylinder of shit, brown powder dispersing into light and air. The camera turned toward him and he licked his finger. At the very end, Rad flipped the screen so you could see his whole face, fully lit and pinkish.

“That’s how you know it’s bats,” he said, sliding his phone back into his pocket.

“How?”

“The . . . excrement crushes down into a powder. Other waste—squirrel, for instance, or mouse—is harder. Can’t crush it like that and make it disappear.”

“What did it taste like?”

“Like the wind. Musky, flowery, ammonia. They’re definitely in your roof. When I come back, I’ll try to pinpoint where,” Rad said, coughing.

“You’re coming back?” Velour asked, standing up.

“Oh, definitely,” he whispered. When she stood on the tips of her toes, she barely reached his collarbone. She wanted to touch his skin, but she stopped herself, and hid both of her hands in the soft pockets of her robe. Radko reached out first. She gasped, startled, as he touched her bottom lip. He held out 38his hand, a tiny smear of her blood on his thumb. Velour let her heels drop to the ground, much shorter now, with a thud.

“You have a cut,” Radko said, and put his thumb in his mouth, casually licking her blood off his finger.

She put her hand over her mouth and looked down. She could feel his warm breath heating up the very top of her head. Her acupuncturist, a man named Fritz, always put a needle in that exact spot. He said Velour was an airy, windy presence and needed to be grounded. In pregnant women, placing a needle at the very top of the head apparently held the fetus in place. She got acupuncture regularly while pregnant with Vesta nearly thirty years ago, and each time the doctor put the needle there, she thought to herself let it be a healthy baby boy. She backed away from Rad and pressed her finger into the top of her head, where his breath had been.

“Are you okay?” Radko asked.

“What am I going to do?”

“About what?”

“About the bats,” she said. She grimaced as she realized he’d been crushing bat shit with the thumb he used to touch her lip. “How many are there?”

“Based on what I saw up there, I believe it’s more than twenty and less than a hundred and twenty.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“I don’t joke about maternity colonies. And if what you’ve got in your attic are the endangered ones, and I suspect that’s the situation, then we can celebrate. It’s a good thing!”

“Because those are easier to get rid of?”

“Oh, we’re not getting rid of anything. You can’t touch those bats. They’ve all but disappeared from this area! It’s a great sign they’re back.” Radko was beaming, and Velour smiled, even as 39she felt sickened. She realized she was still pressing her finger hard into the top of her head. She released it and lowered her arm down slowly, letting her hand, now limp, come to rest at her side.

“What if we get rid of them gently?”

“I want you to understand something. It is illegal for me to disturb these bats.”

“Would it be illegal for somebody else to do it?”

“Are you an animal person, Velour?” Rad asked.

She looked around at her antiques, wanting to scream. Instead, she stood there and stared at him without blinking. She wanted to ask him what her blood tasted like. She felt a heat between her legs—aroused and irritated. Split, again. She wanted the bats out and wanted Radko in. A disquieting, nauseating mix. She slumped back down and rubbed the small cut on her bottom lip, then looked at her finger: bloodless.

“Do you mind if I come back this week?”

“Please,” Velour nodded. She followed him to the back door and out onto the porch.

“It was really nice meeting you, Velour,” he said, as his thin frame got eaten by solstitial light at the edge of her backyard, walking backward to his truck.

The sound of her name, which rose from a throat coated in bat shit and her own blood, circled her head like a filthy halo.

“There he goes,” she said. She didn’t know who or what she was speaking to, but she felt a presence all around her. She said it again.

“There he goes.”
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West


“Una wants to say hi to you,” Dean whispered as he plopped Una, the CCC’s giant Flemish therapy rabbit, down onto Binky Stratford’s bed.

Binky was seven months pregnant. The child was to be acquired by a wealthy couple living in Europe. Beyond that, Dean did not know much about the project—this child—its fate and future. He animated Binky, moving her delicate, lifeless hand over the rabbit’s back. The window was open, a cool breeze blowing westward that sent ripples through the artist’s hair and the rabbit’s fur.

“What are you thinking, Binky?” asked Dean.

He was stroking Binky’s platinum blonde hair, its brown-gray roots growing in.

Since Kelly’s departure, Binky had become Dean’s responsibility. His job was mainly to spend time with her in silence. She was fully reclined, her belly a protruding mound. The ginormous bunny breathing between them.

With the exception of Binky, a famed artist who wanted to rest at the CCC’s original location in the Mojave, the Artist in Residence program had been moved elsewhere—outsourced, apparently, to satellite zones, with the desert campus devoted to the newest research. Kelly had been a huge fan of Binky’s work, 42and had approved her application without getting consensus from the Collective.

The Artist in Residence Program was an important precursor to Moon2. The CCC’s main mission was to change people’s minds, to alter the way the public thought about the future— biology, humanity, technology, and the divine. Lately, Dean had been using his time with Binky as therapy. He would speak, and she would listen silently. He could tell Binky anything.

“I’m talking to Vesta later today,” Dean said. “Our calls are basically what I live for now. Weird, huh? It’s a shock. Like, what did I do before? I dream she’s here and we have a life together and we do normal things. Things I’ve never had a chance to do and things I’ve seen in movies, like live in a house or sit around a kitchen table in the morning and argue. I can’t remember the dreams I had before I started talking to her. I don’t think I dreamed at all. Last night’s dream . . . well, do you want to hear about it?”

Una had begun to chew on Binky’s wires, so Dean scooped the rabbit up and put her on his chest as he settled down beside Binky in bed. Binky was thirty-nine years old. In her application, which had so moved Kelly, she said she had wanted to experience pregnancy without actually experiencing it, and planned to make a series of works about the nine-month gap in her life after she was finished. But mostly, she wanted to disappear and rest. She was exhausted. No one was to know about her stay at the Center.

Some of the artists had come to the program because they were already unconscious and not likely to wake up. This was the case with Vesta’s grandmother, Vivienne Volker. Velour had signed her into the Collective’s care all those years ago after an accident had rendered her brain-dead.
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But others, like Binky, opted to come. They signed waivers, filled out forms, and were put to sleep willingly. Some women simply wanted to sleep for a very long time. Their worlds, their lives, had become unmanageable, and so they desired to go away. Binky Stratford wanted to grow new life inside her body while she slept.

Dean found these voluntarily unconscious women to be brave and pioneering. It would frighten him to go away for so long, to change mental states, to place his life in the hands of others. The promotional materials had framed these VCs (voluntary comas) as vacations. One could log off and find peace within the vast emptiness of the Mojave with the added option of acting as an incubator, a vessel, for the special children of the future. It was a great art project. Great in the true sense of the word. Those were exciting times to be a Collective member. But now, things were different, and Dean had only given his consent to begin the Moon2 project very reluctantly.

Binky’s room, located in the studio, was coral colored and bare, with large windows facing both east and west. It was one of the finest spaces at the Center. Her heart rate began to quicken, making jagged mountains on the monitor.

“I dreamed we were at a party and she was sick. She didn’t remember my name. She held her mouth open for me and I injected her with medicine. Before I injected her, I stood before her and looked into her mouth for a long time. It was hot in there and it made me feel queasy, like I was on a ride. It smelled like candy and chemicals. After I gave her the medicine, she closed her mouth and looked at me. She was very confused. And she started to make noises. Terrifying noises. Not quite human. Then, she fell asleep. Just like that. A deep sleep. She slept so deeply that I thought she was dead. I held a mirror up to her 44nose, you know, to see if she was breathing. I thought maybe I’d administered the wrong medicine. That it was actually poison. I woke up before I found out if she had lived or died. My hands were shaking.”

Binky’s heart slowed.

“Here she is,” Dean whispered, pulling up a photo of Vesta he had on his phone and waving it in front of Binky’s closed eyes. “Seen her before? What do you think?”

A small dollop of spit had formed at the corner of Binky’s mouth. Dean wiped it away with his finger.

“I remember when Vesta first came to the Center. I remember when she stepped out of the car wearing jean shorts, a white shirt, black boots, and an old-fashioned coat. She looked me up and down like she knew something about me. I remember feeling so stupid in my uniform, and irritated by her incessant stare. I remember Lars pacing outside in the desert, waiting. I remember the Collective wanted me to grill her. They were listening in on our conversation. I remember Vesta’s look—it was like she saw through me. She began asking me questions, though I was meant to be interviewing her. You know, for the mental health screening we give all visitors. How many visitors have passed that test? You might be wondering. As far as I know? None. Did I think Vesta Furio was nuts? Not really, no. It was a conversation. All conversations are different. I had to get a feel for her. What feeling did I get? Well, I had to keep my composure. I was uneasy. Vesta seemed to think I was full of shit. She was pissed, unimpressed. Rightfully so, I guess. She wanted to see her grandmother once more before she officially died. I mean, she made the long drive. It was their honeymoon, I remember. Lars and Vesta drove across the country after they got married. Vesta only eighteen. Lars, of course, much older. She kept asking 45me questions. Why was I part of the Collective? Did I have a boss? Did I ever behave inappropriately with the residents here? I don’t remember how I answered. But the questions made my heart pound. She was convinced, I remember, that my questions were scripted, so she kept turning it around. Maybe they were scripted—given to me by some invisible higher power. We likely have that transcript somewhere. We keep everything. Do I have a boss, Binky? And I just don’t know it? Can’t see it? The way that God’s existence doesn’t depend on us seeing him. But either way, he’s never going to come to the phone. Won’t answer our calls. I always thought it was just us. Just the Collective in the desert. Alone. Until Vesta. She made me wonder. Wonder who is calling the shots. Wonder. At one point, she went into a weird trancelike state, just kind of rambling. And sometimes I think she spoke this second moon into existence, or that somebody got the idea from her. She mentioned a second moon. I swear, she kind of mumbled it. Near the end of the conversation, when our time was almost up, and she was much more lucid, I told her we were almost done. She replied, and I do remember this part: “How do you know?” Her eyes narrowed. That was the last thing she said to me. I couldn’t answer. I sat there, silently sweating. How did I know? I didn’t. I don’t. And we weren’t almost done, were we? Then, I watched her walk away. Gone.”

Una was now resting her head on Dean’s neck, floppy ears tickling his chest. He placed her on the ground and turned to face Binky, running his hand over her pregnant belly, then holding his ear there, listening for movement.

“The ocean.”

Dean’s head rose and fell with Binky’s breath. He fondled the clear plastic oxygen tubes that ran up her nostrils and behind her ears, connecting to a large machine that made 46rhythmic whirring noises. The machine was out of view inside a smooth, mint-green cabinet, elegant and hospitable, not clinical. He fell asleep atop Binky’s round belly. When he woke up, his mouth was dry and tasted like heavy metal. He looked around, unsure where he was. Una was eyeing him from the corner of the room, seeming oddly human, almost judgmental, moving her mouth as though about to speak, and surrounded by black pellets of poop.

“Hi.”

Dean jumped up and turned around, blood flooding his head, heart pounding in his ears. A large, muscular man was sitting in the corner on a fluffy white faux-fur chair. It was the graduate student they’d allowed to access the desert compound. He’d been researching the CCC for months, as he prepared his thesis on art and collaboration. The man called Una over, and she took two hops toward him, then paused.

“What are you doing?” Dean asked.

“Didn’t mean to scare you. You looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to disturb.”

Dean collapsed back down onto the edge of Binky’s bed.

“I’m Bryan Sienna.”

“The grad student, right? How’d you get in here?”

“Liza gave me a key.”

“Why?”

“To visit Binky.”

Dean stroked his phone, safely tucked in his pocket. He looked Bryan up and down: black T-shirt, leather jacket, jeans, black combat boots, and a tan, ruddy complexion.

Anxiety overcame Dean. He felt he could be looking at a different version of himself—taller, tanner. Even though Bryan was in graduate school, he was older than Dean. But, it couldn’t 47be denied: They looked alike. It aggravated him so much that he felt the urge to flee.

“How is it going, caring for Binky?” Bryan asked, petting Una, who was now sitting on his boot.

“It’s fine. Good. I like talking to her.”

“And napping on her,” Bryan said.

“Ha.”

“Hey, do you know what happened to Kelly? I never got a chance to talk to her before she wandered off.”

Dean shook his head. “I don’t know what happened to her.”

“Do you think the rumor is true? That she was communicating with the outside world somehow?”

“No,” Dean shook his head.

“I hope not,” said Bryan.

Silence.

“This place is paradise . . . paradise,” Bryan said, gesturing toward the windows. “I wouldn’t want anything to ruin it.”

“Sure,” said Dean. “Tell me, where do you go to school again?”

Bryan ignored him, leaning forward, excited.

“Do you know if anyone else has been pulling a Kelly? Communicating with the outside, I mean?”

“Haven’t heard anything,” Dean said.

“Okay . . .” Bryan gestured toward Binky.

“The Artist in Residence Program. I don’t know. It was quite a project. Helped a lot of people. Made the CCC famous. But it also brought a lot of problems. Personally, I see it as a distraction from the bigger project, the main event: Moon2.”

“I loved the Artist in Residence program.”

Bryan shook his head. “Moon2 is everything.”

“Right.”
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“Do you think there’s any truth in the rumor?” Bryan asked.

“Which one?”

“That the CCC has backing from the Voortelle Corporation?”

“No.”

“If people really thought about the implications and the possibilities of a post-biological future, there would be uproars. Chaos. They might call on the government to stop the launch,” Bryan said.

“Voortelle is the government, so if people called on the government to stop Moon2, and CCC really did have backing from Voortelle, it would be like a body having to eat itself.”

“Right. It’s a bad image. And the CCC is so good with images.”

“Yeah.”

Silence.

Bryan stood up, towering over Dean. “I’ve got to get back to campus.”

“What’s the title of your thesis?”

“I have a few different working titles. Nothing solid yet. I’ll tell you about it next time.”

“Okay.”

“You should probably clean that up,” Bryan muttered, pointing to the pile of rabbit shit in the corner.
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East


Streetlight, not moon, shone on the miniature bench. Velour rotated it around and around in her hand. She could now get rid of one of the human-sized benches, she thought. Her house would get lighter. She would get lighter. So light they’d lift off. She smiled wide.

She would rebuild her world in miniature. She’d start from scratch. The small pieces of furniture would replace the big pieces and gradually, she’d gain more clarity. Her life would change. More space. More time. She could feel her future sizzling with ecstatic simplicity. Finally, she’d be emptied out. Cleared of all the bullshit and clutter. She was ready. Ready to let go of all she had so obsessively and passionately acquired. As the tiny bench circled like a satellite, she could feel herself standing at an important edge.

She thought of Radko, a stranger, an angel at her back door. She knew he could walk soundlessly around zones with such quiet strength that his presence alone would make lives and personalities change. She pictured him as the angel Gabriel visiting Mary, telling her the news that she was pregnant with God’s son. She pictured Radko wearing heavy wings and puffy Renaissance sleeves, crouching down to tell Mary he meant her no harm as a beam of light shot right into the virgin and a scroll of paper fell 50from Rad’s large palm. She pictured him being born. Holding a child. Going down on a woman. Going down on a man. Playing himself in a movie. Driving a car. Licking her blood off his thumb. Eating bat shit. Dead.

Unbeknownst to Velour, Radko had been watching her through the screen as the wood and metal wind chimes clanked, and the leaves of the privacy trees shook under the stars. She was holding something—what was it?—in her hands, hands that looked older than the rest of her body. Wrinkled and liver-spotted, they immediately gave her age away. Though Rad knew she was much older, he felt they could be the same age—that somehow they might exist in two kinds of time at once, a thought which made him squirm with eerie excitement. To drive the thought away, he imagined his wife, who, he felt, was almost the opposite of Velour: young, open, curvy. He imagined his daughter running around the house. But the image kept creeping in: Radko and Velour existing impossibly in a desolate arena where they were the same age.

So this was the weird woman who birthed Vesta Furio, he thought. They looked alike, certainly. But there was something even more foreign about Velour. She wasn’t from around here, not even a little. He massaged his temples and shook his head, then pressed his finger into the top of his head, the way he’d seen Velour do. Why couldn’t he shake this old woman off? He thought of the newborn bats that were no doubt living in her house. He would have to get to know the house and how the bats had been using it. She was the chosen one. The bats chose her. And finally, he had a purpose. His summer would be full. He stepped onto Velour’s back porch, immediately illuminated by the motion detector light, and knocked twice at the door.
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“What do you think?” she asked him, blinking. She didn’t look at him, but at the space around him. Rad tried to make eye contact but she dodged him each time, frenetic and frail in her soft white robe.

“What do you think?” she asked him again, shaking a tiny bench—a creepy little piece of furniture—in front of his head.

“Um . . .”

“Do you know what it is?”

“Yeah. It’s a bench. A small one. For like, dolls?”

She shot him a dirty look, finally making eye contact.

“It’s not for dolls,” she snapped.

“For bats?” he ventured.

“Could be. Do you want it?” Her voice was suddenly chipper.

“Oh. Uh. . .”

“Not this. I’m keeping this little one. I mean, do you want the real one, the big one? It’s a genuine Windsor bench. Do you know what that is? It’s worth quite a lot. But I’d like to give it to you. I want you to have it. I think it should fit in your truck. It’s over there. Near the Sheraton Cylinder desk.”

He looked all around the room, but didn’t understand what any of those words meant. He wanted whatever she was giving him, though.

“Is it your taste?”

“Sure? I mean, maybe I should check with my wife.”

“What’s your wife’s name?”

“Chloe.”

“Chloe Toth?”

“Yes.”

“Nice name,” Velour said. “She’ll love it. I know she will. Take it with you.”
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“Thank you. That’s kind. I should have told you I was coming. But I’m just so excited about the little ones. I was listening to lullaby music on the way over. The moms go out feeding this time of night, and the babies are all alone up there. I have a feeling. So, I’d like to set up the camera now, assuming my feeling is right, so as not to get attacked, you know. We’re on bat time now.”

“A camera?” She stared into his eyes now, and his face flushed. He looked down at the ground.

“For sure. So I can watch, learn. You can watch too. Once I confirm their existence and numbers, I’ll position the camera near the pups, so we’ll get a sense for how they’re growing, learning to fly, weaning, and then we’ll know when they’ll be departing your place. Rest easy that they won’t invade your living area. My eyes will be here all the time.”

“You’re not even going to try to exclude them? I thought that was your job. To exclude bats.” Her voice was getting louder now, nearly bursting into a yell.

“Technically, Velour, yes. But as I mentioned, we literally legally cannot move an active maternity colony.

“Well—”

“I mean, would you want some guy who was a totally different species moving you and your babies? Think of it like that. I simply can’t exclude them the way I would exclude a group of dudes. If I exclude the moms, then we’ve got a situation on our hands cause the orphaned pups are still inside. And those mamas are gonna try like hell to save them. They’ll scream and shit and claw. They’ll bust in. That’s how nature made them. They’ll have to do it. That’s why I’m here now. I don’t want to be face-to-face with mama bats. I’d for sure lose.”

“So the mothers would fly out, but the babies would be trapped in here, because they can’t fly yet?”
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“Bingo. Exactly. You said it better.”

“But when will they leave?”

“Near the end of the summer, if they’re healthy. We still don’t know what happened with that rogue pup I got a call about. The car . . .” he could barely get the words out. Velour sat on the ground, defeated. She was about to confess. Instead, she found herself on her knees, her arms around Radko’s legs. His pants were thick and dark green.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“No problem,” he assured, resting his hand on her shoulder, then on the top of her head.

“I am sorry,” she said. Her voice was muffled, as she was speaking right into his pant leg.

“What?”

She looked up at him. Wouldn’t it be better, she thought, if everyone just communicated in mumbles? If no one could hear anything? Reverberations and vibrations only. To Velour, words were overrated. When Vesta had begun to speak words, not just gibberish, Velour felt a distance between them. A distance, no doubt, made by language. Before words, they’d been one.

“What was your first word?” Velour asked Radko.

“I don’t know, actually. My daughter’s first word was apple, though.”

“Oh,” Velour said, still on her knees.

Radko was smoothing her gray, frazzled hair, stroking her head paternally.

Our Father, who art in heaven, she recited silently. An old prayer from her mother, a devout Catholic. Velour was kneeling just like she used to kneel in church. How long had it been?

Art in heaven.

Velour squeezed his legs.
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“I’ll go up to the attic right quick and set the camera up,” he said, “and when I come back, I’ll seal up any points of entry between your space and what is now effectively their space.”

“Thank you,” Velour said, the words muffled by Radko’s camouflage pants. She felt safe, hidden, little.

Our Father, who art in heaven.

Rad held his hand out and helped her up off the floor. He smiled and brushed the hair away from her face, then ascended. She watched him walk up the first flight of stairs, then heard him round the corner and open the old wooden door to the attic. She waited in the near dark before making her way across the room, over to the large bench she’d just offered him. She laid down on it and closed her eyes, the cooling breeze against her bones—bones she was becoming more aware of as she aged. She recalled her late husband saying, when they’d purchased the old farmhouse years ago—it doesn’t matter if it’s in bad shape, cause it’s got good bones.

Lying on the big bench, she clasped the tiny bench to her chest, closed her eyes, and awaited Rad’s descent. She imagined him up there watching the awful critters move in the dark. She closed her eyes tighter and began reciting the prayer silently.


Our Father who art in heaven,

hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come.

Thy will be done

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread,

and forgive us our trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us,

and lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from evil.
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When she opened her eyes, Radko was standing over her, breathing heavily. He smelled like the inside of a young man’s car—sticks of cinnamon gum, cheap air freshener, warm leather. She inhaled deeply. The bat expert was smiling, his bright white teeth aglow. Blond eyebrows like two caterpillars inching toward one another.

“Yep. You’ve got a maternity colony of endangered little brown bats, all right. Myotis lucifugus, to be scientific. This is a high point of my career. But more importantly, it’s a good sign for . . . well, for all of nature. The world. The universe, really. It’s a very, very good sign.”

“Jesus Christ,” Velour muttered. She sat up, feeling like an old woman again. Annoyed and tense. She rubbed her knees, sore from kneeling before him.

“Can I see your phone?”

“Why?”

“I’ll hook it up to the camera in the attic. You’re gonna be able to see babies and mamas in real time. I’m gonna set mine up too. Connection, connection,” Radko sang.

“But they can’t see us, right?” She asked, handing over her phone.

Rad laughed. “Bats are not blind,” he said giddily, “contrary to that saying blind as a bat. Bats have shockingly good sight. They’re using echolocation all the time. So their sight is different from ours. Maybe it’s better to say they have vision. I guess there is a difference. They have these internal sensors. It’s beyond intuitive. Beyond. It’s not about eyes. It’s about something else. Something nearly supernatural.” Rad was breathless.

Again, Velour could see something extraordinary in him, transcendent, dirty-clean, otherworldly. He didn’t seem to have 56any personality or qualities. And he was no longer a man named Radko Toth, but a beam of light: abstract, ethereal.

Velour nodded. She was in a kind of trance—shot back into childhood again—forgetting, again, her body, its muscles and bones.

Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.

“They can’t see you through the camera, no. Though, they might be able to sense that you’re here. But you can see them on your phone whenever you want. Cool, huh?”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Velour whispered, shaking her head.

“You’re so lucky.”

Velour frowned.

“Should I just fucking surrender?” she asked, pressing her finger into the top of her head.

“Oh. Definitely. Yes.”

Rad showed her how to use the application that connected her to the action in the attic. There they were; twin moving images shone and shone on their phones. Baby bats that looked just like the one she had dropped from her bedroom window. Every mother had one baby. Radko slumped down beside her on the bench and they sat in silence watching the small masses shimmer in the blackness. After a while, they looked at each other, awed. Velour couldn’t help it. She was getting lighter and lighter, about to lift off. And the bats, much to her horror, seemed to be somehow helping her in this endeavor. She put her hand on top of his and gave it a squeeze. His hand was warm and large, his bit-up nails impossibly short. His pale fingers wrapped around hers.

“Sorry,” she said, looking down at their entwined hands.
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“It’s okay. This is a major day.” Radko wriggled his hand away and stood up, taller than ever.

“You’ll take the bench, right?” Velour asked, blinking up at him. “I’m trying to change my life. Do you know what I mean? I want to make it lighter.”

“Lighter,” he repeated, nodding as he lifted the bench up, Velour still sitting on it. She shrieked, then burst out laughing. He laughed too. She hopped down, weightless.

“See you soon,” Radko said.

Velour opened the back door and watched as he carried the bench over his head toward his truck bed.
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West


Marla: Good morning. Everyone is present. I’ve got updates from that forum we’ve been tracking. I’ll read some comments that stood out to me. For the record: the comments I’m about to read are from the conspiratorial chat room with the unsubtle name “Anti-Moon2.”


[Marla reads chat transcript below]

Femmebot776: ppl think these moons gonna free us but Lalalands is right, CCC is definitely a project backed by Government (Voortelle), big tech big gov ok like, what is the glitch here, where all these ppl thinking a second moon bringing liberation??

Benjix: part of the plan to make humans (starting w women, things Always start and end with women) obsolete. First the elites get designer genetically-engineered babies from the wombs of famous artists, that’s been happening for years right, and the media goes on and on about the freedom that comes with surrogacy etc, even tho these babies 60were born from women in comas, like hovering an inch above death. in some cases, brain dead. But their families get sizable checks. right? these comatose ladies? can anyone confirm? Or may b when and if they wake up…they get some dough?? I don’t care how famous CCC is. How does a lil art group have the money or technical skills to pull this shit off? But somehow they do have money, like money u can’t imagine even if u grew up rich. There’s nothing they can’t do. poof! They can make anything and disappear anything and they can make anything disappear. Okay truuuust meee

Zendiagram: Amen but the problem is now what moon2 gonna do to Minds and Bodies. will alter, change. Like with drugs, it is a drug. i think that the CCC’s whole thing is to make us all *~Drugged~* like, okay, the moon cycles outsourced to a tech balloon that will never pop, all this exhaustive research, artsy talk, blah blah blah………!!

Abstrekt2001: they say Moon2 is made from plastic bags. I don’t even think that part is real. who made it? their ‘artist-technicians’ whom they do not name??? mind control yeaaa Zendiagram is totally right.

Chelseazday: the moon is Mother. Mother. Throughout the ages. So this second 61moon is like: Forget the Moon, Forget Mothers, Wombs, Life death how messy they r etc. Look over here. We are your mother. We Will Mother U.

((((((S Mother U))))))

ProfA89: Indeed. I’m not sure if the weight of the centuries-old lunar symbology will alter drastically, at least not at first. Our satellite, after all, has (arguably) been here longer than us, than Earth. The moon Marks time. It records the sun’s light. It is the gateway to the beyond. But there is bravado at play here and I see the lighthearted humor of the whole project as hiding something potentially more insidious than any of us in this chat could imagine. The ancients linked the moon to the many moon goddesses, the alterations and changes of female bodies, how they swell and deflate with the tides and with age, as Chelseazday implies. Will this new moon impact tides? Animals? Menstrual cycles? They assure us: no, no, and no. But again, we simply cannot know until it’s up there. We know some nocturnal animals struggle to hunt under the light of the full moon. Prey hide as the light grows and grows and gets thrown on them violently. So what will happen, I ask you, when there is an Always full moon? Granted, they tell us that there will be certain ‘breaks’ and that it will need to be 62occasionally deflated and re-inflated, or switched out, or moved around from place to place, now big, now small, its skin changed or some such thing. But again, we do not know anything.

Abstrekt2001: Yasssss Prof A! And they think We the crazies. I’ve already noticed some shift. I’m particularly attuned to atmospheric changes. My period is off, for instance. I wont go into more detail but what if everyone starts menstruating twice per month?? Or not at all??

Lalalands: You guys, I was There. On the grounds of the CCC like, ten years ago. Pretty, yes. But creepy as hell. I Did feel drugged after I left. I can’t even remember how we got there—the way in or the way out. They were open back then about the arts collective being funded by Voortelle but that narrative has since been suppressed. Anywhere you need That level of security clearance (they call it a ‘mental health check’ to soften it – they want us to think they’re protecting us) something is very very off. Far off. They want to change the face (and they openly state this in their mission) of every kind of creation: pregnancy and art. They want to take intuition and chance and fate out of the equation. Messy, weird, vitality i.e. life and death, yes. Gone. Gone. Gone. Like, where the 63fuck is Binky Stratford and why is no one concerned? Once again: I believe she is at the CCC and she is being held against her will and that the CCC is really a cover. The creation of human beings as art, i.e. eugenics and a second moon that will be both permanent ‘astra art?’ installation and an energy saver? Voortelle Corporation is All Over this. I Cannot Say It Enough Times. The Public is Fucking Blind. They are starting a whole other population of children born to comatose bodies of people they deem talented, who will not go home to ‘collectors’ (parents) as they did in the past, but will stay there, on the grounds, to be reared by the CCC (the State).



Marla: I’ll pause there. Those are the comments I think are most pertinent.

Liza: Truly chilling.

Tulip: I’m so sick of these fucking losers chirping on every time we do a project. Who are they? It’s like, get a life! Do we even need to be tracking this? I mean, aside from its absurd entertainment value.

Marla: Well, it’s growing. Since we last visited the forum in a meeting, over three thousand people joined. I’m only reading the bits that I think might be cause for concern.

Tulip: And to suggest that we are working with Voortelle! How insulting.
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Edwin: I agree. It’s terribly insulting to associate our work with the imperialist wing of this capito-fascist government.

Bobby: Yeah, we’re Artists. We don’t take money from the government.

Jules: We’ll write a press release that’ll blow ’em away.

Liza: I agree, and we’ll address that. Maybe we should imply that to associate us with Voortelle is akin to hate speech.

Marla: Brilliant.

Liza: But, I don’t want to lose track of this Lalalands character. He’s so clearly a lunatic but the fact that he won’t shut up about Moon2 being backed by Voortelle does sound alarm bells. And how would he think to tie us to Binky? Her stay here is classified. I’m hesitant to bring this up, but we know that Kelly may have been communicating with the outside, so it’s possible she leaked something. Could he be getting his information from someone? Or is this guy really just . . . guessing??

Tulip: He said in the comments he’s been here before. Is he lying to get some credit in the forum or could that be true? If so, it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out who he is.

Marla: I’m a step ahead of you guys. It only took like, seven clicks to find out who he is and what he does.

Dean: It’s Lars Arden.

65

Marla: You stole my line, Deano. How’d you know?

Dean: Lalalands? L.A. Lars Arden. He was here ten years ago with his wife, Vesta. Vesta Furio. Don’t you remember?

Tulip: Oh my God! Lars Arden was Vivienne’s grandson.

Dean: Grandson-in-law. And gallerist.

Tulip: But we were so good to Vesta’s grandmother. Dean, you cared for that woman like she was your own mother. Or daughter.

Edwin: That ungrateful prick!

Bobby: Well, you never know. Some people see our Comatose Birther Program less like artful care and more like . . . manipulation and abduction. Lars is one of them, apparently.

Liza: Let’s not call it the Comatose Birther program. That name is bleak. It’s the Artist in Residence program. Binky is our only Artist in Residence. And Binky is our final Artist in Residence. She shouldn’t even be here. Kelly brought her in without total group consent. Once she’s done, that program is over. Outsourced fully to our other locations. A new era. Onward. Moon2 is our thing. The main thing now.

Dean: Yeah . . .

Marla: What’s up, Dean?

Dean: I don’t think Kelly leaked anything about Moon2 or Binky.
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Marla: How do you know? Did you talk to her? We agreed to share everything we know, Dean! You consented to that.

Jules: Calm down.

Tulip: Right now, we’re responsible for telling the public how to think about this new thing that will be part of their lives. Let’s not lose track of the importance of what we do.

Dean: I know all that. I’m just saying.

Jules: Dean is simply offering another perspective, which is fine. Chill, Tul.

Tulip: Chill yourself. The main question here: is Lars Arden, or Lalalands, or whatever, an actual threat or just some assclown?

Bobby: We’d have to define “actual threat” first. And “assclown” while we’re at it.

Jules: Last time we tried to define something we were here for five hours. I almost got a blood clot. Let’s not go there. I think it’s unlikely that Arden is a threat. All he does is rant in the corner of the internet on these claustrophobic schizoid forums, right? He’s not reaching the people who matter. He’s screaming in total obscurity.

Marla: Not total obscurity. A few thousand people are listening. If he makes any other moves in real life, outside of these chats, we’ll know. I feel like we can move on. Agreed?

[Sound of fingers snapping across the room]

[image: ]
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Vesta was at her house, in a room she referred to as her “official studio.” She usually spoke to Dean from her “secret studio,” a room in the house across the street where she’d been secretly painting. The house belonged to an old man named Zygmunt Engelhardt, but Vesta called him Ziggy. Ziggy used to do the window displays for a department store that closed long ago. Vesta never painted in her official studio, only in her secret one.

Dean was in his bedroom at the Center, the large window behind him facing west onto a beige-and-blue expanse of sky and dust. When Dean began to speak, she put her finger over her mouth and shushed him, eyes wide, then pointed to the wall. Lars was asleep. Dean mouthed sorry, wondering if Lars was actually sleeping or if he was posting on that Anti-Moon2 forum. He wondered, too, if Lars told his wife about his views on Dean’s place of work. He didn’t dare ask and was careful never to say his name. Needles of reality could deflate their floating dream bubble, pop their fragile world as though it was never there at all.

Dean assumed, however, that Vesta knew everything about her husband, not because he told her, but rather because women seemed to know more than men, know with their bodies or souls or some hidden faculty. Dean had learned about women and their special knowledge over the years while working closely with comatose ladies, and through his research on the moon, a mythologically female entity. Though Binky Stratford was unconscious, he felt that she, like Vesta, was vibrating at a slightly higher frequency than him. Dean felt that both Binky and Vesta knew more about him than he knew about himself.

Vesta was centered in Dean’s screen, lights altering the dark trees behind her, turning the undersides of green blades purple. 68
Back east, he thought, as he watched her move in the silence of the room, her back to the window. He realized now why they called it back east. In the American mind, the East was older than the West, more originary. Just as the night was older than the day, and the moon more ancient than the sun, the East Coast was America’s night and the West Coast, its day. Though he wasn’t from the East Coast, wasn’t really from anywhere, the words soothed him. Back east. Back east. To Dean, Vesta’s presence back east proved its primariness. At the origin of the world and the word: a trance-inducing, bloody violence.

Some say the moon was formed when a Mars-sized object slammed into Earth. Tonight, Dean believed that theory wholeheartedly, as he watched Vesta’s eyes dart around the room, ravenous and mad. They were usually gray-blue but tonight, they were silver and reflective. He could almost see himself in them. She had changed immensely since they’d first met in the desert, so briefly, when she tried to visit her grandmother a decade ago. She’d grown from a teenager to a young woman with a glowing yet tired face. He, however, looked exactly the same, a fact that suddenly disturbed him.

“I don’t want to talk. I’ve been talking all day,” Vesta whispered.

“To who?”

“Ziggy,” she said, her voice even quieter. “Today he thought I was his dead wife.”

Vesta leaned in closer to the screen, studying Dean, who was lying down in bed now.

“Why do you do that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“Get real close.”

“Just looking. You get real close, now,” she commanded.

69
Dean leaned in, mirroring Vesta, faces taking up their screens, one stacked atop the other.

“Like this?”

“Perfect,” she whispered, grinning.

She leaned back in her blue chair and tugged on her tank top, pulling it down until both of her breasts were out. She raised her eyebrows and lifted her chin, which meant she wanted to see what he was doing, so he aimed the phone at his dick, his hand moving up and down along the shaft as Vesta made a quiet moaning noise. Her breasts, small and firm, now filled Dean’s screen completely. There was a loud creaking sound that made Vesta spring to her feet. Dean, instinctively, sat up in bed and scrambled to cover himself with the sheet. Her husband had entered the room.

“What are you doing?” Lars asked. Naked, his bare ass was pointed at Dean. Dean flinched, quickly exiting the frame in case Lars turned around to face Vesta’s phone, which she had propped up on her drafting table. This way, if Lars turned around, all he’d see was a window into the desert.

From out of frame, he watched the couple.

“Nothing,” Vesta offered. Her face was unperturbed, her breasts still out. She sat up on the windowsill, far from Dean, far from the desert, and parted her legs for Lars.

Dean looked away. When he turned back to the scene, Vesta’s legs were wrapped around Lars’s waist and he was moving in and out of her as she pushed up against him, mesmeric and seamless, like they’d been doing this for ages. Dean’s mouth hung open. Vesta let out barely audible sounds as her head tapped against the window.

Lars said something, though Dean couldn’t make out the words. It sounded like, you’re everything. Dean wondered if Vesta 70liked to hear huge declarations of love and faith. You’re everything, he mouthed, mimicking Lars. Irritated, Dean muted himself. Ugh, he screamed. Who was Lars Arden anyway? Some washed-up old conspiracist who made gigantic meaningless pronunciations like you’re everything while fucking his wife. To distract himself from what was happening on-screen, Dean tried to summon every piece of bad intel Vesta had relayed to him about her husband. Vesta once told Dean that while at first she was drawn to Lars’s shiny shaved head because she felt it was honest and pure, she had lately found herself seeing his shaved head as weak, like he didn’t have the courage to go bald gradually, and that this lack of hair courage perhaps said something about his character.

Sadly, there wasn’t much more. She seemed to both love and resent him. Is that how marriages worked? Maybe the silver madness in her eyes came from living with those contradictions, from the nauseating oscillation between abhorrence and adoration. It was hard to tell. He peeked at the screen and winced, Arden’s ass still moving up and down. He looked surprisingly fit for an art gallerist. Studying his own tan forearms, Dean silently assured himself that his body was better than Lars’s.

Vesta had fantasized out loud about her potential life with Dean: what their days would be like, what they might eat together, how they’d roam the desert alone forever, free of roots, past, East, West, anything, whatever. Dean discovered that he could squint in such a way as to blur Lars out and concentrate only on Vesta’s face, her mouth and eyes half-closed, looking confused, like she’d been bopped on the head. He touched himself under the sheet to the left of the screen, careful to stay hidden, craning his neck to see. Then, faster. Lars said something else that Dean couldn’t, thank God, hear. Vesta’s eyes popped 71open and when she looked at him, Dean jumped, then tilted his phone and showed her his dick. Vesta whispered something into her husband’s ear. When Dean and Lars came at the same time, Dean gagged a little.

She motioned for Dean to exit the frame again, or maybe she was telling him to hang up, go away. He exited the frame so that she could no longer see him, but continued watching, muted, while studying their moves. Lars was now looking at one of her paintings, nodding his head. The painting was turned away from Dean. Naked, she stood with her arms crossed, suddenly shy, and Lars put his arm around Vesta the way an encouraging father might. Dean felt his mind and body, eyes and stomach, were totally filled, like he was approaching his limit and might actually vomit. He turned around and faced the sun, which was beginning to set behind him, red and orange. He’d have to get to the evening meeting soon. On-screen, where she was, it had been dark for hours already. He looked down into a pool of cum.

The light clicked off. Vesta and Lars had left the room and Dean found himself waiting in her official studio alone, head afloat in inky black. Gradually, he could discern forms and colors: gray and dark purple and green, canvases and chairs, a ceramic sculpture of a sleeping cat on the table before him. All the clean round lines and clutter of her official studio. He wondered what object she had propped him up against. A clock, perhaps. He could hear ticking—seconds and minutes piling up behind him.

Vesta was not a minimalist. And unlike her house, she seemed neither retro nor futuristic. To Dean, the contrast between Vesta and her surroundings made them both appear more vibrant— how complementary colors lie on opposite ends of the wheel, like purple and yellow. Vesta often spoke to Dean from what she called her “secret studio,” which was inside the house just 72across the street from where she lived. This secret studio had a similar layout to her official studio, but contained a different set of paintings, paintings no one, not even Dean, was permitted to see.

Unlike the artists Dean had spent a large portion of his career caring for at the CCC, Vesta was awake, conscious, speaking. Still, she didn’t feel real. Or, that’s what she had told him anyway, and Dean pondered this feeling often. How could someone who felt unreal herself make him feel so completely alive, human, real? What did it mean to feel real? To feel unreal? To begin to answer such questions, he guessed he would have to first figure out what defined reality, which he wasn’t prepared to do so soon after ejaculating. The swirl of cum was drying on his stomach.

He continued to stare at the silhouetted Pennsylvania trees outside her window. Faint sounds of animals fighting outside— cats, maybe. He was no longer waiting for her to come back for her phone or switch on the light to say goodnight. Instead, he was surrendering to the foreign darkness, his cum now totally dry. Perhaps she was done with him. They’d often speak of forever, but he sensed their time together was fleeting. All their constant communication, verbal and otherwise, had unfurled from one small word—hi—all from across the country, never in person. He knew either one of them could disappear at any time. The clock was still ticking. Only, now he felt the timepiece was between his ears. He was officially very late for the Collective’s sunset meeting.

Dean watched his own face, tiny in the corner of his screen, grow darker and less distinct as the West Coast sun descended behind him. He could hear leaves rustling outside the window of Vesta’s official studio, windy. He kept the video on until his own 73darkness matched the black of Vesta’s empty room, their spaces collapsing into one obsidian thing. Then, he hung up.

A New York arts and culture magazine had published a profile of Vesta a few months prior. He clicked on it and started to read. He revisited the article whenever she felt out of reach.

Double Vision

Laura Lambert on Vesta Furio

There are no paintings in Vesta Furio’s studio. When I bring this up, she shrugs: Yeah, and? The artist lives two hours west of New York City, in a rural area marked by farms, fields, and a kind of visual randomness: a smattering of goats on tables and in the grass, a sign that reads Free, Take Some propped up beside a pile of junky children’s toys. Though it’s still cold, winter has officially ended and things around here are beginning to bloom. As I look out the window and into her backyard, Furio finally elaborates on the lack of paintings.

She likes everything to be clear, bare, empty, she says. Then, at a certain point, when she’s “empty enough,” the ideas, the images, flood in. She’s not sure what she’ll do next, because she’s still in the emptying phase. The paintings she was working on all year, still lives in her signature style—haunting but somehow amusing, funny, pulsing with an uneasy, oddly metallic silence, are currently on view at Gallery X (Lars Arden, Vesta’s husband, is the director of the gallery) as part of a group show that includes works by her mother, father, grandmother, and grandfather. When I ask how she feels about Gallery X having evolved into a space that shows her family’s art exclusively, she looks at me blankly, for a long while, before answering.
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Furio herself is charged with the curiously loud silences of her paintings, which is perhaps one reason people find her so intriguing, even as she claims to disdain publicity, self-promotion, and popularity. She doesn’t want to be photographed for this piece, doesn’t want to feel “exposed.” When I ask her to elaborate on what she means by exposure, she speaks about her disgust with images, her desire to rid herself of them, and to stop making them. “I don’t want to be an image, if that makes sense . . .” she offers, noticeably more animated. She speaks quickly, tossing her dark blonde hair out of her face repeatedly, cracking her knuckles, and pacing.

I ask about her constant movement. She laughs: “I’m unable to sit still.” She asks if I’d like some coffee or tea. I nod, and we walk to the front of her one-story home. She tells me it was built in the late 1960s. The previous owner, she says, while preparing coffee, used to throw lavish parties. I ask about life out here in the country, and about her marriage to Lars Arden. I ask if they throw many parties. She ignores my questions.

Arden and Furio are a much-buzzed-about pair. They met when she was only seven, when Arden first showed sculptures by her late grandmother, Vivienne Volker, at Gallery X. I ask if she knew back then that they would end up together. She turns around and raises an eyebrow, uttering a stoic, “Don’t worry about it.” I laugh, and she flashes a mischievous grin. She has a bone-dry sense of humor, and half the time I can’t tell if she’s joking or being mean. The truth is, though, their relationship has maintained the power to fascinate, disturb, and generate endless rumors for the past decade. Married when she was only eighteen, Arden is some thirty years Furio’s senior. When speaking about their connection, Furio plays it 75wry and close to the chest: “He’s not a pedophile, if that’s what you’re asking. But I was always old for my age, anyway.”

My coffee is strong. I make a face and she asks if I can handle it. I’ve been here for over an hour and we haven’t talked about her work at all. I can’t help but wonder if this way of relating to people is part of her art—always cleverly deflecting and reflecting. We speak about my apartment, my dog, and my children. She asks me if I believe it’s possible to be an artist and a mother at the same time. Taking a cue from her, I deflect and ask about her own mother, the artist Velour Bellmer. Furio says her mother was always different from the other mothers, and she felt by turns proud and annoyed at this difference.

“My mother wasn’t really an artist when I was young, though. She was more of a researcher, a researcher into her own past. Maybe that’s the same thing.” Bellmer was doing research for what would eventually become a scholarly yet gossipy book about her own parents, Bad Love: On the Art and Lives of Vivienne Volker and Hans Bellmer. After a long silence, Furio leans in and asks: “What about your mother?” When I tell her I feel like I’m in therapy or under an interrogation spotlight, she laughs: “What’s the difference?”

She doesn’t believe in therapy, she says abruptly. Thinks it’s overrated, for the most part. “But if you do it, it has to be with a real person,” she says, referring to the rise in artificial intelligence digital therapists, which she believes “makes people even more psychotic.” She says therapy, like art, “should hurt.” I ask her if art is a kind of therapy for her and she shakes her head no, taking a huge swig of coffee, her face disappearing into the oversized mug. Her eyes 76narrow: “Well, sure, maybe,” she concedes. Everything about Vesta Furio is diminutive except the way she evades my questions, even when answering them. I can’t help but wonder if part of the art world’s fascination with her has to do with the fact that she’s a small female who doesn’t reveal much. The space around her is vast, weird, and hypercharged. I feel at once uncomfortable and alive while sitting in it.

I ask what inspires her and she perks up. “This is starting to kick in,” she says, raising her mug. “Anything can inspire me,” she says, “it’s not up to me. It’s random.” But she says she doesn’t feel that she’s expressing herself in her paintings. I ask her to elaborate and she says she doesn’t believe in the whole “express yourself, be yourself” nonsense. “I just have to pay attention, right? I can only make things when I get clear, empty. But making things clears me out. The clutter goes away. I get clear. It’s impossible. In those moments, all those questions about selfhood don’t matter. Something weirder takes over, more anonymous, true.”

She doesn’t mind silence. After a long pause, she points to a framed drawing down the hall made by her father, who died of a drug overdose when Furio was just a child. “You know the Our Father prayer?” she asks, “well, I used to think ‘Our Father, who art in heaven,’ was specifically about my father. And that was his art, from heaven. My father making art in heaven.” Of all the art in her family, she seems most moved by his. He is also the least famous of the bunch. When I bring up her grandfather, the infamous surrealist artist Hans Bellmer, she says “the ghost of my life, a total stranger.” Her grandmother, Vivienne Volker, a fascinating artist in her own right, was his lover. Her mother, Velour, their only daughter.
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Like her daughter, Velour Bellmer never knew her father. Hans died just before Velour was born. About this synchronicity, Furio says, staring into her coffee mug: “We both miss our dads.” Easy to be seduced and confused by this alluring family tree. Part of the family lure, Furio tells me, is Vivienne Volker’s claim that Velour was the product of Bellmer’s final “uh . . . load.” When I ask if this is true, Furio shrugs. “How would I know? But I guess that’s where I started. A girl starts in her grandmother’s womb, because all of my mother’s eggs were there, when she was in utero, you know.”

Is it a dad thing, her choice of Arden as a husband? She laughs. “Maybe,” she concedes, adding: “But probably not. Lars is more . . . manicured than my dad. My dad was wild, gritty. Maybe it’s the addict thing. I romanticize him a little. I knew so much about my mom’s family, but never anything about his. He was like this void, this blank, an invisible drug. But all that somehow felt full, fuller than any family history,” she says. I ask if she is trying to evoke that same empty-fullness in her own still lives. “Sure, that sounds right,” she says, nodding. I ask if we can walk around the neighborhood or take a drive around town, as I want to get a sense for the area. “So you can describe it in your article?” she asks.

She throws on a long black trench coat with a black fur collar, dramatic and extravagant as compared to her plain jeans and white T-shirt. I realize I’ve never taken my coat off. We walk to the end of her street in silence until it empties into a sprawling field. As we cross the field, I ask about her upcoming solo show at Gallery X, only five months away. She says she has the sense that something will come to her and that it will all happen very quickly, but she’s not sure what. But first she has to get totally empty. “It’s a feeling,” she says. “Hard 78to describe.” Now we’re stopped, looking at four cows in the distance. They’re bulls, she says. They’re not that good with people. Cows have been milked by humans for centuries. Bulls are wilder. Raised for meat not milk. Not socialized.

I realize that, just as she doesn’t believe in therapy, maybe I don’t believe in Vesta Furio. Is her life, with its philosophy of blankness and emptiness, her mysteriousness, a grift? A performance? What is it? Later, as I drive away from Furio’s corner of Pennsylvania and back to the city, I find that I’m irritated by her evasiveness. I didn’t get enough for the article. I text her, asking if we can meet again. A few hours later, she finally replies: “Sounds good.”

Two weeks later, we meet at Gallery X in downtown Manhattan to talk about the group show. The setting, bright and white and contemporary, is in contrast to Furio and Arden’s warm retro home. Arden and his assistant greet me, informing me stoically that Vesta is in the back. When she emerges from her husband’s office, I ask what she thinks of the show, how she feels about her own works on display beside those of her family members. Surprisingly, she tells me, it makes her want a baby. This takes me aback, and is perhaps the most vulnerable I’ve seen her. “I don’t want to be the end of the line,” she tells me. “And I want to care for someone. But I have the sense that other things need to happen first.”

She is standing beside a sculpture made by her grandmother (a pile of doll clothes and human hair in a strange, tornado-like swirl on the floor, circa 1970). It’s interesting and definitely grotesque, but not really . . . my thing. She tells me the show is about proximity and testimony. I ask her to elaborate. She says: “The works are speaking to each 79other from their own times, they’re seeing each other. Giving their account of what’s happened.”

She thinks Arden did a very fine job with the curation. He’s taken a risk, devoting this whole gallery to her family. Real risk is rare, these days, she tells me. When I ask if she ever feels she’s in the shadow of her family, she crouches down beside a work by her grandmother. Above it, a painting of a silver lighter afloat in space done by Furio. The two works are incongruous: one chaotic and fibrous, the other clean, glossy. When I get up close to the lighter, I can see someone’s reflection, possibly Furio’s, captured in the metal, small and distorted.

She tells me that it was her grandmother, Vivienne, who made her become an artist. She never suggested it, exactly. “It was in the way she saw things. She had double vision,” Furio tells me, her eyes gleaming like that metallic lighter behind her. “She was always in two worlds.” Her eyes are pale blue and mutable, darting around manically. She stands up, now staring at her own painting.

I hesitate before asking if she can tell me more, if she can elaborate on this double vision. I don’t want to break the spell. Attempting to profile Furio is like trying to herd cats. Finally, I ask. She raises an eyebrow and says, with a slight smile: “I’d rather not.”
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East


Velour stood on her back porch in the twilight and watched the mothers fly. Which one, she wondered, birthed the bat that ended up in her hallway? How had it arrived? Through what crack? And what was the mother doing now? If she was still here, what was her role in the colony? Did she know what Velour did, the way animals seem to just know? Her phone lit up with a text from Radko.


Radko: Velour…the mothers just left to feed!

Velour: i saw it live. i’m outside.

Radko: i can picture u



Velour smiled. With the mothers gone, the babies were in the attic all alone, tucked into blind little clusters. If she were to get rid of them, evacuate her house of the pups, would the moms kill Velour, scouring the house, then the earth, searching for what they birthed?
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The automated porch light clicked on, finally registering her, as Velour scrolled through images of tiny pieces of furniture before ordering two small cabinets similar to the large ones she had downstairs. A text:


Lars: is Vesta with you?
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West


Dean had never brought Vesta into the CCC’s studio before.

The risk made him feel alive, real, human. He peeked at his phone, discreetly, as he walked across the CCC’s grounds, from the office to the studio, and he could see Vesta’s face bobbing up and down on the screen in his hand. The studio was the building she had not been permitted to enter. Dean could remember the despair coursing through her small frame as Lars dragged her away to their car. By letting her in now, Dean felt he was righting a wrong. In the studio’s main room, the sun shone through a skylight onto a white oval table and a set of white chairs surrounded by a library of books on everything from desert botany to modern philosophy. Outside, the windows were mirrors doubling the desert.

Vesta was in her secret studio at the house across the street from hers, working on something. That he got to watch her paint, and that she would never let him see what it was, thrilled him. Her mouth and eyes were open, focused, in the zone. Her face unselfconscious. It was as if he wasn’t there. Dean could hear the senile old man who owned the house, yelling from another room. Ziggy seemed to both exasperate and fascinate Vesta.

“Are you going to show me more?” Vesta asked.

“I’m really not supposed to.”
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“Come on.”

“They’re watching me closely, I think.”

“Who?”

“The Collective.”

“What do you mean?”

“This guy, a visiting grad student has been following me around. But I don’t think he’s really a student.”

“What guy?”

“I took a picture of him as he was walking away. Sending it to you now.”

Vesta opened the image on her phone: a large man in a worn leather jacket walking into the desert under a high, yellow sun.

“Hot,” Vesta blurted out.

Dean felt a rising rage tighten his throat. He was angry at the Collective and at Bryan Sienna, whose name seemed fake and who was obviously not doing research. It sickened him. He yearned to escape. But some force held him tethered to this place.

On Vesta’s end, Ziggy was ranting: “The only way I will ever feel better is if Penny appeared right here. But that is impossible. I will never feel better.”

“Don’t mind him,” Vesta said. “Why is it so empty? Shouldn’t there be like . . . Moon2 equipment?”

Dean shrugged.

What would the Collective do if they found out he had taken Vesta into the studio—which was strictly off-limits? He felt hot, panicky. And he knew that Liza would be furious. The thought even crossed his mind that Bryan Sienna was watching him at that exact moment. But he fought the urge to terminate the call. Vesta was important to him, and he wanted to please her, to show her his small universe. Vesta leaned in and appeared astonished, 85focused, taking invisible notes. With a mad gleam in her eye, she became, for an instant, a glimmering image, scoreless and excoriating, like she’d been hooked and was hooking him, threatening to fulgurate everything into mania. His heart shook.

“Can I see what’s in the next room?” she asked.

“It’s not worth it, Penny!” Ziggy yelled from Vesta’s end of the call. “Don’t do it!”

“I’m fine, Ziggy. I won’t do it,” she called back.

When Ziggy thought Vesta was his dead wife Penny, she went along with it. If she fought him or tried to make him remember, he became confused and hostile. While there, in her secret studio, Vesta lived in Ziggy’s reality.

“Penny, darling.” Ziggy whispered.

“Yes, love?” Vesta chirped.

“There’s some damn hippie on our property!”

“That’s Ted. He’s mowing the lawn. That’s what he does. It’s normal,” Vesta spoke slowly, trying to steady Ziggy’s anxiety.

“What does he think he’s doing? I do the yard myself! Every single Sunday.”

The old man began screaming at Ted to get off his property and Vesta disappeared out of frame. Dean could hear voices and a lawn mower grinding to a halt as he stared at the lemon yellow wall of the stranger’s home. The mower started back up. Dean had never seen one in real life, and until this summer, had never heard one either. When Vesta returned, her cheeks were pink and Ziggy was still mumbling. She looked invigorated, and Dean suddenly felt proud of her, overwhelmed by the sense that she was doing something important, crucial, true—something that he wanted, at whatever cost, to be part of.

“I’ll show you,” Dean whispered.
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East


Two miles north of Velour, Lisa and Mac Wallace were lying in bed.

“Wake up!” Lisa said, shaking her husband.

Mac grumbled, swatting at her hand.

She persisted.

“Someone’s outside!”

“It’s just Dell,” he said.

Lisa had always enjoyed her husband’s voice in the morning, gruff and raspy, often feeling lucky that she was the one who got to hear him speak first thing, before his vocal cords got smooth from use. Today, however, it gave her no pleasure. Something was wrong. She lit the candle on her nightstand. The candle was in the shape of a hand, a wick at the end of each finger. In the predawn dark, five flames flickered.

“It’s just Dell,” he repeated, rolling over.

Dell was their dog, six pounds and scrappy. Lisa loved very big animals and very small ones, Mac thought, still half-inside his dream. The horses were meant to help with Lisa’s stress and anxiety, supplementing the efforts of Chloe, the unlicensed therapist Lisa talked to three times a week.

“Well, go get him!” Lisa huffed.

“He’s fine,” Mac said.
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“Don’t give me any shit. Not this morning. I can tell something’s off.”

Even though the sun wasn’t up, Mac didn’t need a flashlight. The moon, only a crescent, was bright white, the sky clear and starry. The birds had just begun to chirp. Big animals and very small ones. That’s what he kept thinking, though the words did not feel like his own as he trudged through the black grass striped with light. The horses walked toward him, regal: one white and gray, the other brown, their heads floating up and down in slow motion. Mac felt that he was floating too. Rubbing his eyes, he asked aloud: How did they get out? Just then, little Dell charged confidently through the grass, leaping up and then falling, making figure eights around horse hooves. He tried to scoop Dell up, but the chihuahua evaded his grasp. Mac grumbled.

“What are you guys doin’?” he asked.

The horses and the dog led him to the back corner of the paddock and he followed, still drowsy. His phone buzzed with a text from his daughter, Mackenzie, who worked as a yoga instructor in New York City and often woke at 3:30 a.m. to stretch and chant.


Mackenzie: u up?

Mac: yeah what’s up?

Mackenzie: mom called me. she’s fuckn nuts

Mac: what now

Mackenzie: she thinks the bats are sucking blood from the horses
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Mac: yeah your mother’s been on that trip. nothing for you to worry about. i’m with the horses now

Mackenzie: how are they

Mac: lethargic lately. might be Moon2. they say animals can feel it coming, you know

Mackenzie: OMG. Plz don’t. I can’t have 2 crazy parents.

Mac: What?

Mackenzie: Only conspiracists talk like that

Mac: OK, kid. Speaking of, have you thought any more about coming home for the moon launch? your mother wants us all to be together. we could stand out here, with the horses…watch it rise…could be nice…

Mackenzie: Oh sure real relaxed. I’m sure mom’s got a bunker ready. no. i’m watching it from Stella’s roof. It’s gonna be great. i sent you another article about it.

Mac: i’ll read it soon.

Mackenzie: try not to go down mom’s rabbit hole Please dad. i still believe in u.

Mac: okay i got some shit to deal with here i’m gonna give you a call later on but please go easy on your mother she has it tough

Mackenzie: yeah she has it real tough

Mac: at least you have both your parents. look at Vesta Furio. she lost her father real young.
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Mac looked down at the stall, where Vesta laid curled upon the hay, Dell nuzzling her. She was barefoot, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt flecked all over with paint. He snapped a picture of the girl on the ground. He looked at the picture and texted it to Mackenzie.


Mackenzie: what the Fuck? what’s she doing?!?

Mac: sleeping

Mackenzie: why There?

Mac: Vel said she’s been sleepwalking lately

Mackenzie: well you can’t blame that on Moon2. Vesta’s always been batshit



His own backyard, which was so large he couldn’t see the end of it from where he stood, touched the corner of Vesta Furio and Lars Arden’s backyard. He moved closer to Velour’s daughter. Velour was a couple miles down the road, safe at home. He could almost feel her there. Though Vesta was raised here, she was different than most people Mac knew. He put his hand on her forehead and she twitched, slowly blinking her eyes open.

Mac smiled at the girl, part of him wishing she could stay like this, vulnerable and idling in the corner of the horse zone with little Dell nibbling at her clothes, as the horses moved around her. Big animals and very small ones, Mac thought. Big animals and very small ones.

Lars appeared across the yard, sun rising behind him.

“Hey man, good morning,” Lars said casually as he shook Mac’s hand. Vesta moved under them, groaning. The horses 91stood suddenly still, one on either side like twin power sources. Vesta writhed. She looked, Mac thought, a little possessed. Lars and Mac exchanged glances, then Lars knelt down beside her, placing his hand on her shoulder. Vesta began to pet little Dell, who was curled on her lap. The dog was writhing about, too, moving when Vesta moved.

“How’s Lisa doing these days?” Lars asked.

“She’s worried about the moon.”

“She’s right to be worried. We should all be worried about the pseudo-moon,” Lars confirmed, nodding, his shaved head shining. Mac began nodding, too, both of their heads bobbing. Mac crouched down near Lars. Vesta’s limbs were softening, moving from stiff to calm.

“Good morning,” Lars said, smiling at his wife, as the block of sky above them fattened with light. The horses seemed to be laughing, and Mac felt he was standing at the edge of a dream, waking up along with Vesta. As she blinked and began to look more like herself, he felt pieces of his own personality return. He wondered what Velour was up to down the road, whether she was awake or asleep, and if she was dreaming. Mac rubbed his eyes. Were they all inside Velour’s dream?

“What is that sound they’re making?” Lars asked.

“They’re nickering.”

Lars helped Vesta to her feet and she leaned against him.

“Sorry,” Vesta whispered.

“Mac doesn’t mind. Do you, Mac?” Lars asked.

“Not at all, you can sleep in the stall anytime.”

“I followed her trail through the wet grass,” Lars said.

“Lisa woke me up cause she thought somebody was out here. I thought she was nuts but, lo and behold.”

Vesta was looking around the paddock, dazed.
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“The moon,” Lars mouthed to Mac over his shoulder.

Mac felt stuck and queasy, pinned to his yard and his yard was spinning. Vesta had a snooty attitude, which matched her mother’s, and he guessed that even in her dazed state, she was judging his property. The horses got quiet and Dell patrolled the area, moving along the grassy perimeter. The yard bucked like a broken carnival ride. Mac recalled Velour dropping that baby bat out the window and shook his head.

“What?” Lars asked.

“Life. What a shit show.”

Mac waved his arms around at the horses, the fence, the yard. Lars noticed Mac’s big hands, calloused and clunky. Wafts of something filled the air, acidic like vomit, and the sun was almost up.

“I do think the horses have been a little off lately,” Mac blurted out, “I think they sense the moon coming. Mackenzie says I’m paranoid. You know, the kid wants me to read all these articles on Moon2, get informed.”

Vesta rolled her eyes.

The brown horse laid down.

“Mac, take all articles with a grain of salt, man. Much of it is propaganda. We can’t believe what we read. We have to be more and more careful about our sources. I can send you a few of my most trusted ones, if you want.”

“I’m so sick of the moon,” Vesta grumbled.

“Sure, send them over,” said Mac, ignoring her.

“What does Mackenzie think?” Lars asked.

“That this new moon’s gonna save the environment or some shit. She’s always sending me things,” Mac said, chuckling, arms crossed over his barrel chest.
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Vesta was stroking the horse’s mane now. When Mac squinted, Vesta and his horse blurred into one luminous smudge.

“Yeah, well, much of the youth has been captured,” Lars said.

“Truth is,” Mac replied, “I don’t know if I really give a goddamn. Seems like everybody’s got their head in the sky but there are enough problems here on ground level.”

“That’s absolutely part of it. Absolutely. They want us to forget Earth, our realities on the ground. To distract us,” Lars said.

“Kenzie says Moon2 is . . . art?”

“Yeah, that’s one of the main narratives they’re advancing. Maybe Lisa’s already got you on this track, but I’ll send you an article about Moon2’s light and the disturbance of biological and mental processes in humans and animals, and real psychological distresses that are happening right here and now, in the months leading up to the launch.”

“Things certainly do seem . . . disturbed,” Mac said, gazing down at Vesta.

“Let’s go,” Vesta said, nudging Lars.

“Okay,” he said, grabbing her hand.

“Be careful, kid. Tell your mom I said hello,” Mac said.

Vesta stuck her tongue out.

“It’s all connected,” Lars yelled over his shoulder as they walked away, “I’m gonna send you that article.”
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West


The deflated polyethylene test moon was gleaming at Dean’s feet. Vesta had asked him how it got there, a question he didn’t know how to answer. That she made him ask questions he hadn’t thought of before was as thrilling as it was daunting. To Dean, the test moon was no longer merely a shiny object, but a string of possibilities with origins and a history.

How was it made? How had it gotten there? Who brought it? Who would press the button to begin the lighting and inflation process? Was there a button? He’d been swimming in language about Moon2, but as far as he could tell, the Collective had spent very little time fleshing out technical questions. What Dean knew was this: The trial balloon would launch tonight at sunset from the Center’s huge concrete patio. Dean and the rest of the Collective would watch as it ascended three hundred yards into the sky.

The official story, the one fed to the public, about Moon2’s creation, was this: The Collective used thousands of plastic bags, bags that would’ve ended up in the bellies of whales and dolphins, to construct it. It will launch from a giant silver can.

Before the sunrise meeting, he wanted to show Vesta everything he was seeing.
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“Sparkly,” said Vesta. “What does it feel like?”

“We’re not supposed to touch it,” Dean replied.

“Oh come on,” she urged.

He pointed the eye of his phone to the balloon’s skin. Later that afternoon, it would be shoved into the can, which was elsewhere, getting prepped. The polyethylene was pearlescent against the concrete. The test moon was lit only by the fading morning moonlight and Vesta was lit by a small bulbous lamp and the sun, already risen in Pennsylvania.

She was in her secret studio at Ziggy’s place, her face very close to the screen, so that Dean could see her constellation of birthmarks enlarged, her hair messed into loops and clumps around her face and falling on her white shirt, which was covered in green grass stains and paint. Her skin color matched the test moon, and he wondered, as he held his small rectangular screen filled with her face up to the ginormous glistening tarp, if Moon2 would look like her, like this.

“I like talking to you before the sun rises in the desert,” she said. “It makes me feel like time can reverse, like it’s possible to go backward.”

“I know what you mean.”

“Bring me close.”

“Here,” he said, pushing the phone against the test moon’s fabric.

“How will it be lit?”

“I’m not sure.”

“You’re not?”

“Who the hell’s there?” Ziggy screamed. “Is that you, Darlene?”

“Yes, Dad,” Vesta said. “He’s particularly irritated this morning,” she whispered.
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Dean walked Vesta around the balloon before tilting the screen up to the real moon, then moved around in a circle, showing her the perimeter—desert hills, outlines of cacti, the studio, the office. He would have to go to the sunrise meeting soon. Before Vesta hung up, before she left her secret studio to check on the old man, she painted or sketched something. Dean couldn’t tell what. He only saw her shoulders and arms, veins and bones, moving. He inhaled, taking in her skin, which he could almost smell through the screen.

“Can I see what you’re working on?” he asked.

“No.”
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East


As he drove backroads toward Velour’s place, Radko received a kiss emoji from Chloe. He texted her a kiss right back. “And no more furniture. Promise,” she wrote. Radko’s wife couldn’t stand Velour. She didn’t want any more gifts, didn’t want her old stuff. She didn’t want him going to Velour’s house. Radko knew that, even though she hadn’t said it. But she knew how much this colony meant to him, so she mostly kept quiet. And he loved her for that.

Back in high school, Vesta was like him: not popular but not unpopular either. Like the house she grew up in, Vesta appeared simple from afar but strange and illegible up close. She drove her grandmother’s old car to school, and her mysterious air led Radko to believe she had a second life, a life far from the halls of their country high school that sat across the street from a field, an abandoned barn overtaken by ferns and roots and wild ivy in the center behind and a huge sign: no trespassing.

They were in the same study hall. This, he remembers well, because sometimes near the end of the year she’d wear skirts, and on those days, he couldn’t study at all. Her legs were white with blonde fuzz above the knees, which he could see in the sun. She swam in her clothes—often wearing oversized fabrics that he didn’t know the names of. She never wore a backpack, 100carried all her books, and made little sketches around the edges of her papers.

He’d never heard anyone make fun of Vesta, but she made people uneasy because she was a loner. Rad was a loner too. But it was different. He was a guy. People were drawn to him for the same reasons they side-eyed her. One day, a story began to spread about her. By study hall, Rad had heard. Gregory Morse told him, but Rad didn’t tell anybody. He just made a point to look at Vesta less that day, cause everyone else was looking at her more. The story was this: She was dating a guy from the city who had something to do with art, sleek and rich and way older. Like, basically an old man, said Gregory. The whole school got giddy with the creeps. It was late spring.

He was taking the long way to Velour’s today, his truck zipping past purple lilacs yawning over the street, sending the petals flying through the hot air. Though the impending second moon and its impact on the bat population weighed on him, this was Radko’s favorite time of year, and he couldn’t help but feel alive, happy. Early summer: when so much sunlight made the world crack open, mad with possibility. School was out and drivers were getting bolder and he’d just seen an American bullfrog: belly-up, shining, sea green, having been recently struck by a car, its back legs twisted up over outstretched, crushed flippers. The air stuffed with lilacs and dead frogs and freshly mowed lawns made him, under the hot and high sun, recall in detail the one and only time he had what he could call a conversation with her.

That story about Vesta morphed and deformed as it got repeated over and over again and eventually, kids were saying that Vesta was marrying some super old dude, the term senior citizen circulating the halls. As Radko walked to his car at the end of the school day, he saw Vesta ashing her cigarette out of 101the bed of Mark Murray’s truck. Mark, a jock, was talking to a stoner as Vesta sat in the back. Radko thought “Mark Murray” was the stupidest name ever. Vesta looked peaceful, optimistic. Radko floated closer, as though being pulled toward the vehicle on a current.

When she said hi, everything around him flickered. He had never talked to a famous person before, but he guessed this is what it was like—all the stories about her, coupled with her own silence, made her something of a legend in his mind. He could see the orange lines of school buses from the corner of his eye, which made the popular guy’s car look impossibly blue. The veins running up and down her see-through arms were red and purple. An American flag rippled in the distance.

Radko said hi. She offered him a cigarette and, though he wasn’t a smoker, he happily accepted. She held out a skinny silver Zippo with an engraved bunny that winked in the sun. Years later, she did a painting of that same lighter, or one just like it, looking both real as a photo and dreamlike, just like that day in his memory. He’d seen it on the internet and had secretly hoped it was an homage to their moment. In the school parking lot that day, Radko choked back the urge to cough after inhaling. Finally, she spoke.

“I’m not going to college.”

“Me neither.”

“Cool.”

“You staying around here?”

She smiled.

“Have you heard what everybody’s saying?”

“No.”

“Bullshit.”

“Yeah, I heard.”
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“Well, he’s not that old.”

“Who?”

“The guy.”

Rad was stunned. Suddenly, he was hit with the sickening sense that he was looking at the female version of himself—pale, light hair, skinny but strong. The silence between them made his body buzz. Mark chatted with Gregory as Vesta opened and closed a textbook lackadaisically. Radko racked his brain for something to say, wondering if he should be asking her something about her not-that-old boyfriend or her post–high school plans or her parents. Everyone knew her dad died forever ago from an overdose. And everyone knew that her mom was a weirdo and that her grandparents were famous for making art that no one understood and that they had lived in places like France and Germany. She was an alien.

When their eyes met, she slammed the textbook shut and blew smoke up into the sky. It made a vertical line that quickly dispersed over them. Gregory hopped into the front seat of Mark’s car.

“My dog died,” she said suddenly, squinting up at Radko.

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“He was basically my husband.”

“Oh. Wait, what?”

“He took care of me and I took care of him. He was old for a big dog. So, I guess he had to die. He was seventy-eight in human years.”

“Older than your boyfriend?” Rad ventured.

Her face contorted and Radko cursed himself for trying out a joke while she was sharing something so personal. But then, she laughed and Rad felt like he’d performed a kind of miracle. He laughed too. The sky changed colors—her mood informing 103his, altering the parking lot like a filter or a drug. Eventually, the blue truck pulled away and he watched her get smaller and smaller as the double line of orange buses interdigitated down the blacktop. He was still holding the cigarette between his fingers, but it was kicked. Instinctually, he ran to his car and followed Mark’s truck. When it stopped at the drugstore, Radko hung back, waited. The guys went in and Vesta stayed in the truck bed, staring up at the orange sun. From Radko’s perch, she seemed peaceful. The guys emerged from the store, Mark carrying a plastic bag. They peeled out of the lot and Rad followed them, making the sharp turn onto Silver Hill Road, finally parking in a field surrounded by trees near a sheep farm. Rad idled out of view. Eventually, the three of them—Mark, Gregory, Vesta—stepped out of the car and disappeared. Rad threw his car into park and trudged through the tall grass, his heart pounding up into his throat.

When he found them, they were far away, in the woods and miniature. Vesta was kissing Gregory, and Mark was watching. Or maybe it was the other way around. Radko was too distant to tell. He was crouching behind a tree, focused only on Vesta, whose head was thrown all the way back. Ecstasy or pain or both, maybe. Rad’s arm began to itch like crazy. While chasing them, he’d run through some poison ivy. Vesta was probably immune to this stuff, he thought, cursing his sensitive skin as he felt himself get hard. For a moment, he thought maybe he was imagining the whole thing—or that the poison, now spreading up his neck, was making him hallucinate. Were they really having a threesome in the woods? He tried to beam some information into Vesta, something about himself—or simply, his presence, that he was here, watching, stunned as a deer in lights.

104
The next morning, school smelled more like school than ever because it was almost over—pencils, body odor, industrial cleaners. People were still whispering about her geriatric boyfriend and chuckling about senior citizen discounts. Vesta wore a shirt that only people with school spirit wore: purple with the word seniors scrawled across the front in yellow, a cheeky nod to the rumor. He laughed as they crossed in the hall, exchanging knowing glances.

When Rad had got the call that a dead baby bat was found on the street outside Vesta’s old address, he thought it must have been fate. The bats would show him where she came from.

He pulled up to Velour’s house feeling seasick, his mind filled with the dingy psychedelia of high school. It was as though he could see, in painfully high resolution, Vesta’s entire childhood—everything that had unspooled in and around the old white house now spread before him. The spring flowers smelled like sex and plastic.

Everything blooming, being born, dying. Rumors spreading. The days achingly lengthy, the night never seeming to arrive. It was late afternoon in real life and in his memory—and he was in two places at once, equally alluring. And once again, the warm breeze reeked of bat shit. The breeze also carried the smell of the interior of Velour’s house: soap and dampness. What was up with Vesta’s mother? Coming again and again to the source was psychoactive. He could feel his chemistry changing. Still, he was there to do a job, and his job came first: Protect the bats at all costs.

When Radko stepped closer to the house, the first floor, jammed with delinquent treasures, was sparkling in the afternoon sun. Bright, abstract shapes danced across the walls and flickered across magenta, blue, and green books, an old wooden 105shelf, and Vesta’s mom. When he squinted, she looked like her daughter. He knocked. Three shots fired from the gun range up the hill. Velour came to the door in her white robe and ginormous black hat.

“I’m here to check the attic.”

“Oh. I must’ve forgotten.”

“I didn’t tell you I was coming. My bad. I apologize. Now is a good time. I can poke around up there real slow and make sure everything’s okay. Heard anything lately?”

“Scratching. Above my bedroom. Would that be them?”

“That would be them. All right, I’ll do what I gotta do. I’m hoping they won’t even notice me. Last thing I want to do is wake them. I’ll go stealth mode. You should hear how quiet I can be. It’s crazy.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

Radko laughed nervously.

“I’m feeling good. Yeah. Great.”

Bats don’t want to be in human spaces. They prefer darkness. Bats are not trying to invade what’s ours. In fact, the opposite might be true, thought Radko: Humans invaded their spaces, making them uninhabitable, so that many of these magical entities were dying out altogether. How screwy we are, he thought, climbing the stairs. The second floor was much sparser and warmer than the ground floor. The walls were painted white and mostly empty, with one exception: A pink cement hand protruded from the wall, its palm open, bizarre. Radko placed his hand atop the hard, cold hand. The hand was much smaller than his. It must have been cast, he thought, from Vesta’s or Velour’s. He shivered, squeezed the hand, then turned to face a long, skinny table in the hall, on top of which a white vase filled with purple, orange, and white flowers stood. The flowers 106rustled, though the windows were shut. Radko wiped his palms, now sweating, on his pants.

Radko was typically able to sense what a home’s second floor would feel like based on the impression he got from the first. But this situation would have been nearly impossible to predict. He’d walked quickly through this area last time, barely registering its details, as he was so intent on getting to the attic and installing that camera, frazzled by Velour’s odd behavior. He stared at the orange flower. It seemed eerily alive, clocking him. He touched its neon petal with his trembling hand, then put on his gloves, clicked his flashlight on, opened the attic door, took a deep breath, and ascended the steps in full stealth mode.

In the attic’s darkness, he checked the camera, which he’d installed across from where the pups and mothers slept. The lens was pointed directly at the roost, and the camera was picking up their moves without disturbing them. All good, he concluded. A lullaby played in his mind. He knelt down, trying to energetically convey that he wished them well, and prayed each of the babes would survive the summer and learn to fly before the August 20th launch of Moon2. In the half-finished attic, just above Vesta’s old bedroom, he felt himself to be one of them. All became clear. Chloe, his daughter Louise, and the bats: These were his priorities.

An oblong splotch of light poured in through a small hole in the roof, shooting a golden liquid glow onto the matte wood. He walked silently around the guano-mounded perimeter and checked, again, for any openings—spaces the bats could slip through to get down to Velour’s world. Nothing. Nothing. Finally, he descended the steps and clicked his flashlight off. Once on the other side of the door, surrounded by white walls, he exhaled.
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He approached the wooden door of the room he believed was once Vesta’s. He slipped off his work gloves and looked again at those bright, creepy flowers on the thin wooden table. They were not moving, but they were definitely watching him. He turned the knob slowly. To his shock, Vesta was lying on the bed, seemingly asleep, facing the window in a fetal position. He jumped, then hung in the doorway, quiet as a bat. He blinked and blinked, wondering if something was wrong with this house. He only felt clear and calm in the attic, with the bats. He rubbed his eyes. But it wasn’t a dream. The soles of her feet were small and dirty. She began to stretch out, making a squeaky noise like an animal. Before he could shut the door, she turned around and screamed. Radko screamed too. They both burst out laughing.

She got up, rubbing her eyes.

“Radko? What are you doing?”

“Uh, I was just, uh. . . you know. Bats.”

“Oh, right. God. Shit. You scared me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I was dreaming.”

“Cool room.”

“It’s not really mine anymore.”

“What was your dream?”

“The moon.”

“The moon or Moon2?”

“I don’t know. I came here to clear my head, to remember, you know—something—some feeling, to just be . . . I don’t know, but I dreamed of the future.” She had the messy hair of a mad person, which she kept pushing away from her face. As she got up out of the bed, she stretched out her arms, exposing her midriff. He was holding his breath.
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“I know what you mean. I’m in kind of a daze. I was actually just thinking of you.”

“It’s nice to see you.”

She threw her arms around him, friendly and welcoming. He stiffened, speechless and suddenly aware of his soiled work gloves, his lame camouflage pants, and his own white T-shirt, even dirtier than hers.

“Are you okay?” she asked. She was as calm and warm as that day in the parking lot. And she smelled the same too.

“I’m good, keeping busy,” he said into her shoulder, his voice muffled.

“Good.”

She pulled away and looked him up and down. She smiled and pointed down at the floor.

“You dropped your gloves.”

Radko kneeled down and grabbed his favorite work gloves— neon green and black, a gift from Chloe. He felt his face redden.

“Let’s go,” she said, “I have to get home. I’ve been sleeping forever.”

He slipped his gloves back on and followed her down the stairs, watching her hand hold the shiny wooden railing. It was about the size of the stiff ceramic hand protruding from the wall.

Downstairs, Velour was sitting in the deep windowsill. Framed in the window behind her: a chrysanthemum bush and his parked truck on fire with afternoon sun.

“You were looking for bats but you found my daughter. I heard the screams.”

Velour watched Radko watching Vesta, his eyes dewy and soft and greener than she’d ever seen.

“He found me. See you around, Rad.”

She ran out the door, still barefoot.
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“Bye, love,” Velour yelled.

“She never wears shoes,” Velour said, wrinkling her nose. “I’ll have to change the sheets.”

“Oh . . .” His mouth was still hanging open.

Velour frowned and grabbed a footstool.

“Here, take this,” Velour commanded. She pushed the stool hard into Radko’s chest.

“What is it?”

“It’s a footstool, Radko,” she said, “Look at the details. The studs. It’s quite handsome.”

“Sure.”

“My gift to you. Another gift to you.”

Velour spun around quickly and ran out the door.

He threw the stool into his truck, then turned around and saw Velour clinging tentatively to the doorpost like a child. He walked over and embraced her. She squeezed him tight, and her hands found his hips. He ran his gloved fingers over her face and lips, leaning in. Her skin, thinner than Vesta’s, smelled like vanilla pudding. He pressed his lips against hers and his legs buckled as her hand slid down his pants, reaching for him. He wriggled out of her grasp.

“I have to get to another call.”

On his drive, sun setting out in front of him, candy pink sky behind, his brain churned like a machine working to cut up and chuck everything he’d just felt, seen. His ascent up the first set of stairs into the placid second floor with its impossible flowers and white doors, the rickety attic stairs, the beams and the bats and Velour’s face, his high school memories, the small movements of the baby bats, that patch of light, and real Vesta on her old bed. Had that even happened? 110The scenes fractured and swirled together, then got seized by the shit-laced wind.

He took a road that wound around the back of Lars and Vesta’s house, and as the tall cornfields darkened, he dragged hard on a cigarette, the smell of bats heavy on the wind. He cruised past the large iron sign that marked the beginning of the hilly neighborhood of mansions that read, in gaudy gold, The Residenz. Rad had performed two successful exclusions of rogue male bats in that neighborhood, so he knew the place well. The lawns were perfectly manicured and elaborately landscaped.

How much time had he spent atop houses? He’d learned a lot up there. The views, for one thing, were lovely in that part of the country: green and yellow wide squares of farm, with richer soil and earthier smells than they had up north in coal country where he’d worked before. The landscape was dotted with moving animals that looked, from on high, like graves in the graveyard crawling up the hilltop.

Up there, he also had a front-row seat to all the hack jobs. So many roofers do shit work, he’d learned firsthand. He had nothing against roofers as a people, and he had one guy in particular whom he recommended and worked closely with, a guy who could set material against material with no breaks or holes. It’s tempting to do a lazy job when you know most homeowners aren’t going to be venturing up there to check your work. And even if they did, most eyes are not trained to see roofing errors. How many people, Radko wondered, his truck creeping slowly through the Residenz, had actually seen their own roofs? How much rigged-up slapdash nonsense was hiding in plain sight atop these elaborate estates?

He was now near the top of the hill, driving languidly through the most exclusive part of the neighborhood, approaching Mac and 111Lisa’s. When he pulled into the driveway, the couple was standing there, awaiting his arrival. Lisa was a small, jittery woman with dyed blonde hair, her gray roots growing in. Mac, a broad and tall man with a Cro-Magnon jaw and silver hair, towered over her. The couple motioned for Rad to follow them to the back.

Lisa power walked ahead of Mac and Rad.

“If you could just reassure her, please, that’s all,” Mac whispered.

Radko nodded.

In the enclosure, two horses stood beside one another, heads bowed. The three of them watched from the other side of the fence, and Lisa turned to Rad, watching for his reaction.

“So?” Lisa asked.

“They’re looking fine. Healthy.”

The gray horse walked over to Rad. “Hey old boy,” said Rad, holding his hand through the links. The horse moved his lips as though about to speak.

“There! Right there!” Lisa exclaimed. “Those are bite marks.”

“Where?”

“Right there!”

“That doesn’t look like a bite to me.”

“That’s normal to you?”

“Well I’m not a horse expert . . .”

Mac elbowed Radko in the ribs.

“But,” Rad continued, “yes, it does seem normal.”

“So you’re telling me the bats in this area are not sucking the blood from my babies?”

“That’s right. Bats don’t wanna suck our blood or the blood of our animals.”

“Radko Toth! Don’t lie to me. I know your mother. I know your wife.”
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“I wouldn’t lie to you. Vampire bats do exist. But not here.”

Mac shook his head, huffing.

“Vampire bats!” Lisa shrieked.

“They only live in South America. And even they don’t drink horse blood.”

Lisa moaned.

Mac grumbled and jumped the fence. He started cleaning the gray horse’s hoof.

“Lisa, the horses are fine. Nobody’s sucking anybody’s blood.”

She threw her arms up. Rad stepped forward.

“You really have nothing to worry about. Those little bumps look like skin tags, maybe. But I give you my word as a professional, they are not bat bites.”

Lisa nodded, then frowned. “Maybe it’s cancer.”

“Lisa!” warned Mac.

Lisa’s body relaxed, and she patted Rad’s shoulder.

“Thank you.”

“You been spending a lot of time with Velour, huh?” Mac asked.

“I guess. I mean, she’s got a huge colony over there.”

Mac pushed a hundred-dollar bill hard into Radko’s hand.

“Thanks for your help. And be careful, you hear me?”

“What do you mean?”

Mac shook Radko’s hand, squeezing the bones.

“Ouch. Fuck.”

“Say it.”

“What?”

“That you’ll be very careful.”

“I’ll be very careful.”

“That’s good. Now, can you reassure my wife once more?” Mac asked.
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Rad rubbed his hand and slipped the bill into his back pocket.

“Lisa,” Radko said, walking toward the petite former Miss Pennsylvania. “You’ve got nothing to worry about from bats, but if you’re concerned about the horses, then I’d suggest calling your equine veterinarian.”

Lisa nodded solemnly.

“Why won’t anyone help me?” she asked Mac.

“I’ll give Ed a call,” Mac reassured her.

Lisa stomped away toward the barn as Rad walked back to his truck.

“Remember what I told you, Toth,” Mac yelled, then went back to cleaning the hoof.

En route to his truck, Radko peered in the front windows of Mac and Lisa’s. Their foyer featured a huge black-and-white photo of a much younger Lisa gazing lovingly at her former chihuahua, Pepper, who was seated on a yellow silk pillow. Driving out the back end of the neighborhood, he could see those horses, sun setting over their backs, tails flicking. He caught a quick glimpse of the back of Vesta’s house—not the place she grew up, but the place where she now lived with her husband. Rad’s hand was still sore. He slowed, rounded the corner, headed down the hill, then turned left into Lars’s and Vesta’s cul-de-sac. Two bright red chairs sat facing one another in their front yard. He’d never seen chairs like those before. They seemed more like sculptures— objects to be viewed. Artists did strange things to their homes, as Radko well knew. The house across the street, on the other side of the circle, was almost identical to Vesta’s. The house, he knew, belonged to an old widower. He parked between them.

He saw her. Not in her own house, but in the one across the street, the old man’s. He ducked. She was sitting down on 114a chair that looked both handmade and alien, and she appeared to be speaking to someone, her mouth moving. Perhaps she was talking to herself, as he couldn’t see anybody else in that room. His heart quickened and he felt drugged, just like he had in Velour’s house, and that day in the parking lot and the field. Rubbing his hand, he noticed she was laughing, her head thrown back toward the wall behind her, which was lined with paintings. Had she gone totally mad? He could see a giant face on a canvas, but couldn’t make out its features. What was she laughing at? Her face disappeared behind a canvas.

He turned to face Vesta’s house. From where he sat, he couldn’t detect any holes in her roof, nor in the roof of the house she was currently in. They looked impenetrable. These were ranchers with low-pitched gabled roofing. Much lower lines than Velour’s and likely less complex too. Out there in the circle, sun hanging low, moon rising up above, there was no distinction between Vesta’s home, the home she was painting and talking inside of, and the street between the two structures, where he sat undetected in his car. They congealed into one zone. Vesta was still speaking, though she was not laughing or smiling anymore.

Two cats, likely strays, sidled down the road separately, then joined together and entered the woods between the two homes. He wondered if Vesta noticed the cats. Animals change people, Rad thought. The colony of bats had been transforming Velour’s microbiome, her cells, neurology, and composition, whether she knew it or not, since the moment they chose her house for their roost, squeezing through shifting slates to give birth. He stared into Vesta’s desolate and shiny residence. Her face, though across the street, seemed to be lit by the chandelier hanging in her own empty place.
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What was Vesta doing in there? Where was the old man? Who was she painting? If he was a tiny, winged mammal instead of a tall man, he could go inside and see. Instead, he was outside hiding. Vesta stood up and placed a canvas against the wall beside the others. Faces, faces. Radko couldn’t make out their details.

Artists, he thought, were like less-sophisticated bats. He watched Vesta cover the wall of stacked paintings, draping them with a tarp. She closed the curtains. The light clicked off, and the room changed from yellow to dark blue, like a worsening bruise. The street also turned blue, and the bed of the truck and his new footstool changed hues too.

He turned around and peeled out, zipping back down the hill toward the same steep road he came in on. It was dusk, and so he pulled over outside Moonfield Farm and got his phone out to check for bat activity in Velour’s attic. The babies were there, but the mothers were gone. They were using their sensors to find food, no doubt. Humans have sensors too. But the modern world, with its chandeliers and vehicles and chemicals and paints and shingles and televisions and screens and, soon, a second moon, seemed to undo them. He watched the infrared babies move. Smiling, he got back on the road.

His hand, the one Mac had squeezed, was still pulsing. Still in a spooky summer haze, he parked out front of his own home, which suddenly looked very, very small. Chloe and Louise were waiting on the porch, Louise’s squishy toddler hands reaching out for him. He scooped her up.

“Were you at her place today?” Chloe asked.

“Yeah. Made a couple other runs too.”

“Daddy’s batsssss,” Louise squealed.

“That’s right,” Chloe said.
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“Daddy’s batshit!” Louise shrieked.

Chloe chuckled.

“You can’t say that,” Radko said, nuzzling Louise.

“Can’t say that,” Louise repeated, patting her father’s face.

The family lived in town, beside a dance studio and across the street from a pizza parlor. Radko noticed that his square of front yard needed mowing. He’d let it go, and it seemed to be growing faster and taller this year. Louise’s little plastic ponies lay scattered about on the grass. He’d get to everything eventually.

He collapsed on the living room floor and let Louise play, dabbing his cheeks in glitter and putting gloss on his lips and face. Chloe had recently bought a white shag carpet, but it was cheap and the threads kept shedding, sticking to his clothes. She lay down beside him. Above the family, the ceiling fan was on full blast, shaking. Still, they were all sweating.

“I napped with Louise today. Dreamed there was a party I couldn’t get into. You were in there. I kept trying different entrances, but got blocked. Blocked. It was humiliating. I lied down next to a man who looked like you but had different eyes. We fell asleep and a moth was throwing itself against my closed eyelid, trying to get in.”

Chloe rolled over to face her husband, running her hands over his thick work pants the same way Velour had. Louise was now galloping one of her ponies up and down Rad’s sternum.

“What happened then?”

“I woke up. My eye hurt.”

“I woke up too,” Louise said, throwing the pony across the room, her small body now nestled between her parents.

Chloe’s eyes were large and dark green. Her face, round and milky, hadn’t changed much since they’d met seven years ago.

“Did she give you anything else?”
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“Velour?”

“Yeah. God, even her name is obnoxious. I’m not even sure that’s a name.”

“Velour!” Louise exclaimed.

“She gave me something. Small. A footstool. It’s in the truck.”

“You love her,” Chloe said.

“That’s not true. And watch what you say in front of her. She repeats all this stuff to my mother,” Radko whispered.

“You love her because the bats chose her.”

His wife’s eyes got very wide, and he looked away. There was glitter on Chloe’s white button-down shirt. The shirt had belonged to her grandfather, a skinny former Navy man who had taken to Radko right away. He’d been dead three years now. The stiff preppy shirt contrasted with his wife’s soft body and heart-shaped face. She was a therapist and yet, he couldn’t help but feel she was his main patient.

“There is nothing going on between us. I only care about the bats. I wish they were in a different house. But they’re really cool. Look.”

He fished his phone out of his pocket and showed Chloe and Louise the scene. The mothers had returned to their roost, moth-fed and ready to nurse.
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West


What Dean Konig knew about Moon2 he could list in one short sitting.

It will be visible all night and day, though its presence will be more evident in darkness.

It will exist in low Earth orbit.

It will be piloted to block sunlight (to help with global warming) by a space shuttle painted like a tugboat.

Once floating, it will have a strong analog vibe, brand new but old school. It will seem at once comfortingly homey and utterly futuristic, like it’s always been there and like its presence will change life on Earth for the better.

It was inspired by NASA’s scientific balloons but will be more technologically advanced, more artful, more beautiful.

When first witnessed by humans, it will evoke a sense of awe but not so much awe that terror or fear could take over. It will not feel threatening.

It will launch on the full moon evening of August 20th, and when viewed from some parts of the country, will blot out the actual moon. From other parts of the country, the sky will appear to house two full moons. Regional details TBA.
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It will emerge from a large silver can and will inflate in space, enlarging with the help of a cable that will guide it up and into cosmic relief.

It will be eight times closer to Earth than the moon, and one eighth as large.

The spectacle will be unforgettable. It will be a tremendous piece of art.

Dean had dreamed of himself alone and stoned on the desert floor, a floor covered with his footsteps and his footsteps alone, watching the moon shoot out of the can as his own mother, whom he did not remember, approached. Olivine and pyroxene and neon, hydrogen, and helium and a surface made from calcium, magnesium, oxygen, silicon. Core, mantle, crust, main terrain. Now, covered with lunar regolith, impacted and dusted by Vesta and her faraway-close face.

Moon2 will be undifferentiated: composed of one material, no layers. The moon, on the other hand, is differentiated— each layer its own world, with different rules and compositions and elemental mixes. The real moon is more mysterious than Moon2. Its center and origins are largely unknowable. It may be hollow on the inside. Some say there’s a whole secret civilization living in that unseeable space. Some say the moon is much older than Earth, that it birthed Earth, or that its alien inhabitants invented Earth.

Now he was turned around, confused. How had he arrived back there—standing before the billowing tarp of the test moon, as though he’d never left, thinking of the windy apparition of Vesta Furio? Una was bouncing drowsily around the ground covered in beige dust. He scooped her up before she could hop on the tarp. Glancing back at the studio, he caught himself in 121the silver mirror of window, holding the rabbit under his arm, her legs dangling down near his waist and the moon, which appeared dead, spiritless, and finished, shrinking pathetically into the background. He laid down on the ground with the rabbit, his head nestled in the fleshy stretch of her wide belly, sharp heart beating against his cheek.

“We keep meeting like this,” a voice said.

Dean didn’t bother to move. The voice was Bryan Sienna’s.

“Aren’t you late?” Bryan asked.

It was true: The Collective was likely waiting for him. But oddly, he didn’t care. The wind rushed in hard, blowing the trial balloon over Una and Dean. Bryan yelled and tried to peel it off them. The movements of the tarp morphed his voice. It was both dark and luminescent under the skin of the test moon, like what he imagined a womb must feel like. Had he ever been inside one? If he had, would he be able to recall the experience? If not in images or words, then in every cell of his body, prever-bal and vibratory? Bryan lifted the tarp, and Una hopped out of Dean’s arms.

“Come on, now,” Bryan said, “it’s time to get up.”

“I’m going.”

“Atta boy.”

As he walked away from Bryan, who appeared to be inspecting the balloon, the sky dimmed. Dean shivered, a convulsive sensation overtaking his mind—soft and connected and circling around some tubelike structure. He could almost remember his own placenta, that disc of tissues he was once enmeshed with, blood red with vessels. He turned around. Bryan was waving at him.

The placenta is a temporary organ. Perhaps it was the placenta, not the womb nor his mother, that he so yearned for. That temporary organ once kept him alive, a body between his unborn 122self and world. Dean once heard a doctor refer to the placenta as “afterbirth”—a mass that must be expelled after the baby. Treated as garbage, promptly taken away and discarded, incinerated. What had become of the placenta he was once attached to? He was now outside the meeting room, staring again at his own reflection in the mirrored windows. He looked worn, thin, and paler than usual. As he inspected his face, he could feel Liza glaring at him.

His placenta existed now as a kind of ghost. Cake-shaped and floating above like a bloody, cell-filled cloud. Maybe Vesta was his placenta now, hooked up via the umbilical cord of their ongoing video calls. Delivering oxygen and nutrients. When he stepped into the meeting room, the Collective got silent. Dean stood there, utterly disconnected from the six entities before him, praying he would never, ever be born again so that he might stay connected forever to Vesta, his distant placenta.
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East



Radko: u seeing this?!!

Velour: yes

Radko: they’re nursing! OMG! OMG

Velour: you never told me who called you

Radko: ?

Velour: who called you about the bat on the windshield near my house

Radko: IDK

Velour: ??

Radko: she didn’t say who she was. weird thing is, then she saw the bat pup, called me, and kept on, just walked away and left it there. unless she took it with her.

Velour: weird

the bat shit accumulating in my attic haunts me

Radko: you’re insulated, it’s fine
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Velour: what are they doing now?

Radko: cuddling, sleeping. So cute

Velour: there are so many of them

Radko: you’re so lucky:)



In their beds, Velour and Radko fell asleep to the moving images of eighty bats, mothers and babies latched together, bellies distending from nutrients gleaned from beetles, moths, mosquitoes. That night, Velour dreamed of Radko doing laps in an infinity pool at the edge of her yard and woke just before sunrise wondering if bats could swim.

Velour skipped breakfast and got in her car. She drove fast past lilacs, horses, goats, chickens, and a cageful of turkeys. The birds were small and huddled together, sleeping in the cool morning, resembling one entity with six heads. She wore a white faux-fur coat over tan silk pajamas and no shoes. The pedal felt good beneath her foot. She smoked her first glorious cigarette of the morning and for the first time, did not feel the urge to hurt the intruders. She felt elated by her sudden hospitality as her car overflowed with the smell of lilacs. The quietly grand entrances to two old farms blurred by:

Moonfield    Willowbend

At the stop sign, she checked her phone. A message:


Mac: R u ever gonna respond?
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West



Bobby: Here’s our man.

Marla: Dean. Is everything okay?

Dean: I’m fine. Sorry I’m late. I was with the test moon, the trial balloon, whatever it’s called.

Tulip: Isn’t it divine?

Dean: Yeah.

Jules: You okay dude?

Dean: I’m tired. Might be the moon.

Liza: You sound like one of the guys in that forum.

Edwin: It’s not possible.

Dean: Well, we really don’t know, now do we. At the end of the day, we know barely anything.

Jules: Not knowing is interesting. Beautiful, even. Our job requires a certain level of not knowing, as you know.
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Dean: How are we going to launch it if we don’t know how it works?

Marla: Well you missed the beginning, but we were actually just figuring out something important.

Dean: Good.

Marla: How to craft a new statement that offsets the fearmongering we’ve seen around Moon2 disrupting biological processes.

Dean: That’s not what I mean.

Liza: Technical fixation is regressive, Dean. We reached consensus on that.

Bobby: Our real challenge is more interesting. How to describe the second moon in all its groovy detail. How we’ll all be living under a work of art. And we still need to say more about Tugboat Demy.

Dean: Bobby, can you tell me anything about how Tugboat Demy actually . . .

Liza: [snaps fingers] That’s enough.

[General agreement, fingers snapping]

Edwin: We need to discuss Binky.



Dean was irritated, unable to focus. He wondered how long the desert’s dust would coat the test moon. He’d read that Neil Armstrong’s footprints were still intact on the real moon after all this time. He wasn’t sure he believed that, but it sounded good.
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Edwin: Dean, are you with us?

Liza: What is going on with you? Should we make you an appointment with the doctor?

Dean: No. I’m fine. I was just thinking.

Jules: Thinking about what?

Dean: Ideas.

Jules: You were just thinking. About ideas. Can you be more specific?

Marla: I mean, did you catch any of what we just said?

Dean: Definitely. Something about Binky.



There were vast gaps in Dean’s life. Spaces he couldn’t account for, or which didn’t seem to count, days and weeks and years he had not experienced. How many hours had he spent in these meetings? And could those hours really be considered living? He looked around. Everyone was wearing white, per usual, and Jules had a stain on his shirt again. He stared at the stain until it enlarged and spun into a supernova.


Edwin: The forum heated up last night. Lars Arden started a flurry of rumors and speculation about Binky. Her residence here is a secret, of course. She wanted it that way. She wanted to do this project. She entered willingly into her comatose state. We know that she wanted nine months of productive rest. But nobody out there knows that. Lars is trying to convince people we kidnapped her.
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Marla: Should we plant a mole in the chats to spread a counternarrative?

Edwin: I don’t think there’s a need yet. That might be wasted resources. Seems like a guy just blowing off steam. I’m sure people in the real world agree.

Tulip: Define “real world,” please.

Marla: The world away from this fucking chat room we’ve been tracking. God, it’s infiltrating my brain like a worm.

Liza: That’s why we end each meeting with a meditation. To get the worms out. To get clear again.

Jules: Edwin. Go ahead. The floor is yours. Entertain us with comments from the edge of the known universe.



[Edwin reads transcript from Anti-Moon2 Forum Below]


Lalalands: “Center for Constant Creation.” My God. There is no such thing as constant creation, by the way. Things decay, die.

Chelseazday: Just go w/ me for a sec. Couldn’t it just be…well…art? Like they say?

ProfA89: Oh, come on.

Lalalands: I encourage everyone to be suspicious of how quickly a second moon 129has been accepted in the larger culture. Why is it that almost no one in the urban cultural centers feels like the moon will pose any sort of threat? None of them are asking questions. I am the only one asking questions. I am The Only One. And my career, my reputation, has suffered because of it.

Zendiagram: uh uh, Lala. no personal details remember? You just revealed you live in the city. And you are Far from the Only one asking questions.

Chelseazday: as if we couldnt tell already

Abstrekt2001: he has Elite energy ☺

Lalalands: i live in a few places, actually. I’m not elite, dude. the CCC and their fans, ones who approve the coming regime, are the new elites.

Chelseazday: ah, that’s why lala ‘lands’ plural

Abstrekt2001: They’re elite but they’re not elite elite. There are elites above them.

Zendiagram: technically, per the forum rules, Chelseazday, your handle is in violation.
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Chelseazday: You assume my name is Chelsea?

Lalalands: Abstrekt2001, exactly, there’s Voortelle at the very top of the pyramid

ProfA89: Voortelle = scary. Do you guys think they’re watching us? This forum specifically?

Abstrekt2001: I mean, it’s highly likely.

Lalalands: Agreed. But somehow We are the dangerous ones people need protection from? It’s not like any of us are planning anything. And if we were, we’d never be dumb enough to talk about it here. Hello Hello to Whoever or Whatever is Watching.

ProfA89: This group has helped my mental health so much.

Chelseazday: that makes me happy, Prof! Yayyyy

Lalalands: Everything sucks. Sucks sucks sucks. Fucking sucks.

Abstrekt2001: U depressed?

Lalalands: Apocalyptically so.
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ProfA89: You think Moon2 will be the bell which ushers in the apocalypse? Incidentally: apocalypse = revelation, disclosure.

Lalalands: I just can’t stop thinking of Binky. I believe Voortelle (via their front, the CCC) has a long term goal: to birth (Manufacture?) workers using the unconscious body-minds of pregnant famous artists and eventually, regular people. And to be honest, that’s an apocalyptically depressing thought. Binky Stratford is definitely in residence at the CCC, unconscious and probably about to birth a baby who will, in my humble opinion, be raised by the corporation and will work for the corporation. No family. Nothing between child and state, womb and world.

Abstrekt2001: Whoa.

Zendiagram: I’ve heard people speculate that the CCC’s collective is composed of these sorts of test cases, beings, human beings, born to work for them.

Lalalands: We need a private investigation. Plus, fuck it, I’m dealing with major personal issues. My wife’s been distant. My marriage seems to be falling apart.
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Zendiagram: Where do they get the sperms from? Maybe the Voortelle executives!? Ha ha. But no one’s ever seen them. Right? Do we think they’re good looking? I’m not as well-versed in the art scene as some of you here. I had to look up Binky Stratford. I guess she’s a big deal. Her art sells for a lot of money, anyway. Don’t really get it.

Lalalands: Her gallerist sticks with the party line. ’She went missing.’ Full stop. The price of her work has soared since her disappearance (read: abduction). Her paintings are vibrant and catatonic at the same time. They buzz with something really special, like she knows something—like she’s going somewhere—especially toward the end, right before she disappeared. She has no family. And was basically a recluse for most of her life. And she’s famous and talented enough that a baby of hers would be desirable to either the corporation or the fuckers who buy designer infants. So she’d be a great target for Voortelle.

ProfA89: So you’re thinking, Lala, that Voortelle just knocked her out, snatched her up, artificially inseminated her with some corporate sperms they’ve got swimming around, and is… what…busy performing weird experiments on her right now as we chat, forcing her to be a comatose ‘artist in res133idence’ while she incubates a little Binky Stratford fetus?

Chelseazday: sounds plausible 2 me

Zendiagram: You have to hand it to them, the ads are kind of funny. Lots of folks I know believe they’re making important and liberatory art.

ProfA89: Ha! That’s certainly the narrative they advance, but isn’t it weird that their art is supposed to ‘free humanity?’ Like Moon2 is art that will save the Earth and free humanity?! What? I thought art was like, you know, a painting.

Abstrekt2001: Ya’ll, we don’t even know if she’s there At All. I mean maybe she got old school kidnapped, not Voortelle futuristic kidnapped. She has a lot of money and some people consider her important. That shit happens. Or maybe she’s dead. Like, lying in a ditch somewhere near her studio.

Lalalands: Don’t be so naïve! Binky is not lying in a ditch near her studio. I’ve been there. There are no ditches. Plus, Binky is extraordinary. Extraordinary beings have extraordinary departures!

Abstrekt2001: There’s that Elite energy.
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Chelseazday: lolz

Zendiagram: I don’t know, Lala, my sense is that whatever you got going in your personal life is bleeding into this Binky thing.

ProfA89: Don’t psychoanalyze him. I’m with you, La. I am. I think it’s totally possible. I’d put nothing past these Voortelle shitheads.

Lalalands: Thanks Prof. I hear you, Zen. I’m trying my best. It’s been a hard time.

ProfA89: Revelation, disclosure, apocalypse.



Dean fought a wave of nausea as Edwin continued reading. He wondered how much time Lars spent chatting, wondered if he chatted from his home, the one Dean had secretly infiltrated, or from his gallery, which Dean had only seen pictures of online. He had never been to New York City. Were his own origins the origins that Lars was describing? Did the others feel the same queasiness at Lars Arden’s words? Did this queasiness point to a kind of truth, intuition, secret knowledge? Or was it fear? Did Vesta only turn to Dean because her husband was so obsessed with the coming moon? Was it really Lars, not Vesta, who was absent, distant?

On the wall across from Dean hung a glossy clock, ticking and ticking in shades of apricot, a large print of the lunar surface, and a digital mockup of Moon2—bright white and hovering above the country. Would the “pseudo-moon,” as Lars 135disdainfully called it, really impact sleep? His own sleep? Vesta’s? Whose was more impressionable, susceptible? Did one’s level of impressionability have anything to do with how human one was? He thought of those famous footprints again, impressions on the moon’s surface, as he tuned out. Dean was gone, reaching into the serene and mysterious greenery outside Vesta’s house. What was she doing? What would Moon2 look like from her official studio and from her secret studio? Once, she had asked him what the moons would look like from her part of the country, but he had no idea. She thought he was withholding information, but he was being honest. He knew nothing. Edwin’s deep voice that held Lars’s words came in and out, clicking Dean’s brain on and off, on and off.


Unhappy

Lines and scribbles

Some of us will have to move to the

country

Get more foliage, coverage

I like her art

Talented, talented

Would you lose your job

I’d lose something

Maybe everything

Pray

Beyond avid

Psychopathic

Deserters

Wrong

Roaming

Desert fathers

On the bus

Motherfuckers
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Riding home

Home

Where’s that though

Thought so



When he looked up, he realized Tulip had been staring at him, her head cocked like a spaniel’s. He forced a smile and she half-smiled back, eyes narrowing. Dean was leaning against the coffee table, slumped. Tulip’s posture, however, was impeccable: spine straight, shoulders back, neck long. Her hair was dark and pulled back and her body lithe and vascular. She resembled neither a man nor a woman. Instead, her presence evoked a bird imitating a human: disturbing but oddly astonishing.


ProfA89: Moon2 will be able to block out the sunlight and the moonlight sometimes, which will apparently help with global warming (!?) and mood (???) regulation? It’ll be on some kind of schedule. Schedule has not been announced yet, of course.

Abstrekt: how can an arts collective restrict my access to the sun? how is that legal?

Chelseazday: the moon is our light, our lives, all pocked with scars it Holds Us now both eternal light and cyclical, earthy light will be replaced by corporate light. Every Headline Should Be About This!!!

Zendiagram: Just as robots and artificial intelligence will replace humans, if 137not literally, then at least change how we think and operate, Moon2 will replace both/all lights? Now you see it, now you don’t. But what Will it be lit by?

Abstrekt2001: Obviously the government is Allowing this to happen.

Lalalands: They haven’t released that information yet.

Chelseazday: Is that legal?

Lalalands: Abstrekt is right. They are the law. The CCC (Voortelle Corporation).

Femmebot776: Maybe there will be people in there, literal men in the moon, tending to the light, making sure it shines, getting high off its brightness all the time. No matter how many faux moons are launched into pseudo-orbit, no matter how many service ships and tugboats and space objects our eyes are interacting with, no matter nomatter nomatter

ProfA89: No matter what, Femme?

Chelseazday: Femme: r u glitching? What’s up?

Femmebot776: Sorry IDK what that was. I keep drifting off. I wake up confused, exhausted. Sometimes I sleepwalk. I slept like a rock before all this. Last year feels like a decade ago. I’m a two day 138drive from the launch site, I’d estimate. And I swear I feel it. My bones seem to be buzzing from the inside. Parts of myself I was previously unaware of are becoming known to me. I can feel my organs sitting there, gelatinous in my stomach. My lungs almost speak. And my ovaries. I woke up this morning in a different room, very far from where I went to sleep.

Chelseazday: i’m sure we are all feeling it

Benjix: i feel so wobbly, fucked up

ProfA89: Benjix hey man!

Zendiagram: How do we know it’s the literal Moon2 and not just the fact of us being so psychically overtaken by it, so consumed, and worried, and talking here…

Abstrekt2001: Could be both. Maybe it doesn’t matter. Perhaps the whole point is to see how we react.

Benjix: they def trying to see how we react this whole summer’s their experiment

Lalalands: My wife has woken up in weird places, too. Not our yard but our neighbor’s. We’re supposed to believe this is ‘mind expansion?’ We don’t need a second moon to expand our minds.

Zendiagram: Could that be related to those troubles at home you’ve hinted at?
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Benjix: sorry bro

Lalalands: It appears physiologically separate from our issues. Something has taken her. Feels like she’s been abducted.

Chelseazday: She is on a tidal schedule.

Zendiagram: Moon controls the tides! We unpacked that whole thing like months ago when CCC released that packet on why Moon2 will have zero impact on tides and tidal creatures, humans included. What did they say again?

Abstrekt2001: Lies!

Lalalands: “We can cruise full force into the lunar future together, as a united collective.” Give me a fuckin break.

Benjix: Hahaha

Femmebot776: sorry about your wife, La.

DaveAndBustUrMind: Ever seen a horse under a full moon? Nothing like it. Majesty, totally. I can only imagine what a horse will look like under Two Full Moons.

Abstrekt2001: Get out of here you damn spammer. This forum is for serious people.

DaveAndBustUrMind: Oh yea, real serious. Get a life losers!
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Lalalands: Fuck off Dave.

Benjix: bot

ProfA89: Actually, Dave, you won’t have to imagine it. Horses become more vocal and frenetic, like many animals, on full moon nights. We will hear new kinds of choruses, divine and disconcerting, when this thing launches. We might be making new noises, too. what some of us, LA’s wife included, might be feeling, are shocks, those smaller quakes before the big one.
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East


Cul-de-sac. Cul-de-sac. Velour repeated the term as she arrived at her daughter’s house. Cul-de-sac. French for bottom of the bag. A situation and a street that leads basically nowhere as it keeps loop, loop, looping. Her daughter liked that sort of thing. Dead ends, still lives, images that refused to move. The only two homes on this small circle of road were built by the same architect, unchanged since 1968.

Lars and Vesta bought the place when Vesta was only eighteen, right after they got hitched. The twin houses reminded Velour very much of where Vivienne (her mother, Vesta’s grandmother) spent the final years of her life: a set of minimally decorated mid-century houses rising up out of the desert at the edge of the country like a mirage. The Center for Constant Creation.

Velour had signed Vivienne into their care after she’d been in a coma for several months as one of their early “Artists in Residence.” Vivienne had been famous enough to warrant entrance into the program. Vesta tried to visit Vivienne at the end of her life, wanted to be there as the staff took her off life support. But, she failed the screening and was denied access. She did not meet their mental health requirements. The screening was conducted by a man named Dean. Though Vesta and Lars claimed to hate that place, and still abhorred Velour’s choice to 142place Vivienne there, the house they chose clearly evoked it: pastel, terra-cotta, spacey optimism.

A street or passage closed at one end. Cul-de-sac, cul-de-sac. Velour was now looking out into the deep green far behind her daughter’s house. Lisa’s therapy horses hovered just out of view. It was good that her daughter did not have to actually see the sprawling eyesore of the Wallaces’ home. That their backyards ran into one another seemed to Velour a planning error, a lazy oversight. Velour abhorred open floor plans, modern architecture, and McMansions. Still, she much preferred her daughter’s home to Mac’s. And she was glad Vesta didn’t live in The Residenz.

As she approached the house, she squinted to see inside the kitchen, where her daughter and Lars were two abstract figures, dressed in black and spinning around and around, their shapes occasionally merging in front of glossy mint-green cabinetry and a matching green dining booth under an obnoxious Sputnik chandelier. She paused at the red chairs she had given the couple as a gift. She ran her finger over the red leather exterior, which was starting to mold over. She shook her head, and walked to the threshold, exhaling as she tossed her wide-brimmed black hat on the smooth green countertop. Tonight, her daughter wore a long, loose T-shirt dress that nearly touched the floor. She was always swimming in her clothes. Lars wore his usual black T-shirt and black pants. When Velour walked in, they were both barefoot and breathless. The three of them slid into the kitchen booth.

“Why are you out of breath?”

“You caught us.”

“Doing what?”

“Spin therapy.”

“What’s spin therapy?”

“You spin around and laugh. It expels free radicals.”
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“Oh my God.”

“You should try it.”

Vesta lit a cigarette and the couple passed it back and forth. Velour watched like one of those stray cats: imposing, curious, judgmental. At times, their relationship fascinated her. They were like two strangers, and yet they shared a language both intimate and physical, filled with small, wordless gestures of tenderness and understanding. A mood always passing between them like smoke.

“I’m okay. Thanks. You should bring those chairs inside.”

“There’s no place for them,” Vesta chirped.

“They’re not meant to be outside. They’re getting ruined,” Velour pleaded.

“You gave them to us as a gift,” Vesta said. “We can do what we want with them.”

“Fine. Ruin them if you want. It’s a real shame. But, fine. How’s our show doing?”

“The reviews are good. I’ve got some more interested buyers. New ones,” Lars said.

“What are they saying?” Velour asked.

“Oh, you know, that it’s a demented family album, but in a good way. That it showcases three generations of art and that a story emerges based on the way they’re staged. So, they liked my curation, essentially. But they think it’s getting redundant.”

“What’s getting redundant?” Velour asked, lighting a cigarette.

“The fact that I only show the work of our family. A review called it incestuous.”

“Maybe that’s the case,” Velour said, shrugging.

“You’re so ungrateful,” Vesta muttered.
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“No. I’m the reason all of this opened up to us in the first place, remember? I introduced your grandmother to Lars.”

“And then you gave her body to science,” Vesta muttered under her breath.

“I’m not going to have this conversation again. Your grandmother died as a result of a freak accident. It was anonymous and shitty. The world is a terrible and violent place. I suppose you think that’s my fault too. Then, I had to make a decision. We had to move forward. I wasn’t equipped to care for her on my own. Nor did I want to pull the plug. God, you act as if I killed her. You’ll get old real quick if you keep hanging on to this,” Velour said. She reached out and righted her daughter’s dress, which was falling off her shoulder. Vesta turned away.

Lars sighed. “I will apologize again. I didn’t take proper security precautions. That brick never should have gone through the window. If anyone is to blame, it’s me. Of course, it would have been nice if the police had been able to find the person who did it.”

Velour cleared her throat, and Vesta compulsively brushed the hair away from her face.

“Speaking of tragedies, that chandelier is hideous,” Velour said, pointing.

“Shut up, Mother,” Vesta said.

“Oh, before I forget. Look what Mac sent me,” Velour said, showing them a picture on her phone: Vesta asleep in Mac’s yard.

“A bit odd, no?” Velour asked.

“It’s a bit odd that he took a picture of me sleeping, yes,” Vesta said, turning away from the image.

“He said you were sleepwalking? Are you sleepwalking? Did you tell Mac she was sleepwalking?” She asked Lars.

“Listen, this is supposed to be a business meeting, let’s stay focused.”
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“Well . . .” said Velour.

“Neither of you seem to be making any new work,” Lars interjected, “which I am concerned about.”

“You really think that chandelier is ugly?” Vesta asked her mother.

“It’s like a robot’s head exploded and you hung it from your ceiling.”

They both laughed.

“It’s basically a Rorschach test, Mother.”

“Really?”

“Yes, most people see normal things. You know, like flowers. Why do you have to see a robot’s head exploding? What does that say about you?”

“Ladies, please.”

Velour lifted her arm up high and ashed into one of the cup-like pieces of the chandelier.

“Mother!” Vesta exploded.

“That’s a twenty-thousand-dollar piece!” Lars shouted.

“According to whose valuation? Anyway, it’s actually a bad sign to see flowers. It means you’re schizophrenic,” Velour said, smiling.

“Since when are you a Rorschach expert?” Lars asked.

“It’s pronounced Roar-shock,” Velour hissed.

“Jesus Christ,” exclaimed Lars. “This is bullshit. You’re dodging my point. Which is, I’d really love to see some new work from both of you. Vesta’s solo show is opening on August 20th, the day of the moon launch, and I haven’t seen anything yet.”

“So, what are you snapping at me for?” Velour asked.

“I thought you could encourage her. This is our livelihood.”

“Produce, Daughter. Produce. Create.” Velour said stoically, moving her hands in a priestly benediction.
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“I can’t paint,” Vesta scoffed.

“But you’re painting something. There are paint stains all over your clothes.”

“They’re old.”

“Are you painting in secret?” Velour asked, looking Vesta up and down.

“I think she is,” Lars said.

“So let’s show whatever she’s working on.”

“No. No . . .” whined Vesta.

“Well then, you might need to sell that,” Velour said, pointing down the hallway to a drawing done by Max Furio, Vesta’s father, when Vesta was a baby.

“Are you crazy?” Vesta huffed.

“I’m just saying, you know, if it’s an emergency.”

“It means a lot to me.”

“If it’s a choice between that or no show, I say go with that,” Velour said.

“Are you guys serious?” Vesta asked.

“I’m telling you, I need work. Yes, I’m serious,” Lars concluded.

“Fuck you.”

Lars grunted.

“I don’t know what it’d be worth,” Lars said, appraising Max’s drawing, “but it’s worth more than if he were alive.”

Velour stared at her adult daughter, catching a glimpse of the precocious child she had once been, wide-eyed and curious.

Lars dragged on the cigarette and eyed Vesta.

“Am I worth more dead?” Vesta asked.

“Don’t get any ideas,” Lars said.

“Am I?” she asked again.

“Technically, yes.”
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They sat in silence, smoking.

“After the summer, we’ll need something for the winter. Velour, do you think any new work will come from your . . . bat experiences?” Lars inquired.

“The bats are a serious problem. They are not art,” Velour snapped.

“What’s going on with them?” Vesta asked.

“Radko is helping me,” Velour replied.

“Who?” Lars asked.

“He’s a bat remediation specialist. It’s a lucrative line of work, I’m told.”

“He’s nice,” Vesta said.

“You know him?” Lars asked Vesta.

“I went to high school with him.”

“Oh. And?” Lars asked.

“And what? We went high school together. He’s married. The end.”

“Oh my God,” said Lars.

“It’s not like that. Rad’s a good guy.”

“Rad?”

“Relax, everyone calls him that.”

“That is true,” Velour confirmed. “I call him Rad when he’s at the house. I wish I’d gotten to know your friends better in high school,” Velour said.

“Sounds like you have a thing for Rad,” Vesta said.

“He’s interesting, that’s all. There aren’t many interesting people around here, you know.”

“There are plenty of interesting people. It’s just that you’re a hermit,” Vesta insisted.

“Why is that a problem? I’ve always aspired to be a hermit. But I’m getting out more lately. Things are changing. Can’t you feel it?”
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“Sure,” Vesta said.

“But what do you do all day?” Lars asked, turning to Vesta.

“What?”

“If you don’t paint, what are you doing all day?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m worrying about it.”

As Lars and Vesta bickered, Velour gazed into the blackening backyard, squinting to see Mac’s place, but she could only make out the fence and one distant light. She saw no movement in the yard, but when she stared hard enough, she could see his entire world, lucid in its peculiar details—each piece of furniture, the wife he slept alongside, their animals, old and tired and moving in moonlight, a patio with its wicker chairs and smart awning that moved in and out with the sun, controlled by no one. She saw each detail of his world in miniature. Her heart quickened as she became sick with an idea.

“What is it?” Lars asked, turning from Vesta.

“Nothing.”

“I know that look,” he said. “That look means money.”

“Oh come on,” she said.

But she felt happy. Her idea was simple, and brilliant.

She would use the small furniture she’d been accruing to construct a diorama. Velour understood a diorama to be a model, three-dimensional, of a larger space, real or imaginary. With each piece of miniature furniture she bought (she had purchased at least ten that month), she had given a piece of life-sized furniture away—to Radko or to the street, affixed with signs that said free. That chubby little Mindy had scurried away with two already. It seemed she had stumbled upon a law of cosmic exchange. It was already happening: Her small, created world was growing and thriving as her big world emptied itself out, 149got lighter, ascended, made new. From this emptiness, she would find a new fullness. Life.

She could give the miniature world to Lars to show at the gallery. Exhilarated, the whole summer spread out before her, like a season from her youth—before the accretion of years and stuff. But when her mind flashed to the dead bat pup, she deflated. She could never tell the full story in an exhibition catalog. If Radko knew about what she had done, he might call the authorities. Or worse, be disappointed in her.

The bat had brought Radko into her life. It was a sacrifice. As she thought of the work that lay ahead, still staring into the area where Mac’s backyard met Lars’s and Vesta’s, the column of ash on the tip of her cigarette crumbled and fell. Lars and Vesta were still talking, now whispering intimately, as Velour took out her phone and texted Mac. The last messages from him included the photo of Vesta sleeping in his yard from several days prior, and a second text urging Velour to reply. She texted “hi,” and waited, looking to the field for some evidence that he’d received it. Her phone lit up. She left Lars and Vesta and continued the conversation on her way home.


Mac: where u been?

Velour: here. U ok?

Mac: Lisa thinks the bats are sucking the blood of the horses

Velour: Poor Mac. It’ll be okay. How are the horses?

Mac: That’s the fucked-up part. they do seem a bit off.
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Velour: Rad says animals can feel the second moon coming

Mac: Watch out for that kid. He sounds like your daughter’s husband. He’s a little off, too.

Velour: Don’t be jealous.

Mac: Hun, a married man can’t be jealous of nothing.

Velour: Poor Mac. I’m having a party at the end of the summer. And you’re invited.

Mac: wow, I’m honored. You’re throwing open the doors to the museum?

Velour: I’m making a new little world.

Mac: say what?

Velour: do you and Lisa want any of my furniture?
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West


Dean walked the quarter mile to the CCC’s swimming pool, an iridescent blue rectangle in the middle of desert buff, its shimmering tiles tilting his perception, the water lulling his brain waves into wide quivers.

When he’d last talked to Vesta, the sun was emerging in Pennsylvania just after a storm, and he had never seen light quite like that before: half the sky electric peach, the other half, violet and blue. The green trees seemed to sharpen the bottom of the sky, shocking it into avidity. He was thinking of that sky, her sky, split and drastic, which she seemed unphased by, as he neared the water.

The pool was lined with seven aquamarine chaise lounge chairs, all empty except one, where Tulip was laying out in a white bathing suit. Dean’s suit was white too. He spread his white towel over a blue lounger’s scorching plasticky surface, leaving one seat open between them. Dean and Tulip nodded at one another. He smiled, collapsed on a lounger, and took his sunglasses off, the sun pushing through his closed lids.

He waded into the pool, one step at a time, then swam freestyle to the end, one arm over the other, taking breaths while moving his head to the side, air so hot he could feel each cheek 152dry the instant it broke the surface. As his feet pushed off the concrete wall, his body shot weightlessly through blue and back to the shallow end, as he tried to recall the last time it had rained. His heart raced. Tulip was watching him. He could feel her eyes as he continued his laps. He felt he was about to get in trouble, so he swam faster. The swimming pool seemed to shrink, like Tulip was holding it in her hand, making him sense the hard limits of his world, its immovable edge that he pushed off and came back to again and again. Had he ever swam anywhere besides this pool? The ocean? A river? As his body shot out, he gasped.

“I can tell something’s going on with you,” Tulip said as he plopped back onto the lounger.

“Like what?” he asked, his eyes closed and body already almost dry.

“You’re changing. Asking questions.”

“I think it’s normal to worry about Moon2.”

“Not just that.”

“Sure. I’m wondering why we’re here. Where we came from.”

“Where we came from?”

“Like, what was your first job?”

“I can’t remember.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?”

“Just be careful, Konig. You don’t want to end up like Kelly. Be careful what you think and be careful who you talk to.”

“I don’t talk to anyone but you guys.”

“No.”

“Who says?”

“I do.”

“How do you know that?”

153
“Everything about you. Even the way you were swimming just now.”

“Bullshit.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell the others. I’m just offering a word to the wise. I hope you’re not giving anyone information about this place. I hope you’re smarter than that.”

“Did Bryan Sienna tell you to talk to me?”

“The grad student guy?”

“Oh come on. He’s no student.”

“What?”

“You know, for a smart person you’re really dumb, Tulip.”

“What are you saying?”

“Isn’t it funny that he showed up after Kelly wandered off?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. No . . .”

“What if he’s not who he says he is?”

“Who could he be?”

“Well, I was thinking about that. What if it’s like Lalalands says in the forum, and Voortelle Corporation is secretly behind this project, us, everything.”

“That’s insulting, Dean. Impossible.”

“Come on. Don’t you think it’s odd that we, some artists, are getting into rockets?”

“Liza is handling the technical specs.”

“Uh huh . . .”

“This is . . . I don’t know . . .”

“And Bryan talks to her the most.”

“Well, that is true.”

“Yeah. And another thing—”

But Tulip dove into the pool, swam underwater for what seemed like forever, then emerged in the middle, floating on 154her back. Liza was off to the side, watching them. Dean closed his eyes. He wasn’t afraid. He could feel his connection with the outside making him braver. He opened his eyes and stared hard at the white ball of sun above, unbearably bright, which made his thoughts wither, curl, and burn up like little papers over hot coals.
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West


The silver can sat on the concrete porch of the Center for Constant Creation, holding the test moon, the trial balloon, in its metal womb. It was sweltering, and Dean was staring at the can from the office. He looked around, expecting to see Bryan Sienna lurking. But, there was no one, nothing. The can looked simple and unassuming, like a regular can, but bigger and charged with potential, a little suspicious, as the morning sun ricocheted off its silver cylindrical body violently. The rabbit was stretched out beside it, drowsy under the cloudless sky. Una weighed about twenty pounds and the can dwarfed her into a little plastic figurine, something you’d pop out of a ball after sticking a coin into a machine.

The other Collective members filed onto the porch together and lined up in a perfect row. The six of them looked startlingly healthy and vital. Was it luck, genetics, a benefit of living outside society—far from pollution and coastal cities? Were they reaping the rewards, as he’d often thought, of inhabiting the uninhabited, of living a life unencumbered by family, friends, personal histories? Or was their overall vitality not a boon at all, but a loss? His chest tightened. Watching his colleagues, the only family he’d ever known, 156he played a game, one they played with each other on occasion. It involved saying the first word that came to mind when you looked at a person.


Liza: prod

Tulip: bird

Marla: mud

Edwin: rabbit

Jules: moon

Bobby: toy



The Collective took their places, forming a half circle around the can. They waited quietly, their figures shimmering in the heat. Dean repeated the words to himself: prod bird mud rabbit moon toy. All nouns. The Collective was comprised of objects and materials—things found in nature and manmade. What about Kelly? What was her word? Gone. And his? Baby. Yes, he felt like a baby. Fetal, even, and still floating in weird waters, attached and silent.

Just then, as if from nowhere, four people appeared and took their places in the circle, completing it. Dean only recognized one of them: Bryan Sienna. Two women and a man were with him. Who were these people? No one spoke.

Before he stepped outside for the test launch, Dean propped his phone up in the windowsill with a view of the scene, and dialed Vesta, so she could see the entire event. Letting Vesta witness the test launch was likely worse than anything Kelly had allegedly done. He felt a wave of defiance and excitement. He 157wondered what Vesta made of the Collective. This would be the first time she’d seen them all lined up—together.


Prod

Bird

Mud

Rabbit

Moon

Toy

Gone

Baby
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East


Vesta watched from her secret studio at Ziggy’s place as a white blotch emerged from a tin can. She could only grasp how freakishly gargantuan the can was because a bunny sat beside it. The creature was stretched out so that it looked boneless: a dollop of furry liquid beside a huge silver cylinder. Dean had given her a perfect view. She took screenshots on her phone, one after the other, as the trial balloon inflated like rising yeast. She also captured the people: Collective members in their white jumpsuits beside four others dressed in shades of black and gray. One of the men, she’d seen before. He wore a leather jacket that glimmered under the desert sun. She zoomed in on his face, which was pocked with small scars.

Of all the shots she took, the one where the fake moon rose above those four strangers was her favorite. Dean was in the foreground, his head larger than the balloon. She would paint that scene later, just as she would paint the can and the bunny, the desert sky above beige sand, and her own face—stunned and small at Ziggy’s place, the window behind her showing the fractured, quiescent glow after a storm on the East Coast. She could see these future paintings perfectly in her mind’s eye. Always a good sign. She would make them quickly. Both her body and the 160environment emitted the peace of complete enervation. No more storms. All worn out. Done. Sigh.

Dean swayed back and forth, his back to her. From her video perch, she imagined she was in Dean’s hand, hanging down below his knees, the desert and the moon swaying back and forth, back and forth, oscillating so gently.

Dean was unlike any other man she’d known. He didn’t seem exactly human. There was something off about him, unreal. Wasn’t this part of his appeal? Wasn’t this why she was so drawn to him? Though he wasn’t aware of it, she had painted him several times by now. Each time, he looked different—changing in real time before her eyes. Becoming and becoming. Becoming more. More real.

As the prototype moon disappeared from Vesta’s view, rising higher above the windowsill Dean sat her in, she heard a hiss, like the balloon was emitting something. A cat giving off a warning. She focused now on the empty can and Dean’s perfect, tanned hand, which she felt was holding her steadily there. The rabbit was gone, having hopped away in fear. The hiss continued, mixing now with the sound of high-pitched wind. Dean disappeared briefly, before reappearing a few minutes later to grab the phone and bring her closer to him. He smiled down at her with his gleaming white teeth and hung up.
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Extraordinary beings have Extraordinary Departures
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Voice


I think this guy wanted my life. My wife hated him. He was poor. No father. And I had a father. I’m not trying to brag or anything. My wife hated him, or strongly disliked him. I’ll say that. Never said why. But this guy wanted my life. I don’t think he ever raped her or anything but there had to be something really heavy duty that pushed this guy down to such a level in her mind. She could not even think about him. She wouldn’t even stand where he stood. I couldn’t get her to tell me why. Maybe because he was poor. Maybe because he wanted to be just like me. Maybe he wanted her. I don’t know. I saw him once on a business trip. Out in the middle of the country. He was married by then, working as a headhunter. You know what a headhunter is? Been thinking of that guy lately. Why am I talking about him? What was your question? My wife made this house what it is. Everything you see here. She’s all over it. Look around. But now she’s gone. Do you know what happened to her? It seems to get everyone. My mother should be here any minute. Her name is Vesta.
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Voice


She didn’t pay much attention to me, never acknowledged my labor and all the work I put into the gallery for basically no salary. Sometimes I think that the environment is toxic. At the very least, claustrophobic. I know more about this family than I know about my own. But still, it’s like . . . it’s so incestuous. Can’t we branch out? When I think about the Collective and Moon2, and what they did, the amazing spectacle of it all, I mean, shit, I wonder what any of the other stuff is even for. To come back to intern in this space after watching the moon launch a few nights ago feels impossible. But here I am. Everything is different but nothing has changed. And here I am talking to you about Vesta fucking Furio. I helped with the install. Did most of it, actually. To be honest, I have a theory. My boss looks totally distraught, but he and Vesta are thick as thieves. Husband and wife for life. They’re in cahoots, always. Whether or not she’s cheating, I don’t know. But I don’t think the paintings are drawn from life. I think they were made up in her head and the head of Lars Arden. They’ve known each other since she was like seven so do you think a bond like that, however fucked up, can just be . . . be . . . broken? Doubt it. My understanding is that they weren’t physically together until she was legal. No one knows for sure except them. My aunt told me this once and I agree: You never know what goes on between two people. Even if you work in the guy’s gallery. Maybe that’s right. 166Okay, so my theory is that Lars and Vesta were collaborating. That they wanted to expose the CCC as dangerous, inhumane, robots of Voortelle Corporation, whatever. Vesta stayed quiet. Right. They had to appear separate. So, she painted this guy who looked kind of creepily perfect in a desert landscape, blah blah blah, rendered with an almost photographic accuracy the interior of the place, including Binky Stratford, a mediocre old artist whom no one, least of all the CCC, would be interested in kidnapping, by the way! Vesta will turn up soon enough and play dumb, but this shit will be great for her career. The phone’s ringing off the hook. Lars has always been an unconventional gallerist. A conspiracy theorist, yes, but I’ve learned a lot from him about the art of making a spectacle. The problem, the flaw in their little plan is that they want to reveal how horrible the CCC is. But the CCC has done nothing wrong. They launched a moon, and it was the most transcendent experience of my life. I’m still high. But somehow, we are not talking about the moon. So, maybe Lars and Vesta won. They’re so fucked up I admire them.
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Vesta


When she got in the car that morning with nowhere to go, she called Dean, then threw the car into drive. She positioned the eye of the camera away from her, facing the passenger-side window, so that Dean could ride alongside her without seeing her. The windows were rolled down and she could feel his eyes on the roadside, the electric greenery of August backcountry reaching its plush disorienting maximum.

They zoomed down California Road, away from her house and toward the village under a thick canopy of trees as green neon shot into both eyes and her head flew back, driving faster as her chest and stomach swelled, intoxicated and delinquent. She loved the month of August best. She could understand why they had chosen late August for Moon2’s launch.

This was the rough road, its curves sending ripples of pleasure up her spine. She became aware of all of her holes. She smiled, free—realizing she wasn’t being clocked by anyone or anything but trees. On-screen, Dean’s eyes fixed on the moving image ahead of him: the landscape she grew up in, the roads that formed her and held her as she formed. Hot air blew through the car.

“What do you think?” Vesta yelled.

“I feel like I’m on a ride. Like at a carnival. Have you ever been to one?”
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“Of course,” she yelled. “I feel like I’m on a ride too. Or like, I’m preparing to launch. To take off.”

“Extraordinary beings have extraordinary departures,” Dean said.

At the stop sign, Dean saw a papery beehive and watermelons for sale under a blue tent.

“That’s where I went to school,” she told Dean as they whipped past a small campus lined with cornfields. This endless, psychotropic moment reminded her of the time she’d Robotripped with two guys back in high school. They’d chugged bottles of milky, pastel-colored cough suppressant and ran through fields, finally collapsing under a tree. The surroundings felt friendly, and she was totally herself, bodiless and anonymous, somehow both freed from all qualities and turned up to her truest, most Technicolor version.

One of the guys, Mark, had come on to her. At first, she turned him down, since she much preferred the other guy, Gregory. But when Mark persisted, she felt too untied to bat him away. So, she told him she’d do it, but with one caveat. Gregory had to do it too. The boys mumbled among themselves while Vesta laid sprawled like an X staring at the blurry pink flowers moving across the graying sky, waiting for the boys to reach their decision. We’ll do it, Mark said finally. As long as we don’t make eye contact. She’d burst out laughing, and she laughed now in the car, recalling the woozy afternoon.

Then, as now, it was as though she had kidnapped herself. Or, like she was dead. But not really. Like she was attending a party and no one could see her, so she could get very close to everyone’s details—mouths and wrinkles and follicles. Like she was part of the scenery, porous, nowhere, and everywhere.
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“What’s that?” Dean asked.

“A barn.”

“No, what’s on it? A design?”

“A hex sign. They’re meant to protect animals.”

“From what?”

“Evil.”

She slowed down as they went over the hill. A song she didn’t know droned and droned, hypnotic and lyricless.

“Deer!” Dean yelled.

“Those are fawns. Babies.”

“Hey, deer!” Dean yelled out the window. The animals froze. She slowed down and looked the biggest one in the eye. The song ended and another one began. Dean started humming.

That dazed afternoon back in high school, tall grasses sweated against her back as she got enveloped by the smell of dirt and manure from the farm down the street with its cows, their faces swarming with flies, and ripples of white sheep in the green. Mark, Greg, and the whole atmosphere. She had felt, that day, that she was being watched. That was part of the excitement, that God or the animals or some other presence, invisible, was lingering, and that every move she made was contributing to some larger, interconnected narrative. She recalled throwing her head back, moaning in pleasure and pain louder than she needed to—making noises for whoever or whatever was witnessing their druggy sea green communion. Then, as now, Vesta felt captured yet free.

Perhaps this was what Moon2 would bring: a change in the very air and access to some chemical elsewhere like when the dextromethorphan of the cough syrup kicked in, which the guys referred to as Velvet, or like riding in the car through her hometown alongside a disembodied Dean, a man she adored for his 170alien quality. They were both drivers and passengers. Dean was there, but he could not see her. She was euphoric, real.

“What are you thinking about?” Dean asked.

“Robotripping,” she answered.

“What is that?”

“It’s like, when you hallucinate from drinking a bunch of cough syrup at once. Have you ever hallucinated?”

“I doubt it. I don’t think I’ve ever even had a cough.”

Vesta laughed.

“That’s where I grew up,” she said, pointing to her childhood home.

“Slow down!” Dean yelled.

She obeyed, slowing to a halt outside the old house and turning the music down.

“Maybe I’m hallucinating right now,” he said.

Vesta buzzed with excitement. It was like she was seeing her first home for the first time, through Dean’s far-near eyes. He deserved to know the truth, and she felt just open enough to tell him.

“You know,” she offered, “when you first emailed me out of nowhere, I think I started talking to you because I had such rage toward my family, my husband and my mother especially. I was angry at my mother for signing my grandmother into your care all those years ago, for signing her life and body away and at Lars for making a living off our family. On the other hand, this work is my whole life. So I love him and I resent him. I go back and forth, like on a swing. I get nauseous.”

She held her breath.

After a long, charged silence, Dean ventured, “Can you turn the phone around so I can see you?”
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His voice, full and deep just seconds ago, was now thinned out, deflated. She threw the car into park, idling just outside the door to her mother’s house.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because then I’ll be aware that you’re looking at me, and move my face in certain ways, and say certain things. I like when you look at me. I like looking at you looking. But not right now.”

Dean was assessing the house, its eggshell exterior and small windows. He felt he could reach out and touch the structure, which looked older than anything he’d seen in real life.

“At first,” Vesta continued, “I thought maybe I’d get access to the CCC through you, and sort of use your loneliness to my advantage, and so I began making these secret paintings. Paintings of you. Of the test moon. Of everything you showed me. I made them because I thought they’d reveal to the world how fucked up the whole thing was. And even though maybe they’d prove his point, I thought they’d piss Lars off, make him jealous. But then . . . well . . . now . . . I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.”

Dean was silent, and Vesta’s body was humming and clammy. The trip had soured. The outside, which was ecstatic only a moment ago, was now insidious and vile. It smelled like shit and vomit, acidic and sick.

Velour peered out the window and noticed Vesta’s car. She looked directly at Dean, and he stared back at her. He felt a lump rise in his throat and thought of the stupid moon—the moon in his esophagus. He couldn’t speak. Dean understood that Vesta had used him, that she was risking his livelihood and perhaps his life. Still, he was curious about the paintings. He badly wanted 172to see how she had rendered him. No one had ever painted Dean before. Perhaps no one had ever even seen him before. Not really.

He watched from the passenger seat as Velour stepped outside into the sun wearing a humorously big black hat, a bird swooping close to its brim. She batted the bird away and waved confusedly at Vesta. He remembered Velour well—a skinny, harsh woman with a frigid air that he somehow found comforting. There was a younger man standing behind her: tall, blonde, and pasty. The two of them smiled and walked closer to the car, squinting into the sun.

Dean hung up.

He hoped, on the one hand, that Lars would not show the paintings—as that would protect them. But, he also wanted Lars to show them—as everything would blow wide open, and Vesta might perhaps finally leave, make her way to Dean—not digitally through the screen of his secret phone, but physically, with her body. And so now Dean was swinging, just like Vesta, back and forth. Was he moving? Or suspended? Alive? Dead? Swinging and swinging. No center, no nucleus, just disgustingly useless and repetitious momentum. When he fell back on his bed, he closed his eyes and pictured the two moons in the future sky. The room began to melt, and the moon in his throat liquified.

He dreamed about one of the many moon-formation theories: the capture. The capture theory held that the moon was visiting from elsewhere, some faraway place in the solar system, when it got captured by Earth’s gravitational field. An unlikely story. But when Dean woke up, he knew it was true.
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Voice


We got close around the time my family moved from one side of the township to the other. Right after my parents got money. I was considered the rich girl at school, and we lived at the very top of the Residenz. In retrospect, we weren’t rich rich, just rich for this area. I understood that we were a different kind of rich from Vesta’s family and I was jealous. Her kind of rich wasn’t showy and so it seemed more legit. She lived with her mother in this really old place. Yeah, you know it. Of course. And they had things of real value and worth in their home. Artworks, mostly. And furniture too. Heirlooms, maybe? My parents were like chickens running around without heads. All this money, very suddenly, and they didn’t know what to do with it. A big influx of cash. It’s like an upper, a stimulant. Oh my God, Mama Cat! Mama. Mama, it’s okay. I’m sorry. She shakes sometimes in her sleep and it freaks me out. You’re fine, baby. She’s fine. Mama showed up here one day after a storm and just stayed. She never really felt like mine. We called her Mama because one day she popped two little kittens out. Looked like they were coming out of her butt. She looks mild but don’t. No, don’t pet her. She will attack. Once, she jumped on the back of this huge German shepherd. Oh, Vesta had an amazing dog growing up. His name was Franz. Franz Kline, actually. I thought it was weird they gave him a last name, but that was how they were. I thought it was very exotic and glamorous that Vesta and her mother 174had different last names. And her grandmother had a different last name than either of them. We all had the same last name in my family. I would go to their house as a kind of refuge cause it was weirder than mine, and less manic. I had recently gotten my period for the first time. Vesta got hers a few years later, I think. All I remember from that time, apart from moodiness and cramps and wearing my boyfriend’s sweatshirt all around school, even on the hottest days, is the smell of that house. Musty old stone and whatever else. Maybe mold. She was good friends with Mackenzie Wallace, and Kenzie lived next door to me growing up. So that’s how I got close with Vesta. It was like, all of a sudden, my parents collected random shit and we stayed at fancy hotels. I remember white tablecloths and leather interiors. Even though Vesta’s family was seen as pretty wacked out, they represented stability and order for me. There was this air all around my life, like a new-car smell, empty and sad and you know it’s going to wear off soon and then what will you be left with? But I haven’t seen her in forever. It’s sad how people lose touch. My parents sold their places after I graduated high school. They moved to Florida. I doubt she’d run away though. She was a pretty careful little kid, almost a hypochondriac. Her dad killed himself when she was super young, right at their kitchen table, which I’m sure you’ve heard all about, it’s part of the town lore and he’s buried right up there behind the church. Max Furio. I guess technically it was an overdose. No one seemed to know him. It’s almost like he never existed. Anyway, Vesta was terrified of death. Of dying. So I don’t think she’d do something so reckless as to just take off in the middle of the night or whatever. But, as we got older and went through high school, she started testing the waters. Literally. Like, she’d swim across the river and that current is no joke. And she’d do other dangerous things too. Her car is still there, so if she left, she either took public transportation or hitchhiked or walked or swam. Certain people have an air about them. Like they could just 175poof . . . be gone . . . in a second. If the light hit them a certain way. I was in a drawing class with her in high school. She made creepy pictures. I mean, I just took it as an elective. I still draw. Not professionally or anything. It’s meditative. I have some stuff upstairs, hanging. I took lessons outside of school too, at this private art institute. I didn’t even express interest in it. My parents got me drawing lessons and it always felt kind of stupid, because money can’t make you be a good artist, not really. It comes from someplace else.
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Voice


This time of year, it seems the lights are always on across the street. I’m looking through my small rectangular office window at Vesta Furio and her husband, Lars. The trees are black against sky, all around us, forest, a totality of unwholesome dark. The trees do not separate us but hang above our houses, cutting across the moon which is too full. Desolate and magnificent. It’s the summer just like it was the summer then. If I weren’t so old, who knows, maybe things would be different. I have three sons and one daughter. Now the sky is changing from black to gray, looking beaten and stained like a back-road. Out of time and definitely out of space. Vesta is here every day taking care of me. She paints here. But her paintings are gone now. Her husband took them. In the mornings, when she’s walking around her house, I can see her, and in these moments we’re just two rectangles in deep space, belonging to no state. She and Lars would walk around to the back porch. And then the cats, walking over from the woods to get their food. Those fucking cats. I fell asleep in my lounge chair, the one in my office. Have you seen it? My daughter said I could sell this thing for thousands, as if I don’t know how much my own chairs are worth! Don’t tell me about the shit in my house. Nobody better tell me. At night, I’ve been dreaming of a girl I knew before my wife, someone I met at the department store. Do you remember her?
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The Sputnik chandeliers dangled over the displays on the main floor. There were dozens, which was my idea. I saw them in my head hanging, beautiful. And the Christmas displays. I’d be working on those starting in July! So right about now I’d be working on those. Vesta’s paintings are good, they’re really good, I guess, but she doesn’t know the beauty of department stores. I kept meaning to ask her to draw one. Dreaming is better than being awake cause when I dream, I see escalators, boxes, shop girls. All the stuff I need to make a display.

Vesta comes back around to the front of the house without Lars. She’s sort of stumbling, looking like an alien having just landed here. Coming in peace. All of mankind. She’s so little. That’s what I thought when I first saw her, when they moved in. That she looks like she could be one of those little ladies on top of a wedding cake.

When my wife and I moved into this house, 1969, my head was on fire with ideas. Ever have decades like that? I had a good life. An okay life. Now what does it matter? I’d tell Vesta about it, but where’d she go? My ideas were fully realized in my head. All they had to do was get implemented. I wrote them down and my team did the rest. Ever have a team? A team of around six. Or eight. No, wait. If Vesta would put herself together a little better, she could be in the window. I told her that and she laughed. She always had a sense of humor. This chandelier, the one that hangs above my head now, you see, was from the store. On its main floor. Remember how pretty? What’s that noise now? A moaning and screeching. It’s like someone is straining to turn off a huge faucet or start an engine, pushing their whole weight against it. Things used to work better. All this shit is junk now. How many times have you had to replace your faucet in the last ten years?
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Voice


How could a pseudo-moon, backed not by the sun’s rays but by artificial light, and set to be forever full, not change us? It’s not the change I’m worried about exactly. Everything changes and that’s what life is, right? The body is only meant to last eighty years. Mine is fifty-six. I saw her walking home from the store once with three dogs. Sometimes she’d do that. Leash up the strays that always seemed to find her and pretend like they were hers. And maybe they were. I stopped and said hi. You could feel that the sky was holding huge quantities of rain just above our heads. Like it was waiting. I’m around the age of Lars, her husband. I think my generation struggles more with Moon2 than Vesta’s generation. She seemed unperturbed. We spoke for a little while. She came over to the window of my car with those three dogs. The intersection near the church. I told her to be careful because cars really zip around that curve, the one she lives off. She just laughed. She was carrying a plastic bag from the store, but I don’t know what was in it. She was in a good mood. I regret not speaking to her more.
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Voice


I just shake my head when I think of her. Not because she’s tragic or a lost cause or anything. But because I don’t know what to think. She’s what we used to call a pill. Some days, she’ll be sweeter to me than anyone I’ve ever seen. Big smile. Conversation. I respect her grandmother’s work a great deal. Her grandfather’s too. I know good art. And sometimes, she’s cold. It’s like she’s never even met me before. It’s good our area is small. I wonder if all artists would do well to live out of the way. With one or two people there to watch them. Her legs like a newborn’s figuring out how to be. Once, she kissed me hard on the lips. I swear. I kissed her back, tongue and everything.
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Vesta


Though Vesta had met Lars when she was seven, nothing happened between the two until she was legal. They’d bonded back then, and she’d taken to him as a kind of uncle, a man who reminded her of her grandfather, a famous artist whom she had never met, nor could ever meet. He was extremely dead. He died long before she was born. Died even before her mother was born.

Dean Konig, the man in the desert, offered something else. He was physically distant but otherwise close. She could feel him in her body, but this feeling was mediated by miles. His anti-presence in her life, how they spoke constantly though he was not there, tinted her existence. She became holographic. A mirage, deserted. Barely a person. When she spoke to Dean, she was an image on a screen. She could move out of the frame, then back in. To watch herself being watched by him was a heavy gift.

While painting, she vanished in the good, simple way. Slathered and brushed her way toward annihilation. Shapes and sounds without names or numbers. By the time Lars walked in, she had forgotten what day it was, what season even. The light was navy blue, the first slice of ash-colored sun writhing above their one-story home while the black trees, filled-in with green, quaked in high wind.
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When Lars put his hand on her shoulder, she became aware of herself again: skin, muscles, bones, outfit (long white shirt with big pockets over her usual jean shorts), hair. The wetness between her legs reminded her of the slick road she’d driven a few nights ago on her way to the bus station to pick up Lars. Over the soaked road, bullfrogs jumped, making arches in front of her car, their emerald skin glowing in her high beams. She had run over one, and when she stopped to see if it had died or lived, she was struck by how the frog resembled a human man, splayed out on soaking macadam, as dead as her grandparents. She whispered I’m sorry and ran back to the car. In rain, hidden critters emerge, get wet, and die.

“Let me see it,” said Lars.

She showed him. He moved closer, staring for a long time as she sweated. When she closed her eyes and leaned back, everything was chartreuse and yellow for a delicious instant, and the taste of candy, its quick chemical bliss, filled her mouth when her husband gave her a kiss. An endless circle, recursive and doubling back on itself. She was in the dry desert and she was here. With him and with him. When he licked the paint off her hand, they both smiled.
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Voice


Well, the summer’s not over yet. I believe she is alive and resting. Some things stand out in my mind. For instance, I had the sense all summer that she was circling and circling the way an animal circles and circles until it finds a spot to sleep. Nothing changes about the space itself. But the movement the animal makes before it decides to lay down changes the space, in a sense. I also remember, while walking, a bright red cardinal. The reddest cardinal I’d ever seen among the total green. Time passes differently now. Don’t you think? The cardinal was like a signal, a warning. And I remember a dog, maybe a stray, lying drowsily beside an inflated swimming pool, half-filled with leafy stagnant water under a matching blue sky. I remember a raccoon too. It was already dead, like so many things. I ran over it again. And it felt terribly good. To further flatten a body already flat. I remember a lack of air. And pink flowers on trees in the later part of the season, ones I’d never seen. The flowers did not have petals, but thin strands of spiked hair. She’s not dead. Vesta will turn up when and if she wants. If my daughter were dead, I’d know it in my bones and heart.
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Chloe


Her office, which Rad had painted Bluebird Blue, sat at the back of the house with its own separate entrance. In the afternoons, when the sun filled the room, she felt she was inside a melting ice cube. The perfect environment for listening. Chloe considered herself a renegade therapist, as she had no formal training but desired to give the world her undivided attention.

While she was in session, Radko’s mother, Nina, watched Louise. Sometimes, when she kept her window open, she could hear them outside playing, Louise’s exuberant voice seeping into her office. She never heard Nina, though. A quiet and self-contained woman, tall, sturdy, and tan, who rarely asked questions. How could her husband, such a fascinating and ethereal man, have been birthed by such a doldrum? Chloe found her mother-in-law to be dense and unimaginative. At first, Chloe was determined to find something interesting under her mother-in-law’s hard exterior. Recently, however, she had given up. Some people just sucked. Still, she was grateful for the free childcare. Outside her window, a line of middle school girls filed out of the dance studio during a midday break from dance camp.

Lisa Wallace, her final patient of the day, walked through the back door, donning her usual getup: tight black yoga pants and matching tank top with a cotton sweater tied around her 188shoulders, and bright white, chunky sneakers that matched her teeth. Lisa had been seeing Chloe for almost two years, and by now, they had a shorthand. No formalities, no hellos. Lisa kicked off her sneakers, collapsed on Chloe’s couch, and closed her eyes. Chloe was seated behind Lisa, utterly still, with a small notepad in her lap. Lisa began to cry and Chloe glanced down at the cover of her notepad. Chloe had grabbed it in haste, from a pile of Louise’s things. It featured anthropomorphic bunnies in neon ballerina costumes, twirling. She listened to Lisa’s sobs as she stared at the bunnies, which she suddenly found distressing. Lisa’s cries got quieter and finally, after six minutes had passed, she spoke. Chloe opened the notepad.


Lisa: Really needed that release, so tense today.

Chloe: The horses?

Lisa: Oh, yes. I just know there is something wrong. I got those horses for therapy, and I think they need therapy. You should see how lethargic they are! Depressed, even. Something’s taking their energy.

Chloe: Radko checked them out.

Lisa: Yeah, a few times now but I swear he’s lying. I mean, no offense to your husband, but he doesn’t know about horses, he knows about bats, and my husband is probably paying him off anyway.
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Chloe: How are things with Mac?

Lisa: Well he’s not going over to Velour’s much anymore. Ever since the bats, she’s got no use for him, and I guess that’s good for me but he’s sulking, you know?

Chloe: Yes, you mentioned that last time. She has no use for him?

Lisa: Well . . . I mean . . . let’s face it. Now she’s got your hubby. I mean, not romantically of course. That boy is yours. But she needs attention from a man at all times. You’ve met her, right?

Chloe: No, but she gave us a few things. Presents, I guess.

Lisa: Oh, well lucky you. She’s cleaning house and getting rid of her shit and giving it to us, too, like we’re so blessed to be in the presence of something she picked. Well, whatever. I know there’s something wrong with the horses and it’s gonna get worse when Moon2 launches.

Chloe: Are you still in that forum?

Lisa: Yep. It’s the only place people are speaking truth. People walking around like zombies, like no second moon is coming, except for Lars Arden of course.

Chloe: You mentioned him last time, Velour’s son-in-law.
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Lisa: I never much cared for the guy, a bit of a snob but he’s really got his head screwed on straight. He’s the one that told me about the forum. You know, and the only one around here who treats me like I’m not insane.

Chloe: The only one?

Lisa: Well, you too honey. But, that’s your job.

Chloe: Is it?

Lisa: I’ve always been the crazy lady though, even when I was a girl. But then I was the crazy girl. And at least I had youth on my side. And beauty. The pageants and the events.

Chloe: The events.

Lisa: Fits, they called them back then. The only time I didn’t have them was when I was pregnant with Mackenzie. Maybe we should’ve had more, but we were one and done. Had a rough delivery. Now she’s like everyone else.

Chloe: Everyone else?

Lisa: Thinks I’m nuts.

Chloe: Why do you say that?
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Lisa: She’s pro-Moon2. Did I tell you she not only thinks I’m nuts but thinks I’m hateful? I suggested that Moon2 might be backed by Voortelle, and she said that to suggest such a thing is actually considered hate speech? Like, discrimination. Who am I discriminating against? My own daughter thinks I’m doing hate speech! There’s a real split in the family and Mac’s caught in the middle, per usual cause he doesn’t want to be the bad guy, doesn’t want to piss my daughter off, doesn’t want to piss me off. I don’t know what he believes. He’s too afraid to make enemies. Brave people aren’t afraid to make enemies. It’s why I admire Lars.

Chloe: Do you want to say more about Lars?

Lisa: Why? Does it seem like I want to say more?

Chloe: Maybe.

Lisa: He’s the opposite of Mac in every way. He’s brave but he’s a total dandy. You know, doesn’t know how to fix things. Nice, smooth hands. From the city. But the forum has really helped me. I don’t say much. Just reading everyone’s thoughts. It’s like group therapy. Had a dream last night that my back tooth fell out but stayed in my mouth. I had to reach back and fish it out. Horrible, feeling my gums, the big gap. The tooth crumbled into a few pieces in my hand and looked decayed. 192Like it’d been ground down. Maybe I was grinding my teeth. Mac usually wakes me up though, tells me I’m grinding. I have such a big mouth, big teeth. Horse teeth. You know horses have five different shapes of teeth in their mouth? Foals have milk teeth when they’re young, not very sharp. Ever looked in the mouth of a horse? Oh my God. It’s a whole world. You know that saying never look a gift horse in the mouth, yeah it’s about counting teeth. Horses used to be given as gifts, I think that should be brought back by the way. But it was a total faux pas to count the teeth of a horse given to you as a gift, because the teeth tell a horse’s age. Just take the gift. Take the damn horse. Don’t inspect it to see the nature of the gift. Be grateful. I miss them.

Chloe: The horses?

Lisa: You should come over sometime and see. Maybe you can diagnose them. They’re both Sagittarius. Isn’t that perfect? I wonder if this is the last space left without surveillance, your blue room.

Chloe: What makes you say that?

Lisa: It doesn’t feel recorded the way the rest of the world does, and you’d never take a picture of yourself at therapy, never take a selfie with your therapist.
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Chloe: No, I suppose not. But what about your home?

Lisa: It’s not as private as this. There are eyes and ears on us. Oh look, it’s gonna rain. Shit fuck, I wanted to get a jog in.

Chloe: Eyes and ears.

Lisa: And teeth.

Chloe: Teeth.

Lisa: Whoever’s behind Moon2 has us all in his mouth and he’s about to bite down.

Chloe: What’s it like in the mouth?

Lisa: You’re in here too, girl. What do you feel?

Chloe: Well, the full moon’s coming. It does feel heightened, weird but somehow familiar.

Lisa: I heard this woman on the street answer her phone. The first thing she said was “Is everything okay?” There’s an edge to every conversation, a panic. Tendency to jump to the worst possible thing. Don’t you think?
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Voice


The last thing I heard about her was from Renny, and Renny’s not a liar like some guys on the team. He came to baseball practice like last week or whatever saying he’d seen her swimming in the river while he was fishing. He said she ran to the river from her house, and he offered her a ride back, but she said no, she was gonna run all the way home in her bathing suit. We talked about that, but I’ll spare you. All of us who play in the summer league have a reputation I guess for being, I don’t know, rude or whatever, and I don’t wanna add to that shit. Anyway, some of us play both seasons. Spring and summer. Like me. The current was strong that day, Ren said, and he thought she’d for sure get swept away. He had this whole thing in his head like he was gonna go in and catch her, save her. But she didn’t. Didn’t get carried away, I mean. She swam good, like she knew what she was doing. I don’t know. I always thought artists were kinda helpless, with like, real life. But she wasn’t, I guess. Renny said he was impressed. And yeah, he said he saw her phone go into the crazy part of the river. Maybe she didn’t throw it. Might have been an accident. But it’s weird right? It makes me feel something weird. Like, she doesn’t want to be found maybe. That phone’s gone by now. The river takes stuff. But maybe it’ll be easier to find her now, with the second moon up and bright all night, all the time. Right?
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Voice


Truth is, we’re just in town for the week. Dan, my husband, wanted to be here for the launch. I didn’t care either way really. The kids love to visit his parents. Their grandparents. His mother is a tense, tense woman but when you ask her what’s wrong, she just says nothing. Nothing. So I’ve stopped asking. My parents died a long time ago, so our only roots here are his folks, which is fine. His dad is happy cause he’s retired and he’s waited his whole life to retire, it’s like his life just started. His mother is also retired but it’s the opposite. Her life has finally started, but that makes her go crazy. She is asking who she is and what she wants. So around the house, everything feels tenuous, and I think she’s looking back on her life with a kind of disdain, like she wasted it. She never says this of course. She doesn’t say anything. Nothing. And Dan says I read too much into it. Into everything. So we are here for the week and now there are two moons. I wish we’d gone out west to see the new one rise, instead of coming here. It’s bigger out there. Have you seen the pictures? They say they’ll pull it back east eventually, or that it will move? I’m not clear on the details, but the kids went wild and it was good to see them like that. Nothing compares. Even my mother-in-law howled. Vesta doesn’t have any kids. I know she’s married, but I doubt she has in-laws. I can just tell the way women carry themselves, you know, whether they have them or not. She has time. Assuming she’s alive, she has time. She was a year ahead 198of me and we were in different groups, but I remember her from back then, of course, before I got up out of here. And I saw her running on the side of the road, sopping wet, the day we first got here. It was hot, apocalyptically so. Still is, but I heard it will rain soon. By then, we’ll be gone. Dan was like, let’s offer her a ride, but I said no, she’d get the leather wet. We just got an Audi. I regret that now. Not the car, but that we didn’t give her a ride. It looked like she was on a jog? Like, she was running back from the river happily. Not like she was running away from something or hoping somebody would stop to pick her up. We were going to the trail by the river. Do you know it? It’s kind of pretty and we figured it would be cooler over there with all the shade from the trees. And it was. It was almost bearable. There were a few kids fishing but that’s it. Kids can take the heat more than adults. Kids are resilient. We went to Nantucket this summer. Have you been? So breezy. Perfect weather, weather like they have in heaven. It’s an island. Not like here. Here, we have the river, but that’s at the edge of the township and it barely counts. Here, you see boats and cars and trucks and junk in yards. Just lined up, on display, and you realize when you move away that not everybody does that. And there are places, like Nantucket or the town we live now, that are very nice and clean, with trimmed hedges and everything. Upkeep. I guess that’s the word. Upkeep. Not like here where it’s so run-down, chaotic. They just let things go. Of course this happened here. People go missing or run away or just disappear. Vesta is the kind of girl who would get abducted. And I mean that as a compliment.
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Lars


The bus crept east to New York, moving with heavy ricketiness into the first pale rays of rising sun. Lars squirmed in his seat, trying to get comfortable. Catching a distorted glimpse of himself in the convex mirror over the driver’s shoulder. Most of the commuters were conked out, sleeping with heads tilted back, mouths askew. Or they were hunched over their phones. They seemed at ease, acclimated. He did not love the bus, and, as he wriggled in his seat, it was clear that the bus did not love him either.

Lars regretted giving up his New York apartment, which he’d done years ago, at Vesta’s insistence. Back then, she was wild on the idea that he join her in Pennsylvania full-time. When he’d finally agreed, his wife’s eyes got soft with gratitude. The memory was clear, and still had the power to move him. Her eyes seldom looked on him with such love anymore. Lately, if she looked at him, they narrowed or went blank, or did nothing at all. They were blank like that this morning in the darkness as she drove him to the commuter parking lot. They’d only changed a bit, when the headlights caught some deer on the shoulder of the road. She would be more likely to swerve toward him than the deer, if they were all out on the road. The 200thought had come to him, unbidden and unwelcome, but tangible and correct.

Vesta and her family were a portal he’d entered long ago and never left. Gallery X showed their work exclusively. It had been years since he’d even sought out new talent. They had mystique. And their mystique brought Lars recognition and fame within the rarefied art world. But still, as the bus shook under him, he wondered if it had been worth it. All year, and this summer in particular, she’d seemed far gone and ghostly. They were definitely no longer one soul in two bodies, as they’d once felt to be the case. The one soul idea, once so rapturous, now struck him as cheesy, a flimsy toy floating in the cold pool of a tenuous union.


Your ad here

Buy fireworks



He watched the signs rise as the sun brightened and the air turned suburban. The moon was everywhere. Reflective surfaces: mirror, sharp pieces of fiberglass masquerading as soft, anything a mind could ricochet off, get slapped and come back laced with images. His phone shone in his hand so that when he looked at it, he could see the landscape in abstract rushes over its rectangular surface.


Your ad here buy fireworks if you lived here you’d be home private road narrows look look listen disabled child area I softwash houses call here no texting east east east



She smelled like oil paint all the time. But Vesta insisted she was unable to work. That she was making nothing. Painting nothing. And that he should leave her alone. Was she trying to 201drive him mad? Lars imagined his wife as a toxic, microscopic embryo inside one of her tubes of paint. That morning, she had taken a shower then let her soaking hair drip all over the carpet. Annoying.

Lars felt ambivalent about those roads she drove, which were the roads of her youth. His wife had grown up only eighty-odd miles from his own childhood inside the slicker grid of New York City. But she had a roughness about her that matched the unmanicured roads. She took them fast and hard, goosing around labyrinthine anti-grids, not bothering to slow down before steep curves or signs that read deer crossing or 10 mph.

Theirs was one in a series of unincorporated villages surrounded by preserved farmland. Run-down barns jutted out into the street. Old farmhouses bordered flashy newer developments with stupid names like the Residenz. Stone taverns and barns with the word sleep painted on their entrances butted up against each other and gave way to fields that stretched out into the green-blue distance, oceanic. Lars found himself wondering if his wife wanted to kill them. Not the deer she kept swerving to avoid—no, she would never hurt an animal, no matter how suicidally it jumped into the road.

Clusters of horses grazed in paddocks and a single horse stood randomly in a front yard marked by a hidden driveway sign. Chickens. Ducks. Frogs. Other figures too: shadows that he’d squint to discern the shapes of. He did know the names of the streets, though: Lister Valley, Silver Hill, String Farm, Cherry Church, California. Vesta didn’t go by names. Instead, she’d say things like I saw a stray dog on that street with the goth chickens. There were also streams that Lars couldn’t pinpoint the 202source of, and giant grocery stores with American flags flapping into gargantuan parking lots.

Just ride. The sky was peach and blue now, the sun higher, and no one on the bus spoke. The woman across from him wore a floral sundress and running shoes with short white socks. Behind the driver’s seat, a heat advisory poor air quality! beside a pink sign be courteous! Vesta had paint stuck under her fingernails, their tips spotted with pink and black. Lars saw her skinny hands in his mind’s eye, chemical-flecked and lit, whirling like twin Ferris wheels.

In the distance: a blue mountain like the sloped backside of a pony, the sun to his left now. He pinched his stomach and frowned. He’d gotten a little flabbier, from stress and sitting. He inhaled and counted to five, then exhaled, releasing the accretion of days spent going to New York City from a place that wasn’t really a commuter town. No, it was too far from the city to be connected—no trains or easy routes. It was a place where most people didn’t care about art worlds or the press the gallery received or the names of Vesta’s grandparents. It was his pigments under her fingernails.

But wasn’t that the point? Hadn’t that been the point? Perhaps Lars had lost the point, the plot. He had wanted, years ago, to move to the countryside. Right? He had been sure that kind of life would keep him grounded and give him a solid foundation, a base outside the tenuous, glimmering bubble he worked in. On the road, all cars slowed to a halt, then began to inch. Green fields moved glacially on both sides. His wife was likely home by now.

Lars had placed a tiny security camera inside a cactus plant at the end of their glass hallway that led from the kitchen to Vesta’s studio, their bedroom, and bathroom. He told himself 203it was for safety purposes. She was home alone all day, after all. She needed to be watched over. Not to mention her odd behavior of late, her Moon2-induced symptoms.

With the hidden camera, he could keep her close. Nothing obsessive. No, just simple little check-ins. Lars had opted against placing the camera in their bedroom or her studio, as that would have felt like an obvious violation. The hallway was neutral territory, a thoroughfare, everyone’s land. The video footage streamed in real time onto an app on his phone. He wouldn’t even look at it. No. It was just there, in case, should he need it. He pinched his stomach again. The traffic slowed, and he felt his first strong urge to look. Now the sun was higher. To his left: flat green with nothing. No hills or valleys. Day after day awash with the coming lunacy. He inhaled. Counted to five. Exhaled. Released the desire to look at his phone.

Proud of himself for resisting, he thought of Saint Anthony in the desert so many centuries ago. Now the traffic was moving, all vehicles getting closer and closer to the center. He had Athanasius’s biography of Saint Anthony in his black leather croissant-shaped duffel bag along with his most important papers. He pulled the book out.


And on the day following he went forth still more eagerly bent on the service of God and having fallen in with the old man he had met previously, he asked him to dwell with him in the desert.



Like Lars, Saint Anthony was born into upper-class Catholics. Unlike Lars, Saint Anthony had renounced everything. He fought the devil in his many forms in the open heat, lived in a cave, then in self-imposed confinement—beyond solitary. Somehow, he had lived to be 105 years old. This fact impressed 204and surprised Lars, who planned to live as long as possible. Perhaps the saint lasted so long because he only ate bread and whatever stuff his fans and followers would throw over the fence. Lars wondered if he, himself, could figure a way to alter his dietary habits to match the saint’s. He had skipped breakfast. That was a start.

On his phone, to avoid looking at Vesta, Lars pulled up an image of Hieronymus Bosch’s painting Temptation of Saint Anthony, a triptych depicting the saint’s misadventures and revelations in the desert. In the painting, Saint Anthony gets carried away by birds and fishes, endless technologies of distraction and hidden bureaucracies. Nightmarish and hallucinogenic. Lars shook his head, zooming in. Athanasius devotedly wrote Saint Anthony’s biography. Who would write the biography of Lars Arden? What would they say? He put his phone away, eyes moving back and forth between the road and Saint Anthony.


Auto mall

World’s best hospital

Planet fitness

and there is no water at all that is fit to drink, save in that mountain from whence they drew the water



Closer to the city now. Soon they’d enter the tunnel and there would be no signal. Lars scrambled for his phone and clicked. There it was, framed and sparkling: his very own hallway. A leaf from the cactus plant blocked part of the view but whatever. He was in. It almost seemed he was hiding inside the cactus, lying in wait, a predator for prey, praying. The bus vibrated and shook both his body and his hallway back in Pennsylvania, metal and asphalt and cactus.

205He sat inside the plant for the remainder of the ride, staring at the soundless video of his home and smelling the synthetic shift into urban sprawl and finally, as the bus barreled through the tunnel, his home’s image glimmering under moving white tiles, red and green car lights against their walls, Vesta’s body shone in his hand as she walked down the corridor toward him. His wife, hair almost dry, was looking him in the eye. He startled and felt his face get hot. She was looking at the plant, fondling a leaf. Then, gone.

As the tunnel opened with shafts of the light that was New York City, Lars blinked into his now-empty hallway. Just outside their bedroom hung a sketch by Vesta’s father, Max Furio. Lars was not really a fan of the drawing. Furio’s art looked to him like doodles an adolescent might draw in a yearbook—hearts, stars, lines in blue ink, nonsense scribbles on a sheet of long yellow legal paper. But they had included a few works by Max in the current show, as Vesta had pushed for them.

The sketch in the hallway had one arresting feature, however. If you looked closely at the mass of confusion, you could see a sad clown wearing a pinafore—small and crude, but disarming. Vesta loved it so. Max had died in his early forties, a messy yet handsome man who overdosed at the family’s kitchen table when Vesta was only a toddler. Lars struggled to muster much sympathy for the late Max Furio, a man who had lived excessively, so opposed to the denunciatory ways of Saint Anthony. On his screen: Blue light and cactus leaf cut through the semi-dark and her dad’s sad clown staring back at him, hiding in the scribbles. Lars slid his phone into his pocket, preparing to enter Port Authority: last and final stop.

When he stepped off the bus and into the familiar brown terminal, all was muted, like there existed a thick, noise-canceling 206curtain between his body and the life of the station. Was he being protected, shielded from something? Or was he being kept out, lied to? Like the security footage of his home, the terminal was visually loud but soundless. He watched a man emerge from a crevice to silently scream into a garbage can. Lars read his cracked lips:

Don’t walk!

Again:

Don’t walk!

Then, he dissolved.

Lars ran to the bathroom near the back of the building where they sold tickets, past the old neon signs for bus companies, and recalled a carnival he attended as a little boy, going around and around on wheely rides. Lars clutched his duffel bag, then watched his pee silently flood the urinal.

Though he was sweating inside his black pants, boots, and shirt, Lars would not break his strict style rules for weather. Not ever. He believed that no self-respecting man should wear shorts. As he shook his dick, the image of Vesta burned his pocket and his body contorted, gagging as his neck jutted forward. He caught his reflection in the large mirror under the unforgiving fluorescent lights and grimaced before zipping up and scurrying into a stall. He vomited a string of foamy bile into the toilet, yellow and bright and snaking around the bowl.

Splashes and streams and plops of bathroom life, waste and its cleanup: gross, but Lars was relieved that he could once again hear. He flushed, then returned to the sink, where he dabbed his face with cold water, scrubbed his hands, fished around his bag for a mint, which he shoved into his mouth and began chomping before stepping shakily back into the terminal, clearer than before—like the person in charge had just turned up the 207brightness and volume. Though he was trembling and starving, Lars felt less burdened. The vomit excised whatever had been weighing on him, dulling the world. Guilt, doubt, sorrow, and worry had slid down the toilet with the bile.

Outside, on the bright edge of Times Square, three pigeons picked at a pile of fries, melted candy, and used blue medical gloves. A man was shouting at a guy who had parked his falafel truck on the sidewalk, blocking the way. Lars smiled up at the sapphire sky and resolved, as he tried to tune out the screaming man, to look again at the security camera footage when he arrived at the gallery.

On his walk downtown, as always, he watched for graffiti and signs, jotting the messages down in a tiny notebook he kept in his pocket. He thought of these notes as his Moon Papers, and he knew that this summer—the summer before the moon’s launch—was the most important season of his life. Last days of one moon. First summer they were all feeling the rearranging impact of the pseudo-luminary. As he walked: frenetic, connected, plugged into the city. Taking notes was the only reliable way to stabilize the connections so that they would not take over his essence. Each buzzing loop and letter was part of some larger map. He was part of it too.

Like a mystic, he was now so enervated that he was ready for revelation, departure, true vision. He was open to the absolute, to anything—and thus able to see, he hoped, all of these connections more clearly. The skillfully tagged image of a young woman with almond eyes holding a sad bunny rabbit, its hind legs dangling near Eighth Avenue, the curve of slurpy bile, the pipes beneath the bus station’s toilet.

His body filled with text and image—inscribing his insides. Sad clown. Heart. Tears. Leaf. Nymphet. Rabbit. The messages 208kept coming: shooting past his skin and into some sequestered Technicolor place inside him. Now, he didn’t even need to write them down. No one, not even Vesta, seemed to grasp what he was going through. She’d simply stare blankly when he’d say that all was connected and that it was all because of the moon. It was getting doubled, and as a purveyor of cosmic intelligence, as mediator between heaven and earth, these changes would impact everyone. It was very simple. He wanted to shake her. Minds and bodies, deforming.

Vesta couldn’t admit she was already under its influence. The most sensitive people among them were the first to be altered by powerful yet dumb technologies that could not be trusted. Whereas his wife seemed to ignore Moon2 even as it transformed her, his dim-bulb gallery assistant and intern both treated the approaching launch like it was some exclusive party they were personally invited to by famous geniuses. They were, like so many others around him, lost. These poor, deluded fuckers believed in Moon2 as “Astra Art.” Ad astra per aspera was the beautiful Latin phrase that the CCC exploited.


Through suffering to the stars.



Lars knew that Moon2 was not heavenly, starry work, but the work of the devil. Ad astra per aspera. The Moon2 makers wanted to make us all less human, to make everything fake, and to make a fake version of everything. They knew nothing of Saint Anthony, of true spiritual suffering or arriving at inner starlight. This was textbook Satan. The devil had tempted Saint Anthony in the desert with his mimicry and false, sensual voices. The devil made the fake feel real, and the real feel fake. More graffiti poured into Lars as he walked fast downtown, sweat 209dampening his croissant duffel. He was the page the words and pictures were flowing on and into, and through his skin, the world would be able to read the connective tissue of truth anew. Fuck you, Lars muttered under his breath. Fuck you, he muttered again. To no one, everyone.




211

The Moon Papers


by Lars Arden

Hvnly Bodiez

Luv Rulz

Zero Fucks Given

Voortelle = CCC

Post-biology

Saint Anthony

Headline: Senator Harry Dash Jr. Explains His Reasons For Refusing To Initiate Investigation Into Controversial Art Project: “I don’t like witch hunts.”

Where is V painting?? what about the show? scrounge up old work? cancel? can’t afford.

Notes From Session With Salina, Tarot Reader:


She says I must ask the right question. Full of shit? Peach recommended her, so quite possibly. How do I know what the right question is? She says I will feel it in my body. I ask if this is confidential she says absolutely. If I were more of a celebrity I’d have everyone I know sign Ndas.



212
Will Vesta Have Paintings to Give Me for the Show?

Salina pulls The World. A pretty, magisterial card. Only, it’s reversed. Upside-down. She says this means Yes, most likely, but it’s more complicated. It could also mean a symbolic death, she says. Like some cycle in my life is completed.

Am I Right About Moon2?

She wants to know more. To know what I think about Moon2. I say well shouldn’t the cards know? I asked the question. I don’t want to elaborate. She accepts this but shoots me a kind of suspicious glance. Whatever. She shuffles, etc. Pulls The Fool and looks surprised. She says it is not often she pulls two Major cards, and that this must be a Major time in my life. She says this is another Yes. Albeit complicated. The Fool has to be careful. He can be full of it. Too spontaneous. He could fall off cliff. Am I the Fool? Maybe, she says. Or else, the whole situation. That’s not helpful, I say. She laughs. Asks what my sign is. I say I thought this was a tarot reading. She says It is All Connected. I say I agree. I have her guess my sign. Am I flirting? Can’t tell. Barely remember how. I wonder if I should get a tarot deck for Vesta. She used to have one but like so many things it’s disappeared. Are You an Aries? she asks.

No.

Scorpio?

No.
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The Underworld.

What?

Be Careful.

Gemini?

Yes.

Two Bodies.

What Should I Watch Out for?

Don’T Go Back and Forth. Make a Third Body From Your Two Bodies and Two Lives. The Third Body Will Help You Not Lose Your Mind.

I Have the Moon Papers.

What Are Those?

A Journal I Write in.

Good That is a Good Start Pay Attention to Your Intuition and Be Bold but Watch Out for Edges. Don’T Go Over the Edge.

Or What?

You’Ll Lose the World.

The Card or the Planet?

214
Both, Maybe.

○ Notes Toward a ManifesTo: Real artists are almost nonexistent now. Is Binky real? Real artists do not relentlessly self-promote. They do not score-keep. They do not uphold the ideologies of the state. They do not approve of Moon2. Vesta has not expressed her approval, nor her disapproval. Still, she is a real artist. Why? Because she serves the world and the fool. The fool and the world. The beginning and the end. Fake artists (Moon2 artists) expect rewards. Real artists do not. They make it cause they have to. Gallery X will not resort to showing Fake Artists (FA). FA FA FA FA FA. Real Artists (RA) see the world. How to not go over the edge? No one is concerned anymore with the real and the fake. Perhaps they have forgotten. Paradise Lost opens with Satan in hell. There is a curious furnace in hell. It does not illuminate. It is not emitting light, per se: “No Light, But Rather Darkness Visible” Hell has its own light, but it is not light. Faux-paradise. Do Not Fall for Faux-Paradise. But is There an Art to satan? Sure. Yes. Are Artists Satanic? Think More About this Question.

○ The Fool and the World

○ The Devil

○ What About My Soul?

○ Blow of Love

and the three to five things we dwell

on in its highs. We move toward each

other, body and whatever else in slow motion

at the center of the

house which is a film on fire I forget God in

ten or twelve curses, reveals

Lars. Because this is in

slow motion we are not yet
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together so we’re in the asylum between us.

Torment

three persons speaking

into the air around one another.

○ Detergent and Smoke

○ The Soul Returns.

○ What’S The Third Body Made of?

○ The CCC does not have the resources (the brainpower or manpower or background) to build Moon2. Voortelle Corporation Does have the power. The way to trick the already numbed and oversaturated public into accepting a second moon (without knowing anything about its origins, what will light it, etc.) is to make it appear nonthreatening and even useless, i.e. an “art project” by a nonhierarchical “collective.” On some level, I believe Vesta knows this. She is keeping quiet because she is working on something miraculous, mind-blowing. I know her well enough to grasp this. But perhaps I am fooling myself. I am the fool and the world. If she doesn’t want me to know, fine. All summer: excitement, buzz. The general public excited for the upcoming launch. Perhaps Voortelle also saw that we were hungry for some huge collective experience ourselves—an event that brought the whole of America together, all of us looking up at the sky. A “where were you when . . .” moment, like the moon landing, which probably didn’t even happen. On some level, it doesn’t matter—because the collective experience happened. On another level (Truth) it matters a great deal. It’s the difference between being a moron who wants to be on the right side of history (Moon2 branded as good, progressive, revolutionary, environmentalist) and someone who cares about Truth.

○ Summer of Sacred Panic

216
○ Saint Anthony stripped himself of everything, including language.

○ Q: What Should I Strip Myself of? A: Qualities.

○ The mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg strove to be a person Without Qualities. Only then: God, heart, true union.

○ “And the place was suddenly filled with the forms of lions, bears, leopards, bulls, serpents, asps, scorpions, and wolves, and each of them was moving according to his nature . . . with boldness Anthony said, ‘If you are able, and have received power against me, delay not to attack; but if you are unable, why trouble me in vain? For faith in our Lord is a seal and a wall of safety to us.’”

○ The demons (disguised as angels, as always) will try to tell you what the future will bring. Don’t believe them. Find the true desert, instead.

○ The Center for Constant Creation is the False Desert, Not the True Desert.

The Desert has twelve things.

You should love nothingness.

You should flee somethingness.

You should stand alone.

And should go to no one.

You should not be excessively busy.

And be free of all things.

You should release captives.

And subdue the free.

You should restore the sick.
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And yet should have nothing yourself.

You should drink the water of suffering.

And ignite the fire of love with the kindling of virtue.

Then you are living in the true desert.

—Mechthild of Magdeburg, The Flowing Light of the Godhead

○ What is the nature of the flowing light?

○ Will it communicate? kill? disrupt? replace?

○ A plastic moon for plastic people

○ Lucifer is an interruption. Lucifer is bright. It is a too-bright light, an awful constant buzzing, a noise and a light that is so constant we get used to it. What are they trying to distract us from?

○ Headline: “Seven Trendy Places to Watch the Moon2 Launch in Nyc”

○ Headline: “Why These Seven Creatives See Moon2 as a Radical and Necessary Next Step”

○ Headline: “Moon2 Launch Date Approaches, Conspiracy Theorists Stoke Baseless Fears”

○ Headline: “Governor Mark Casey Dismisses moon2 Concerns as False: ‘Let’s talk about the rise in fascism.’”

○ Headline: Manhattan Gallerist Lars Arden expresses concern about Moon2: “Artists Should Question Everything, Especially Fake Moons”
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Voice


Yeah, I work there. And she came in sometimes. I stand there, behind the counter, clacking my gum loud like he hates. My boyfriend hates it. Maybe ex. I don’t know. We’re fighting and we didn’t even watch the launch together. I look okay today. I just smeared my face with concealer and bronzer in Ben’s car. I flicked on all the lights and counted the register. Ben offered to help but you should never let a man help you with something out of guilt. I flipped the sign from closed to open in the window like I do every morning. Ben told me I was being a bitch, but he told me he cheated. He said he loved me and that he cheated because he loves me but he’s scared. He grabbed me, touched me here. I pulled away and started fussing with stuff in the window. He said he wanted to tell me, come clean, about the cheating, before the moon launched. He saw it as the start of a new era of honesty. I started arranging oranges. I covered the moon with a big orange. The church is across the street from the store. I could feel Ben staring at me. I spit my wad of gum out in the trash can and started on another one. Ben cringed. He called me Saint Teresa and I made a face cause my mind goes to opposites. So when I heard the word saint all I could think about was the whore he fucked. Ben and I were both worried about the moon. He thought they wanted to get us all under control, to corral us like animals into standing outside our houses like fuckwads watching some balloon. Just to prove they can do it. To have 220us all at each other’s throats about whether the moon will be good for humanity or bad. I said it was cowardly of him to come clean about his cheating right before the moon launched. Like he was hoping it’ll outshine his badness. He said “I don’t think it’ll outshine my badness. I think my badness shines fine. But it’s like a new era. And I want to be honest. In this era. Of two moons.”

What do you think of that? Believe him? We watched a dark figure run across the parking lot, full force toward the store. She was framed by the church. I remember it was so dramatic, like the moment a movie opens. She had dogs, I saw as she got closer, strapped around her torso with rope. It was like the sun was on pause. Like it wanted to come up but couldn’t, and kept getting pushed down the night’s throat. I could see one low glow over the horizon. The door swung open, and the dogs entered first. She stood at the back of the pack looking around like she had landed on a new planet even though she’s been here so many times. She was breathless, chest heaving. One of the dogs immediately bit Ben’s hand, which I was sort of happy about. She didn’t draw blood or anything. But it didn’t matter, cause they weren’t Vesta’s dogs anyway. Just strays she sometimes took for walks. I don’t know why they’d need to go on walks because that’s probably what they do all the time anyway, being strays, they walk around, but whatever. Vesta told Ben that if he got down to the dog’s level, she wouldn’t bite him anymore. He sat down and let the dogs jump all over him. It was cool when the fluffy one broke the skin on Ben’s left hand. Felt like instant karma. I looked out at the parking lot, smiling, feeling for a second like someone was on my side for a change.

The dogs pulled at her waist in such a way that she looked like a cornstalk about to break. Kind of wispy and ridiculous. I don’t know how her spine could support those animals, two of them were so big. Ben was looking like a real sociopath. He cheats on people, doesn’t give 221a damn about real human people. But with those dogs, you’d think he was their lord and savior. Gentle, giving, good. I told Vesta that her mom was in the store the other day. They’re both so skinny but they buy shit food. I don’t understand it. Sugar. Salt. Sometimes, when I look at them, I want to kill myself. Ben looked up at her, wide-eyed, like a lot of guys do. I’m rolling my eyes by then. The sun was up but not totally. Now the pretty fluffy dog who was biting Ben before is all over him. I want to tell the dog what he’s done but I know that would make me look crazy. I think maybe Vesta puts on an act. For a second I thought maybe she was the one he fucked. And maybe they were going to look at me, turn to me real calm and tell me. And the dogs would be there to protect her in case I turned violent. I held my breath. I put my hands in my pockets. My jeans felt way tighter than usual. The full moon bloats me. Another guy walked in around that point, a regular. Vesta grabbed a vanilla cake and a bag of gummy candies, cigarettes, and a soda. She put the plastic bag filled with sugar and cigarettes over her shoulders, wearing it like a backpack. Weird. Ben got the door for the dogs, fucking gentleman that he is, and they all wobbled out, then they sprinted across the empty lot, east toward the sunrise, orange and yellow and red taking over the night’s black. I feel a growing sadness at the pit of my belly. Ben’s like, “The internet says her art is groundbreaking.” And I’m like, “What ground did it break?” At that point we begin to fight. I ask if he thinks Vesta is pretty, and then I get jealous, which now I feel bad about cause she’s missing. It’s a weird feeling. To be jealous of someone who goes missing or dies or does something horrible. It’s like reverse guilt. Makes me queasy. I pray about it. I go back to arranging the oranges in the window and I can see the artist and the dogs like four embers off a wildfire.
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Chloe


Lisa Wallace was talking about her teeth again. She had plans to get caps: white but not too white. She was clacking her nails together, pinkish French tips, then tapping her teeth with her nails. The sound made Chloe wish to go elsewhere. Though she prided herself on paying attention, never straying, while in the company of her patients—today, her mind wandered away from Lisa and out over the road.

She could hear the cars passing by—faster than usual, and wondered who was in them—imagined their inner monologues, all the unsayable things they were half-thinking while driving. Hallucinations and memories whose traces would linger long after they disappeared into the sky above the street.

She and Radko only had one car, his work truck. And so, when he was gone, which was much of the time lately, she had to walk. She loved wandering around town with her daughter, getting out of her head, looking at colors and signs. But, there was nothing to ride. No machinery to take them away, bolster their speed. They could only move like humans, at human speed. As the clunky commuter bus to New York made its loud way through town, a wave of sadness moved through Chloe, her chest growing heavy. The summer shower had ceased, and the sun was out, the macadam still wet.
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She gazed down at her notes from their session. Lisa had stopped talking, so Chloe read from her notebook: “Brave people aren’t afraid to make enemies it’s why I admire Lars.”


Lisa: Did I say that?

Chloe: You did, yes.

Lisa: Why are you repeating it?

Chloe: I wonder who his enemies are, who your enemies are.

Lisa: I don’t know who Lars’s enemies are, but I know he has them. Things get written about him on the internet. He’s dismissed as a conspiracy theorist. He’s like, a famous art gallerist.

Chloe: Is that a thing? Famous art gallerist?

Lisa: Well, in certain circles anyway. Not my circle. Not that I have a circle.

Chloe: We’ll end there.

Lisa: At the circle?

Chloe: At the circle.
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Lars


The bus station was really just a slice of sidewalk behind a mini-mart. Its surfaces were stippled with summer morning mist, the asphalt already sticky and hot, the air swarming with bugs, and through the car’s open window, a fly was accosting Lars, trying to get into his ear. He waved his arms around maniacally and Vesta laughed. Over his wife’s shoulder, he could see slicks of multicolored oil rising from the black road like omens.

“This place is so depressing,” he said.

“Extraordinary beings have extraordinary departures.”

“What?”

“Nothing. You’re the extraordinary being.”

“Are you mocking me?”

“No.”

Silence.

“Where did you hear that?” Lars asked.

“From a friend.”

“What friend?”

Vesta shrugged.

“It sounds familiar.”

“I’m just making conversation.”

“Okay.”
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Vesta stared at something that Lars could not see. A translucent mosquito flew into the car and Lars squashed it with his notebook. The sun was rising behind the little line of people waiting for the big bus to take them to the big city. Lars’s eyes settled on a woman who looked worn out and thin. She had tattoos and a thick diamond in her pierced chin. The cars flickered under the first rays, and on the silver pole, an American flag rippled a little in the hot breeze like a flaccid dick. Lars and Vesta said goodbye, kissed.

Once he was on the bus, Lars ruminated. Extraordinary beings have extraordinary departures. Vesta had whispered the words eerily. The phrase disturbed him. Though he recognized it, he was unable to place it. Why had she said it? There was nothing particularly extraordinary about Lars Arden’s departure that morning, anyway. It was a morning like any other, aside from the fact that he had, before leaving the house, discreetly repositioned the eye of the security camera.

Lars had been unhappy with the camera angle. To hide the camera in the cactus, which rested on a black plant stand painted with flowers, was a solid idea. Yes, he’d done well on that front. He could see Vesta walking up and down the hallway, but he couldn’t see where she went, if she went anywhere. He required a wider angle for greater vision, and so he tilted the eye so that it would look through the glass hallway and onto the world outside, granting a more expansive view.

From its new position, he could see their parked silver car and the Japanese maple tree on the side of their front yard. Between car and tree sat the two empty red vinyl chairs that his mother-in-law had gifted them, and which Vesta resolutely refused to take inside. Lars liked those chairs, and it troubled him to watch them get so beat up. But Vesta couldn’t be reasoned with. 227And finally: The new view captured their bright green lawn and the house across the street, the home of Ziggy, their nearest neighbor.

Extraordinary beings have extraordinary departures. He turned the phrase over and over in his mind. Where had he heard it? Seen it? Perhaps he had even written it down in his notebook. On the bus, he was suddenly overcome with the sense that Vesta was stalking him, watching him. He tried to shake it off and enjoy the ride. He looked out the window onto a smear of green and black backed by that mantra: Extraordinary beings have extraordinary departures. Like some sweet chemical additive, it didn’t seem to have any substance and yet, it was addictive.

Extraordinary beings

The words had taken over the ride, eroding it completely. Lars was already in the tunnel.

have extraordinary departures.

Lars felt he’d entered the mouth of a clown. The bus, having blown past its makeup-caked lips, was now moving down a bright, balmy, pinched esophagus into New York City.

Extraordinary beings.

The bus got spat out, metallic and hot, near Times Square before turning into the Port Authority Bus Terminal’s garage, the darkness a relief.

As his eyes adjusted to the underground, Lars regarded his fellow passengers, who totaled seven. He looked around, clutching his croissant duffel close to his chest, which he thought of as 228one of his key items: a soft Italian leather that he wore across his body nearly daily. The bag—vintage, rare, and no doubt increasing in value, carried everything, including what he valued most, which was both comforting and anxiety-inducing. His gaze met the woman with the chin piercing, a tattoo down her bony forearm in thick black lettering: mors immatura.

“Crazy summer,” she said in a harsh rasp.

Lars nodded.

His important documents were in his bag, not on his computer. Nothing was backed up. That was the risk he took. If someone wanted his information, his Moon2 research and daily observations, that person would have to kill him first. The passengers filed out of the bus one by one, achingly slow. Lars let chin piercing go first. She stumbled like she was sad or drunk. Something caught in his throat. Something wasn’t right. He hugged the duffel closer as he felt his body make jolty, automatic movements through the mud-colored terminal: up the stairs and out the front door straight into dayglow Times Square—extraordinary beings—then farther downtown—have extraordinary departures. The first piece of graffiti he saw worked to excise the ominous adage.


Solitude is a Drug Everyonez on



Standing before the graffiti, Lars checked his phone, wanting badly to see what Vesta was up to. How had it become easier to carry her in his bag than to look her in the eye and earnestly ask her what she was doing? When had that become the case? One of the stray cats licked herself in their front yard.
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The cats would fall asleep there or stretch up against the front door. Vesta would sometimes bring them into the house, stroking and feeding. He watched the tiny cat, gray and white and adolescent, look at the house, searching for something. Whereas they typically arrived in droves, meowing and mewling as a group, this one was solo. Perhaps the crew of strays had come earlier, and this adolescent was a straggler, slow. She began to make a noise, but Lars could not hear her. He could only see her mouth opening and closing. The small cat came closer, nearing their windowed hallway and the plant, getting closer and closer to Lars, who was standing a few blocks south of Times Square.

“Excuse me. I’m trying to get a bus . . .” said a woman with a barbell through her eyebrow and dirt on her face, breathing hot air onto the hand Lars held his phone with.

“Fuck!” Lars was startled by the gruff voice, his heart hammering.

“Hey!”

“Here,” Lars said, digging into the pocket of his black jeans before handing her a crumpled five-dollar bill. She smoothed it out and placed it in her back pocket.

“Pretty kitty,” the woman said, looking at his screen.

“Yeah.”

“Yours?”

“No.”

“I used to have one, but my son crushed it.”

“I have to go.”

“Liar. Liar!” The woman yelled, walking backward down the terminal, glaring at him. He turned back to the image in his hand. The cat was even closer now, its face taking up the whole frame, and suddenly Lars was nose to nose with the frightened creature, who was loudly meowing no doubt. The car was there, 230which meant Vesta was home, or not too far, anyway. So why wasn’t she doing anything? It wasn’t like her to ignore an animal in distress. Lars took a screenshot, then zoomed in on the frozen image: diamond eyes, thick whiskers, pink and black nose.

After sliding the phone and notepad back into his pocket, his heart quickened, and he tranced his way through Chelsea. Vesta had a name for the cat, as she had names for all the strays, which Lars could never remember. Some squishy food item: Marshmallow or Gummy Bear. When he next remembered his own body and the city moving all around it, carnivalesque and overflowing with messages, he was on East 11th Street among blue and pink graffiti, profusely sweating.

The city was bright but not sunny, rays failing to force themselves through the clouds. A man’s shouting voice. Car horns. Ambulance lights. A xylophone. That one cat, the fuzzy landscape of its face. He resisted the urge to look at the footage, which was getting lost, dissolving in real time never to be retrieved again, streaming on and on without him, but he could feel the moving images brushing against his thigh, the way a young hungry kitty might: desperate, tricky, silently sending him some encrypted and crucial information about his own life.

He could not recall the route he had taken downtown, but he had arrived. Lars attributed these blackouts to Moon2’s imminent launch, along with his mother-in-law’s bat madness, and the slow fade of his ten-year marriage. The city was busy digesting him, turning his skin, muscles, and bones to liquid in the draining heat as he jotted down another message, this one written in white ink on a black pole in the nearly empty East Village:

Wasted Youth
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The words clicked. He looked up and was met by penetrating eye contact from a stranger: neither man nor woman, but a being with hooded eyes and a sinister grin.

Wasted youth. He’d seen the phrase in this exact spectral gangster font before, on the arm of the guy who had done some yard work for them. He forgot his name. Something normal and monosyllabic like Bill or Bob, a sound you forget as soon as you hear it said. Vesta hired him when she got sick of mowing the lawn herself: sick of pulling weeds and all the things that had formerly tethered her to their house and life, things that she had once liked.

Lars had watched her gradually outsource various forms of earthly upkeep. The wasted youth guy mowed Ziggy’s lawn, so Vesta got him to do theirs on the same day each week during the spring and summer. He must have been in high school. As far as Lars could remember, he had never asked wasted youth’s thoughts on Moon2 or why he had a tattoo that so prominently said wasted youth, or what he thought a properly spent youth might look like.

Wasted Youth had been a punk band, but Lars knew the message was more—meant more—than that. What was youth, and how was it being wasted by Moon2? That was easy, Lars thought, galloping south toward East Houston at a quicker clip now. They were deleting youth altogether, wasting it in their own wicked ways—making obsolete the line of time between childhood and adulthood—the time for testing, for making bad decisions as the brain developed, time for sacred waste, for being treated as a kid by the system, for rebelling against the very protection you so needed, for pushing up against the people and places that made your decisions—yes—

Wasted Youth

Gone. Done. Eaten by the pseudo-moon, which Lars was convinced would usher in a time when menstruation would cease and no one could have children, and all children would be children of Moon2, parentless entities raised by the state, without human origins. No more youth, no more betweens. Just constant light: a spy balloon forever in the sky. It made Lars’s brain spin and ache though he was more lit up and lucid than he’d ever been. If he wrote enough down, if he drew enough lines— everything would add up. The elaborate rot was making a pattern more menacing than all these sleepwalkers could possibly imagine. He felt fueled, like the mystics and the saints, by a higher, truer, God-given fire.

This question crept in seldomly: What if he was wrong? What if all his writing and research and chatting on forums made a bunch of lines that connected to nothing other than each other, making an illegible cluster of nothing and no one, pretty but nonsensical, dumb. He continued walking south toward the gallery—no—he shook his head, that’s what they wanted you to think—that no face, no meaning, no map, hid in the scribbles— and if you saw a face, found a meaning, located a route forward, well—that was your issue. Achieve special Moon2 vision or perish totally, Lars thought, as he continued on, almost at the gallery now, pen and notebook in hand, sweating, shaking, stomach grumbling.

The sun shone harder as Lars stood on the corner waiting for walk to appear in bright white. He smiled up at the clear light—no longer obscured by clouds. Looking up, he remembered something Radko the bat expert said about moths and bats, prey and predators. Moths trick the bats somehow: signal jamming them into another route. Lars thought of himself as 233a smaller, less powerful thing outsmarting a larger, dangerous predator. Maybe everyone, predators and prey, would flutter around and fly up, wasting every ounce of energy and heat beneath the fluorescent ballooning rays of endocrine-disrupting lunar surveillance technology.

As he approached the gallery, a question arrived from nowhere, and it troubled him, making him feel exposed as though everything that held his form in and up—bones and blood and skin—was naked and being sprayed with water, cold: Did moths ever trick themselves? Did their signal jamming mess with their own waves and wires, antennae and frenula? Lars shook his head, sliding his notebook into his back pocket and his pen behind his ear as he stepped into the gallery. He took a deep inhale. What did he really know about moths and bats? Not much. And he’d never met the bat expert his mother-in-law was spending so much time with. Not that he could recall, anyway. Where did this knowledge—signal jamming, predators and prey, moths and bats—come from? A dream?

“What’s wrong?” asked Peach, his assistant.

“Fine. Nothing. Fine.”

“Okay, right. I know that look.”

Peach Nemeth wore a long sheer black dress with another black dress underneath. She never seemed to sweat, whereas Lars was dripping and panting, his shirt sticking to his chest. Cool and statuesque, Peach was holding a tiny computer and standing beside a drawing of a decapitated doll. The family group exhibition was on view through the end of the week. Soon after, Vesta’s solo show would go up. Peach was yapping about an interested buyer.

The current show featured selected works from the entire family: Hans Bellmer, Vivienne Volker, Velour Bellmer, Max 234Furio, and Vesta. At the opening, everyone was most interested in Velour. She did not attend. Lars understood Velour’s allure. It had something to do with her mystery, her distance. She wasn’t exactly pretty, Lars thought, but she had something, and at nearly seventy years old, emanated an otherworldly aloofness that made her ageless. Velour, in her etheric absence, quietly controlled everything, sliding their lives along like Moon2 and its space tug.

Vesta had attended the opening, and she flitted around like nothing was wrong. Lars both admired and resented Vesta’s ability to willfully summon the power to mingle with verve and effervescence, to appear present with absolutely anyone. Lars watched her turn it on, and witnessed those around her get entertained, intoxicated. He reached for his phone, wanting to see her.

“Dude, what’s up? Did you register anything?”

“Peach, please. Of course.”

“Then what did I say?”

“You gave me an update on sales. All sounds good. God, it’s hot.”

“Hot and dreary.”

“The sun came out,” Lars said, staring at a drawing of Vivienne Volker done by Velour. “God, that one always fucks me up,” he said, pointing.

“Yeah. Vivienne looks terrible.”

“Why do you think Velour made her mother look so awful?”

Peach studied the drawing, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

“Are you thinking about my question?” he asked.

“Of course. That’s what you pay me for. To think about your questions. I think it’s possible Vivienne really did look 235like that when she was laying there unconscious at the Center for Constant Creation. But it’s too early to crawl inside Velour Bellmer’s twisted head. You’re sweating. You should change,” Peach said.

Lars nodded and looked down at Peach’s signature sandals. Both Lars and Peach believed in uniforms and capsule wardrobes. They’d bonded on this point during her interview two years earlier. Lars only wore black and had worked hard over the years to pare his attire down to only a few key items. In the summer, Peach often wore sheer garments with other garments underneath. Her usual sandals were strappy and black, crisscrossing her ankles. He tried to recall the last time he’d seen his wife in shoes. She was barefoot all the time. She’d been barefoot while driving him to the bus station. He’d looked down and scowled at her nasty little toes pressing the pedal.

He looked into his phone and saw his front yard again. The cat was gone and the light brighter. The silver car and red chairs sparkled and the sun hung high and steady over Ziggy’s place. Vesta was nowhere.

“Peach. Can you stop moving like that? Enough with the swaying.”

“Why?”

“It’s making me feel crazy.”

“Me, making you feel crazy? That’s wild. I’m trying to tell you something serious. We have a big problem.”

“You’re right,” he said. “We all have very big problems. How can we function normally? Obsession is the only sane response to the insanity of a spy balloon masquerading as art being launched by psychotic anti-humans come summer’s end!”

“Don’t start talking to me about the moon, boss, please. You’re babbling again.”
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But his thoughts were distracted. Where was Vesta right now? Wherever she was, it had worked on her: Moon2 propaganda had lulled his wife into compliance, silence. The old Vesta was gone, and a second Vesta had taken her place: barefoot, absent, and deranged. Just as Moon2 would wage war on the true moon and all earthly cycles, this new Vesta had excised his Vesta.

He glanced down at his phone again, looking for his wife. But Lars saw only the neighbor’s house across the street, bright and ghostly. Figures danced across the hard glare of Ziggy’s windows: clouds, angels, a tiny reflection of his own empty house. Was he seeing things? Hallucinating? Peach was still speaking, her voice coming in and out, a pitch or two lower than Vesta’s. He tried to zoom in on Ziggy’s house but the application forbid it.

“Hello? Boss? What are you doing? I thought you hated the quote unquote digital age and its zombies. Now you’re in your phone.”

“Nothing. I do. Just give me a second. I’m trying to figure something out.”

Peach huffed and walked off.

“It’s work related, okay?” he called after her.

Lars could almost see the second moon in the slippery glass of his phone which thrummed, prophetic and hot. His hand seared and his body made three quick jerking movements, like Vesta when she was climaxing. He could almost see its pathetic majesty: how it would rise, appearing slightly bigger from Pennsylvania than from New York City, and even bigger from the desert. He could almost feel a breeze coming from his house as his hand cooled and his body got still.

Staring at Ziggy’s place, he could feel himself vanishing into the image, even as what he saw remained inaccessible. And 237then: He was back in the gallery, his own home retreating into the soft fabric of his pocket. The breeze had ceased and he was blinking, again, into one of Velour Bellmer’s portraits of her mother. The voice of his assistant surrounded the translucent skin of the old woman.

These grotesque portraits of her unconscious mother had put Velour on the map, had given her a name. Though she acted aloof, Lars knew she’d grown tired of being known as the daughter of famous artists, of wearing a name whose recognizability she had not herself earned. His assistant was now patting Lars’s forehead with a damp paper towel. When he attempted to say her name, this woman whose skin felt cold against his, he went blank. Was he having some kind of episode? Or maybe—yes—this seemed right—another, higher, more advanced setting on his brain had taken over, one which was forced to erase the basics in order to access an arena more elevated, true. What a relief, to be leveling up, getting upgraded. He batted her away.

Whatever life Lars had before they announced Moon2 felt to him now like smudges on a canvas that had since been slathered in paint. His former life: a sketch that had since been painted over, covered completely, finalized. Moon2 was the thing: the event he’d been unknowingly awaiting. He could feel it coming. A big show. Whether he liked it or not, wanted it or not—his purpose, his fate, had landed on his life’s surface, like that first man who allegedly walked on the real moon. He had forgotten that guy’s name too.

“I warned you not to talk about Moon2 to the press anymore!” Peach was yelling, as she swayed back and forth, shaking a fistful of pages at his face. “But you did. And now everyone thinks you’re fucked.”

“Huh?”
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“Everyone on the internet!” She held the first page up close to his nose, pointing to the headline of an interview with a popular fashion magazine. The interviewer, a young man with a shaved head like Lars’s, had worn Gucci loafers when he stopped by the gallery a few weeks prior to ask him questions. He had seemed reserved and respectful, and had presented himself as a fan.

“Who cares? I have other shit to worry about. It doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me!”

“Please stop shaking those pages in my face.”

“You better read it. There are emails pouring in.”

She began to pace back and forth, moving her arm up and down, her bangles clanking and clanking against each other. Lars groaned.

“Stop it!” He remembered her name. “Peach!” He could feel his mind bucking back into something like reality.

“Read it!”

Back in the ordinary world, a world where words almost matched up with images and energies, Lars grabbed the pages and trudged to the back of the gallery and into his office and sat down at his black desk. He rested his head on his desk and whimpered, exhausted. Finally, he began to read.

Art City Style Lars Arden’s Dangerous Ardency

by Nick McDaniel

New York gallerist Lars Arden opens up to Nick McDaniel at Gallery X. Here, a rare look into the elusive outsider’s inner world.
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I’ve been following Lars Arden’s career since a mysterious brick flew through the window of Gallery X nearly a decade ago, bonking the artist Vivienne Volker on the head and sending the art world spinning. Rumors have swirled ever since, and Arden’s gallery has maintained its status as one of the most buzzed-about spaces in town. To this day, no one knows who threw the brick and the mystery that surrounds that particular act of violence has perhaps kept Gallery X, and Arden, who sees himself as an outsider, on the cultural map all these years.

I find Gallery X to be a kind of portal to the past which offers clues about the future. Arden, who is married to Volker’s granddaughter, the painter Vesta Furio, is the quirky keeper of this portal. Arden and Furio live a quiet life in rural Pennsylvania, which means Arden’s days are split. He resides in the country while running a hip downtown gallery, commuting frequently to the city. It’s a long trek, two hours each way, and the gallerist has spoken about the meditative nature of his commutes.

In person, Arden is intense, candid, chatty, and tall. He thoughtfully considered each of my questions, often pausing for what felt like several minutes before answering. I found his candor refreshing, even as his answers often distressed me (for the record, I find his fringe beliefs misguided and conspiratorial, and he has been accused of spreading misinformation). We spoke about his personal life, style, and the upcoming launch of the latest project out of the Center for Constant Creation, Moon2.

Art City Style: What style rules do you live by?
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Lars Arden: The first and only rule of style, really. Know thyself.

ACS: How would you describe your personal style?

La: Utilitarian, simple, comfortable. I dress to forget.

ACS: To forget what?

La: Myself, mostly.

ACS: Who are your style inspirations?

La: Catherine of Siena.

ACS: I’m always delighted when someone drops a name I’ve never heard. Tell me about Catherine.

La: Catherine of Siena was a fourteenth-century Christian mystic. She is often shown, in paintings anyway, wearing a white veil, black cloak, and tunic. These sorts of garments encourage one to forget the body and the self, in my opinion. There’s like, this very trippy painting where she is shown giving her heart to Jesus. Maybe you’ve seen it? She traded hearts with Christ. Literally. First, she gave him hers. Catherine went without a heart for a few days. I forget how many. Stop and think about that. And at age twenty-three! When Jesus gave her his heart, everything changed. This divine muscle likely had a totally different rhythm. I’m interested in lives lived to their extreme and sacred fullest.

ACS: Okay, cool. I’ll check her out. You’ve been directing Gallery X for over twenty years now. You’re known for showing the work of the late Hans Bellmer and those associated with him and descended from him, including his lover, his 241daughter, and his granddaughter. This current show places a few generations together in one room, which is exciting. How do you make decisions?

La: I make decisions based on intuition. I meditate in the morning. I wander around my backyard. I take the bus into the city. On these rides, I enter trances. I mean, I see the moving image of the road and things come to me. Connections reveal themselves. Do you know what I mean?

ACS: I think so. Trances. Okay. I like that. So what are you excited about right now?

La: I’m excited about some of the street art I’m seeing. Graffiti. More phrases than there once were. Little sprayed notes on bridges and walls. The people know what’s going on. They’re writing it down, they’re drawing it wherever they can. The world feels alive. I feel like I bond with the drama of the street whenever I take a walk. I walk around the city, obviously. And I walk around my town in Pennsylvania. Did you know there’s an entire abandoned mining town not far from where I live?

ACS: The drama of the street. Love it. Tell me about this town.

La: Right. So, yes. This town, this town I’m talking about, is totally abandoned. Everyone fled when an underground fire started and couldn’t be stopped. Like, it’s literally still on fire. There was once a road. A road to get there. That’s abandoned too, but my wife took me there. They called it Graffiti Highway. The graffiti was totally gorgeous. I loved it. I mean, like the shit little kids do, so raw and natural, like you 242can’t hope to re-create that once your head’s been polluted with the world’s bullshit and logistics. In this town, I swear, you can still see smoke rising from the ground. The mine’s on fire. On fire since the sixties. Like, imagine. Bam! Trees are all around the cracked highway—chalk-drawn images of clowns, love notes, hearts, names, dates, phone numbers. I’m trying to paint you a picture here. Unreal. Sad. Really sweet. The stuff art’s made from. Realer than real. I’ll never understand those mystical mechanics, shit that makes my stomach churn. Anyway, I haven’t been there in a few years. The tragedy of that burnt, burning town, with a royal graffiti stretch that’s been paved over. Smoothed out, kind of sanitized, but still. I guess all will be covered over eventually, then uncovered again, whatever, moving, moving, keeping it moving. I don’t know. There is something so still about that town. Like a still life. Even though it’s moving. Stillness excites me. Why don’t you ask me your next question. I’m getting kind of hungry.

ACS: Sounds epic. I want to know: What do you see as your role?

La: Clairvoyance. Clear seeing.

ACS: As the director of Gallery X?

La: Same.

ACS: And what about the role of the artist?

La: Same.

ACS: Does this clairvoyance allow you to see into the future—to spot, say, the next big thing?
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La: The next big thing? There is only one thing on my mind.

ACS: Which is?

La: Moon2.

ACS: I know you’ve got some strong thoughts on this. Should we go there?

La: Let’s go there. The world, the art world and all worlds within the world, are in la-la land. The second moon is an art project that will apparently also help the environment. Like . . . what? The CCC is a con job of biblical proportions. They’re barely telling us anything. And yet, we are supposed to accept it. Anyone who speaks out against the moon is cast out, especially in New York. Especially in the arts. It’s crazy. Where I live out in the country, people are much more skeptical. They worry about the growing season. About animals. About crops. The body and nature. But here, it’s such a concrete jungle. I mean, I love it, but we are so divorced, divorced from each other, from cycles. “God is closer to us than water is to fish.” Catherine of Siena said that. The answers are right here! We just have to pay attention. Connect the dots. Read the clues. That’s what I do. Moon2 will launch at the end of summer. But it’s already changing us. My advice? Pay attention. Actually, you know, what I was saying before, about Catherine and her heart, applies here too. The sun is the heart, the center of our solar system. The moon is a primordial mother. Mother of God, mother of light. The sun is the son of the moon. Now we’ll have another mediator, another mother. Seems like we 244keep getting farther from our hearts, our centers, each other, our mother. Earth.

ACS: Are you okay? You’re looking pale.

La: I’m fine.

ACS: Can you continue?

La: Of course.

ACS: How do you foresee Moon2 changing art and creation?

La: How won’t it change art and creation? Light is everything. It’s life. It’s our main material. The real moon does not have its own light. It holds the light of the sun, then gives it to us cyclically as it appears to change shape. This new moon will have a light of its own. Another light will alter our hearts and minds, minds and hearts and tongues and hands. Many people are excited for Moon2. Many people I thought were savvy are excited for Moon2. They think it will be the greatest development—the greatest artwork—since what, I don’t know, Mona Lisa? It’s like . . .

Lars flipped the page and began to read some of the public comments on the article. He copied some of them into his notebook:

Arden’S An Industry Plant

A Fucking Plant

Spot the Lie
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This Mystic

Step Down Son!!!

Man u suk but kinda cool IDK

He tossed the pages aside and opened the security application on his phone, propping the screen up against a stack of show catalogs on his desk. It was the same exact image as before: Ziggy’s house, with its sloped roof, windowed hallway, and manicured lawn. He gazed at the picture until his eyes watered, thinking about the odd character of Zygmunt.

Ziggy came to America from Germany as an ambitious young man with knowledge of only a few English words: hello, goodbye, yes, no, coffee. His kids and grandkids lived far away and rarely visited, though his family made sure someone came over to clean the house regularly, check on him, mow the lawn, upkeep the landscaping, and generally maintain his biggest and most cherished American possession: his home. In his aged haze, Ziggy claimed to be a lot of things: a ship captain, a dentist, a doctor, president, a functionary for several different governments. But before Ziggy lost his acuity, back when Lars and Vesta first moved in across the street, he would regale them with vivid tales of the old days when he had been a respected designer, eventually becoming regionally famed for his window displays at a department store about thirty miles northwest of their cul-de-sac.

The town surrounding the department store had once bustled with shops and soda bars and people visiting from New York and Philly. Lars had seen the pictures: women in fur coats and pillbox hats, and men with handkerchiefs dressed to impress, as Ziggy said. Then came the malls, making defunct the town 246center. Ziggy did not seem mad about the changes. Instead, he spoke with clarity and resolve, unemotional and staccato. He must have been nearly one hundred years old.

Ziggy’s window displays were incendiary and playful. Lars and Vesta had looked them up online, giddy and impressed, happy they’d landed across the street from such an intriguing figure. A little over a year prior, on the anniversary of the moon landing on July 20th, which coincided with the announcement of Moon2, Ziggy showed them old photos of the moon landing— an inspired arrangement he’d designed for the store’s front windows in 1969. He claimed it was the longest-running display in the store’s history, with people driving in from the surrounding towns to get photographed alongside it.

The display featured a life-sized plastic doll wearing a bathing suit, perky breasts and hair trimmed to a fashionable bob, looking into an old television set with rabbit ears at an image of another, smaller doll. The smaller doll was walking on the moon, and the moon was made of painted Styrofoam, and the doll who was watching the event sat in a white chair just like the one in Lars and Vesta’s house. Ziggy had one too.

Sudden activity on-screen. Lars’s arms tingled as he watched Vesta walk across their front yard barefoot (of course) in a huge black T-shirt. Her steps were light and jolty yet trepidatious, like a fawn daring to cross a highway. She walked past the twin red chairs, mailbox, car, then onto the hot asphalt before disappearing into a mass of trees behind Ziggy’s house. Lars leaned far in.

Perhaps she was going to check on the stray cats. Sometimes, they congregated over there. He wished he could rewind the footage, play it back, and see his wife again exactly like that, but he’d declined to accept that feature on the application—opposed as he was to recordings and surveillance. She was out of frame 247and invisible, somewhere in the thicket. His stomach growled as he turned back to the comments.

our boy’s lost it

refreshing to see such honesty bravo bravo

Bullshit

Saint Lars hahaaha

The CCC is a Legendary and Inspirational collective. Shame on Arden.

Moon2 will be the greatest piece of art. Art to end all art. Consider this: Arden’s pissed cause He didn’t think of it first.

He flipped through a few pages of his Moon Papers: information, messages, and insight that seemed to come from beyond. Lars was merely a vessel.


Moon soil, also known as lunar regolith, created a desertlike kingdom. Its beat-up exterior was cratered from millions of hits.



Ziggy had watched the moon landing from the department store, at a party they were hosting in the shop’s chic snack bar. He felt a sense of pride so great, he said, not only to be living in America during such a historic event, but also because he was only a few feet away from his own creation: a window display that replicated and anticipated the landing, and which the party attendees couldn’t stop gushing about. People from corporate headquarters, folks he’d never even seen, patted him 248on the back, shook his hand, and told him his work had truly captured the spirit of the age.

Lars flipped to a random page full of graffiti quotations and notes he barely remembered writing:

She Gives God Head

Now That I Feel the Time for My Departure Approaches It Cannot Be Far Away –Petrarch

This is where those winds start red haze over desert

The Final Summer

Moon Summer

Hot Moon Summer

The End of the Whirld

What Will Love Be With Two Moons?

Moon2Trutherz

There is Only One Moon

Love in the Time of Two Moons

CCC 4Ever

August is the Cruelest Month Actualea

Nowheresville

249
Get Tha Fuck Out This Place

Here > Wherever U Live

Watch Kids

Labratoree Babees

Moon2 does not exist

Now That I Feel the Time

Death Coverage

Get Grounded!

Low Low Rates Now Through Thanksgiving.

Optimum Leaf Watching Through Nov 1 Ask About Specials on cremation ☺

New Moon New Earth

She’S Farther Away Than the Moon.

Learn to Clock Certain Luminosities and You Will Be Liberated.

Eat a meal, stop breathing, begin to be confronted by colored images.

The soul may be leaving a body right now, beginning to swim through luminousness.

The soul must recognize, then join with . . .

Wherez Binky?
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Free Binky.

No one knows how the moon was formed.

Some say the moon is hollow, a whole city inside.

Aliens.

Some substances found on the moon are not here or are rare here

So if they were formed together

If you crash anything into the moon’s surface it will ring like a bell

Are the Dead on the moon?

If Voortelle succeeds with their plan to build a commercial economy on the real moon, where will the dead live?

Devil = Distraction

Coffin = Womb

The moon makes life on earth

Possible

The dead person can hear the people around her but the people around her cannot hear her.

Lars’s phone lit with a text from Vesta. In his surprise, he dropped it on the ground.

Hey baby

He crouched down and realized the message was not from his wife at all. It was an automated text urging Lars to vote for 251a person he’d never heard of. His chest sank as he swiped delete before turning back to his notes.

Tons of defunct glimmering objects droning under lunar murmurs.

Across the street, Ziggy paces the length of his house under the light. I don’t know where Vesta is.

Singing.

Z stops pacing. Looks at me. Starts up again. Repeat x 3.

UGHGHG

No, nothing happened.

What is Vesta really working on and Where??

Saw woman with child walking down Main Street very very familiar. Almost beautiful.

They announced a new way, a new state. I watched as we accepted it. I watched myself. We watched Binky disappear and disappear from headlines, no one asking why. No one asking what’s Behind the smooth moon.

An attack on souls via soft power that claims Truth. They’ve taken our attention. Souls gone too. The images upon images upon images make our souls sick. In the desert, Saint Anthony was accosted by images (Demons). If something looks angelic, look closer. Cameras telling us how transparent they are. How good it is to be surveilled by the state’s fakest angels.
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But what about me? Must reject any fakeness from self. I don’t want to go broke. I am afraid. I want the gallery to do good. I want to show art that changes people, the world. But I want to make money too. I don’t know if I’ll ever find the true desert like the Saints.

I saw a woman in town. Slowed down. Big eyes, round face like a moon’s. She was walking beside a little child that looked like her twin. I knew she was a kind of saint. We made eye contact. Then I kept going. Why? Who is she?

The book of Saint Anthony’s life was a sensation.

I want to be a sensation.

Or put on the show which shows Vesta to be a sensation.

Devil = amusing, filled with glittering images but ultimately, boring. Devil = a little bitch, whiny and entitled. Devil parodies God, but studying his ways, his non-being, is the key to Knowledge.

All flags are sad. They flap vacantly, stupidly, in the wind. Those who wave them are stupid enough to forecast to everyone around them what they take pride in. Soon, there will be Moon2 flags.

Stupor Devil

Saints Tears

The Moon Folded in Half

Who Was That Girl???

Truly Lunar
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Not From Around Here !!

Do Not Interpret or Analyze the World and the People in It

Don’t bloodsuck that magic

Look around with monk-like simplicity

“Do Not Be Anxious About Tomorrow” — God to St. Anthony

When Lars emerged from his office, Peach was sitting on the floor under a large drawing, typing rhythmically into her computer, her gold bangles on the floor beside her. The drawing above her: a self-portrait made late in Hans Bellmer’s life. From inside the frame, the drawn man looked at another drawing—done by his daughter Velour, whom Hans had never met in real life— real life—and Vivienne’s work from the 1970s sat eerily beside her daughter’s portraits of Vivienne near the end of her life, and which in turn looked out onto her granddaughter Vesta’s still life. Lars rubbed his eyes, suddenly feeling tenderness toward Peach, as she had the courtesy to take her noisy bracelets off.

“So . . . ?” Peach asked, looking up at him from the shiny white floor.

“I think I come off fine.”

“Saint Lars.”

“What’s the reaction?”

“Mixed. The gallery’s website is getting crazy hits.”

“That’s good.”

“But Morton just called and canceled his RSVP to Vesta’s show.”

“Danish Morton? Canceled? That’s bad.”
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“That’s what I’m saying. If Danish Morton’s out that means Felice is out. And if Felice is out then Jean Carlo is out and if . . .”

Lars held up his hands. “Stop. I get it.”

“Of course, if there’s no show, then maybe it’s best . . .”

“No show?”

“Is Vesta even painting?” Peach asked.

“I think so.”

Peach groaned.

“She says she’s not. But, she smells like paint.”

“So?”

“So, I think that means she’s working on something. Something good.”

“I hate her secretive bullshit. Why can’t homegirl send a fucking photo my way? How am I supposed to write the press materials?”

“I trust her process.”

Peach rolled her eyes.

“Don’t do that. You work for me.”

“All I’m saying is we must hang something by the end of next week.”

Lars was itching to look at the security camera footage. He could feel Vesta moving in the woods.

“If she doesn’t come through, I’ll scrounge something up. It’ll be fine.”

Peach moaned. “Scrounge something up? Maybe we should push the opening back. I know you wanted it to be the same day as the moon launch, but again, I don’t think that’s wise. Her work will get dwarfed. Everyone I know is going to the Whitney’s rooftop party to watch. Vesta will fade into the background. Nothing can compete with Moon2’s launch.”
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“Fuck the rooftop party. Fuck Moon2. The work will be ready and the opening will happen on that day, as planned. The show will sell out fast. I can fucking feel it. No one has my instincts, Peach. You know it.”

“Had, maybe.”

“I’ve still got it.”

“I hope so. God, this fucking family.” Peach looked down at her screen and beamed, banging her head like she was at a concert.

“What?” Lars asked.

“The CCC’s latest press release just dropped!”

“Print it and put it on my desk. And don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Think they’re cool.”

“They are cool. If Vesta’s new work is one eighth as awesome as their press plan, we’re in good shape.”

“Disheartening,” Lars whispered, shaking his head.

“What?”

“To watch you mainline their Kool-Aid every damn day.”

“I can’t believe you don’t get it. The Collective is visionary,” she declared, “like you.”

“I’m nothing like them.”

“Don’t be such a downer, boss! You see things. They see things. You both want other people to see what you see. You both do market research. What’s the difference?”

“What’s the difference? What’s the difference? Peach! It’s the difference between being a human and a machine, being in a cult or not being in a cult. It’s quite a large difference.”

“You need to check yourself, boss. That’s insulting. There is no cult. And they are not machines. They’re people, just like you and me.”
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“The Collective is fake, Peach. Wake up. If you leave the Collective, if you question its goals or mission, if you are in any way dissident, that’s it. You’re out. Bam. They will probably kill you.”

“Oh Lars, you’re so demented I almost respect it. And who are they?”

“Voortelle! Voortelle keeps the Collective running. How many times do I have to tell you this?”

“Don’t be such a conspiracist asshole,” she cried. “Sometimes I feel like I lost my boss. Besides, didn’t you hear that it’s considered discriminatory to associate the CCC with Voortelle?”

“Discriminatory?”

“Yeah it’s like, hateful. I read it.”

“Wake. Up. Peach. Look. Ah. Live,” he yelled, snapping his fingers in front of her eyes.

“I am alive, asshole. I’m so alive. Wide awake . . .” She picked up her bracelets and started slamming them together.

“Stop!! I hate that sound. Please. I’m starving. My blood sugar is fucked. Please go get my usual.”

She stood, arms folded, swaying only slightly.

“You are my assistant, remember?” Lars snapped.

Peach snorted in disgust, then clomped quickly away. She stopped in front of one of Vesta’s paintings, her body blocking half of the house Vesta grew up in. She threw up her arms.

“Fine. Sure. But let it be known: You sound like an old man. Brittle, hateful, and suspicious. Moon2, collectivity, Astra Art—that is the future. Gallery X will have to accept that, even if you don’t. The CCC is fucking visionary.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that once or twice,” Lars said. Peach suddenly looked so young to him, impossibly young. Had he ever been that young? Vesta certainly was never that young, not even when she was a child.
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Lars first met Vesta at Velour’s house, where Vivienne was living at the time. He had driven out to the sticks in an effort to convince Vivienne to do a show at Gallery X. It worked, and the show went up. All works sold. A huge success. It put Lars on the map that mattered—but of course, it was all tainted by that brick that sent Vivienne into an indefinite coma. No one had seen the thrower. Lars felt so guilty. It was all such a high-speed blur. There were times when Lars thought maybe he threw it. Still, his guilt had not stopped him from enjoying the success.

Then Velour sent her mother, after several months of unresponsiveness, to the Center for Constant Creation. The CCC was a fringe art collective back then, not yet a national sensation. Velour always did have her finger on the central cultural pulse. Lars had first heard of the CCC through an advertisement he’d seen while watching a video online. The advertisement spoke of afterlives and ends, of the end not really being the end, and of creation being possible while the body was at rest, and even after certain kinds of death. The flat voice spoke softly over a desert at dusk.

“Admit they’re visionary.”

“Okay, they’re visionary. There. I said it. I need protein. Please get food.”

“Ha! Jallow is never gonna believe this!”

“Why should Jallow give a shit?”

“Jallow hopes to work there someday.”

“You’re joking. Jallow is interning here.”

“Yeah, and? She’s building her résumé.”

Peach shimmied out the door. Lars’s mouth hung open. Jallow Cleary, Gallery X’s one and only intern, was using the gallery as a stepping stone to the CCC? Lars walked back to his office, where he scrolled the anti-Moon2 forum while researching 258what Paracelsus and the physicians, philosophers, and astronomers of yore said about the real moon, copying notes into his Moon Papers. He watched a large spider install a web across his office window as he reflected on the skill it took to make such an intricate thing, nearly holy in its geometric perfection. The hairy creature settled into the web’s center and Lars tapped gently on the window. They eyed each other from their respective sides of the glass, eventually reaching an understanding.

After Peach went home for the day, Lars clicked through and zoomed in on every available online image of the CCC, which totaled two. For a famous collective, they were tightly controlled when it came to images of their facilities. He had done this before, each time discouraged, impressed, and envious that he himself had a much less enigmatic internet presence. How rare and chic, he thought, to be hard to find in these times. In both images, the Center for Constant Creation existed as two pink dots in the distance, circled in red and surrounded by blank desert. When Lars zoomed in, the details did not get more pronounced, but blurrier. He stared at the circle until the sun began to set. From his own slow approach to the facility many years ago, he knew that inside that circle were two mirrored buildings, a concrete porch, and a swimming pool.

He searched the name of the only Collective member he knew: Dean Konig. That’s how he’d introduced himself when Lars and Vesta arrived at the CCC ten years prior. He wasn’t sure if he’d still be working there, or if that was his real name, but the syllables had come to him in those woozy pellucid moments just before falling asleep the night prior: Dean Konig. Vesta had been sleeping soundly beside him, and he thought about waking her up to ask about Dean, about what she remembered of their 259interaction back then. But he’d resisted. All summer, she’d been struggling to sleep, and he couldn’t bring himself to disturb her.

He wasn’t sure what he was searching for, exactly. The only result was an obituary. Dean Konig: died at forty-seven in Wisconsin. A kind, red face. Childless. Donations to an equine rescue were to be given in lieu of flowers. He loved all animals, but he loved horses most of all.
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Voice


I doubt this will be the last. Disappearance, I mean. It’s so on brand for Vesta Furio. She was always the first to do shit. She was the first to have sex. That was the rumor, anyway. She wouldn’t say who with. It makes sense, doesn’t it, that she’d be the first to . . . go? I’m willing to bet we’ll see more and more women vanish into thin air. Maybe men too. But it’s easier for women to disappear, don’t you think? To get taken or to run. It’s not like I’m the only one who believes this. It’s not crazy to say the moon sucked her up. We don’t know anything about this new moon and the name, Moon2, is a fallacy, because it’s not orbiting anything. Maybe Moon2 takes people. Maybe it makes them different. Maybe she’s up there right now, looking down. Hi, Vesta! Maybe she’s looking at us. Not from heaven, but from the second moon, that eyesore right there outside the window. Right by your head. I don’t believe in God or heaven anyway. I only believe in the dead. You’re telling me that thing couldn’t take me or you right here, right now, out of our seats? You’re dreaming. If you believe this was just a regular everyday abduction or runaway, a girl trying to take a time-out . . . well . . . with all due respect, you’re dreaming. Dreaming.
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Voice


It was one of the hottest days. It may have broken a record. Every day is hot, though. I can barely think. Been loopy all summer. Longest summer of my life and it’s still going on. I guess that could be the moon. Could be the heat. Who really knows? I finally understand how heat can make people do things they wouldn’t do otherwise. I started to cry one day and desperately wanted to run out into traffic. Were you here, were you around town, when it was really misty? That thick fog that rolled in from nowhere and dissolved just as quick. I first saw it hovering over the mountain, and it felt magical because the whole town was sunny and clear, and then this mound of fog was just sitting there like a wall. Like the edge of everything. It cut the horizon off so that you couldn’t see what was ahead. I had to drive really slow. I couldn’t tell if the fog was cold or hot, whether it would bring relief from the heat or raise the temp. The next day, the mist had spread everywhere, all over the town and beyond. I mean, it felt almost like we were near the shore. The ocean could have been right there. Anything could have been right there. At the height of the mist, I saw her. She was driving. It was the morning. Back to her house, I guess. Fast. Too fast, in my opinion. My grandmother got in a car crash in the fog. Died instantly. And when I saw her, that’s what I thought of. Sudden impact. The kind you can’t see coming. I wondered where she was planning on being for the launch. A bunch of us drove down the 264shore to watch. Went out to the pier, jumped in the water. The tide was insane. Super high. It was utterly nuts to see two full moons at once. And two more in the water! Reflected in the ocean. There was a yellow ball we were all throwing around too, and I couldn’t stop staring at that thing. Like it held some kind of key. I was high. Maybe she went to the shore. It’s only a few hours. Do you think it’s possible she went to the ocean? She liked to swim. I remember that. She wasn’t on the swim team, but she swam a lot. I don’t know what the second moon will do to the water. The water in our bodies or the water in the air or sea. Maybe nothing. Never seen mist like that before.
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Chloe


Louise was playing outside with Radko’s mother. Chloe’s books lined the room: big Victorian novels, poetry, psychoanalytic texts, and tomes on the occult. Her husband was a Gemini—sign of the twins—and Chloe spotted his twins everywhere: doubles, imposters, lookalikes. The week prior, while walking around town with her daughter, she saw a man who resembled Radko. A fast-moving image: a stranger’s small face framed by the bus’s window. Then, gone. Under his head, painted on the bus: an image of Moon2 with a smiley face, being pulled by a powder blue vessel, which resembled a cross between a rocket and a ship. The vessel had a cartoonish smile and a speech bubble emerging from its painted lips: “Hi! I’m a space tug. My name is Demy!”

In the quick interim, they’d locked eyes, and the almost-encounter left her breathless. She couldn’t shake the man. She thought of his look—that wide, startled gaze, even as her client, Delia Murray, a forty-two-year-old woman whom Chloe had been seeing biweekly for about a year, sat before her on the screen. Delia and Chloe said hello briefly before turning their cameras off. Chloe was against using cameras in her sessions. There were too many images circulating already: cheap, haphazard, mixed-up pictures on screens, buses, and in the air. 266What the fuck was a space tug, she wondered, and why did it have a name?

Chloe found that the intimacy was always greater, sessions more interesting, without images. She didn’t like to see herself doubled on the screen. No. Audio only. Just voices, almost disembodied.

Chloe stared into the empty squares that replaced their faces. The black holes made room for more honest revelations and silences. No one was inspecting how their own faces moved, checking for zits, dark circles, good hair moments, wrinkles. For Chloe, it was crucial that her patients didn’t feel watched by her. Her job was to listen. And, like the bats that her husband was so passionate about, her vision strengthened when she let go of seeing. She closed her eyes and tuned into the vibrations—the sounds and movements under the sounds, the invisible desires tugging at the words.

Chloe waited for Delia to speak. This was the best part of her job: sitting inside supercharged silences. After three intense minutes passed, Delia began speaking slowly, in fits and starts. Chloe was careful not to fill the gaps.


Delia: I’m nauseous.

The psychic said the baby would be healthy but even that didn’t give me comfort. I had another dream about an impossibly tiny baby but this time I put the baby in a plastic lighter.

Chloe: A lighter?
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Delia: You know, like the kind you’d light a cigarette with.

I smoked all through my twenties and thirties it almost definitely wrecked my egg quality.

As I looked at the baby in the lighter and it was one of those clear plastic ones I thought how can it breathe in there and also maybe it was made from a bad egg.

Chloe: A bad egg?

Delia: Because . . . well, I’m older . . .

I’m taking all the supplements but do you think Moon2 will impact the pregnancy?

I won’t even be in my second trimester when it launches and my astrologer said absolutely not, based on some good things that are happening with Jupiter.

I am just tormented by guilt lately Chlo, I should have had this baby earlier, shouldn’t have wasted my twenties and thirties on God knows what! Men, alcohol, cigarettes!

Now I’m like sick all day, I mean, I can’t even think about some foods, can’t even mention them, but it does comfort me to know I have morning sickness and this is part of having a baby. Like the baby is healthy and will continue to stick and 268thrive. But you have no idea the pressure I’m under at work. Maybe I should just quit.

Chloe: Stick and thrive. Yes, well, let’s rewind and go back to the lighter for a second. Were you holding it? This isn’t the first time a lighter—

Delia: You’re thinking of my father, right? Well he’s dead now and the lighter he had looked much different, metal and heavy, this one that held the baby was plastic and trashy like what you’d see at the checkout at a gas station.

Chloe: What did it feel like in your hands?

Delia: Light.

A feather.

Chloe: Light as a feather.

Delia: Like a cheap tomb.

Chloe: When did you wake up?

Delia: Well . . .

I woke when I was trying to figure out a way to release it, to get it out of the lighter. It was suspended in lighter fluid. I knew the baby wouldn’t last long, I thought it looked like a test tube.
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A tomb, a grave without dirt

Chloe: IVF.

Delia: Yeah, except the little tubes my doctor uses are so skinny like the size of a catheter before she put the embryo in me . . . I had to confirm that it was my name on the tube. The baby will be a Pisces. You’d be proud of me, I was able to have a moment of peace this week just alone with the baby talking to her and enjoying the moment no matter what happens, you know . . .

I’ve always had an issue with things sticking. Not just babies, but things in life, they don’t stick to me, they go right through me. Memories and dreams and experiences. Even food.

Chloe: Digestion.

Delia: I’m not in the clear yet.

You have a fertile face, you know.

Chloe: What do you mean?

Delia: Round and feminine. I can tell it holds on to things whereas mine is thin and long. Things slide off my face. My old therapist was a guy, you know really old and reeking of death. I went to see him in person, and I could just feel him rubbing off on me.
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Chloe: How so?

Delia: Robbing my fertility! I could feel my eggs shriveling. How nuts is it that a baby girl is born with all the eggs she’ll ever have? We were formed, then, in the wombs of our maternal grandmothers.

Then the eggs get delayed until puberty, held in suspended animation until released, gradually, of course. Biological rites of passage are important. Pregnancy, I mean I never thought I’d do it like this, but still. It’s a rite of passage, right? Thank God for science but . . .

I never thought . . .

I’d get to see the microscopic embryo before the doctor loaded it into me. It was an ugly thing, a little ball of gray with squiggles on top like messy hair it made me very, very nervous to see such a thing. Are we supposed to see things like that? We still don’t know what goes on inside a woman’s body, not really. I mean, I saw the inside of my uterus on-screen a few years ago. They went up there with a camera and removed a polyp which looked wild, looked like it had the pink hair of a troll doll. They took it out with one quick movement. Then showed me the clear walls of my uterus, healthy and ready. But we still don’t really know how conception takes place or how the egg moves from the tube to the 271uterus. Anyway, it made me nervous to see such things. Nervous to see the embryo they’d be placing back inside me.

Chloe: Nervous how?

Delia: The embryo wasn’t very highly graded. I never told you that cause I guess I’m ashamed. I’ve been obsessed with grades my whole life. I want to get good grades. But who knows what they’re graded when they’re in the body the natural way. I tried to talk about this on one of the infertility forums but a monitor flagged my comment because you are not permitted to use the term “natural.” Did you know that? The moderator is a bot, of course, but bots can still kick you off.

Chloe: Do you want to say more about the grading?

Delia: They have a grading system for embryos and the one inside of me was marked as like, less than mediocre, meaning it doesn’t have a clearly defined cellular structure.

Meaning, it’s chaotic.

When they transferred it back into my uterus, I couldn’t believe it had survived the thaw, but I guess what wants to live lives whether you use a test tube or not.272 And that’s why you can’t get away from what’s natural, I mean let the moderator flag me all he wants!

And I’m hoping she hangs on! Think of all she’s already been through. Petri dishes, testing, catheters . . . so much . . . and she isn’t even born yet!

Chloe: You got flagged for saying the word natural.

Delia: So much glass and plastic . . .

I don’t know the whole thing is so unnatural and now they use artificial intelligence to select the best sperms. Did you know that? The most vital swimmers are chosen, then injected directly in the egg. Bam. In the lab. But I want this baby so bad. How does nature choose? How?

Chloe: Interesting, Delia. No, I didn’t realize that about the sperm.



Chloe quietly changed locations, moving the laptop onto the floor as she lay down. She closed her eyes and pictured multicolored sperm all around the room—some swimming fast, others slow and twitchy. She envisioned the tiny embryo inside Delia’s uterus, and attempted to beam energy into it—telling it to hang on, to keep clinging and growing. She touched her own face, wondering if “fertile face” was Delia’s coded way of telling Chloe she was kind of fat. Delia was a slight woman with deep eye sockets and wispy dark hair who always looked a little electrocuted.
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Delia: Oh God, that reminds me of something I thought of when I woke up from the dream. The disgusting drive home after the embryo transfer.

You know, after the embryo was transferred into me I had to drive through the most ghetto parts of the town and I saw this guy, homeless or schizo or both, kind of just standing on the side of the road.

I was feeling so open, like way too open. I had done all of these visualizations beforehand, to open myself up to receiving new life. And I never should have looked at him for so long but finally we made eye contact and I felt like he was sort of boring into my soul, maybe doing something bad to the embryo or that perhaps my future baby would be homeless, mentally ill, something like this.

All of this work, so many tests and tubes and blood draws and long drives to the clinic for what?

To have a baby just like that man on the corner.

I thought maybe we should just burn it all down.

Chloe: Burn what down?

Delia: The whole fucking world with that trashy lighter.
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You’re a Taurus right?

Chloe: Right.

Delia: Makes sense. You hold space for everyone’s endless chatter and energy. Kind of like the zona pellucida.

Chloe: Zona pellucida?

Delia: Yeah. It’s a clear matrix all around a human egg. It protects the egg but also allows for fertilization. Embryos are quite smart. I’ve done so much research. As you well know, I’m a total research junkie, and I do not for a second trust doctors to do their jobs. Everyone has an agenda, a motive. But the zona pellucida is clear. A transparent zone.

Chloe: Let’s end here, in the transparent zone.
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Lars


The Port Authority Bus Terminal, which first opened in 1950, with its dim lighting and counterintuitive layout, served as a transitional space that Lars could walk through in a trance and prepare for his own departure. The last bus from New York City to Quarry, Pennsylvania left at 10 p.m. and Lars was partial to this trip. He liked being part of the last batch out of Manhattan. He’d taken the fifty blocks uptown slowly in the neon darkness. Over the past ten years, he’d witnessed the terminal’s steady decline. There was talk of a billion-dollar renovation promising a breathable, bright, and contemporary feel.

Shuffling to his gate, he passed a man wearing a pink shirt that read white boy summer in black letters, a woman excitedly telling a man that more New Yorkers are moving to Pennsylvania than ever before, a mousy girl in a white silk blouse chugging a bottle of orange soda, and a tan man with thick gray hair walking back and forth over the same stretch of tiled ground, his rough beard dyed bright orange, rivaling the soda’s hue. He wondered if, in a different time and place, any of these people might have been saints.

Saint Anthony, patron saint of animals and a precursor to monasticism, lived in Egypt and wandered in a faraway desert— suffering and seeing—and it comforted Lars to read about the 276saint’s approach to desert living, worlds away from anything the CCC/Voortelle was getting up to in the American desert currently. He fantasized about going there again, about finding the two buildings and annihilating them. He could imagine how the explosion might catapult the twin structures, sending glistening shards flying across the country like confetti.

From Port Authority’s crowded and muggy street-level main floor, Lars rode the escalator down to the nearly empty basement and approached his usual seat, pulling out the biography of Saint Anthony. Three men formed a triangle around the place he usually sat to wait for the last bus, each of them asleep in different plastic seats. He sat down a few feet away from the least-imposing one. The man with the bright orange beard had made his way downstairs and began moving back and forth again, this time much slower, and right in front of Lars, as though he was an instrument used by a hypnotist to guide people into ethereal drowsiness. Some time later, Lars woke up slumped over in orange plastic, a homeless man’s hot breath on his neck.

On the bus, he collapsed in the very front seat so that he could be alone, just a thin windshield between his body and the road. He looked back at the tiny island of Manhattan while smacking his lips, a tinny and sweet taste in his mouth. Through the glass, the city looked pristine and abstract, black with white squares and fluorescent red dots. Lars turned away from the lights, peering now into the stark back of the bus, where eight people slept. Suddenly overwhelmed with vague affection for the strangers riding behind him, Lars clicked his overhead light on and opened the security app on his phone, flipping between the real-time footage of his home and Athanasius’s account of Saint Anthony’s life.
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It was twenty minutes past midnight when the bus pulled into the parking lot behind the gas station in Pennsylvania. The asphalt was wet, the light around the lampposts thick and gluey. He could hear what sounded like a bullfrog, its repetitive bellows muted by the damp, stagnant air, which felt like bathwater. He scanned the lot for Vesta but she was not there. He clicked on his phone and looked at the area around his home. The light was still on at Ziggy’s, but he could detect no movement inside.

As Lars watched the moths throwing their wings against the parking lot’s bulb, he thought of how his wife only ever drove with one hand, the other hand resting on the console or running through her hair. As he stared harder at the ecstatic, burning moths, an image of his wife behind the wheel replaced their frenzy. It was like she wanted to crash, disappear. He shook his head, his vision pocked with black from staring at the bright light. One of the moths had two black eyes on its wings, encircled by yellow halos.

“That’s an Io moth,” a voice said, “looks like a peacock, right?”

Lars jumped.

“What?”

The man laughed. Lars rubbed his eyes.

The mirage-like being was thin and wiry and much taller than him. He hadn’t heard him coming, hadn’t seen him approach. Lars stood up straighter. His posture was going to shit, and this guy’s was perfect. How long had he been staring at the mist, the wings with eyes, the bulb?

“Those eyes are used as defense mechanisms. They’re not real eyes, of course. Been seeing a lot more moths this summer. You Lars?”

Lars nodded and clutched his bag, pulling away from the stranger, whom he now noticed had kind eyes and an unrelenting 278gaze, disarming. Lars’s heart quickened, fluttering against the leather strap of his croissant duffel bag.

“I’m Radko. I’m your ride,” the man said.

“My ride? What? What happened?” Lars asked, taking a few steps back.

“Nothing happened. All is well.”

“Jesus Christ,” Lars’s body relaxed and he released his grip on his bag.

“You okay?”

“My wife usually picks me up. Oh shit . . . you’re the bat guy, right?”

“The bat guy, yes.”

“Why are you here?”

“Like I said, I’m your ride. I’m picking you up. They sent me. You look spooked. Come on, my truck’s over there.”

Radko took wide strides toward the back of the lot, his movements graceful and weightless. Lars checked his phone again. No texts. Radko turned to face Lars, walking backward now, his eyes digital blue under parking lot fluorescents, his body nearly translucent as he moved. Though he wore huge work boots, Lars couldn’t hear Radko’s feet hit the ground. The red and yellow gas station lights glowed over Radko’s shoulder and Lars hoisted himself into the passenger seat, then sighed. He felt waterlogged. The air was water. Everything liquid, thick, and much too still.

“Yeah, the truck is high, huh? Had it lifted.”

“How did you know who I was?”

“Easy. You fit the description Velour gave. She said to look for someone who doesn’t look like he belongs.”

“She would say that.”

“And she did.”
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Radko took the roads the way Vesta did, like he’d been driving them since before he existed. Lars couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been here before and that he’d had this exact conversation with this odd dude.

“What were you saying about moths back there?”

“Everyone talks about bats eating mosquitoes, which they do. Don’t get me wrong. They do. But they eat moths too. Moths give them more bang for their buck.”

“More calories.”

“Bingo. Moths are thick. Fatty. But here’s the thing. Moths can outsmart bats. Like, maybe that’s what’s been happening lately. More and more. I don’t know.”

“Have we talked about this before?”

“Nope, nope. Don’t think we’ve ever met, man,” Radko said, “but I know that feeling. Déjà vu.”

“Right. Okay. So, you’re saying moths are smart?”

“Look, prey can get really clever about predators. It’s like, they have to. You know? Like, bats hunt using echolocation, right? So, moths can actually jam the signal. Make crazy clicks, send them this way and that. Or, like, big juicy moths can disguise themselves as little moths so the bats don’t even bother. Bats can sense, of course, how much nutrition they can get from an insect they’re approaching. But the moths can sometimes hold them off. Nothing’s smarter than the wild, dude. Not even those cyborg bugs Voortelle manufactured. Or those edible electronics, the ones that supposedly alter hormones and help with stress.”

As he spoke, Radko’s hands flew off the wheel and flapped around his head, his long arms like fleshy wings. Lars had heard this before—jamming the signal. His body buckled, as though waking up from a terrible dream, his hands vibrating and wet.
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“Voortelle is evil. I believe they’re behind Moon2,” Lars declared.

“Oh I totally believe that shit, definitely. I mean, they have all these cover organizations. We’re already eating so many electronics. The air is filled with techy horrors. But tonight, we gotta forget about that shit. I set a projector up. The image is huge. It’s a trip. It’s all along the back of Velour’s house, which is white, you know, so it’s kinda perfect. A great surface for this sort of thing. So everyone’s already watching the show. It’s still so wild to me that they picked her.”

“What image?”

“The bats. They didn’t tell you? Yes. We’re going to watch the bats on the big screen in your mother-in-law’s backyard. Interesting lady, she is.”

“Yeah, she’s a riot. I’m wondering if this bat stuff will come to anything.”

“Sure, it will come to something. She’s been hosting these endangered critters and they’re gonna fly off tonight. They’re leaving the nest!”

“I mean, I’m wondering if any new work will come of it. She hasn’t been very . . . productive lately.”

“Oh, for your gallery,” Radko said.

Though he had the sense that Radko was mocking him, he was too stunned to care. Was Lars psychic? He had anticipated this conversation. Heard it in his head: the moths, their weird ability to jam the signal. They flew past a parked truck beside a trailer which read superego in big blue letters. Perhaps his training, his constant attending to messages and signals, his relentless lunar researches, had given him the gift of actual prophecy. They passed a small farm still flickering with old, multicolored Christmas lights, three goats lit green and purple. 281Then, a cornfield so high anything could be hiding in the stalks, anything at all.

As Radko shot around the turn near Vesta and Lars’s place, he pointed, asking—look familiar? before gunning it up the hill toward Velour’s. The moon was obscured, though it still managed to illuminate certain parts of trees, turning them lime green as they bent into each other, making a canopy by turns bright and black over their bodies in the raised pickup truck moving along the skinny road. There was no room for error.

“Let me ask you a question,” Lars said as they rounded the curve, a run-down barn jutting into the street.

“Shoot.”

“How do you think Moon2 will impact the bat population?”

“That’s a question I’m constantly asking myself, man. Haven’t stopped since it was announced. It’s something we’ve had a number of board meetings about, too, at the conservation center. And you know, they are already in danger. They’re illegal to kill but that doesn’t stop people. I nearly passed out when I saw that Velour had a healthy maternity colony growing in her attic. She’s a saint for letting them stay there. And for letting me poke around her whole house, making sure everything’s all good. It’s really my main priority this summer. Short answer is, I’m trying to just take it one day at a time. One day. One hour. And make sure those babies get out of that old house safely tonight, seeing as the launch is next week. Praying for no stragglers. None. Hoping the whole crew nursed good and learned to fly. Then I can install an exclusion device. See, if I had installed that right away, as she wanted me to when she heard there were like a hundred bats living in her attic, then the babies would be stranded, cause they can’t fly. Obviously. So the mothers would go out that hole and wouldn’t have a way back in. See 282what I mean? Everybody would hear screeching and screaming. Nightmare. The mamas calling out for the babies and the babies for their mamas. I’ve seen it. Velour would be caught in the mix. Her house would become a battleground. When I explained it to her, I could tell she wasn’t comfortable with the whole thing. People think of bats as invaders. I don’t. But, many people do.”

By now, they were parked in front of Velour’s place, the backyard radiant with a film projector, her home soaked in misty movie light.

“So, you think it will have an impact? The second moon. On the bats.”

“Of course it’ll have a goddamn impact. I don’t believe what they say.”

“I don’t believe them either! My staff is really into Moon2. They think it’s gonna have a positive impact on everything.”

The two men got out of the car and walked around the side of the house, past Velour’s high privacy trees to the back gate.

“Well. Alls I know is there are more moths and other bugs out this year than last. I know it in my bones. Been doing this a long time. Think about it. If there’s a moon that’s always full, it’ll be harder for predators to get prey. Predators will go hungry and prey will get out of control. If you and me were to be standing here in this exact spot one year in the future, we might not even be able to see each other’s faces there’d be so many moths swarming.”

Projected onto the back of Velour’s house: real-time video footage of the bats in her attic. They were the only mammals, Radko said, who could fly. And wasn’t that incredible? People take issue with bats, in his opinion, because they are jealous. Radko’s was a position Lars had not considered—that humans envy bats because we are mammals but we cannot fly and thus, 283are less miraculous. The video was soundless, but Lars could see the creatures skittering and scratching in the attic.

Lars had never seen Velour’s backyard so filled with people, so alive: Mac and Lisa and others, perhaps Velour’s neighbors, ones he had never met. Velour was seated beside Vesta on a lawn chair, gazing up at the huge video projection. Both women were smoking and silent. They didn’t appear to notice Radko and Lars. Velour seemed filled with quiet pride and curiosity, an artist regarding her work from afar, seeing it afresh from cool distance. Suddenly, a little girl ran into Lars’s leg. Radko picked her up.

“This is Louise,” Radko said, pressing his face against his daughter’s.

“Sorry,” a woman in a cream button-down shirt said, approaching them, lit from behind. “She’s gone wild, it’s way past her bedtime.”

“She’s always wild,” Radko said, beaming.

“I am always wild!” the girl squealed, revealing two dimples.

“You seem very familiar,” Lars said.

“I’m Chloe, Rad’s wife.”

“Do you walk a lot in town?” Lars asked.

“I do,” Chloe laughed.

Radko placed his daughter back down and she ran to the projection of the bats, pointing and tripping. Chloe followed her, waving to Lars as she left. He watched the woman walk away. How strange, to see her again, in the flesh, after he’d watched the glistening image of her pass so quickly that day from the bus. He watched Chloe pick her daughter up, then chat with a birdlike woman in a green tank top and big glasses. Chloe and Louise then headed over to Vesta and Velour. He watched the four of them speak. Vesta leaned in and whispered something to 284little Louise. Louise shrieked. Velour continued watching the bats.

As Lars regarded his mother-in-law and his wife watching the image of the attic bats projected onto the house, he felt that he was peering right into the past—into Vesta’s childhood. This was how Velour had always mothered Vesta—by observing the kinetic image of her daughter’s movements from a great distance, even while right beside her, smoking in a lawn chair. He’d never seen the attic. And now, there it was—the home’s most hidden insides projected onto its exterior, the whole neighborhood watching. He turned to Radko, who was studying the ginormous picture: a furry mass—frightening, glittering, gross, and somehow already iconic.

“Any minute now,” Radko said, as they sat down on a large blanket, “the bats are departing. They’ll fly out the attic, and it will be a spectacle.”

“How can you be so sure it will happen tonight?” Lars asked.

“I just know,” Radko replied, “same way I know there are more moths this year than last.” Chloe and Louise were running across the yard toward Lars and Radko. The tired little girl ran into Lars again, hugging his leg. When she realized he wasn’t her dad, her face contorted and her eyes filled with tears. Radko grabbed her, rocking the toddler like a newborn baby.

“I’ve heard good things about you,” Chloe said.

Lars smiled.

They stared at each other for a long while in a clear zone of electric quiet. Chloe’s eyes were dark, not unlike moth’s eyes. She turned away from Lars and toward the bats.

Vesta was reclining far back in the lawn chair, her arms above her head as though lying out in the sun. Velour wore her semi-sheer black dress, long and draped. Vesta wore a dress too—a 285vintage Comme des Garçons from the nineties, long and sleeveless and navy blue with intricate fraying all along the edges. Lars got it for her a few years back, though he hadn’t seen her wear it until now. When Vesta finally glanced over, smiling at them, her face looked rinsed, like she had been crying, painting, or swimming for a long time—her features enervated, lulled. Her eyes bloodshot. She had a rocky luminosity about her, both weathered and fresh. While everyone else mingled or stared at the bright moving image of winged mammals, Lars could not look away from Vesta. He was trying to piece something together and tear it apart at the same time.

“Females still hunt, you know, even when they have babies,” Radko told Lars.

“Oh yeah?”

“They carry the babies with them. Or else, they leave them in little groups so they’re safe. The groups of babies are called creches.”

Little Louise was now asleep in her father’s arms.

Lars got up and walked across the yard to Velour’s back door. When he crossed the threshold, he gasped. Shockingly, Velour’s first floor looked normal. No longer crowded with thrift store finds and extravagant furniture, Lars could move around the space freely. He’d been so distracted all summer by the moon and the show, only ever contacting Velour to ask about Vesta, that he’d missed Velour’s transformation. He peered out the back door. Vesta was sitting alone now. Chloe and Louise were lying on the blanket. Mac and Lisa were speaking to a woman Lars did not recognize near the drink table, Lisa holding little Dell under her arm as Mac poured red wine into one of Velour’s antique crystal goblets. He passed the glass to Lisa and she held it up to the light, frowning. Mac watched his wife and shook his 286head before turning to Radko and Velour, who were standing at the yard’s back corner, whispering. Radko and Velour turned to face each other and Radko placed his hand on Velour’s head.

Lars walked through the pristine kitchen. On Velour’s otherwise empty kitchen table sat a sprawling diorama. He walked around the table a few times, then leaned in closer to get a look at the object’s tiny, sad beauty. It was as if everything Velour had formerly housed—all those quirky pieces of furniture she’d collected and stored, making it impossible to comfortably visit, let alone walk around her first floor, had shrunk down into this world. The diorama featured a black-and-white checkered floor in the kitchen, just like the one on which he now stood, and hardwood in the dining room, and was crowded with little pieces of furniture, stacked and sticking together. There were even small plastic bats hanging from the ceiling and sitting on chairs and hiding under tables. He took several pictures of the diorama with his phone. Then, he opened the security application and looked at his own house in real time.

When the image of his home, only a few miles away, appeared on his screen, he froze. Impossibly, it wasn’t night at their house. On-screen, it was dusk. The sky fiercely orange. The truck, which belonged to the high schooler who mowed their lawn, was rolling up to the curb. Lars closed the app. Has to be a glitch, he thought, shaking the black screen. When he reopened the scene, the kid with the wasted youth tattoo was now out of the truck. Vesta’s body cut across the frame, wearing the same dress with its frayed edges—the dress she was wearing right outside. Lars’s hand shook as he watched his wife, small and flat, walk into Ziggy’s house as though it was her own. He could see her figure moving in one of the rooms as wasted youth started up the mower. The light hit Ziggy’s place at just the right 287angle, allowing Lars to see his wife through the window. She was painting. But why there? And, what?

Was he tripping out from low blood sugar? Was the video a mirage? Or was this yet another prophecy—his newfound psychic gift infusing his technology? Had the application revealed to him, through some miraculous digital sickness, what went on around his house earlier that day? Was it possible Vesta was in two places at once? That two times, two lights, could coexist only a few miles apart? Was anything possible only a few days before Moon2’s launch? Sweating and cold, he resolved to go to Ziggy’s place and see for himself. Maybe he would even see her there. This other Vesta.

As he watched Vesta painting on-screen, blurry through the window, he heard her voice calling him from outside—Lars come see! She sounded tender and real, like the old days, and her embodied voice swirling around her digital image in his hand, somehow told him that everything would be okay, that things were lining up, going in the right direction, even if that direction was berserk, and that this summer had been difficult—sure—a bizarre conundrum, but they would shake it off, and make it work, like they always had—with their singular vision.

When he stepped out onto Velour’s back porch, everyone was looking up, in awe, at the sky. Louise was screaming with glee and Lisa’s chihuahua was barking. Lars ran into the yard, the grass glowing, and stood beside Vesta as they watched the bats swarm, thickening the air with rapidly flapping wings. His mouth hung open. Vesta squeezed his hand. There were no human noises, just the bats leaving the attic—fluttering, diving, thrashing—ecstatic to get on with their lives. The back of the house, filled with the image of Velour’s attic, was emptying of creatures as they flew into the night. The moon was waxing, 288nearly full. The hot bathwater night flooded his mouth. He stroked his wife’s hand, sweat dripping down their arms.

Velour was quietly crying, glancing back at Radko, who was holding Louise—her arms flapping like bat wings. Chloe was resting her head on Radko’s shoulder. The bats overhead were frantic, frenzied. A few swooped down so low that Lars ducked for fear of getting hit. Chloe smiled, waving at him. Louise imitated her mother’s wave, doing the same. When Lars turned back to Vesta, her eyes were closed and the bats were almost gone.

At the end: only the dark crevice of Velour’s newly emptied attic stippled with shit as the onlookers stood motionless. Radko put Louise down and walked over. He shook Velour’s hand, lower lip quivering. Lars thought the bat expert might cry. Instead, he embraced Velour, and Lars and Vesta watched as her frail body went limp in the young man’s arms. When Radko pulled away, Velour wiped her tears, and he spoke logistics: “They won’t come back until next year. They’ll want to return here. Well, it’s not so much that they’ll want to return. But instinct will lead them back. They’ll be driven to. I’m going to check, make sure there aren’t any stragglers. Then I’ll close everything up. Thank you for your hospitality.”

Lars hung on Radko’s words, considering, with religious attention, each strange syllable. He could feel Chloe Toth watching him. Radko glanced toward the edge of the yard, where Chloe stood, holding a sleepy Louise in her arms. Lars let go of his wife’s hand and receded, back through the high privacy trees and into the sweltering night. He began to run, his croissant duffel bag slapping against his soaking back, along the glimmering black road, home.




289

Voice


Lars, of course, thinks her disappearance had something to do with the Center for Constant Creation. He thinks they kidnap folks and do things to their minds and bodies. He has a lot of theories about the Center and the Collective being part of some big government operation, and about the moon and whatnot. What Lars Arden is not prepared to entertain is that I’m fairly certain his wife went willingly. I think she went to that place, and I think she’s there now. I mean, come on. All those paintings of that one guy out there in the desert? Painting after painting of his face and . . . other parts. . . . Paintings she’d done in secret? With those beautiful stretches of dust and sunset behind his head. Realer than real. Everybody saw those at the opening and knew she’d reached another level. They are technically paintings of a screenshots, I guess, of video calls that they had. Some people think Vesta painted them from her mind, like that guy is a figment of her imagination and the whole thing is made up. Like in a novel or something, a story. But those images. You’ve seen them, right? I mean, they’re obviously painted from life. Lars acted so proud at the opening. He was sure she’d show up eventually. He hadn’t seen her that day. He thought maybe she was pissed at him for looking at her work before she wanted him to. But she didn’t show up. Maybe she was planning on it, but no. Nothing. Later that night, the moon launched over the gallery, right over all those paintings on display, paintings of a guy 290she’d been cheating on her husband with. I don’t want to start rumors. I don’t even know if she was cheating, per se. Is it cheating if you’re that far away? I mean, there were a few really lovely, almost psychedelic renderings of his . . . penis. And her naked body on the screen next to him. Lars told Peach, his assistant. Do you know her? Great gal. Anyway, he told Peach, who then told me, that Vesta had been working on something new, very new. Turns out, and this is also from Peach, so you may want to confirm with her if you haven’t already, Vesta had a whole secret studio where she worked on these paintings. No one even knows this guy’s name, this guy she kept painting. Lars seemed validated and happy on opening night. I thought he’d be more fucked up about the moon launch, God knows he’d been acting bizarro for months. But that night, he beamed with happiness. Peace, even. He said his wife’s paintings proved something. I asked my partner if she’d be pissed if I painted some other woman that many times and she said no, not if something transcendent came out of it. Like Andrew Wyeth and his neighbor and their secret sessions. Hypotheticals are one thing. Real life is quite another. Ever had a transgression? For as animal and sexed-up as the pictures were—vulgar, even—the guy looked almost like a figment, a ghost. That’s the tension. Good art has tension. It was like she’d found a way to make a pure image. Everything unhinged, separate from context, afloat in cold haloes. You’ve seen the show, right? You should see it if you haven’t. Did you see the one with Binky Stratford in the background? Lars is convinced—I mean, convinced—that it’s real. As though artists don’t make things up, paint things that they’ve seen in their imagination or heard on the street or around the house, in Vesta’s case. All year Lars had been rambling on and on about how Binky Stratford had been taken there, kidnapped against her will. So it made sense to me that Vesta would paint her in the background, unconscious, hooked up to a machine, as a kind of joke or even an homage to Lars’s theory. Perhaps it soothed 291him to see his fear depicted, in photorealistic color, big and in front of him. It’s actually one of my favorites. They’re all untitled, but there is one painting where that guy’s face is really large in the foreground and he’s kind of licking his lips. And Vesta’s face is pictured, also on-screen, with a window filled with greenery in the background, looking past him into the distance. And what she’s looking at, we see in the little rectangle, is old decrepit famous Binky. Binky who vanished. You know Binky’s work, right? No? It’s just groundbreaking. But of course she went missing. Plenty of people go missing. More than you’d think. Normal people too. And they’re never found again. They’re not even declared dead. They’re just gone. It’s like they stopped existing or never did. Exist, I mean. Poof! Vesta’s painting, which is quite funny, when you think about it, is both a tribute to Binky and a playful nod to her husband’s insanity. I’m just realizing this now, while I’m speaking to you. You cannot take it literally, like Arden. It’s not evidence. I mean. It’s a work of art. Arden’s smart, but he’s wrong.
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I watched the moon landing with her. No. What the? Ha! Not the moon launch. How do you launch a moon? The moon land . . . ing! They landed on the moon. She was there. Right next to me. You better believe she was the most beautiful thing most people in that store had ever seen. I used to talk to the mannequins sometimes. When I was lonely. When I was arranging, rearranging. I was in charge of the whole operation. They called me, shit, what was my title again? Oh man. They called me. Do you remember? A designer. Designer. But I ran the whole thing, top to bottom. On the first floor was a restaurant that was really more like a nightclub. That’s when everybody actually dressed up. Not like people now. Do you remember? Are you too young? Vesta and I watched the rocket. She stood right next to me, holding my hand, like it was the two of us who were about to take off. No. Not my daughter. My daughter is full of shit. She moved to the mountains with her con artist husband. They lie to me and take my money. This guy too. This guy out there. He’s a no-good hippie. I don’t know what he’s doing to my lawn. It doesn’t even need anything. Perfect as is. Vesta was the same back then as she is now. Some people don’t change. Of course, you know that. She’d come here and take care of me. She’d talk to some guy. Yeah, right back there. I looked at some of the pictures she made. Nothing like the window displays I used to do. But not bad. She sees and she paints what she sees. A beautiful girl. Can you believe 294I made her? I guess you could say my daughter, who must be about my age by now, is a quote unquote success. She’s a vice president at one of those medical companies. Shit, you remember the name. Runs the whole show. Like I ran the show. But I was humble, do you see? She thinks she’s a hotshot. She cruises around in one of those cars. They’re electric. What the hell do you call them? Yeah. Yeah. She lives in a big house, I think. I’ve been there once or twice. This place is a house. Some would call it a house, sure. I see it as something different. Oh but yeah, yeah Vesta was there. We watched the rocket go to the moon. Where’d they launch that thing from? Shit. Some things just go, disappear. Click. That’s it. Florida! Exactly. Now that’s a place. Warm, clear water. Exactly. We watched them take off from Florida and then we watched them land. The astronaut said something that sounded smart but was actually stupid. Like, no shit the moon is desolate and magnificent. But I was proud to be an American. I was thinking, that’s my country. They made it happen before the decade was done. It happened like that, faster than you could snap. I don’t know how they got there so fast. No, I doubt it was four days later. I highly doubt that. Well, you say what you want but I was there. Some things these books can’t teach you. Or the internet either. All I know is Vesta took care of me. And she’ll walk through that door any minute now. Before they lived across the street, another couple did. They had kids. And they threw parties. Come to think of it, maybe I watched the moon landing from their house. They had a bigger television. Anything is possible. When you watch the news now you see how many things are going on at once. Things have always been going on at once. You’re a cutie, you know that? But now you see them. So I wouldn’t doubt that one of those things happened to her.
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Yeah saw her once or twice this summer. Radko’s a weirdo but it’s cool having him as an older cousin. You know how close we are. Yeah like, when I got to high school people would ask if I was Rad’s cousin and they’d treat me better just based on that. At the picnic Rad was telling some of us about that whole family ’cause you know he had been spending a lot of time at Velour’s house, and that’s Vesta’s mom. Which I feel bad about. I don’t really want kids but must be rough when your daughter goes missing. The reason I can’t really remember how many times I’ve actually seen her is that Rad told me some stories about her and I got really into those stories. I think I’m there. I can put myself inside them. Vivid. The word is, yeah, vivid. Like, he drove her husband home one night. And they were all at this bat release party together, in the backyard, the house where Vesta grew up. You were there. So I guess they hung out that night. Like, just a week ago maybe. I know for a fact I saw her at Decker’s though. The store. She was buying apples and cake and like, I was one of the only other people in there. It was really early in the morning. I was hungover and driving back from Dave’s. We all spent the night at his dad’s cabin but I had work, unlike the rest of my friends. Slackers! So I stopped in. The girl who works there, she’s okay, she was fighting with her boyfriend and so Vesta and I kinda looked back and forth at each other like what the fuck. Vesta couldn’t stop laughing. It was cool, I laughed 296too. I thought maybe she was working as a dog walker or something, even though everyone says she’s rich, cause there were like three dogs tied up outside and I watched her leave, and that’s when the cashier and her husband or boyfriend or whatever started arguing worse, and Vesta like, took all three dogs with her, and she slung the bag over her shoulder and the dogs and her like ran up the hill. The animals were pulling her. I never saw those dogs though, not before or since. No. No. And I doubt I imagined it.
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Lars


When he got to his street, he was dripping sweat and proud of himself for taking those hilly miles at such a quick clip through the heavy night. His run had felt more like a hard swim, the air black, thick, and liquid, his Margiela blazer wrapped around his shoulders, damp and flapping behind him like a cape. The road between his house and Ziggy’s was empty and dense with mist, lit by the almost-full moon. He walked across the street, just like he’d seen Vesta do in the video, and knocked three times at Ziggy’s door, solid wood with a thin rectangular window through which he could see the old man tottering toward him like a child. Lars shook his head. It was criminal that this senile man was left alone in his own demented reality all day. He was glad that Vesta had evidently been spending time there.

“She’s not ready yet,” Ziggy huffed, looking Lars up and down.

“Who?”

“You know who, you little fucker.”

“Vesta?”

Ziggy turned around and waved Lars in.

“You smell good.”

“I’m not queer!” Ziggy snapped.
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“I’m not hitting on you,” Lars muttered. Lars was consistently impressed with how Ziggy managed, well into his nineties, to look and smell so good, so put together. Tonight, he was wearing cologne and a wool suit. He was leaning on the couch for support, and Lars handed him one of his many canes, which was propped up against a ridiculously high stack of old magazines.

“You want something to eat? See what’s in the fridge. I don’t know what they brought me this week.”

Ziggy slumped down in his yellow womb chair and closed his eyes as his cane fell to the floor.

His refrigerator was red and featured one old photo held in place by a glass magnet in the shape of Pennsylvania. Lars opened the fridge and stared into its yellow light, then promptly slammed it.

“They’re landing on the moon soon,” Ziggy shouted from his chair.

“No, they’re launching a second moon.”

“Are you nuts?”

Lars walked down Ziggy’s glass hallway, identical to the one in his house. He looked at his own home. Vesta had left the lights on. He was happy with the landscaping. Their guys finally got it right. Minimal but not bare. Their Japanese Maple was magenta and fuzzy in moonlight.

Lars shivered as he approached the room at the end of the hall where he’d seen Vesta on the security footage just moments ago. He hunched over, feeling suddenly ancient. Familiar scents overtook him: oil paint and his home across the road. He clicked the light on: an easel, paints, a tarp hanging over a tall, boxy stack of something, ghostlike and leaning. He reached out and undressed the paintings, his hands shaking.
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Before him stood photorealistic renderings of the Center for Constant Creation: its interiors, a moon that looked like a balloon emerging from a huge can, a deflated balloon, and Binky Stratford in the background hooked up to a monitor, pregnant and sleeping. These moments filled the background of the paintings, painstakingly detailed. His sweaty blazer slid off his shoulders and dropped to the ground, where it laid on the floor with the crumpled cloths that had been cloaking Vesta’s paintings.

The painting that he now stared at featured Vesta’s face hovering in one corner on a screen, as though afloat inside digital video. The majority of the space was not taken up by Vesta, however, but by a man. Her own face was small in comparison to his. The man appeared again and again in these paintings. Yes, it seemed he was their star. The images surrounded Lars, who was panting like a dog, his body cold. Dried sweat and shock. Lars recognized him: Dean Konig. His face. His body. Sometimes naked, sometimes clothed in a white jumpsuit that Lars disdained. Breathless, he jumped up and arranged the paintings, which totaled seven, around the perimeter of the room and sat down in the center.

He could feel the work working on him, invading and changing some tucked-away portion of his soul. He was sick of speaking, sick of looking. Sick. One painting featured what appeared to be the Collective members, dressed in all white, alongside what must have been Voortelle employees, stoic and dressed in black, their faces rendered in painstaking detail. How did his wife have time to paint these? How long had she been working on them? The two ominous groups—one in white, one in black, were watching what appeared to be Moon2. It hung above their heads. Perhaps it was a prototype, a copy. Vesta had gotten in, 300infiltrated the CCC the same way that these paintings were now infiltrating him. It was impossible, too much. His heart spun.

The blood was pounding in Lars’s head so hard that he could feel the veins pressing the back of his eyes. He closed his eyes, afraid they would pop out. He laid down on his back. Binky was being held at the CCC. Vesta’s paintings proved it. His wife had snuck in, apparently through an affair (real or fake, he wondered?) with Dean Konig, the same man who had greeted them at the CCC so many years ago, the one Collective member whose name they both knew.

“Don’t steal anything,” Ziggy shouted from the other room.

“Okay.”

“Here she comes!” Ziggy said.

“Who?”

“You know who!”

Ziggy was mumbling in the other room, sinking deep in his yellow chair, when Vesta entered the room in her frayed dress, long, black-blue, and suddenly funereal. Vesta and Lars didn’t speak. Instead, she laid down next to him in the middle of the floor, using his damp, balled-up coat as a pillow. When Lars sat up, she looked at him as he studied the painting of her face, Dean, the desert, and a Moon2 prototype, mid-rise. She watched as his eyes darted around the canvas, searching for a place to rest.
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Voice


By the time we moved into the neighborhood above Velour Bellmer’s house, Vesta had moved out. She was grown up, technically. Eighteen. Maybe she lived in the city for a second, but very quickly she and her husband bought a place over there, on the other side of our neighborhood. A very . . . I don’t want to call it ugly. But, unique . . . place. Of course. We’d expect nothing less. Vesta was a good kid, and peculiar. People talk. And people talk about Velour cause she’s a loner, you know, and there are all these rumors about her family. Women who are alone sound an alarm bell. Naturally. Everyone knows that Velour’s folks were uh eccentric. I’d imagine it’s tough for a kid, coming from a line like that. Growing up in that sort of house. Even when there’s a normal town with good people all around. I had to look up Vesta’s paintings on the internet because I’ve never seen them in person. They’re pretty big. I think she’s clearly talented. It makes her money. If people can figure out a way to do what they like and make money, more power to them. I don’t have a sense of what was going on with her or why she’d leave. I’m sad to say this but it would make more sense that somebody snatched her. That’s the scarier option, I know. Velour, poor thing. You want to believe your child would never run away. You want to believe your child would never be taken. Even when that child is a grown woman. That child is still your child. Velour, I could hardly believe it, Velour Bellmer had 302a party at her house last week. Which is almost as shocking as the disappearance. It was a party in celebration of . . . bats? But, still. I wouldn’t have missed it. And to think, Vesta disappeared just as her mother’s starting to get more sociable, almost normal.
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Voice


Ziggy’s a real character, man. Shit, when that guy gets going. He’s been through a lot. If you can just sit through his rambling, you end up learning. I think he was in the war. I’m not sure which one. It changes, depending on his mood. Sometimes he talks about the big war. Sometimes, the little war. That’s how he talks about wars. Big or little. He still has a German accent, but told me once when he seemed lucid that he had tried hard to Americanize when he got here. I barely talked to Lars. Vesta was the one who got me to do their lawn, and I was happy for the job. She paid me well and made me promise not to say what she did all day. I didn’t see what was so wrong with it. I wouldn’t even know how to describe what she did all day. She’d like, go to Ziggy’s spare room and paint, I guess? Didn’t seem like foul play. Sometimes she’d talk to people. Or she’d like, hang out with Zig and take care of him. Whatever. I guess I can talk about this shit now cause circumstances have like changed. My uncle said if someone’s not found in like, a day or two they probably won’t ever be. Do you think she ran away? Artists do stuff like that. But she didn’t take her stuff, right? I don’t know what to believe. I saw her like, five days ago. I watched the moon rise from the top of that mountain over there. Where did you watch it? Everyone knows Lars is obsessed with hating it, but I don’t know how Vesta feels. Lars went over to Ziggy’s and saw all the paintings she’d been working on. I don’t know, it’s kind of cool to 304think I was right there outside the window while she was working on those, and now all these people are seeing the pictures that I saw first. I only saw them through the window. From the lawn, basically. But still. Pretty cool.
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Voice


For months, the same dream. Can I tell you about it? Could have been the moon. Could have been the heat. Could have been nothing. I have a window unit in my apartment but that’s it. Here is the dream. I’m inside a very complicated building where many zones are affixed to each other, like an architectural impossibility. A few different parties are going on. Have you ever looked at Social Graces, that series of photographs by Larry Fink? No? It’s very well known. I would definitely recommend taking a look. He juxtaposes photographs he took of socialite parties and events here in the city with parties in rural Pennsylvania where he ended up living, I believe until his time of death. Anyway, the dream structure reminded me of that series in that there were many disparate locations and social tiers juxtaposed. I walked through the rooms, observing the architecture and the ways in which people interacted. Seated at a table with a bunch of people I’d never seen before was none other than Lars Arden. A stranger, a man who seemed near death, to be honest, was waiting for me in one of the bedrooms. I got into bed naked with him and my very being lit up. I knew this was the person I was supposed to be with. Only, I missed my chance. It wasn’t going to happen in this life. I had to put my clothes back on, go back out into the fanciest part of the party and be charming. Variations on that same dream for over three months now. It changes speed. Sometimes I seem to be in that place forever and ever. 306Like a scary prayer looping. Other times, it’s quick. I mention this dream because I got the feeling that Vesta had created the dream space. Like, myself and all the other dreamers were being dreamed by her. Or, painted by her? And she wasn’t present but she was all around: in the details, the tablecloths, woven into the dream fabric. When I saw her new paintings. I only just saw them a few days ago, right after Lars brought them in. He was breathless, sweating. In a frenzy. She didn’t attend the opening, which was the evening of the launch. I thought, well that’s a shame because she’s quite good at talking, and people will want to ask her about these. I’ve watched her charm the pants off so many buyers and reviewers. And then, nothing. She just stops. Like a carbonated beverage, she starts out bubbly and effervescent, almost burning your throat. Then, flat. It’s true that these paintings represent a departure for her. I threw together the publicity materials in a few hours. I’m very good at what I do. Here. Look. It’s not atypical for Gallery X to operate that way. On the fly. I don’t think they definitively prove that she was cheating on Lars, nor that she has anything to do with the man in the paintings, or that he even exists, at the Center for Constant Creation or anywhere but in her imagination. It’s true Vesta tends to work from life, but she also embellishes, allowing other worlds to get in. As in my dream. Some real, some not. Those lines blur. Curious, I think, how this man’s face changes depending on the image. His body changes under the desert light too. Even the Center for Constant Creation is there on the canvas, and what I believe to be the launch of the test moon. She renders it quite dramatically here. But still, it’s almost humorous: with her own face in the corner, watching as the moon emerges from a big can. A fucking tin can! And there’s a bunny. They are cinematic, these pieces, see: one, two, three. And bam, there’s the moon. There’s this guy’s hand. I suppose you could say she renders him lovingly. Lars thinks she’s at the CCC, kidnapped like Binky. But I still think Binky went willingly. Vesta is a kind of hero, 307Lars says. All this time she acted like she didn’t care about any of this. The CCC, the Collective, Moon2, her own work. Or at least, she didn’t mention it. Kept quiet. I hadn’t seen or heard from her in months. But she was collecting intel in secret. Doing research. Or, that’s how he sees it. Maybe he’s smoking some serious copium. I don’t know. I can’t help but love him. I think of him like my insane uncle. And now all the world will see what really goes on inside the CCC, he told me. In my opinion, that’s his way of coping with these images. So far, the response to the show has been mixed.
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August 20th


On the night of Moon2’s launch, which was the night of her opening, Vesta stayed home. She wanted to watch the launch with Ziggy, away from everyone. She couldn’t stand the thought of a roomful of people gawking at her paintings. The press release featured many definitions of moon. Moon as celestial body. Mooning as idling or loafing around. Moon as everything one could ever desire—I want to give you the moon—to take you to the moon and back.

Peach favored the paintings Vesta had made of Dean in the nude—the desert stretching out behind him, starkly beautiful. She said it looked as though he was naked on the moon, that they were on the moon together—engaging in the most intimate acts from great distances, on Earth and off. One painting actually featured Dean standing before his bedroom window, mooning Vesta. Her pale face floating beside his naked butt, small and round and surrounded by greenery, blurred into oblivion.

By now, the gallery was likely bustling, filled with people. She thought of calling Dean, whom she hadn’t spoken to in days, to warn him that paintings of their most intimate moments had been shown publicly, and that his body, not to mention the most secret portions of the Center for Constant Creation, were 310on full display, and that the work might throw him into some sort of danger. But, she had lost her phone.

She was in the process of disappearing—of dying to certain portions of the whirling world so that she might appear in others. It wasn’t something she chose. No, not exactly. Just as she didn’t choose to lose her phone. It was just happening. And she felt clearer for it. She had been gradually receding all summer and now that she was no longer at the center of her life, she felt peaceful, at ease—dangling off the edge of her existence like legs above a bright blue swimming pool.

Vesta and Ziggy watched from the cul-de-sac. They lounged on the macadam between their houses atop an old beach towel that pictured a couple on a motorcycle driving off into the sunset, bubble letters spelling out ’Tis the Season to Be Happy. As the moon balloon rose, it lit the old man’s head in the most wondrous way—his face a landscape cratered, storied, and worn. She could see images of all the men in her life inside the far side of Ziggy’s bygone mug. They were all together and the same age—youthful and vital, long before she knew them: Lars, Dean, Radko, Ziggy himself, her dead father and grandfather.

Some people believed that ancient aliens inhabited the far side of the moon. Though Vesta wasn’t attached to theories about the lunar body, she had an affinity for that one. When she looked back up at the sky, the two moons were twinned. For a moment, she couldn’t tell them apart. But then Moon2 turned a little, suddenly lopsided, before righting itself.

Ziggy and Vesta laughed.

“Ridiculous!” Ziggy yelled.

They laid under the moons at the center of the cul-de-sac until Ziggy dozed off. When she walked him back to his house, he sat in his yellow chair as she slipped off his penny 311loafers and covered him with the beach towel. He pressed his lips against hers gently, and thanked her for giving birth to him. She nodded, kissed him on the forehead, and said it had been her pleasure. Eventually, she returned to her secret studio, which was now emptied of paintings. It reeked of the balsamic base notes of Ziggy’s Yatagan cologne, which she imagined Dean might like.

She walked slowly across the street and lit a cigarette at her own kitchen table. It was a relief to be back in her booth beneath the silver Starburst light. The relief washed over her, washing and washing her like the rough river water that day her phone fell into the whitecapped freshwater waves. It washed her insides too—lungs, stomach, bladder, ovaries. She was clean. There was nothing to do but wait, listen. In the phone-less, screenless silence, her home was totally real and nearly mystic. She was finally here, in it. Was this the silence, she wondered, that Saint Anthony experienced in the desert just before he was accosted by demons? The silence Lars had told her about. That silence dissipated, replaced by sounds in the distance: thousands of radios broadcasting the moon launch. Parties and cries, shrieks and fireworks. Vesta closed her eyes and listened.

A car pulled up outside her house, the engine rumbling. She opened her eyes. A black truck. She watched it idle. Eventually, a man stepped out. She gasped, thinking it was Dean. That he had come to see her. The cactus in the hallway bit her as she ran to the door. Who else could it be? She checked her reflection in the antique mirror, brass and shaped like a sun, at the threshold, smoothed her hair and opened the door, smiling and high, into the hot night.

“Wow. I didn’t even have to knock,” the man said.
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Vesta blinked, her heart pounding. She wiped her palms on her oversized dress. This man was not Dean Konig. But she knew his face. She had painted it.

“You’re Vesta Furio. True or false?”

“Who . . .”

“Bryan.” The man had a congenial smile and impossibly white teeth. He spoke in a soft voice which countered his imposing, muscular frame.

“What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing too bad, Vesta. I’m not here to frighten anybody. May I come in?”

She shook her head.

“Good impulse,” he said, “I don’t let strange men into my house either.”

He winked.

“Bryan,” she said, “Bryan who?”

“Bryan Sienna. How about we just sit in those red chairs right there. We’ll sit in those chairs and chat. How about that?” He put his hands up in a gesture that meant he wasn’t going to use them to hurt her, then sat down in one of the chairs before motioning for her to join him. His face was tan and his weathered leather jacket shimmered like rough black water under the moons. She remembered the leather, which she’d seen through Dean’s screen.

She sat down in the red chair and crossed her legs, leaning forward. This was the first real use these chairs had gotten. She could almost feel her mother in Mac’s backyard several yards behind them, watching the moons with Lisa, the horses, Mac, Radko, Chloe, and Louise. She thought of crying out to her.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Bryan said, pointing up at Moon2.

“I don’t know what to think.”

“Who does?”
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Under the two luminaries, the red vinyl chairs looked bright pink. Bryan Sienna looked like he was sitting in a bed of azaleas.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“I’m here because of your paintings.”

Vesta opened her mouth to ask how he’d seen them already, but she couldn’t speak. He was here, as though dropped out of space, only a few hours after her show opened. She was frightened but fascinated. She fought the sudden urge to reach out and stroke his worn leather jacket, the one she’d tried to render accurately in the painting.

Vesta looked at the first moon and started to cry, but threw her head back, tears reversing up into her sockets. She looked him in the eye.

“Say it plainly,” she instructed, “what do you want?”

“There’s no need for the tone. I want this to be perfectly civil. That’s why I’m here speaking to you so . . . civilly. Trust me, there are many other things I could have done. We’re trying to remedy the situation. But Dean breached protocol, which is a very big deal. I guess folks do crazy things when they’re in love. You live here with your husband, right?” Bryan smiled.

“What did you do to Dean?”

“Nothing! He’s very comfortable. I don’t want you to worry about Dean. My colleagues are questioning him right now and going through his phone, which we weren’t even aware he had, by the way. See, Vesta? I’m being transparent with you. Telling you everything that’s been going down. We’re not trying to pull one over on anybody.”

Vesta looked up at Moon2’s bleached light. She felt porous and open and seasick—aware of her many holes. It was as though this guy didn’t have any at all—smooth, frighteningly complete—and so, not quite human.
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“Hypnotic, isn’t it?” he asked, pointing up.

“Yeah,” Vesta said. She was digging her hand hard into her thigh, through the soft fabric of her dress.

“You’re a good artist, I must say. The work is obviously strong. I never expected to see so . . . much of Dean Konig. But, nevertheless, despite the circumstances, I was moved. And I liked the way you painted . . . well, me.”

“Just tell me why you’re here,” Vesta insisted. She was now rubbing her head, the very top of it, suddenly dizzy, overcome by the eerie bright light of Moon2 and Bryan Sienna, the leather of his jacket glinting sinister. Her yard got impossibly green and pink. It began spinning.

“I simply wanted to have a nice conversation under the moons. I’m a simple guy. Are you feeling okay? Maybe we should go inside.”

“I know you want something from me.” She played with the loose strings hanging from the hem of her dress, an old gift from Lars she’d been wearing for several days. Its messy edges comforted her and seemed to match the tenor of the week. Finally, Bryan looked up at the sky and began speaking, as if directly to Moon2.

“I want you to come to the desert to do some painting. Your legendary grandmother was an early resident at our flagship facility and we take that very, very seriously. So, I don’t want to have to ask you more than once.”

Now, he looked her in the eye. The yard had stopped spinning, and she noticed a mole on his upper left cheek. She’d missed it. Hadn’t included it in the painting. She gazed into it as he spoke.

“You showed our clandestine facility to the world. You’ve made yourself part of the narrative, so now we have to put our 315spin on it. The Collective is already crafting press releases about your paintings and the ways in which they reveal the more unpredictable, messy, and indeed human, aspects of our facility and our collective. We are trying to insert positive messaging around it. Do you understand? We ask that you stay at the CCC until this blows over. Which hopefully will not be very long. You might even find that you like our facility. Think of it as a retreat, or an invitation to be a resident artist. What do you say? Can we be friends?”




317

Postscript


Vesta ejected herself from the moving vehicle somewhere in the California desert. Rolled behind cacti, and hit her head hard against something. She opened her eyes. Confused, unsure of the time. She looked into the space where blue sky and sandy ground met and made a long line. The horizon was a river moving through her. She felt lighter. She couldn’t remember her name. The moon rose quickly and with levity, a Ping-Pong ball the setting sun tossed up like an afterthought. Moon2 was already there, ginormous and shining—bigger than back east. Suddenly, she heard a man’s voice calling out a name. He sounded agitated, repeating it over and over. Then, a chorus of other voices rose. She couldn’t make out what they were saying but the sounds flew around her, cut off from their sources, insane and free.
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