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Abstract

Although Still Life with Razor begins with an account of art vandalism, the inspiration for the
novel~the 2000 America Online-Time Warner merger-could not be further removed from the art
world. While the novel deals with art, its subject is how value is assigned to things that lack
intrinsic worth, regardless of whether this struggle occurs in debates over a piece in a gallery, in
retrospective attempts to understand a love affair, or in the fluctuation of stocks in response to
rumor and promise.
StillLife with Razor is first the story of a narrator attempting to puzzle out his involvement
with a vandal. While narrative-as-defense is a technique of crime fiction (and common when
narrators appeal to readers’ sympathies), this novel also uses an artificial present tense to show the
narrator’s nostalgia for events that he has misunderstood and that have had severe negative
consequences on his life.
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Working class people, afflicted with what might be called
“cultural blindness,” are often unable to “decode”—much less
appreciate or respond to—the cherished masterpieces within the
sacrosanct walls of our temples of culture. . . . Awe was probably
the primary “positive” emotion of the uneducated museum-goer,
an awe not unmixed with hostility.
—Linda Nochlin

Works of art have only as much power as we attribute them by
our free response. The habit of responding freely, and of
tolerating the anxiety these responses generate, is a learned
activity.
-D ave Hickey

1

2
1.

In November 1996, Toronto art student Jubal Brown vomited blueberry yogurt, blue Jell-o, and
blue icing onto Piet Mondrian’s Composition in Red, White and Blue at New York’s Museum of
Modem Art. Under interrogation in the MoMA basement, Brown told police detectives and
museum officers that his act was the second installment in a three-part protest against
“oppressively trite and painfully banal art.” He confessed to previously vomiting tomato sauce on a
Dufy in Ontario and that he planned to vomit again, soon as he found a work, perhaps in a nod to
Newman or Kleer, that would take a yellow. Brown claimed he was so nauseated by the Mondrian
that he did not have to induce vomiting, for example, “by sticking his finger down his throat.”

That was 1996. Now, it’s last February, a Sunday, and Claire and I are walking across Prospect
Park in the deepening twilight, back towards the Museum side to catch a train into town. I have
just met this Claire Rossi and this deserves a taxi, but it's a fine night and although we're moving
in the direction of my apartment or hers, I don't want to get there just yet.

Except for my trip to the precinct, I'd been at the Brooklyn Museum all day. But this isn't unusual:
I spend a lot of time in museums. That's come out sounding like an alibi, but it's true. Part of it is
that I've got time to kill, but it's also because I enjoy it, because it makes that time's passing more
peaceful. I like the atmosphere, especially the stone halls of the Cloisters or the humble steps of
the Morgan Library. I like the way you can hear the scuff of a foot falling on the tiny corrugations
of the chiseled floorstones and, after, the echo resonant to three repetitions. I like museum light,
how it falls soft and indirect on every surface. You rarely see a sunbeam or the shimmer of
airborne dust, but there's always the light, falling from hidden skylights and tapestries of fiber
optics to fill the corridors up like pitchers. I like the possibility of finding a student or a historian
working away over a thick sketchbook of charcoal studies. Sometimes, I even like the feel of the
MoMA or the Guggenheim, but usually they’re so overpolished I go sliding right over their hard
surfaces like fluorescent light dribbling off a cubicle wall. The sound of feet falling on their short
carpet or thin linoleum does nothing for me. I like rough edges and surfaces that will snag a
sweater or put a run in a stocking.
But atmosphere only goes so far. If I went to museums only for their charms, sleek or
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musty, the novelty would have worn off years ago. There’s the work, but there’s also this other
thing that happens, an action and sequence of reactions, between me and the work and it’s bigger
than either of us. It doesn’t happen all the time, but it happens often enough. I’ll find a piece like
Sanford Schwartz and I’ll be taken. Just like an aspirin or a chessman. Taken. Swallowed up.
Removed from the world.
A painting will do this, a sculpture in the round, even a nineteen sixty-three Jaguar E-Type
parked on a turntable in the center of an exhibition on industrial design. Anything can trigger an
episode. I’ll pass a piece, half-looking, and some detail will impose itself on me. With the Jag, it
was the ovoid chrome fitting around the right headlamp. In Tansey’s Bricoleur’s Daughter, I hate
to say, it was the short skirt and that point of transition where the girl’s thigh just begins to become
buttock. This is all the detail it takes to stop me. It will warrant further study and cause me to move
on to other features. I find the vents notched gill-like into the soap-smooth hood. I notice the girl’s
sneakers, maybe Nikes, and also that she wears no socks. From there, there’s no stopping. If the
episode has progressed this far, it will run its course. Were I an epileptic, this is where it would
become very important to get my wallet between my teeth.
This Sunday, I didn’t go in looking for an episode, I never go looking for them. I went in
for the Egyptian collection but instead I got Sanford Schwartz and Claire and that’s what happened
to the day.
It was Schwartz first. I live in Manhattan, but I'm at the Brooklyn enough to know the
regulars and that this guy, standing in the comer of the Blum Gallery, wasn't one. Schwartz was a
screened Alex Katz print, done up lifesize on heavy-gauge sheet aluminum and then cut out and
propped upright on a stand. Katz has done a lot of similar portraits, you've seen them, but there are
none like this character Schwartz. When Katz cut the figure out, he didn’t cut along the perimeter
of the man. He went a step further and sliced Sanford from deltoids to ankles on both sides. The
result, the object that stood before me on a plexiglas base, was a six-foot paper doll who’d given
both arms and most of his right leg to the tin snips. A man about my height who, but for a
fractional inch of metal, was entirely two-dimensional and broad across the shoulders as a six-yearold girl. Insubstantial though he was, Schwartz was architectural. He stood in a comer of his
gallery like a skyscraper, Cleopatra's Needle in aluminum.
There was no single detail about Sanford that drew me to him. It was instead the general
impression of looking at a close relative. We stood the same, for one thing. Neither of us had an
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archaic flatfooted warrior’s stance or the contrapposto of the athlete at rest. We were nowhere near
so solid. We were both of us half-falling, leaning against doorjambs and bookshelves that didn’t
exist. Me, because I would lean squinting towards Sanford, then teeter back for new perspective.
Sanford because he had such imbalance inherent in his construction. Regardless. We weren’t
clumsy. Sanford stood like Bogart, loitering in a doorway to light a cigarette and look for the
leading lady across a crowded hall. He had the poise of an animal in motion or a model in a casual
clothing catalog. He was in the middle of something, a joke, a stride, the study of a piece in a
gallery. I liked that about him.
Also, his eyes. The real-life Schwartz wrote for the Review o f Books and you could see this
in the eyes. They were leveled through his wire-framed glasses, appraising. I liked the way those
outsized seventies frames cut neat lines through his eyebrows. I liked the cut of his hair, the
impenetrability of his expression, and the hand in his pocket. But most of all, his critical eyes. He
scrutinized back.
Sanford was interesting because he was interested.
There was no reason that he should have been at the Brooklyn Museum that day. He
wasn’t slated for a temporary exhibition and I think he belonged in the Katz collection at Colby. It
was as though he too had a free afternoon and was just passing through and our meeting was like
that of two old friends. We would be the sort of duo that could easily spend an entire afternoon
reminiscing but, on leaving the protected glade of the Hall of Americas, might not see each other
again until the far-distant funeral of a mutual acquaintance.
I looked and looked. I traced the unevenness of the paint, tried to figure out the way it had
been applied by the thickness and the overlap of the layers. Tour groups passed by as I worked to
discover how Sanford had been made. They parted around me. Curators gave commentaries on the
piece. I formed the sentences of these speeches before they were delivered. People gathered,
interested in my interest, but did not stay. Some lingered, their Audiotours buzzing away like they
had insects cupped under their headphones. They stood long enough for the recorded narrator to
carve out Sanford's heart and serve it up in five concise sentences. These Audiotourists would stop
their tapes and take a long look at me before moving on, as though I too were on display. There
was a complete lack of understanding.
I’ve heard stroke victims describe their attacks like God-blinded converts. There’s a flash
of light, an illumination, and the blow of an unseen hammer. But you see it happen from outside,

5
there’s no hint of anything more profound than a little facial droop and a string of drool. I’m no
full-time rock-and-slobber number, but these passersby must see me some artistic lobotomite.
I’m not aware of any desire to fall into these states, but I do it or anyhow, it happens.
When I sink into fugue, it’s something like falling in love--at age fourteen. Or ill at any age. There
are forces at work beyond my control. Maybe, if the metaphors comparing love to fever are on the
money, it is some kind of love. I forget things, like where I am or whether there’s someone I’m
supposed to meet in the evening. At closing time, I have walked out on a checked coat and into a
January snow. I can participate in conversations during these fits. Really participate, not just nod
along glassy-eyed, but talk. I just have no idea what words are coming out of my mouth. Like I’ve
shunted everything—not just breathing and digesting, but speech and everything—down to the low,
animal parts of my brain so that all higher-level processing power can be applied to the
appreciation of the Bricoleur’s Daughter. It’s the opposite of a fight-or-flight response. The
essentials shut off to give blood to the inessential. I trade my sense of pain for a heightened sense
of beauty.
It’s all I can do to preserve my rapport with the painting and build a little pocket of
silence, someplace apart from the world where we can talk.
Sanford, I’ll say, it’s been a dog’s age. Let’s catch up.
If it isn’t love, it must be something medical. An art-induced ischemia. Show me a Nigel
Henderson, I stroke out. Drool and everything. There might be some criteria for my diagnosis,
some onset symptoms that can be cataloged and cross-referenced. It isn’t debilitating as autism and
not so self-serving as the fitful tubercular raptures endured by the Romantics. I’m no Keats. Urns
don’t send me into throes of poetry. For all I think of Mondrian, I’m no O ’Hara either. My
problem is more of a low-end affliction, something between narcolepsy and a lazy eye. A footnote
to some other entry in the enormous handbook of things that can go wrong with you. Maybe the
opposite of attention deficit disorder. Attention surplus syndrome? Hyperattentive dysfunction?
It can get so bad that I'll need something to knock me out of an episode. A tour guide can
ask me a question and snap me suddenly out of the swoon, but it can also take time. Once, a guard
rattled me out of a Stenberg-induced parasomnia and the next thing I know, I’m twenty blocks
away, drinking an Urquell and smoking a Kamel Red at the Lucky Deli salad bar. This Sunday it
wasn’t a guard to take me away from the Katz.
It was a girl and she wasn’t at all gentle about it. She walked directly between me and
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Sanford like she was cutting in line. But she wasn’t looking at the aluminum figure. She was
looking at me. And, since she’d stepped directly in front of Sanford, I found myself looking at her
the same way I’d been looking at him. Her head was thrust a little forward on her neck, two, three
degrees askance. Slowly, she circled around me, pausing over my shoulder to gaze along my line
of sight. Then she looped again, this time around both Sanford and me. I still have no idea how
long she’d been there before she stepped in, no idea how long she’d been looking. I had an idea of
her hair, bobbed not long ago, but now like an untended lawn, parted roughly down the middle.
Not a lawn. A rock garden of igneous black points. She wore plastic tortoise-shell glasses, the kind
fashionable with schoolteachers forty years ago. There were long-lashed eyes behind and her high
cheeks angled out into a pentagon of face, long along the jawline.
Ever so gently, deliberately, she reached out and put two fingers, the first two, on
Sanford's cheek, right at the comer of his acrylic eye. Her nails were painted a deep red, chipped
away in places to the contrasting pink of nailbed skin. She drew her hand down the face and into
the hollow of neck and collar, the knuckles of her ring and pinky fingers hovering just above
contact. Those long fingers turned and traced the top of the cut-out, her wrist gimbaling and thumb
falling down to run along the collarbone as she followed the line of his shoulder with the entire
mechanism of her arm. Then she pinched her thumb and forefinger together and slid them along
the hard edge where the aluminum had been shorn, clear from his armpit and down his ribcage and
pantleg to the half heel of a brown oxford. It was like she was testing the edge of a long blade.
There was so much certainty to her touch that, even if they had seen her, there was little
any guard would have done. To see for one instant her lingering hand was to know she had as
much right to touch this portrait as she had to touch a lover.
Our eyes met, slightly and briefly, over her shoulder. She let go of Sanford and walked
away across the gallery. Her heels made a gentle tapping as she went. I went after her.
A dozen steps behind, I followed her from gallery to gallery, pausing when she paused.
When she stopped to examine a piece, I would examine her. I would watch the motions involved
in her looking, her narrowness, slim at the shoulders, slimmer at the waist. I could discern the
small risings of her spine and the waveform of her ribs not just through the fabric of her white
blouse, but through the tight cloth of her skin. The socketed pins of earrings jutted behind her
earlobes and her head and neck were always mobile. She was getting all the angles.
Yes, she had legs and an ass and high hard breasts and I saw them. But, although details
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like those involved me with the Bricoleur

’sDaughter, I wasn't following

sway of her hips. If there was any one thing that I was following, it might have been the tips of her
fingers, their delicacy and chipped nail polish and the way that they had moved over the Katz. Her
breasts; the small oval belly rising from the sinewy frame of her pelvis and ribs; the movement of
muscles in her legs, these details came later.
So this girl, after a winding circuit of the floor, went right up to Mark Rothko's Vessels o f
Magic and, with a wary cat glance, punched her nail file in so far it sank into the plaster behind.
But she waited for a moment first, while a guard went past. After he had gone, she tracked
him with a sudden turn of her head. There was no movement after that, only a predatory stillness
broken by the sweep of her eyes and a bunch of hair that, retaining momentum, swung pendant
beside her chin.
Then she reached casually into her purse and came up with a plastic-handled file. There
was no searching, no rummaging. Her hand went in and brought the file out neat as a revolver
from a holster. Thirty witnesses, two guards, families, kids, God, and everybody and she drove it
right into the canvas. There was no cry. Just the tok of the blade against the wall and the terrible
sound that came when she pulled the handle towards the floor. The blade scraped drywall as it
moved and a thin wash of paint rippled and cracked behind it.
The Rothko bled on out through the widening wound. Each vessel deflated like a ruptured
wineskin and, let me tell you, they did not bleed magic. They did not even let go, like so many
punctured lungs, the Bronx cheer of escaping air. The mistake here would be to suspect that a
painting would die anything like a person. It does not. Aside from the brief flurry of activity
surrounding the cutting edge of the nail file, it was a quiet, peaceful expiration. Like milk.
After the file had clattered to the floor and the paint chips settled, in that one undisturbed
moment before security fell upon her, it was as though nothing had changed. As though the
Rothko had been made cleft, a lovely ragged diptych that she was now seeing for the first time.
All of this happened, but during the act, my eyes were on her hands. Her right had fallen
so surely into her purse, that the movement caught my eye. When she brought it up again, what
could I do but stare at her fist, wrapped delicate around the handle, her fingers folded casual as
legs crossed and tucked under thighs on a couch? Or at the way, when she pulled the file down,
the blood moved out of her knuckles, casting them slightly paler than the rest of her hand?
I thought of those pale knuckles and of the girl, gazing surprised at the new painting she

had made long after the guards had taken her away, to the precinct or to the basement and then to
the precinct.
In all my museum-going, I had never seen a thing like that. I was in love immediately, but
it took close to five hours before I could post her bail.

Walking together from the precinct across Prospect Park, we talk about Sanford Schwartz. Under
the river, on the train to her apartment, we talk of traveling together. Philadelphia. The Getty.
TEFAF at Maastricht. The great museums of Europe. Later, lying together, she tells me about all
the things yet to be done.
Now, then, we are nothing but promise and potential.
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2.

Spontaneous as he claimed the puke to be, Jubal Brown's attack was premeditated in a way Claire's
was not. Can't argue that. Exhibit C, the blue icing, sealed the case for Vandalism One. While a
jury might be convinced that a defendant ate an innocent breakfast of yogurt, coincidentally
blueberry, and was subsequently and innocently overcome by a sudden gastric upheaval while
coincidentally at a museum, it was much harder to believe that anyone but a hardened criminal or a
student of modem movements would have the wherewithal to mix a tube of blue food coloring
into a tub of Betty Crocker Rich and Creamy Vanilla or the force of will to spoon it into a stomach
already unsettled by a tray of Blue Berry Jell-o. No two ways about it: Brown knew what he was
doing.
In light of his extensive planning, his record, and his unapologetic stance, Brown faced a
pair of lawsuits and, criminally, was likely sentenced to probation and some continuing psychiatric
attentions. Odds are he was also trespassed from the grounds of the Museum of Modem Art and,
for six months or so, there hung in photocopied portrait in all the ticket sales windows. These are
the usual sorts of punishments for criminal vandalism, but who knows? Others have done far
worse and been punished less harshly. The Dutch, for instance, don't distinguish between degrees
of vandalism. There, spraying acid on a Rembrandt is legally no different from tagging a subway
car.
But no matter: Brown shouldn't provide a precedent for leniency in Claire's case, or my
own. Claire's slashing, though it was more violent and more damaging, was also more innocent
than Brown's performance because of its spontaneity. If Brown's attack on the Mondrian is a
premeditated assassination, then Claire's Rothko is a manslaughter. She was caught up in the heat
of the moment and had only simple, vicious tools to work with. So while Claire might seem the
more brutal, Brown was the more calculating. The two are as related as a hired killer with a
silenced .22 and a jealous husband with a claw hammer.
Claire's jury understood this. She was sentenced to probation and continuing treatment and
supervision under her psychiatrist, Doctor Cyrus Bland. Otherwise, she was free to walk the
streets, so long as they did not lead her onto the premises of the Brooklyn Museum of Art. What
Claire has done since February is something else altogether, something totally unlike Brown's
vomiting. But all the same, we need Brown now more than ever.
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There are plenty of precedents out there, but none quite like Brown's. The trouble with so
many of these vandals—and there are so many of them; the drunks who throw rocks at the Mona
Lisa and the lunatics with razorblades tucked in their socks-trouble is that so many of them are so
transparently crazy they never get the privilege of standing trial. Ninety-nine percent of prior cases,
the perp'll up and confess, then explain to the arresting officers that he had no choice in the matter
because his actions were commanded by the St. Sebastian of Fra Lippo Lippi. Judge will hear that
and send the defendant packing to the cracker factory without another word of explanation. Even
without a confession implicating KGB accomplices or the Sasquatch, the act of hacking a painting
(or bludgeoning a marble) is often recognized as a defining sign of mental illness, as though rightminded people simply do not do these things.
So I like Jubal Brown. He's one of the rare ones: the compos mentis, fit to stand trial. This
is all that I want from him, just one example of a sane vandal. It doesn't matter whether he was
guilty or not, only that his verdict did not bear some “by reason o f ’ caveat. I'm of the opinion that
it's better to be guilty and of sound mind than not guilty but insane. And this is important for
Claire as well because, like the criminal of passion, the cuckold with the claw hammer, it is
possible for her to be motivated by rage without being blinded by it. It is possible to be driven to
strong actions by strong feelings and, afterwards, to stand by them. Jubal stood by his actions and I
like him for that too. I don't know where he is now, but I wish him the best, though I fear, given
his predilection for overstepping his right to peaceful demonstration, he's most likely graduated to
more radical extracurriculars.
Still, there's only so much Brown can do to help Claire. It's very hard to find a precedent
for all she's done and while she does have her own prior conviction, your own rap sheet is a bad
basis for sentencing guidelines. So instead of drawing on her arrest or her crimes in particular, I
can only defend Claire on the grounds of our history and on the grounds of her rational motive.
As for myself, I know there are countless precedents, but I also know that none of them
are exact. The DA knows this, my lawyers know this, but most of all, the police know this. Some
crimes are like fingerprints or, better, snowflakes. Muggings, batteries, murders, theoretically the
lattice of circumstances surrounding each incident is unique, but from ten feet away, they all look
the same. The differences become irrelevant. Ask a homicide detective: there are an infinite
number of ways a bullet can pass through a body, all harmful enough, but in the end, you've
always got a cold body.
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I know I'm not getting off with probation. But if Jubal Brown is able to testify that he
vomited spontaneously at the sight of the Mondrian; if Claire is able, once a half-dozen museum
specials have descended on her, to make sense of dragging her nailfile through the Rothko; then
the least I can do is make my own case and maybe avoid serving any more time at Kirby Psych,
out behind the softball fields on Randall's Island.
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3.

Claire and I, we're beginning to understand each other.
It's six o'clock, a brand-new week in the middle of a largely overcast June, and we're at the
record exchange. I'm at the beginning of jazz, thumbing through a procession of Basies, Basseys,
and Beiderbeckes. Claire is beside me, working on polishing off world music, although she's
gotten bogged down in a stack of Zydeco compilations.
She's telling me about her weekend. Her eyes, penciled dark, flash as she strings the words
together. She's still dressed from the office and already a little loaded. Skirt-suit and black nylons
and Johnny Begg's. She's a drone but that's only till five and that's why I love her.
I listen to the jewel cases clicking sharp and the soft, rounder tones of Claire's voice.
"The gallery was down Crosby, a narrow building. Very Boss Tweed. It had a row of tall
windows facing the street, iron moulding between." She draws the vertical lines with slender
fingers, then puts a horizontal slash across the top. "The sign was oak and wrought iron, rough and
black. I remember that, but not what it said. Lot of vowels though. Maybe a pair of fs. I could find
it, just not in the phone book." This sounds ditsy, but it's airtight.
"The main event was the newly-opened Croft show. Big deal. Advertised in ArtWeek and
ArtNews and

A
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orum
and all the big glossy trades. Full page spots, lots of color, deco lettering

set small caps. You know the kind of show, carbon-copy hip. Denny's placemats in gilt frames,
manhole covers stacked like flapjacks, and an assortment of untraditional canvasses, caked thick
with varnish, Conte and Crayola, motor oil, grease pencil, and the ever-popular organic materials.
"I was pretty excited about it though, especially when I heard that Croft would have four
new canvasses up," then, "you know," in a brief aside, she turns to me and touches my arm and
reminds me that she's been following him since we saw that piece in Projects. "I was beginning to
worry he'd never return to painting."
Claire has a unique aesthetic.
She loves canvas. She told me this a week ago, at the Pinetar Bar, our foreheads almost
touching over a pair of gin and tonics.
"A painting is unique and fragile," she said, fragile hands in motion. "Canvas and oils are
mortal. That's why they're so suited to portrait. A painting of anything will depict anybody
precisely, give or take a few hundred years in artistic license and decay."
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She hates prints, castings, woodcuts, and lithographs. She feels that there is something
inhuman in their durability. I tell her it is not inhumanity she sees, just an extreme case of survival
of the prevalent. She says that I might be right, but that however much compassion she might hold
for a stricken legionnaire, she can't muster a similar compassion for an entire legion. There, she
says, there is nothing but the machinery of regimentation, there is no feeling, no trace of a hand.
When we drink, we argue by metaphor. To us, likeness surpasses mathematical proof.
"Oh," she continues, pushing the column of discs straight back with an expressive, two
armed motion, elbows twisting and breasts rising. "It was going to be a show. I woke up early on
Saturday. Couldn't even sleep for thinking of it. But I couldn't go down too early, not a chance."
Claire knows the rules. She knows about fashionable arrivals and dramatic departures. She
also has a very strict set of guidelines by which she selects her artists. They first must be young upand-coming sorts. Bright young stars with solo shows and advertisements in the glossies. They
must be on the cusp of greatness, but not yet great.
This too she explained to me at Pinetar, lifting up her sloeberry-red drink and tapping it
against my pale cocktail.
"It's better to find them early," she said, sipping.
When we drink gin, Claire drinks sloe gin. I think it has more to do with the color and the
sound of the word blackthorn than the taste.
"If you wait too long, you miss the window. If you wait until prints get made and
catalogues get printed, you're too late. By then, they're everywhere. The fame is indelible. You
could park two tons of nitrate explosive in the MoMA lobby and you'd never be able to erase a
Pollock from the record."
I tuned the image perfectly: a quiet afternoon—sunlight and print vendors on Fifty-third-a
step van rounds the comer, wheels sliding slightly on the asphalt. Then it accelerates, angles across
the street, jumps the curb and passes through a shower of fragmented glass, coming to an abrupt
stop against the information desk in the center of the museum's main foyer. Claire sits behind the
wheel, looking exactly as she does beside me, then in the bar or now at the exchange, except her
hair slightly disarrayed, her skirt jostled slightly up her thigh, and her small sharp teeth rising
behind her lips, as they did whenever she was intent upon a thing.
Then, in the bay, a cheap alarm clock (red digital and duct-taped to a 12-volt Die Hard
battery) would turn over to two twenty-six. The alarm would begin to buzz even as electrons raced
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down tape-wrapped wires to a cheap magnesium igniter buried in a fifty-gallon plastic drum of
potassium perchlorate. Then the van body would go off like a Coke can full of gasoline, the back
doors blown bent and burning into the gift shop and the windshield transformed into fifty thousand
pieces of perfectly square shrapnel.
There would be one hundred killed-maybe tw o-but Jackson would not be among the
dead.
Claire and I, we're beginning to understand each other.
She brought me back to the bar with a hand on my shoulder and continued.
"By the time they reach that level, you can't get hands on a study, much less a
masterpiece."
This is the first consideration, not to waste time on second-rate works, but just as
important is originality. They must be original. Claire refuses to waste time on apes.
"The artist is nothing if not innovative," she told me, our glasses and heads again lowered.
"If a painter devotes his time to drafting Mondrian rectangles, then he subordinates himself. He
makes himself into Mondrian's brush, Mondrian's wrist."
Mondrian, like Pollock, is untouchable either in person or in effigy. To be satisfied with
the simulacrum of Mondrian is to be satisfied with a simulacrum. Claire is not satisfied with
simulacra. These disembodied brushes and wrists are to her but heads of the hydra.
She starts a new stack of discs and tells me how she did this and that all Saturday
morning-cleaned her apartment, read the Post, went for a cup of coffee, tried on three outfits and
settled on the black skirt and blouse that hang from her hips and shoulders like classical drapery.
And sunglasses. O f course sunglasses. "At one, I started downtown, hoping to hit the gallery by
two without rushing. The crowd would be thinning a little for lunch, though there'd still be some
bustle."
I find a Gilberto album and hold it up. We can hear the child-like piano and it is enough to
draw a smile from Claire.
"The gallery was small, too small for my tastes, dusty and cheap. It had a varnished plank
floor like a basketball court and a few scattered partitions for hanging canvasses and dividing the
installations. Everything was painted various shades of Bauhaus-white and institution-white and
everything smelled like fresh white paint.
"I was nervous at first," she says, looking over at me as though to say, "like I always am,"
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but I know she isn't always nervous. She wasn't nervous the first time. First time, it just happened.
Still, it just kind of happens, as much emotion as thought. But this time, it didn't happen.
"But I got over it. I mixed with the patrons and made a circuit, looking for a likely piece.
The thing is, you never really have to search. You just know. It sounds cliche, but this is how it
works."
No one has ever accused Claire of cliche.
"There will be an instant in which it happens. Your eyes will move in such and such a way
and suddenly, finding the piece, the gallery will be evacuated with a soft whisper-sound; emptied
not just of people, but completely evacuated. There will be no background noise, no soft drying
paint smell. The world will fall away from you and there will be nothing, not even air, separating
you from the painting. It's too much."
Once, walking east on Thirty-third and sober, Claire turned to me and told me exactly
what she felt at that particular moment, at the moment she knew.
"Sick," she said, half-whirling on a heel so she could see me when she said it. "Absolutely
empty. A hollow woman, invisible. No air in my lungs, no food in my stomach, not a thought.
There's nothing to think about, except how I can stop that feeling."
With a ratchet-quick click, the discs fall back into place and Claire moves a half-step
closer and starts a new pile. "This one was something else. I saw it across the desolate Death
Valley off-whiteness of the gallery and it felt like a handful of vitamins on an empty stomach. Like
I had to vomit but had nothing to give. It was so perfect, so overpowering, it can't be put into
words over coffee or Gene Krupa records.
"The thing had nothing to do with figuration, but it didn't have any allegiance any
particular school of abstraction either. Croft had splashed red over reds, working the paint down
into the canvas and into the lower layers. He played the shades against each other like a composer
working a theme—each slight variation evoking both the shadows of darker sublayers and the shine
of softer overtones—building towards some unveiling, an unfettered sharing of eyes in which the
world, verified, seems a thing more certain and solid. Most people would've been fooled. Some
might even have called it the 'next new thing.' Not me. I could taste the bile on my breath.
"It was exactly what they always are. Once you get past the streaks of red oil and undo the
thick strokes of russets and crimsons and cardinals and the seven shades of drying blood, once you
get through the skin of the thing, you find it little more than the thin and crackling skin of a snake,
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ground to powder under scrutiny as underfoot."
Claire loves canvas.
Even now, there is an inch-and-a-half blade in her coat pocket. It's a little jackknife, 440
stainless, that you can flip open with one hand. Only it's so small, it doesn't take a whole hand.
Snap your fingers, the blade leaps out.
"Nothing covered over with red paint looks very much like nothing covered over with blue
paint or any other shade short of full camouflage," she says. "All I wanted to do was get past that
shell and lay bare the nothing beneath. All I wanted was to settle my stomach."
There isn't a lot of steel in a knife that size, but it's plenty for a painting. You can gut a
man with half as much. Just run the edge from bellybutton to sternum and nothing short of stitches
will keep the insides in.
"I almost did it immediately, but I held on. Without consideration, the cut's means nothing.
"There must be process to everything."
The first time it happened, these rules were larval. She was operating then on emotion
more than anything and as a result I had to post her bond.
After, she was still sleepless with the excitement of it and she lay beside me telling me
exactly how it had been, the sheet draped over the angle of her hip. My hand lay open, heel at the
junction of oblique and abdominal, fingers curving cup-like over the soft oval swell of her belly.
Her shoulders shook and the words came from her like the notes of an overture.
"I could feel each fiber snap. You wouldn't think that you could, since they're each so fine
and all fused by the paint, but it felt like I was running my fingers across a harp, each was so
distinct. Every thread that snapped was like an hour in the bath. I was so relaxed, even after, at the
station, breathing was like humming. But I have regrets: I regret cutting straight across. It would
have been so much better if I'd only made a curve."
She lifted her arm and drew an arc in the air, the soft parts of her body flattening with the
motion.
"Start a little higher, pull down and across, using wrist, elbow, and shoulder together. A
long smooth trajectory. So much more graceful."
She did not say more effective, but I could see that. I could see the canvas double over on
itself like a man kicked in the stomach, turned fetal, the paint flakes raining from the crease to the
floor and a great empty parabola hanging in the center of the painting.
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The graceful always contains more than a hint of the effective.
Now she's a vandal with a plan, a confirmed recidivist, a veteran two months into a lapse
and she's enjoying herself. Or was enjoying herself.
"So there I was, framed on one side by the bursting, dripping, blooming, burning, fibergrooved rectangle of mute color and fenced on all others by the dim and dead walls of the gallery,
falling towards me like three bone-yellow dominoes. I wanted to cut it, wanted more than anything
just to lift my hand and eviscerate the piece with a flick of the wrist.
"But I couldn't do it. My fist was in my coat pocket to the wrist, locked tight around the
folded knife.
"I just couldn't do it."
At times, Claire is incapacitated by her rules.
She will never act without complete certainty. Even after she finds her target, even when
no doubt remains, she'll give it a final chance. She will square off at an appropriate distance and
look. She will not inspect, will not dissect, will not search out defect or worth. She simply sets her
empty eyes upon the canvas.
"And that's it," she said, taking another sip of gin. "If I can't read the tracks of the artist's
hand on the woven expanse, if I don't feel anything but emptiness, the warrant's issued."
Never before has Claire granted a pardon.
"I don't know what went wrong. Where there had been nothing, there was now nothing but
pity. I felt sorry for Croft. Not sickness, just tepid sorrow. There was a profound tragedy in that
canvas. A manifesto of futility. It killed me that he could work a thing so much, investing weeks
and days and such layered paint, and still fail to cause any motion within me.
"I don't understand it, Bill: this painting was just like the others. It did nothing to me. But
this time, seeing it, I was sick for Croft. Oh, I hated him, but I pitied him like he was a dead man.
Dead, and mute. I saw that he was floundering in the world, inexpressive as one of his paintings,
trying to reach out, but reaching no one. My gut felt full of coffee grounds, but it wasn't the
painting that did it. Cutting wouldn't help.
"I took my hand empty out of my pocket and folded my arms. I left the gallery and I
couldn't do a thing for the rest of the day. It was like he had cut something inside of me. Not cut
this fragile canvas," she runs red-black fingernails over the pale skin of her narrow arms, "but had
got into me and done real damage.
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"I think there's something wrong with me."
We're quiet for a moment, eyes down as our fingers traverse the decades recorded in the
shorthand of album covers. Then I ask her if she wants to eat.
She feels like Ukrainian.
We go east.
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4.

We are sitting in Claire's kitchen and Claire has just shown me how much Zoloft you can dissolve
in a pint of cold water.
I had been worried about how she'd hold up without art, so I'd stopped by and she was not
well. The nausea had followed her home from the gallery and if she didn't get that Croft or do
something, she'd go to ulcers by twenty-seven.
She told me this at her door, pale and narrow in the framing jamb; told me that there was
danger in indiscriminate repetition and that she had overdone it; that art was a habit forming drug,
she knew because she was in withdrawal; and that she had nothing at all against Rembrandt
because he didn't anaesthetize her like Croft did. But still, she hadn't cut him. She couldn't.
She said she wasn't eating well and that she'd been sleeping too much. The week before,
she'd been going to bed at six and she'd still oversleep and get to work late and exhausted. It
reminded her so much of before, when she had been sick and hadn't known it, that she had a little
panic and reverted to ephedrine and Italian roast and unfiltered cigarettes. Her stomach wasn't
dealing well but at least she was sleeping a shaky eight. If she couldn't pull herself together and get
that Croft, she would come apart at the seams, that was sure. I told her she was fine and called the
Taj and ordered enough for a week.
In spite of herself, Claire occasionally needs someone to look after her.
When the food arrived, we spread it out on the counter and ate in the living room, going to
the kitchen to dish up seconds between episodes of Dragnet. It was comfortable to walk in and see
so much variety: alu pratha wrapped in foil; the little plastic cups of neon chutney; styrofoam flats
of rice; and the cardboard cartons, red with Chinese dragons, spilling over with curries and
steamed vegetables and the sea-green motor poneer.
After, we stayed on the sofa and Webb and Gannon locked up a pair of junkies and Claire
told me how frightened she was. I sat against the armrest, one leg folded under in a figure four,
and she lay across me, hindquarters between my thighs and warm against the crossbar of my calf,
muscle against muscle, but under that, bone against bone. Her temple was on my cheek, the butts
of my thumbs along the warm pale ribbon between her belt and blouse, and she was terrified of
being so tired.
She didn't want more medication, but if this didn't let up in a few days, she was going back
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on Desyrel and then maybe she'd call Dr. Bland and tell him that she was getting urges to go to the
Whitney. Then she started talking about how maybe she wasn't going to call Dr. Bland, about how
she probably had a thousand caps in her medicine cabinet and how that way she wouldn't have to
lose raspberries too.
But then she'd started shaking and said that it didn't matter how tired she got, she wouldn't
call Dr. Bland. She wasn't going to go back on Desyrel. She didn't even like having it in the house.
And, quick as that, she rose from the sofa and walked past the television and into the
bathroom. I heard the toilet flush and then the rattle of pills on plastic and through the cracked
door I could see Claire shaking a rectangular white plastic bottle into the bowl. But then she had a
new idea.
So now we sit in the kitchen with rolling pins and waxed paper and half a liter of cheap
silver rum and the table is covered with a layer of meds that reflect the grainy color of the second
television like a film of water or molten glass.
And this because Claire had come rattling out of the bathroom, cupped arms heavy with
rattling bubble-packed meds and translucent amber cylinders. She popped their white child-proof
caps with a bottle opener and poured the pills across the tabletop like marbles, fat cat's-eyes of
Effexor and red Tofranil aggies.
I'm on sorting detail, but I take a break to fix another rum and vermouth. I deserve it. I've
been working hard. I fix one for Claire too, even though the sorting is all her fault because she
wasn't thinking about what she was doing when she poured her medicine cabinet onto the table;
she was only thinking about what she was going to do.
But it was okay, she explained, the angular caps rolling uneven across the wood grain and
bouncing high, tic-tac, from the linoleum and mixing multicolored on the table and across the
floor. "They were all tangled up in the bottles anyway." Her shirt climbed her spine when she bent
to scoop up the caps.
I find an orange pill I don't recognize and hold it up. Claire looks up from her ledger and
tells me it's one of the 50 milligram Desyrels.
We're keeping the Desyrel. I pick them out one at a time with thumb and forefinger and
put them in one of the empty amber vials. Claire likes Desyrel because it has no sexual side
effects, save a slight chance of priapism. On a few occasions, this possibility has made for
interesting sex, though more by placebo effect than side effect.
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Our tests have found four hundred milligrams to be effective: at four hundred milligrams,
you become attuned to difference. You slow down. You focus on detail. You look for change. You
approach everything as though new, expecting to be surprised.
The first time we tried it, Claire shook like a tuning fork, focused on the novelty of the
connection and imagining me swollen as though snakebit. Even when the movement was over and
the music of her breath slowed, the drugged newness remained and with timid fingertips and eyes
of tarnished copper, she found unfamiliar contours of bone beneath the skin of my face.
Another time we took Wellbutrin. Claire wanted to trigger a seizure-coitus epilepticusonly that was no good. There was too much fear and we were slow and cautious. It was like we
were nursing each other through illness and there was the feeling of death in it. After that, we
clung to each other like we'd been through white water. So Claire had the Desyrel prescription
refilled. She was curious about Anafranil, but the odds were long and the Wellbutrin had soured
her a little on experimentation. Anafranil has the interesting side effect of causing a small (but
significant) percentage of subjects to orgasm when they yawn.
I get the last of the Desyrel into the vial and then start a pile of Vivactil. There are a lot of
them. We have never fucked on Vivactil.
On the cheap little G.E. ten-inch, Jack Webb says, "It's not much of a life, unless you don't
mind missing a Dodger game," in his reliable monotone. A thin line of static crosses his face like a
receding horizon. Claire watches out of the comer of her eye and when Webb says, "but you better
plan on seeing Europe through your television set," her lips move along with his.
Claire is crazy about Jack Webb the way other girls are crazy about Elvis. She listens to
his voice like a forty-five. She says there is jazz in his voice, and his the voice of badge 714, the
voice with the square halo and the domino-theory of drug abuse. But Joe Friday doesn't smile like
she does when she delivers the lines.
Claire takes her pencil and prods the piled Vivactil, pushing the pills around the table like
a croupier at work. She counts forty-four. At fifteen milligrams apiece, this works out to six
hundred and sixty milligrams, or around fourteen maximum doses. She writes a few lines on the
pad, then topples the pile of white Vivactil into the napthol scarlet pile of Tofranil.
The two work almost the same, although you have to watch your numbers. Tofranil doses
are about five times the size of Vivactil doses, but they add up, which can get you into trouble.
We will not get into trouble. There are probably no more than seventy caps of Tofranil on
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the table. Dissolve that in five gallons of water and you get a concentration somewhere around a
hundred seventy-five milligrams per liter, which is perfectly reasonable.
I begin to gather the Wellbutrin. There are not many of them. Except for Ludiomil and
Desyrel, Wellbutrin was about the last medication Claire was on.
The next step would have been MAO inhibitors. But that never would have worked for
Claire. She has this thing for raspberries.
When the Desyrel failed her, she phoned and told me about it, pacing her apartment
barefoot and catching the cord on her ankle, near hysterical over raspberries. "You know what else
you can't eat when you're on phenelzine? Fava beans and red wine, especially Chianti. You can't
process the tyramine content, your blood pressure goes through the roof, and you're done. Ever
wonder what Hannibal Lecter got dosed with? Five bucks it was Parnate or Marplan.
"If they put me on Pamate, I'm finished," her pacing intensified. "I'll go crazy. I'll start
digesting my memories. They'll find me dead on the kitchen floor, an empty pressed-cardboard
carton at my fingertips and seeds everywhere between my teeth." It's a little girl's vision of deathpoisoned apples and candy fruit-but Claire was completely serious. “If Persephone had this kind
of thing about pomegranate, you wouldn't know sunlight if you saw it.”
It's a good thing Claire found art when she did or she might have gotten herself down.
Once I get the last Ludiomil separated and there's nothing left but a handful of Desyrel, we
move onto the next step. Claire has already finished calculating dosages and sorted the caps into
bright piles, like blue BBs, long white twenty-twos, and great mounds of multicolored center-fires.
I tear off two big pieces of waxed paper and make a dope sandwich on the table. Claire begins to
work with a heavy marble rolling pin, grinding the pills into powder between the layered sheets.
It is something to watch her work: somewhere in this week of fear and sleeplessness, she
has found this process and it requires of her such bunching and movement in her column-slender
forearms and such sharp-toothed intent, but also offers such release.
The moment is all-consuming and nothing matters but the crunch of the capsules and the
slow grind of the rolling pin. Not the cabinet full of accumulated antidepressants, not the cause of
her many prescriptions, not their destination. Only the slow rolling motion, the hourglass rustle of
powder on powder, the sound of ice breaking in our drinks, and the monotone of the small TV.
She finishes and the waxed paper is shaken gently into a stainless mixing bowl, where I do
a mortar-and-pestle job on the remaining fragments with a heavy tablespoon. Claire begins to
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grind the sertraline.
Sertraline is the active ingredient of Zoloft. It's very popular among beginners because it's
estimated effective in sixty to eighty percent of cases. Claire wasn't exactly a beginner when she
went on Zoloft two years ago.
Doctor Bland, who wrote her prescriptions, understood that Claire wasn't referred for
trying to kill herself. He understood that she wasn't even crying for help. It was pure coincidence
that she was crippled by dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine deficiencies and that she once
happened to drink a lot of codeine.
It is one way in which she is less than exceptional.
Survey says, ten percent of men will be diagnosed as depressed at least once in their life.
This number goes up to an even quarter of women. While there are many possible causes for this, I
believe in simple chemistry. Natural estrogen-like alcohol, oral contraceptives, opiates, cortisone
steroids, cycloserine, chloral hydrate, and cocaine-has been shown to have depressive qualities.
Claire, in addition to suffering from an adorable hormonal overabundance, has a tendency
to self-medicate. Her medicinal tastes run toward downers. This is because she realizes that her
time is limited and she'd rather slow the world down and savor what there is than try to accelerate
herself to take it all in.
Once, after a stiff Jack-and-Coke-and-codeine, she slowed almost to stopping and had to
go to the hospital. It wasn't a suicide attempt by any means—there was far too much life-love in her
selection of mixers-but they didn't buy it at St. Vincent's and she was assigned a psychiatric
referral in triage.
It was because of this that she discovered she was depressed.
Fortunately, with the guidance of Dr. Bland, she also discovered that there are drugs you
can take to counter the effects of the drugs that make you depressed.
In his Sixty-fifth Street office, surrounded by soft dark leather and oiled wood and agedulled brass, Dr. Bland had spoken to Claire about her options. He was decidedly in favor of
beginning pharmaceutical treatment. There were, he explained, many good reasons. Most
immediately, there was the quick-fix alleviation of symptoms.
Claire more or less had a handle on this part, although sometimes she got to feeling that
there was too much wrong and that she couldn't fix any of it quickly enough. Which was why, two
years ago, she had graduated from whiskey and cough syrup to a dispensary-fresh bottle of Zoloft.
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Four months ago, for other reasons, she opted off of Desyrel. And then she went to the Brooklyn
Museum.
I finish with the Zoloft and get up to fortify our drinks and Claire asks if I could bring
back the little Tupperware.
You aren't supposed to go off Desyrel. There's a high chance of withdrawal effects, even
though there's nothing addictive about the drug.
I look over the countertop, packed dense with the rich colors and heavy smells of take-out.
There are a lot of leftovers but no Tupperware.
Since you don't really get addicted to the stuff, you don't get the deetees or the sweats or
any kind of sick at all when you stop treatment. But all the same, you aren't supposed to.
This is because, in one hundred thousandth of one percent of cases, sudden
discontinuation of treatment can theoretically cause a subject to drag a nail file across Rothko's
Vessels o f Magic at three o'clock on a Sunday afternoon.
This is one of the ways in which Claire is almost completely exceptional.
It also got her sent back to Dr. Bland under court order. Which was fortunate because,
although it meant a more strict regimen of medication, Bland's testimony kept her out of jail.
I'm not seeing the Tupperware, so I ask Claire about it. She says to look in the cabinet
above the sink. And there it is. Long and flat with a yellow lid, the thing looks to hold about a cup.
I pass the container over to Claire and then mix the drinks. I pour sweet vermouth into
rum and ice and she dumps the stainless mixing bowl into the plastic container and tamps the
powders down with the convex side of a spoon. I push the ice around our drinks with my
forefinger.
The water cooler at Claire's office, maintained by the Greenfield Springs Company, holds
precisely five gallons. It has two spigots, one hot and one cold, and it services the thirty-eight
employees in the accounting department of the Sayers Agency. The department drinks one bottle
of water every day.
That figures to around sixteen ounces per person per twenty-four hours. You can dissolve
a lot in sixteen ounces of water, even sixteen ounces of cold water. On Monday, Claire plans to
dissolve the Zoloft and the tricyclics. On Tuesday, it will be Effexor and the heterocyclics, along
with what's left of the Ascendin.
I pick up the test glass and swirl the liquid like I was inspecting a wine. Then I take a sip.
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There's a little bit of a medicinal taste to it, but it isn't cloudy at all and you might not notice
anything unless you were looking for it. Especially if you drank it from a paper cup. Then the
paper taste would just about cover the medicine taste completely.
I look at the glass again and tell Claire it needs a little rum to put it on its feet.
Claire says that isn't a good idea.
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5.

To step back and look at things critically, Claire's dosage calculations and her pill-grinding clearly
fall into the class of action or process painting, such as those of Frank Stella and, to a lesser
degree, Fluxus. This is to say that the beauty of the poisoning does not lie in the mechanisms of
the pharmaceuticals themselves, the permeation of compounds through cell walls or the
microscopic key-in-lock fit of blockers and agonists, or in the side effects they will generate. Any
gorgeous stroboscopic seizure or cannon-shot of vomit will be purely coincidental and therefore
negligible. It is the beauty of Claire's preparations—her physical calligraphy—that provides the
justification for this act. This is not empty Tachisme. This is about the movements of Claire at the
kitchen table, about the movement of her wrists, choreographed as they bulldoze small heaps of
gelcoats into mulch. This project is about the fall of her hair in front of her eyes, its branches-inthe-breeze sway as she works the rolling pin back and forth.
This is not the dribbling action of

One.This is better. So many

many of the robotic proponents of process miss her point entirely. They insist upon the value of the
products bom of their actions and processes. They forget that what has value is not the product,
but the actions themselves and the actions alone. That getting there is all the fun. That the means
justify the means. That standing before One is nothing compared to watching Jackson working
over One. That his paintings are more verbs than nouns. That the canvases themselves are the
silence and empty stage remaining after the play has ended.
Claire, however, cannot be accused of forgetting this because a cooler full of
anticholinegric-spiked spring water has the potential to kill off half her department. But this is
irrelevant because this work is not about outcomes. It is about how her concern for consequence is
so remote she might as well be preparing a piecrust.
Under the black-veined marble pin, the ranked pills roll like Crayolas off the factory line
and they crackle, loud when they first break, then softer as the halves are halved on into sand. This
beautiful process will produce nothing but sickness and sick days. This is process divorced of
product. The real brilliance here is that the victims, the uninformed consumers of the product, will
not understand what has happened to them. They'll simply be racked with the resultant dry-heaves.
This is theory in action. This is Chris Burden in a clock tower.
It doesn't matter that I won't be at the office for the show. I've already seen it all right here.

27
6.

It's one thirty on Tuesday and we're on the sidewalk at Dobro, far downtown, eating open-faced
turkey and avocado sandwiches in one of the canyons of finance. The round tables are packed full
of business-lunchers, the low-echelon, hour-off-the-clock-get-me-a-beer-and-tell-me-the-specials
set. Claire kicked things off with a Gibson and I made it a pair, although I hadn't eaten anything all
day but a lingonberry scone and a couple lattes from Dean and Deluca. By the time the sandwiches
arrived, I'd realized I was starving and the drink was working double-time.
Today, Claire looks good in the way she always looks good. But today she's not without
her ragged edges. Today, her hair is parted up the middle in a jagged tear that, were she capable of
cool feelings, might seem an exercise in indifference. But it isn't indifference, it's nerves. Claire is
an open book and can't be anything but.
As the waiter placed the large oval plates before us, Claire tossed the remnants of her
drink and, chewing the onion, ordered a carafe of red wine for the meal. Then she looked at her
plate and gave it a little half turn in each direction. I watched the colorful plate reflect
kaleidoscopically in the gloss insect-eyes of her sunglasses. I liked the glasses, liked the way they
fit the soft shape of her face and made her nose seem sparrow-slight, but I liked her eyes too, graygreen and overlarge, and I wanted to see how much worry they might contain. So I reached out and
clipped the shades with my first two fingers.
Still looking at her plate, Claire said, "I'm already fired. There'll probably be a letter
waiting in my in-box after lunch." She looked up at me and there wasn't much worry in her face,
although she was full of fatalism and certainty.
She cuts a bite of avocado and swallows as though she's unsure of the texture of the thing.
Then she pushes a slice of garnishing mango through the cilantro-heavy salsa and bites a comer
off. She leaves the rest and decides to light a cigarette, canting her head a few degrees so that her
hair falls behind her ears, clear of the flame. Talking, she rolls the cigarette between two fingers
and I notice the blood-black trace of lipstick around the filter is only slightly darker than her nails.
"Monday was a failure. Monday was fine. Nothing happened Monday. There were a
couple complaints of headache, upset stomach, drowsiness, and nausea. But no more than usual,"
she pauses a moment, hits the cigarette, then adds, "It's a bitchy office.
"I was a little disappointed. There was no violent diarrhea, or at least there were no wind-
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sprints to the bathroom. No weight loss or weight gain either. Or fainting spells. There might have
been erection impairment, loss of lubrication, or micro-awakenings. I don't know. I'd been hoping
to see some lowered inhibitions or at very least a bit of unnatural sweating. Maybe I was expecting
too much."
She lifts the fork with the mango still on it but doesn't eat any. The cigarette still smolders
in her other hand.
"N o-I was a lot disappointed. You go through that much effort, you should get something.
You deserve an honor roll of side effects. Massive synergistic side effects. Brand-new, uncharted
side effects, mixed and matched like paper dolls. I wanted blackouts and full-on, foaming-at-themouth seizures. I wanted to see Mindy mount the comer of her desk, frothing like she'd swallowed
an Alka-Seltzer. I wanted the new intern to answer the phone in tongues. Nose-bleeds paired with
sneezing fits, mined shirts and round ragged shotgun stains on cubicle walls. I wanted the mail boy
immobilized by tumescence. Pallors, gibbering, visitations by devils, angels, long-dead relatives,
ex-lovers, and children yet to be bom. I wanted to see N ot Hal' Harold suddenly arrive at Truth
and then to see the look in his eye as total amnesia settled in within the heartbeat. I wanted divine
revelations in accounts receivable. I wanted a silent chorus of auditory hallucinations. Lullabies,
cat-calls, and valedictions. Jazz. Twelve-tone. Backwards. I wanted breast-beating and hairrending."
She lowers the mango again and raises the cigarette. Her nail polish is chipped, little half
crescents of pink knocked out of the hard shell of enamel. It is always chipped. I think she puts it
on chipped.
"So," I say, knowing the answer to the question I'm about to ask, "something happen
today?"
She starts to speak, but the arrival of the wine interrupts her. Ordinarily, Claire does not
pause for these interruptions, but today she's a little out of form. I'm halfway through my sandwich.
She's about halfway through her cigarette. She's taking short little drags and playing with the thing
like it was a length of hair. I set my fork down to pour wine. She watches this happen and blows a
near-transparent line of smoke into the air. To do this, she sets her lower lip in a sort of half-pout
and lifts her chin a little, which softens the curve where her neck joins her chin. When the smoke
has thinned to nothing, she continues.
"Something? Everything happened today. Dizziness, dry mouth, agitation, tremor, blurred
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vision, you name it. I saw about every side effect you can think of and a couple psychosomatic
symptoms that might never even occur to you. The highlight was when one of the interns turned
ninety degrees from his monitor and puked a pint of water, a chicken club sandwich, and a bag of
barbecue potato chips into a wastebasket." She smiles at the end of this, but something sends a
little shower of ashes to the sidewalk. "It reminded me of old times.
"That was okay. There'll probably be some bad stuff go down tonight, but that's not my
deal. Maybe set a few of the loud-talking management assholes down the slippery slope of
situational impotence. But hey, their damage. Besides, their egos could use it."
She moves the sunglasses about an inch towards the ashtray. I cut the remainder of the
sandwich into quarters and put one of them in my mouth. One table over, two cell phones ring.
"This isn't a conscience attack, is it?" I ask with my mouth full.
Claire laughs, but it's one of those punched-in-the-ribs, laugh-or-cough laughs. "No, no."
"It about Croft?"
"It's about Jacobs's racquetball match this morning."
I have no idea what this is about. She tells me.
"He took an early lunch today for a ten thirty match-up at the Tennis Club. I don't even
know who he played against, one of the other department heads, I guess, maybe Andrews up in
sales or one of the design chiefs. Probably spent twenty minutes in the sauna, sweating out the
morning's martinis. All I know was that he took the stairs up when he came back to the office and
that he stood at the desk, talking to Mindy about the match for a good five minutes.
"Not that he said all that much. I couldn't hear what he was saying, but I could hear his
breathing, heavier even than his heavy voice. Probably only managed to stammer 'racquetball'
between the gasping. The word 'thirs-tee' maybe. Maybe 'slee-pee.'"
Apparently, Larry Jacobs is the head of the accounting department at the Sayers Agency.
Apparently, it is all right if he begins lunch at ten thirty. Apparently, he's developed a little girth in
midlife, but still clings to shirts with collars an inch too tight. The pants, he'll let slide, but not his
collar. For Jacobs, the illusion of a seventeen-inch neck is more comforting than the illusion of a
thirty-seven inch waist. Motivated by similar delusions, he owns a ninety-dollar Head racquet and
a monogrammed pair of non-marking sneakers (also suitable for weekend deck wear in the
Sound), which he brings to the office in a black nylon gym bag, the sort you see lining the fenced
basketball courts on Fourth. His record on the court is unknown, although suspected to be well
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below five hundred.
Apparently spent by the game, the climb, and the conversation, Jacobs stopped on his way
back to his office to fill an empty one-point-five liter Evian bottle at the cold water tap of the
cooler. Claire saw this when she was walking back to the lunchroom to microwave her Cup-ONoodles. She's worried about how thirsty Jacobs looked, how anxious for the water. Maybe one of
the words he mouthed at Mindy at the desk was "water." Maybe, like a man in the desert, he just
pointed to the empty canteen of the Evian bottle, too parched to speak. Maybe he flapped his lips
like a grouper.
"A liter and a half," Claire says. "This goes way beyond the plan. What is that? Fifty
ounces? Forty? Forty-four? Triple the estimated dosage? Four times? And we made the maximum
dose the opening bid."
She moves for the cigarette, but it has burned out against the filter. She tosses it over her
shoulder and reaches for the pack, moves the pack, and takes her wine glass, leaving a dark
crescent on the lip of the glass as she sips.
"These won't be the cute side effects. These'll be things like schizophrenia, liver damage,
kidney things, unconsciousness, aspirated vomit, death. And it'll probably fuck up his serotonin
too. Probably need the fucking drugs after this. Have to watch his tryptophans, get suicidal at
Thanksgiving."
She has a new unlit cigarette in her hand and it rolls lively as a sixth finger. She sets it
down to tear a strip off the sliced turkey breast and it rolls off the table onto the concrete. Three
men in suits, gray houndstooth and solid blue, walk past us to a vacancy in the comer.
"I'm done," Claire says. "Fired. Arrested. They'll check him into the hospital tonight
around eleven, run a length of hose down his throat to keep him from choking. Maybe pump him.
Run a blood analysis to figure out what the hell happened, ask a few questions about the
medication he's on . . . "
"What medication?" I ask.
"Exactly." This is not a reassuring confirmation. "Then they'll share the results of their
analysis with him and the police will become involved and someone will find the cooler or a
swallow of tainted water sloshing around an Evian bottle at the bottom of his Adidas bag. They'll
ask questions, dust for prints, and then start figuring out exactly what to charge me with. I wonder
what the headlines will be?"
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I imagine Claire in a big grainy halftone, splashed across the front pages of the

and

the Daily News. She picks up the pack of cigarettes and puts them in the breast pocket of her slick
synthetic coat. She fishes the lighter out of her purse. There is no cigarette on the table. In the
photographs, she will be off-center, angled across the rectangle of newsprint, cuffed hands
covering her face as she is led into the precinct. She will be nothing but a shock of shining dark
hair and a pair of thin pale hands, bound by the wrists, spread like wings before her face. She will
be very glamorous.
"Downtown Terrorist Temp Tabs Cooler: Two Dead?"
"I'm trying to be serious, Bill," she scolds, failing to find the cigarette.
I tell her this will be fine. I tell her Jacobs will go home and sleep it off and Wednesday
will be just another hump day. We'll go to Pinetar at five thirty and laugh about this. She listens to
me talk and presses the tom piece of turkey onto her fork with her fingers. Then she lifts a slice of
tomato and folds it over onto the tines.
She has carefully assembled a small bite of turkey, tomato, and sourdough and just about
has the fork to her lips when across the street a wide Mercedes sedan with the plate LVJ-1 appears
in the entrance of the garage beneath Claire's building. It rolls drowsy past the attendant's booth,
through the flimsy wooden arm of the barricade, and down the incline with just enough speed to
get out in front of an eastbound Saab.
The cars connect over Claire's left shoulder not with a crash, but with the heavy
reverberant sound of an oil dram falling off a forklift. As they slide out of sight behind her head,
they begin to sound more like a train with the brakes on and then finally howl like an I-beam bent
into a bow, the steel crying uncle. Although it takes no time for this to happen, my eyes find
Claire's as the cars vanish behind her head and I have time to see her teeth and tongue close
delicately around the tines of the fork, time even to see her calmly begin to lower the fork, before
the cars reappear on the other side of her face. At this moment it seems she and the accident
behind her have been recorded on different speeds of film.
The Saab spins cat-comer to the road and the Mercedes, judging by the sparks it throws, is
dragging some heavy metal on the asphalt. The Saab's hom is going full blast, but you almost can't
hear it over the metal-song. When the cars stop, the front wheels of the Mercedes are tipped out
like the legs of a deer on ice and the front end has sunk a good three inches on the broken axle.
What remains is a publicity still from the cinema of crashworthiness and proof that airbags do
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indeed deploy at twenty-five miles an hour.
Claire reaches out with an arm smooth and pale as a length of PVC and quavers between
the carafe of wine and my hand, lying palm-down and bent-knuckled on the round tabletop.
She opts for the wine and we continue our lunch.
Sirens wail in the street behind her and police cars arrive, followed by two ambulances
and a fire truck. Officers cordon off the street at the avenues. Claire pours her glass full to the brim
and behind her there is the sound of heavy boots on pavement, the crash of fire-axes on unbroken
windows, and the motorized whine and crumpling-can sound of the jaws of life. Claire eats with
an appetite now. Her hands stop shaking after a few bites. We talk of concerts and upcoming
readings at the Union Square Bames and Noble and she doesn't light another cigarette until the
plates have been cleared and the waiter has delivered coffee in deep glass mugs. By then the
ambulances are gone and they've begun to winch the tangled autos onto a long flatbed wrecker.
Men in blue coveralls are sweeping up broken glass and hosing off the street.
Claire stirs her coffee with a finger and says, to the beat of the brooms on the pavement,
"Carolyn Gordon is opening this weekend. She'll give a talk and there'll a Q&A.
"You doing anything Friday at nine?”
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7.

For the caesura between our Thursday meals, Claire and I decided to take a trip to the Met. It
seemed an appropriate way to dispose of a mild summer day and gave us an excuse to revisit
familiar terrain. Plus we could eat someplace new. But since neither of us had a copy of Zagat's
with us when we invented the afternoon over the morning's coffee, the plan remained nebulous:
take a lazy 6 up to the museum, soak it like a hot tub, then cut across to Park West for a late lunch.
This seemed just the right amount of uncertainty for a long weekend, a sick day, or a sudden
unemployment.
Except that now we've missed the window for "late lunch" and are heading either towards
an early dinner or closing out the museum. Claire got little sidetracked. To tell the truth, so did I,
but I'm getting hungry.
But there's this krater in the Greek and Roman collection that I've been circling for the past
twenty minutes. Most of the day has been dedicated to lightness, but here I allowed an exception.
This is not one of your run-of-the-mill water-and-wine philosopher's loving cups. No satyrs and
nymphs chasing each other around the vessel's swollen terra cotta belly. This is a tankard for
libations. An early proclamation of drink as analgesic. It stands four feet tall and, full, probably
had the capacity to alleviate a lot of pain.
I can't leave the krater alone because of this procession of figures painted around the thing
just below the handles. A line of mourning women, marching, their heads back, both arms raised
overhead, hands wrapped in their hair. You can walk around the vase and the line just goes on
forever, these women wailing over the shrouded figure flat on the funeral bier. These angular
women, the lucky son-of-a-bitch. There's a near-perfect symmetry to each figure, even though
they're painted in profile. They have triangle torsos and the straight lines of their arms run into
right-angle elbows before meeting in quivering waves of hair. The arms become a rectangle above
each pair of shoulders, neat around each round head, cradling and comforting with their opposite
exertions. Two neat strokes of breast, a pair of long ovoid hips and calves, and two more strokes
for feet. These women are neatly made, in spite of the uncontainable and inexpressible masses of
their individual grief. They have been reduced to hard shapes and elevated to easy icons, these
women who have never existed, these women formed from the acute geometries of hurt, who stand
in the stead of all suffering and all stricken. And this is why I'm stuck on this krater: because of a
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simple triangle of torso, a circle of head, and a rectangle of arm.
Because these figures aren't human figures. They are the mathematical symbols of human
lamentation, repeated and compounded, and so considered an exercise in form and function that
they may as well have been bullets in a bandoleer draped around the kratemeck. Because they are
at once exactly like Claire and nothing like her whatsoever.
And because, one ring below the women, a company of soldiers-at-arms march in a
second procession, armed and plumed. Wounded but stolid, grief hidden by their greaves. Because
they too are Claire but are not Claire.
Because after lunch on Tuesday, she did not return to the office. We moved directly from
coffee at Dobro to early brandies then back to wine, then to a newsstand for the latest ArtForum,
then to Pinetar to pour over the Gordon write-up and have a few cocktails. Then we went to my
apartment and before I could say a word she had my shirt off and a hand in my fly. It was all about
sex for comfort—wordless sex—and it ended with my forearms crossed heavy below her breasts and
her gently isosceles back shuddering against my chest and her breath disturbed by her soft, stealthy
crying.
And because Wednesday morning, she simply soldiered on and was gone before I woke. I
didn't hear anything about that until we were making a slow circuit of the photos and prints
corridor on the second floor of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Not at breakfast, not on the long
ride to Eighty-sixth, not until noon, a day after the fact, did I hear how Claire left the Sayers
Agency.
Now, her eight-month career in data-entry over, she roams the gallery behind me, the one
full of later red-figural work and the paraphernalia of symposia. We spent a long moment together
at the krater-long enough for her to choose which of the long line of soldiers she would most like
to have tattooed on her shoulder-but she didn't care to spend too long with something so lacking
in lightness. While the simplicity of style could draw a smile, same as hunt-and-peck piano, the
meaning of the figures was heavy as the fired clay. She'd rather go back to Klee and see birds
wandering off or find more of the primitive grinning Dominican masks. Find new things to make
her smile as surely and inexplicably as fingers along her ribcage or "The Girl from Ipanema." So
she chose to swap the rituals of the grave for those of the drinking party and instead of
commiserating with the mourning women bobbed with the dolphins painted around a narrow
psykter. Of course, there are soldiers mounted on the dolphins, but their spears have only a
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fairytale weight.
When she left me asleep Wednesday morning, Claire had gone to work as usual, if a little
early, and had stopped off for the daily coffee and croissant before going to Astor Place for a
southern train. Unusually, she also bought two one-liter bottles of Poland Springs and emptied
them as she stood at a don't walk light on the comer of First and Tenth. She continued to pour as
she jaywalked across, shaking the bottles vigorously as she clicked along in sunglasses and heels at
seven thirty a.m.
"But Mindy still beat me in by a long shot. She'd probably been there all night, keeping
her little vigil at the front desk. I wouldn't put it past her, though I didn't smell votives and her
makeup, tear-streaked though it was, couldn't have been on overnight. Besides, her lipstick had
that hurried, early-moming blur around the edges"—pausing at a woodcut of Zapata, she tossed out
a "pretty good" before moving on—"but that could have been on account of some delayed side
effect. Jitters or frothing or excessive sweating of the upper lip.
"She had it together enough to rush out from behind the desk and throw a hug on me."
Quickly surveying and dismissing a dozen pieces, she walked on down the hall and did her best
Mindy-in-crisis. "Ahwmigawd, Claih, didja heah about Mr. Jacobs? He'd an
and the've got him in critical up at Lannix Hill!" The way she stressed the dent of accident made
me imagine Jacobs in traction, a broken-ribbed Michelin Man in a bodycast, his neck immobilized
by a heavy brace, busted-nosed and racoon-eyed, a stem, unattractive nurse recording his vitals on
a clipboard hanging from the foot of his bed.
"So I say, 'Yes. Tragic. Excuse me,' and beeline for the water cooler. There wasn't much
left in the tank, but it would have been too much if it went to the police lab. I put a bottle under
each tap and ran it dry. Then I replaced the empty bottle with a fresh one. It was pretty heavy and I
didn't do it neat as I'd've liked. I was thinking about how in mysteries the detective talks about how
tough it is to move a body—you know, Yeah, Walters had been shot with a .22, a purse gun, but
there's no way a twist could have dragged him from his office to the trunk of her car and then
tossed him into that dumpster on Vine.' I splashed a lot on the wall.
"I ran some clean water through the taps, washed the drip tray in the lunchroom, dried it
with hand towels, and, on the way back to the cooler, ducked into Jacobs's office and fished the
empty Evian bottle out of the wastebasket behind his desk. I was a little worried about getting
caught, but, Mindy aside, most of the staff saw the accident as a good excuse to oversleep instead
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of reason for early-morning overtime. Undertime? Anyway, with all the evidence in my purse, I
began my escape."
Claire has a way of moving when in the company of art. She walked to the end of the
prints corridor the same way their maker or owner might, as if she were their pitchman, advocate,
or prosecutor, as if this were but the corridor linking her bedroom to her living room. She used
words like beeline and escape, but I know that when she walked through her office that morning,
her body, her carriage, was nothing if not deadpan, Joe Friday at a precinct poker game. Yet this
the same girl who had suggested a brandy with our after-lunch coffee and who had pulled me
silently to bed, intent on holding worry at arm's length for at least another half hour.
"I stopped at the desk on the way out and told Mindy that I thought I could do this, but it
was just too hard and that I needed to go home for the afternoon. She said she understood
completely and blinked at me with her big bagged-under eyes, maybe looking for tears under my
sunglasses. I did a half-assed sniffle and she patted the back of my hand and gave one of her pale
small 'there, there' looks. Before she could start with the crying again, the phone rang and I headed
for the elevators and hit the call."
Claire is starting to tire of this collection. She's been around to the Cycladic sculpture and
the clay seals and she needs something new and hopefully she's starting to feel like she needs some
food. Maybe something southern or Cajun. Like blackened tuna steak and dirty rice. From that
place on Fiftieth or Forty-eighth and Eighth or Ninth. And a few pints of Abita Turbo Dog. Not
that I couldn't stay with this krater until the museum closes. Or go to a different collection.
"Before the elevator arrived, Mindy had hung up and called out to me and I got nervous,
sure thing, but what can you do?" she said, facing me and walking backwards through a crowd
wearing Audiotour Walkmen. The galleries are packed today. It's a beautiful day to scavenge for
culture and the tourists are out on Museum Mile, thick as herring gulls along the shore. This
particular cluster of fat and German-muttering tourists parted before her and we slid into a
temporary exhibition of industrial design from World War II to 1970. There, I saw many things I
would take home if I could: martini glasses and Buck Rogers blenders and chrome vacuum
cleaners with tail fins. "Could have been the cops on the phone. Could have been that they wanted
to have a little chat or that I ought to put in at least a half-day before I went. Could have been
anything. Turned out she wanted to know if I'd sign a get-well-soon card for Larry. She was
careful to say Larry. I guess he may be Mr. Jacobs in meetings and memos, but in matters
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Hallmark, he's nothing but Larry.
"Card was a doozy too. Photo of a green field and a big floppy-eared rabbit with his jaw
all bound up in a white cloth, like he had a darling little toothache." Again, I thought of Jacobs,
strapped to his bed in the ICU. "Mindy, natch, was the only one who'd signed it. Gushed about a
paragraph. A meaty paragraph. Saddlebags of sincerity. I buried a quick something in a comer,
'Sorry about your accident. Really, really sorry.' Then the elevator arrived and I was in and down
and on the ground before the morning FedEx guy had a chance to hear about the catastrophe from
Mins.
"Even with the card, I was in and out in seven minutes."
To say that Claire has a cute badass streak would be an understatement. She has the
aesthetic of a Recon Marine. Take nothing in, leave nothing behind. Her art is entirely bound up in
the operation and when it ends, it's over without a trace. She tossed her bottles in a wastebasket at
Whitehall station, but decided to walk north instead, stopping at the downtown Strand and a few
Chinese groceries before finding me at one in an Italian bakery near my place. I was working on
my third refill when she came through the doors. “White Rabbit candy?” she said, shaking a
pictographed cellophane bag at me. “You can eat the rice paper. I think they're lucky.” That was
all she had to say on her resignation from Sayers.
We are on the move again, across the ground floor, around the massive pillar near the gift
booth, discontinuous and fractured, distilled into little more than base and capital by the jagged
break and the plaster repair. Up and around the stairs, absently through a few hallways, and we
find ourselves back at the Tisch Gallery and the current exhibitions. This tracking and retracking is
part of the experience. You couldn't avoid it if you wanted to, even if you had a specific
destination in mind. Museum maps and floor plans are not designed for easy navigation. They are
designed for whole days.
Claire wants to see Tansey's Innocent Eye Test before we go. This, unfortunately, means
looping through the sterile, white-painted gallery of contemporary work. I know where this will
lead and so does Claire, but she's insistent. This although I know that we will search out the great
gray-scale canvas and study the studied cow, the accepting eyes and the great belly. We'll laugh at
the lab coats and at the still, passionless faces with their scientific cast and their heavy rectangular
glasses emptily reflecting the white laboratory light. It'll be like an old, familiar joke, like watching
Duck Soup again, and it should be corny or hackneyed, but we'll find something new to laugh
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about. And with this new laughter still in her throat, Claire will turn and set eyes upon some other
work in the gallery and she does and when she does, it is the sharp fragments and bright colors of
Terrifying Terrain that she sees. And she says:
"These guys take all the fun out of a gallery. Let's go eat." And, as we trace our way past
the gates of the Medieval collection, she says that she'd like to paint a nativity titled pieta.
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8.

I admit. I do not know the entire substance of Claire's argument. Her intent is as remote to me as
Mark Tansey's, but I have seen her actions, I understand her targets and her attacks as well as any
works. And, though the reasons Claire might drive an awl through the Terrifying Terrain might
not be the same reasons I would appreciate such a broad-daylight knifing, I can love what I know
of the act. Just as I can love the Eye Test, even though Tansey is nothing to me but a name on a
placard. Some things can be puzzled out. Good work, for one, can be understood through study.
Take The Innocent Eye Test: its value isn't its inscrutability. Inscrutability is never a value.
One value of the Eye Test is in its color. Its hard-to-place grays, bordering on tones of yellow and
sepia, place the canvas in the world of first-generation photographs and archived newsprint. It
stands as a yellowed relic from the days of great science, historical documentation of the
application of scientific method to the study of art. The features of the examiners, the white-suited
ambassadors of science, are washed out and brushed away to such an extent that some have
nothing but a pair of glasses and a swatch of solid color for a face. This is the diminished detail of
enlarged photocopies of microfiched journals. The hazy anonymity of electrically-assembled
particles of toner on an unfinished Xerox is perfect for the anonymity of think-tank
experimentation.
The value of the Eye Test is, of course, the cow at the center of the composition. And the
dead seriousness with which the curtain is drawn back to reveal the second, painted cow. The
value is in the tension of the moment, the way the researchers gather expectantly around to gauge
this cow’s reaction to her flat sister in oil. For all the solemn anxiety of the lab-coated throng, they
might as well be at a rocket launch or Los Alamos. One expects a case of champagne to be close at
hand, ready for the moment the contrail clears the atmosphere.
The value is in the cow’s reaction. The painting has been unveiled, the experiment begun.
The subject gazes on the painting before her and it seems that the sight has not even disrupted the
rhythm with which she chews her cud.
The value of the painting is in the research assistant on the left side. The one with the
broom and shovel. He carries these tools as though they were a stethoscope and Geiger counter.
What I love about the Eye Test is the illusion of photorealism in spite of an incredible lack
of specificity. I can see exactly how it is that I am being fooled, yet I remain fooled. In this way,
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good painters are very much like good magicians. Claire and I, perhaps more than the cow,
appreciate the trickery of a good trompe l’oeil. We like hard figuration and the sight of a
convincingly round, wet, and sincere eyeball.
Yes, Claire and I both—because while there are paintings that she strongly believes should
not exist and will go to great lengths to destroy, there are also pieces that she loves and might
choose over a kitten when fleeing a burning building. The Innocent Eye Test is one of these. Why?
It is clever and well-made and it requires no placard. It is self-sufficient. It can stand on its own,
like Sanford on his plexiglas platform. It does not need an explanation, like a note pinned to the
sweater of an undersized third grader, reliant on mom's moxie to pull him through the day.
One thing I cannot tolerate is work that requires a note or an apology. If a work cannot be
understood by sight, then time spent looking at it is time wasted. Time spent reading criticism or
self-defense is doubly wasted. Like reading reviews for a book that doesn’t exist or a novel about
writing a novel. I don’t think this is as draconian as it sounds. I expect no more or less from
people. If I meet one Charles Jablonski and he is an asshole, then I will consider Charles Jablonski
an asshole, even after someone tells me that Charlie has had it rough lately, that his wife left him,
taking dog, kids, and car. He might be an asshole with extenuating circumstances, but no less an
asshole on their account. His buddy’s explanation of why he is what he is does not change his
substance. Of course, he might turn things around next time we meet, but until then: asshole.
So a painting. I can go and see Terrifying Terrain and say, “What a piece of shit.” I might
later read that the piece may or may not be a reply to Stella. Then I can say, “Ah. A piece of shit in
dialogue with Stella,” but this will not change my first impression of Terrifying Terrain or my
understanding of it. The only thing an explanation will ever do is allow an audience to see what an
artist would have liked to have done and how exactly they failed to do it. At best, this will generate
a half-hearted chorus of “how clever,” but more likely, there'll be pity. Pity so bad, you can’t even
bring yourself to sink a blade into the thing.
Maybe Murray is capable of better things. This does nothing to change my opinion of the
Terrifying Terrain. Its value is not its opportunity cost. I don’t care that, in the time it took Murray
to landscape the work, she could instead have made a piece as self-reliant as the Test. Failed
experiments do not take on the virtues of the successful works they might be replacing. I refuse to
trade on an artist’s potential.
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9.

Used to be, when Claire worked days and I didn't, that I'd be on my own from nine to five. Some
days, I would just walk the city. Some days, I used to go and sit in a diner and drink four hours of
coffee and go through the papers as if all the articles were about me. Some days I'd be more
creative. And then some days I needed something else.
Some days, I couldn't stand the isolation. Being idle during the day removes you from the
world. It stresses the seams that connect you to the everymen and -women who drive buses and
write copy: the stretch-the-legs-every-hour crowd and the crowd around the water cooler and the
paper pushers and the rank-and-file union men. It's not that you feel guilt at shirking. It's that
everyone else is in motion and you're in freeze frame. Everyone else is headed somewhere and
you've arrived. Arrived wherever it is that you happen to be.
In my case, I'd usually arrive at the end of the counter in a small anonymous coffee shop
and I'd watch a hundred people come in and buy coffee and donuts and bagels to go and hear the
cash register ring a hundred sales and the soft riffling of bills and in the meantime I'd drunk two
refills and maybe done the crossword in the Post and say, "there. That was the morning of June
seventh" and it didn't matter that I might live to see a thousand more just like it, because this one's
gone and it's too much for anyone.
Saturdays were special because Claire and I used to spend the entire day together, from
breakfast through bed, doing whatever we felt. Sundays, we'd see each other, but she tended to be
bogged down with chores like laundry or groceries or casing a gallery and, though I could do all
that on a slow weekday afternoon, I'd wind up putting off my own shopping and washing until
Sunday so we could go to Gristede's together or have a coffee while we waited on a spin cycle.
Maybe rent a movie in the evening, stretch out on the sofa, and have a few drinks, but turn in
reasonable.
O f course, now that she's ended her association with the Sayers Agency, every day is kind
of like a Saturday.
This particular Saturday is a Friday. We're together in a Greek diner on Sixth and the
young kitchen-coated waiter is in the process of clearing our yolk-stained plates and warming our
coffee. It's a little after six. We woke around noon, shared a shower, and—on realizing we had
nothing to do until the Gordon opening—went immediately back to bed. Lying with the blinds
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partially drawn and shining with a thin coat of sweat and a full day's light on her, Claire asked
what do you do with a thing like Terrifying Terrain? It was intimidating and durable as landscape
with its rugged polygons and sturdy ridges. She thought a knife might do the job, if the triangular
peaks were hollow canvas, but I said be safe. Blowtorch. That would solve the problem even if the
terrain were Masonite or plywood. There is no such thing as overkill. Only killed. Claire laughed
and this became our game for the afternoon.
During our second shower, as I soaped her neck and shoulders, I asked, "How about Jay
DeFeo's Rosel"
"Oh, way more than a knife." She lathered her hair as I worked my way down her spine.
Her hands knotted together directly over her head, eyes pinched tightly against the shampoo, nose
wrinkled, breasts elevated and lively as her chin, her elbows, her fingers against her scalp. "Maybe
a handsaw or machete. An electric carving knife?"
As we began to rinse: "Koons's Puppyl"
"A weed-whacker or a rough winter." She rotated in the water before me, running hands
across her hips and belly and fingers behind ears made finely as quail's eggs. In water, Claire can
be soft-edged and plastic-shining as a Pearlstein nude.
We got out and began to dry, her roughing her hair so it did not lie so flat, but instead
jumped out, damply unpredictable. “Aphids?” she said and leaned back into the towel. When she
ran it across her back, her stomach stretched long and her ribcage rose.
"Oldenburg's water bottle?"
"A Colt Targetmaster," she twisted the towel around her head and I kissed her. "You dry
off."
I did. Then joined her in the bedroom. She had an outfit on the unmade bed, one of the
three of four that lived in my closet. A chemically-blued skirt. A man's dress shirt the color of her
eyes. Gunmetal earrings. Most of her wardrobe runs towards silk, leather, and synthetics; reds,
browns, and black; silver and silicon and scorched steel; now and again a police-tape yellow or an
alert orange or an olive drab. Claire-colors.
"Burden?" I asked, she stepping into a pair of gloss black panties, bending at the waist to
glide them up over her thighs.
"Something bigger than a twenty-two. Same goes for most performance pieces." She
secured the hook on her bra and pulled the shirt on without buttoning it. There was something very
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exotic about her then. Probably the thin strip of stomach and underwear visible through the parted
curtain of her shirt. Or perhaps the hint of harem in the towel wrapped round her head.
A few minutes later, out on the street and walking west: "4'33"?"
"Yell ’Fire!"' she pulled close. "But only if it were crowded enough for a decent
stampede."
By the end of breakfast, when the boy came to clear our plates and pour more coffee, we
had the rhythm down. Now, it's pure call-and-response. As fast as I name targets, she knocks them
down like a carnival sharpshooter.
"

Erasedde

Kooning?"

"Leave it. I like the spirit."
"Fine, how about Monogram?"
"Where to begin?"
Finally
"Bed?"
yields
"Flospital comers"
then
"White paintings?":
"A gallon of avocado green Dutch Boy interior latex paint,"
and the blood rises.
"Earthworks?"
"Earthmover."
"Bust o f

?P
auline"

"A long, quiet afternoon and a big fucking mallet."
"Calder's Circus?"
The rhythm breaks and she takes a sip of coffee.
"I would say buy airfare to Duluth, check the cases and walk away, but I feel guilty just
thinking about hurting the Circus."
"Shouldn't have mentioned it," I say. "Artist's Shit?"
"Can opener. Fountain."
"Fountain!"
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"A slightly smaller mallet. A shorter afternoon. Sixteen unobserved seconds and a
thousand curses."
"Ryman?"
"The man or his paintings?"
"Let's stick to works for now."
"More paint. Or better, motor oil. Forty weight, drained from the crankcase of a Packard
after forty-five hundred miles."
"Frankenthaler?"
"A sharpened bedspring."
"A bedspring?"
Claire shrugs. "Variety."
"Judson Memorial Church?"

Over time, this litany rings like the blues of undoing.
"Cheese grater," she says. "Vomit, tennis racquet, finger paint, croquet mallet, microwave,
acetone, turpentine, benzine, glass cutter, tire iron, paring knife, ballpeen hammer, a broken forty,
a mill bastard file, battery acid, brass knuckles, fire, Pink Pearl eraser, cordless disk sander,
pickaxe, fish hooks, nail gun, chocolate syrup, sandblaster, sandpaper, sand wedge, steam hammer,
kiln, oxygen-acetylene torch, tack hammer, awl, Swiss Army knife, corkscrew, phillips-head
screwdriver, parcel hook, pitchfork, sewing needles, steam iron, apple corer, pinking shears, paper
shredder and toilet plunger, one 1964 Cadillac El Dorado convertible, Sharpie markers, spray
paint, pop rivets, arterial blood, box cutter, vice grips, soldering iron, hedge trimmers, bolt cutters,
ice skates, fingernails, knuckles, teeth, hatchet, hardballs, handgun, glue gun, chewing gum,
bowling ball, band saw, jigsaw, gill nets, car keys, ski poles, two-by-four, buckshot, birdshot,
rocksalt, Portland Quikrete, and time. Time, time, time."
She looks at her watch.
"We're going to be late."
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Carolyn Gordon is right there inside the wide-open gallery doors. We see her from half a block
away, like a butterfly pinned up behind the great windexed storefront glass. She's talking with a
pair of old men, white-haired and dignified enough to be Guggenheim trustees. The conversation
is so weighted with gesture, wing-like flourishes and the squeezing of forearms, that they might
well be deaf Guggenheim trustees. Or mafiosi. Gordon laughs and puts her hand on one of their
shoulders, like she'd fall over if she didn't.
"Jesus," Claire says, her upper lip recoiling from this neat tableaux, staged as a museum
diorama. Early Twenty-First Century Artisterati
anything without striking a pose?" We're a solid hour late when we pass through the doors
because, natch, we needed one or two under our belts before we could even begin to handle the
whole wine-and-cheese-and-what'dja-think-of-the-Biennial scene at Liston Fine Arts. So after our
six o'clock breakfast, we swung by Orchard for cocktails and hit the main event near nine. This is
still good time. The mingling is winding down and the full-on interrogation has yet to begin.
Finishing with her two old men, Gordon looks past them at us. She's very close. Screened
onto the white plaster of the wall behind her is a larger-than-life halftone photograph of Gordon
impersonating Cindy Sherman impersonating a Godard publicity still. "Funny," I say to Claire,
"she doesn't look so French New Wave in person."
What she does look is like us. You could drop her at our table at Pinetar and nobody'd
notice. Just three good chums around the little elbow-sanded walnut table in the comer, out for a
gin, a Johnnie Mack, a Savoy Tango. We wouldn't laugh at the same things when we talked,
wouldn't have much to talk about besides movies maybe, but since we were all cut from the same
fabrics, people would just assume that we'd been friends and regulars for years. Hell, she might
even have been at Pinetar some night, except that Claire would have spotted her immediately.
"Hey—don't look now-Carolyn Gordon on your six. Maybe five-eight and slender. Okay-now—
she's looking away, look." A dirty blonde, tonight in a blue jacket that's hard and slick as oilcloth,
a red skirt and black nylons. She's got a pink plastic butterfly barrette in her hair and an empty
expression of stylish detachment which occasionally, under the strain of speaking or listening to a
question, turns to a calculated perplexity.
We elect not to notice Gordon as we go by. I put my hand to my collar, adjust, and we
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splash into the crowd. Claire pulls it off better than I do and, with that nonchalant mermaid sway
of her hips, she’s already swimming away. I’m a little rattled by Gordon's familiarity, but the sight
of Liston cheers me up. He's nothing like us at all.
Claire spots him first, sees the flash of the metallic silk shirt under his five-button
sharkskin blazer. "I know that guy," she whispers. Circling towards a mark, Liston notes our
arrival and locks his lidless eyes onto us for all of a second. Decides we don't have enough meat on
us and turns back to his target with his glad hand and his closer's smile. Claire snakes her free arm
in under my elbow, puts her lips next to my ear and says, far too audibly, "He's an asshole." We
drift past the refreshments, collecting a pair of plastic wine glasses with snap-on stems.
"In a past life he was a bond trader. Read an interview where he had the chutzpah to say,
outright even, that he's 'so pleased' he gave up the Battery, because down Broadway he's found
much more 'spiritual validation.' Clown learned the word validation in the Mall of Manhattan
garage."
"Channel that, darling," I say through a smile. "That kind of angry doesn't do any good.
Like hating a fish for his scales." I see Alan Schlitzman, the Voice critic, across the crowd. I raise
my glass at him and show all the teeth. Having no idea who I am, he nods back. "Besides, Liston's
never been within five blocks of the Mall of Manhattan."
Claire tugs at my belt. "Knock it off. We're here for the validation, not to jive the scribes."
"Lead on."
The exhibition is laid out like a racetrack. The center of the room is given over to seating,
an orderly rectangle of chrome-framed extruded plastic chairs, Danish modem done cheap, while
Gordon's work hangs, stands, and leans around the perimeter. Most of the attendees have finished
with the exhibition and have clustered up in and around the central seats, some looking
expectantly between Liston, Gordon, and the podium. We begin a lap, giving these chattering
cliques of wine-happy patrons and scenesters plenty of distance. We stick close to the works, close
along the wall. We move like guerillas behind the hedgerows.
Flashbulbs go off with almost musical regularity and the sound of glasses ticking is
relentless. The room resonates with constant toasting and conversation, but the metronome tapping
sound of plastic glasses meeting clicks as insincere as the soundbit gab we pass through as we
move.
By Liston standards, Gordon's paintings are wonderful. The majority are from a serial
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exercise in computer-aided Greenbergian theory in which Gordon had run off copies of drawings
and photographs on a Xerox machine with a blown fusing drum. Instead of spitting out sturdy,
durable reproductions, this faulty machine produced ephemeral ghost images, the dust-fine
particles of toner secured to paper by only an undetectable static charge. Before she set them up
with fixativ, Gordon manipulated her delicate prints with the unpredictable forces of magnetic
fields and monofilament brushes, turning solid shadow into cross-hatching or blurring specific
features into "universality." This according to the placard beside "Demagnetized Polaroid Xerox
Number Nine," which, in addition to a cereal-box insipid chunk of interpretation, offered up a few
dense paragraphs on the procedure behind the work.
"Just like Tansey," I say. "Minus the fun."
"Minus the fun," Claire says.
Ahead, a young lady, marked by the distinctive pallor of an undergraduate archival intern
on loan from some Whitney sub-basement or film library, stands before one of these paintings with
a notepad and a blue jelly pen. I wink as we pass. With a hurried toss of her blond ponytail, the
girl turns back to her notes.
"How cute," Claire says. "She's really into that one."
"Must appreciate the universality."
Even when innocent, our gallery visits have taken on the flavor of reconnaissance. We
glide through as stratospherically distant as high altitude SR-71s, invisible in our stealth black car
coats and polished shoes. Our eyes move impassive as cameras over the works, analytical and
unappreciative. I find as much beauty in Gordon's half-formed images, her dust-devils of unfused
toner and misfired inkjet droplets, as a bombardier might find in a munitions plant twenty
thousand feet below.
"Sometimes I half wish Christo would come to town," Claire says. "Put a bathrobe on the
Verrazano or calculate and affix correct first-class postage to the Javits Center or something."
"So you can ink up a 'return to sender' stamp?"
"So I can come to one of these and ask how it feels to have blood on his hands. Now this, I
quite like." We stop. Rather, she stops and I drift on for exactly one arm-length. We're about
halfway around the gallery, at a large installation installed beside the podium at the front of the
gallery.
"This?" I ask, waving a hand at the collection of old television sets and green monochrome
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monitors, heaped maybe high as my head. It’s the largest work on display, by a landslide, and most
everyone still looking at the work is looking at this rubble. Which means, fat and happy as it is, it
must be the centerpiece of the show.
I narrow my eyes at it. Some of the screens are blown or clean shattered, some had lost
their vertical hold, some are all done but for a little electron afterglow in the dead center of the
tube. Gordon wired them up randomly to assorted gut-shot VCRs and reel-to-reel video units that
played back loops of static, test patterns, news broadcasts, and scrolling ribbons of sloganry.
’’Strikes me as an uninspired blend of Kruger, Holzer, and Rosier thematics tied together
with some recycled Paik visuals.”
"Well, just that part." She points out the framework binding the mess of electronics
together. Someone had put a lot of time into the construction of the supporting structure of
smooth-oiled wood paneling and pickled metal cross-members. The two main panels had been
inlaid with an oversize network of primitive bronze circuitry-canals, flowing between embedded
vacuum tubes, large as light bulbs, and grungy dials salvaged from first-generation television sets.
They are a pair of mad motherboards, a thousand-times larger than life and rendered in walnut and
greasy bronze. They are well made.
"All right,” I give.
Right then, Jeff Liston walks up behind us. And lingers. I don't need to turn. His arrival
comes like a sudden cold. Like leaning over the ice cream freezer in a deli. I get goosebumps. I can
smell his cologne, diffusing out and around us in long tentacles. Isopropol alcohol, copper, and
ozone. It's probably expensive stuff. It just doesn't smell it in such gratuitous overexposure. There's
a dry-jointed creaking and I imagine Liston rocking on the balls of his feet, ready to spring, should
we give him a window.
I clench my teeth against the possibility he might put a palm on my back. My
shoulderblades draw involuntary together to protect the spine. Claire's nostrils flare.
"I don't know,” she says. "It feels shaky for an investment piece. A little too Janey-comelately. I'd rather pick up the Morley we saw at TEFAF.”
"How about the Giacometti at Galerie Karl Dunst?”
"The nude?” One eyebrow goes up. "I don't care how blue chip, it was overpriced."
"Maybe I was ninety grand worth of smitten.”
"Take us ten years to recoup. You attach a number to this one yet?”
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"Maybe a buck-fifty worth of curious."
"You're right," Claire says, then adds, "Besides, where would we put it?" but Liston's
already gone. He's taken up position at the podium, smiling sharply and rubbing his hands
together, palm against palm, fingers clasping, opening, rotating, clasping. From ten feet, we should
be hearing the rasp, but the gesture is silent, insectile. A bluebottle fly rubbing his forelegs would
make more noise. He stops looking at us and actively searches out Gordon, his neck thrust and
chin swinging. She cuts short whatever line she's pitching and marches up to the white-clothed
table beside Liston. A little kiss on the cheek for her advocate and she sits down to a pitcher of ice
water.
Gordon says nothing. Liston has to do something to earn his commission, after all. Claire
and I wait overlong at the centerpiece while he begins with the usual line. "Good evening. So glad
to see so many of you here tonight.” This goes double for you big-dollar folks. “Mr. and Mrs.
Dagney, the Doctors Welking, Judge Selvig, Gary, Nancy,” then more names and nods. Before he
really gets rolling, we’re slouched politely against the back wall, next to an eight-and-a-half-byeleven wanted poster. There's no photo, just a headline-sized call for information about any of the
dozen-odd acts of vandalism committed since March. Under that is a list of the dates and locations
of the attacks and the number of an NYPD snitchline. At the very bottom is the name Lieutenant
Adam Campos, head of the investigation. Claire grabs my arm and pulls me so I block the poster.
Liston thanks a few more big spenders and begins.
"The impersonality of the technological is of primary concern to Carolyn Gordon in her
latest series," he says. "I don't mean she's troubled by the simple coldness of plastic and silicon, but
by the increasing fungibility of day-to-day urban life. She sees the cheapening of human contact
and communication as symptomatic of informational glut and the mistaken belief that the
componentry of our unfulfilling social and spiritual existence can be replaced as easily as the
blown amplifier of our home stereo. But she also recognizes that it is not the fault of Times Square
ticker tape or thirty-second commercials that we allow our desires to be directed from the essential
to the luxuriously material or our vocabularies to be pared down to slogans and buzzwords. This
we do to ourselves. The components comprising our lives are only as replaceable as we allow them
to be. Gordon overtly challenges her viewers to resist personal commodification with the open
ultimata of titles such as: 'If it can't be said in twenty words ...' "
Gordon, seated beside the podium, angles her head. One ear turns attentively up toward
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Liston while her eyes hang empty on her portrait by the door. She's looking perplexed again, like a
cat watching tv, but she's also got an approving smirk and a nod so regular she might be checking
items off a grocery list.
Claire catches this and says, "Uh."
"Gordon reminds us that we don't need to blindly gobble up advertisements and gadgetry,
that there are other ways to interact, to interface with the technological. By incorporating the
artifacts of our parents and grandparents into her work, she humanizes the mechanical, brings it
back into the living room. By studding her frames with vacuum tubes, she recalls the era when
electronics were a new science, like flight, a science awaiting pioneers. By incorporating the early
logos of General Electric or the schematics of World War II aeronautical engines, Gordon
transports us to the time when people managed machines as tools, before mass media took the
helm and the machinery began to, as it seems to so often today, manage man. She knows that each
and every one of us, in our common childhood, has some static-fuzzy memory of a crystal radio,
familiar as grand-dad's corduroy coat. In Gordon's world, electronics may also occasionally
generate a powerful surge of nostalgia for all things Atari and pre-transistor."
"Gee."
"Carolyn Gordon walks that razor-fine edge between obsolescence and irreplacability.
Unlike the families and communities that she implores us to cherish, even the most treasured of
machines can be replaced or upgraded. Part of what she attempts to reconcile here is our desire to
hold dear with our drive to overtake the Joneses. So while the framed monitors of her installations
might evoke the cabinet televisions of our childhood living rooms, the slide-show staccato of the
images there projected are pure Gulf War, unadulterated MTV. They beg that we remember, but
simultaneously immerse us in such relentless dataflow that memory becomes impossible. This flow
forces the viewer to engage in a rolling present without past or precedent."
"Great."
"But, critical though she may be, her work is also a celebration: Carolyn Gordon is a
loving documentarian. Her subject is the common language and symbology spawned out of this
American, rather this global, monoculture of immediate mass communication. Her language is the
clipped, verbless speech of the CNN anchor, her landscape, a montage of clips, flashed like slides
eleven times an hour. Through her eyes, newsreel artifacts are transformed from dehumanizing
forces into agents for a common humanity. She uncovers something primal behind these sounds
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and images, unearths the material of our shared consciousness and the history of tomorrow."
"Wow."
Then more talk, and Gordon continues nodding regularly to the regular flattery. Every so
often, Liston begins down a line of analysis that teeters dangerously on the edge of criticism.
Carolyn stops her nodding and her lip creeps out into a pout, but somehow Jeff always manages to
turn the looming indictment into encomium. He maneuvers with the finesse of a stunt pilot roaring
out of high-G nosedives. Only it isn’t his daring that draws the oohs and ahhs, but the nowapparent daring of the work. He says that every single risk Carolyn ran in producing this bold
exhibition paid off.
“On the short sell,” Claire adds.
“Thank you,” Liston says and gives the floor over to the applause of the seated crowd.
Claire’s caught mid-yawn and to clap along she’s got to lower her curled hand from in front of her
mouth.
“Muy authentico,” I whisper, but she can’t answer for the yawn.
When Liston says, “The floor is open for questions,” you can almost hear the iron ring of
gauntlet against the smooth plank of the gallery floor. Schlitzman slides to the edge of his seat.
One of the white-haired trustees clears his throat. “There has been a great deal of
commentary written,” he begins, his speech nasal and his words rolling seamless together but for
inappropriate pauses, “comparing Gordon’s installation work to the paintings of Dolan Croft.
You’ve never exhibited together and, personally, I find myself reaching to find any visual
similarities. Do you think there’s any validity in such comparison?” I decide he's a shill.
“Naturally,” Liston says. “Gordon and Croft are bom out of the same milieu. They travel
the same streets, attend the same exhibitions. Both have hung here at Liston, though, as you
mentioned, never together. While I hesitate to use a word so loaded as ‘movement,’ I think it’s
inevitable that the two would be driven by similar obsessions. In this case, one of the concerns
common to Carol and Croft would be the forms by which art can resist persecution in the era of
instant mass-production.” Claire assumes the crash position. “However, while Croft conducts his
subversion through his adherence to the anachronistic medium of paint, Gordon works through the
appropriation and reinterpretation of contemporary media.” Then, after a pause,
“That sound right to you, Carol?”
She nods.
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Claire waves her empty wineglass high over her head, silent and transparent as the ghost
of a bell.
“Yes,” Liston says, “A question there in the back?”
“Would it be all right if I ask the artist something?”
“Sure.” Jeff smiles. Carolyn takes another swallow of water. Like the speech had dried her
throat.
"I rather like the craftsmanship of the large installation.” Gordon notes the praise with a
tick of her head. “What was it like to make that? To cast that metal, to rivet those pieces, to
weather that bronze, that wood? What was that feeling?"
Gordon shrugs, her butterfly barrette fluttering. "I've no idea. Ask my machinist. He can
talk shop. I can only address the intellectual aspect of creation."
Claire laughs, "Yes, yes, of course. Do you have his number?"
"Pardon?"
"His number? So I can call and ask him about the less intellectual aspects of creation."
Claire can't eliminate Gordon's work so, instead of swinging mallets at monitors, this is
what she does.
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"The History of Western Art is the History of Western Art criticism. Ergo," apres-opening at
Pinetar, Claire throws back half a cosmopolitan, "fuck art history. History is an attempt to figure
out what movement led into what school into what movement and to cobble things into their
proper sequence within the canon. Gardeners, the curmudgeons at the Times, the hipsters at the
Voice, your buddy Schlitzman, Art

inAmerica, Art in America translated into

all of it up against the wall.
“And Liston,” I say.
"There is nothing Liston has to say that matters. What matters is what matters. Anything
can be talked up after the fact by bean-counting historians in lab-coat costumes, but I cannot be
argued into a new first impression. What matters is mattering. What doesn't is what Greenberg has
talked you into, how far you've been inflated by his hot air. I don't give a shit about the conceptual,
about what you're attempting to do to me intellectually, about how clever it all may be. Don't feed
me lines about mental creation. And don't try to fool me with your playing at roughneck in the
swankest bars of Manhattan. Sure, you're a big guy. You can go and fight artists in artists' bars
with impunity, but this does nothing to disqualify the piddling pencil-dick intellectualism of your
work. And how clever you are, but how tough? Tough enough to smack the artisterati around their
home turf. Good man. Impose what you like. Your boxer's fists can't pound feeling into your work,
can't make them less considered, less deliberate, more effective. You are a product of chance. You
can wear any suit you like, but there's a truth beneath the surface, and that truth isn't anything but
more intellectualism, more fucking yak. You are everything you go out to fight at the artist's bars.
Go fight in roughneck bars, roughneck. You are what you have been made. This is a gift of unjust
gods and self-serving critics. Lap it up in great panting tonguefuls. Go wreck your fucking car.
"What matters, as you know better than you should, given how you have acted, you
fucker, is what matters. Whatever you pretend, you know this. Without your explicators, without
your defenders, without your Greenbergs and Listons, what would you be? If not the stage for their
empty oration, then what, you blocky soapbox? What would your work say for itself? Or was it the
silence of

O
ne-oh, such a mighty mute it is-that Clement found so inviting? The fact that it

wouldn't make a peep to compete with his own yammering? That it didn’t have voice of its own to
contradict his reading? And how sweet the melody of his speech, how poised and expository, and
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how like a painting his words seemed on the page. And how much they meant. As much as Onel
"What matters is not thinking about why or what, but knowing, knowing, and knowing.
Knowing that you are looking at something. Not discovering a conceptual cleverness or the next
movement in your smarmy theoretical game. You onanist chessman. Quit your crossword
scribblings and be impressed by the existence of what you see. And stop losing the point, Clement.
Stop composing one-note symphonies for your typewriter and consider the simple fact that
someone made this thing that has made you pause. And stop ruining it for the rest of us. If you
bring us to the point where a thumbprint in cake frosting demonstrates the past presence of human
creativity, I'm afraid I must insist on a legitimate thumbprint. And more.
“I must insist that a canvas hold me for an hour straight and that I find something new in
every one of those thirty-six hundred seconds. And that you be quiet for one hour. Because what
matters is not talking at all. Because you can prove anything with all this talk talk talk.
"And for fuck!
"Can't we shut the fuck up for one fucking minute and just look and trust what we feel
instead of what we're told? And, if what I feel is revulsion, shouldn't I go for the knife?"
Claire is not really cutting for the jugular. She's going for the larynx. She is, as elegantly
as she is able, simply making a case for quiet.
We drink a few sips quietly. Quality silence. We are at the end of the rail, occupying a pair
of the tall stools, muttering to each other. Most bars in the country—hell, probably in the world—
have a couple like us down the end. A pair on their way to sloppy, one vocal with drink, one
nodding along. Only most bars, your Oases and your Shamrocks, would have instead of Claire and
me, a fraying forty-year-old with bad mascara and a beer-drinking Laborer in a ballcap. She’d be
nostalgic to bitter, he’d be bellyaching about work, both of them belligerent.
Only at Pinetar would the girl be Claire. Only at Pinetar would she turn to her left and ask
no one in particular,
“What did we do before the first critic? How did we make sense of anything? The
cavemen must have been helpless in Lascaux. Stupefied. Either that or entranced. Or terrified. Do
you suppose they went for their spears because there was no one there to tell them that the bulls
weren’t real? It must have been magic.
“So where did we get these critics? Were they bom with Lascaux? Was the innovation so
frightening that it required immediate management? Maybe the oldest, wisest caveman calmly
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raised his hand and told the others that not only were these not real bulls, but that they were rather
unconvincing imitations, although they exhibited a wonderful flatness, which is wonderful because
it showcases the primary virtue of the media of pigment blown through hollow reeds. And now
we’ve come so far: the wisest cavemen can say that there is no imitation and that the paint is doing
an unconvincing job of looking like paint. Does painting really require immediate containment?
Must be bigger and badder than Communism ever was. Quick, cavemen, establish the rules of this
theoretical game so that we can tell who’s made a clever move.
“Leave the works alone. They don’t need management. Viewers don't need direction.
Artful works will find their audience, substanceless art will eliminate itself. But I say, not soon
enough. And besides, however fleeting their lifespan, the profiteers, the Madison-Avenue hypeuber-alles crowd, can do big harm with their always-be-closing come-on. You think there was the
artist-as-huckster stereotype before 1800? 1700? You think this was always a quasi-legitimate
business?
“I go after the paintings, but I’m trying to get at the critics, at Liston and Schlitzman. I’m
killing their darlings.”
“The paintings,” I say, “It’s got to be about the paintings.”
“Of course,” she tells me, suddenly zeroed in on my eyes, “The paintings are the problem.
But without Liston's hype-job they’d pass silently on. They’d get the audience they deserve.
They’d be quiet, small problems. As it is, they require attention.”
“They do. The Sayers Agency does not. No more pranks, no more antidepressants. Keep
focused.”
“Bill, I wanted to cut that Croft. It needs to happen. I don’t know why I didn’t do it.”
“You felt bad for him. Don’t. Think it through. You’re just taking a painting. The gallery
is probably insured. Nobody gets hurt. It happens all the time. There are thefts. There are
accidents. Sprinkler systems go off, statues get dropped, workers punch holes in the pieces they’re
hanging. There are fires. Nations fall, galleries are sacked, works get lost. Think about the Greek
and Roman wing: how much of that stuff is truly great, and how much simply survived? How
much shouldn't have survived? It doesn’t matter. The coins and terra cotta chips share a roof with
Rodin. But you are a very selective fire, and that Croft should not last to be canonized by Liston or
by default. Here,” I say and, just under the bar, I pass her a slim black velvet presentation box.
Inside is a silver-handled pocketknife with a narrow German-steel blade. Silver is such a
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personable metal and this steel is a very durable alloy that will hold its edge. It is a very straight
forward knife. No serrations, no tanto tip, just a long edge, a jib-like curve and a stiletto point. And
it has a liner lock, a little nub on the blade's spine so you can snap it open, and a deco-font
monogram on the curved butt.
Claire opens the box, looks, and says, “Bill. I love you.”

57
12.

And I love Claire Rossi.
What I love is her energy and her engagement with living. Some say energy's the only
thing that matters, but it’s true: a body in motion stirs emotion. So I too am one of those who
believes in energy.
But more than this. I love Claire's capacity to admire and to hate. Claire loves as she loves
raspberries and she hates like a hacksaw. It isn't that she resists the irresistible tug of indifference.
It's that indifference can't get a hold on her. Things that would inspire a trickle of amusement or
irritation in most, open the floodgates in Claire. She's got more passion than she can bum in a day.
She's incapable of letting anything simply happen: to allow an object to exist without registering
her objection or approval is to retreat from her responsibility to the world. This has a lot to do with
her energy. It's got to go somewhere.
I love that Claire feels strongly enough about art to bring the blade to bear. I've read
articles that claim the greatest value of American art today, as opposed to, say, Roman art of two
thousand years ago, is that it has become an arena for play. No one dies over a painting in
America. No one is executed or exiled or excommunicated. No one is imprisoned by the state. The
worst possible outcome is a bad review and maybe the loss of a grant. Art is a game and it allows
room for good-humored debate.
This is not a virtue. If art is to be the arena where we argue about meaning and value by
assigning meaning to objects without value, how can it function without something on the line? A
game, whether eight ball or art, is only as good as the intensity we bring to it, only as good as its
stakes. Artists are free and safe in America and the stakes are low. There is something wrong with
our relation to art when an offensive painting inspires nothing more than a vitriolic column in the
Southern Californian Review o f Post-Painterly Trends.
So, yes, I love that Claire cuts. It shows a great faith in the potential of paint. She would
raze Judson Memorial as a testament of her faith. I too believe in paint. I believe that a canvas can
redeem a moment or a person. I believe that the Bricoleur’s Daughter or the sight of a Jaguar
justifies six hours spent in fugue, justifies my trip to the MoMA, justifies a day that would
otherwise have been filled with coffee and crosswords. It engages me, forces me into the level of
participation that Claire brings to every second of the day. If this is beauty, then I believe in
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beauty. If this is energy, then I believe in energy. If this is a nanogram of serotonin slipping across
my synaptic gaps, so be it. I believe in a nanogram of monoamine. I believe that a work that takes
me out of myself, that fools me, that causes that chemical reaction, is worth more than a thousand
Pollocks and all the cleverness of DuChamp. Claire believes a nanogram of monoamine is worth
defense by force.
This, to me, is evidence of a proper engagement with art. Claire is single-handedly raising
the stakes of the game. But she does it because feels she must and while this worries me, I agree
with her sense of duty.
I believe we are obliged to love yellowfin tartare with avocado and certain paintings by
Mark Tansey and the task of unbuttoning a synthetic blouse on a stairwell. But we are also obliged
to hate anything that would interfere with these loves. So I despise Cy Twombley, Robert
Therrien, Clyfford Still, their imitators, their descendants, and their defenders. But to hate is not
enough. The canon is crowded. You want to know what a Still canvas means to me? It means that
there are sixty fewer square feet of museum wall available. It’s like a Taco Bell occupying the
storefront that was once the Waverley. There may be five hundred miles of sidewalk on
Manhattan, but there are only five hundred. You give away sixty feet, there’s a point where you
run out of Guggenheim, out of MoMA, and begin to encroach on the Met. I’m unwilling to give
the first foot. I love that Claire too is unwilling and strong-willed enough to fight. I love that she
doesn't cut without first caressing the hard aluminum edge of a Katz. After all, that's what she's
fighting for, the liberation of the sixty square feet the canvas covers.
But it is not just a sense of duty that compels Claire. If she doesn't cut, her world falls right
out of balance. If she failed to react fully to a painting, either with applause or with a pocketknife,
time would slip away without her participation. Losing time is one of her great fears. This is why
she gets sick in the presence of bad art. She's afraid of dying. This is why she comes terrified to my
door when she's sleeping twelve hours a night. This is why I buy her Indian take-out and give her
silver pocketknives in presentation boxes. Because if Claire does not cut, she is not Claire. She's
sapped of her energy and the qualities that I love in her, leave her. She's like a schizophrenic
without her meds. Regardless of how I feel about the cutting, without it, she'd be a hollow woman,
nothing but the meat of her body.
So they're inseparable. If I love Claire, I love her extracurriculars. If I love the arc of a
nailfile through a Rothko, I love the woman responsible. But at the same time, I know Claire's
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arguments have arbitrary foundations. I just happen to agree with them. I believe paintings should
be self-contained and visually understandable. They should not rely on concept or criticism to
reveal their value. They should not depend on the biographies or legends of their painters to draw
interest. Paintings that make a point of process should not be presented as products. I know that
plenty of people would debate these points with me, most likely in venues such as the So Cal
Review o f Post-Painterly Trends. But I also know that Claire would agree with me. And that the
edge of a blade is a wonderful tool for dividing the significant from the insignificant. It's an
irrevocable way of assigning value.
But really, it doesn't matter what we're arguing for. It's like shooting pool for a hundred
grand a ball. All of a sudden, pool becomes one of the most important things in the world. If Claire
causes outrage and tests the public patience, she's at least getting people to think about art in the
right kinds of ways. She forces them to approach the world as she does: without room for
lukewarm feelings or tolerance for art that does not engage.
Yes, these are the things I love about Claire Rossi. I'd give her an arsenal to keep her and
keep her well.

At another time, I imagined a “Reciprocal Readymade”: use a
Rembrandt as an ironing board!
I realized very soon the danger of repeating
indiscriminately this form of expression and decided to limit the
production of “Readymades” to a small number yearly. I was
aware at that time, that for the spectator even more than for the
artist, art is a habit forming drug.
-M arcel Duchamp
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1.
In a way, the whole thing began the November before I met Claire, with her accidental overdose
on codeine and Jack Daniels. She was rushed off to St. Vincent's to have a stiff fifteen ounces of
Coca Cola, bourbon and prescription-strength Tylenol syrup, cherry flavor, pumped from her
stomach. This got her referred to Doctor Cyrus Bland, a cheerful and extremely professional
psychiatrist with a belly of solid, hard-packed fat and a thinning head of short blond hair.
During their initial interview (the transcribed recording was submitted to evidence during
Claire’s trial), Bland determined that pharmaceutical therapy would prove the most effective
treatment for Claire’s depression, which he believed to be grounded, as were most cases of
depressive illness, in chemical imbalances.
“If chemistry is at the root of your trouble,” the transcript reads, “then chemistry offers the
only true remedy for your condition. If chemicals like alcohol or,” here, he paused and raised an
eyebrow. This is not transcribed, but Claire remembered distinctly, “opiates or even estrogen are
causing your depression, then it only follows that there are chemicals that can effect your cure.
“I want to start you off with Zoloft. It's routinely prescribed for panic disorder, obsessivecompulsive disorder, and major depression. I like it because it's a very safe drug, even in overdose,
with few recognized side effects. This is because it is a very specifically-targeted medication.
Almost all cases of depressive illness are caused by malfunctioning of monoamine
neurotransmitter transports. Typically, serotonin, norepinephrine, and dopamine-chemicals
responsible for aggression and arousal and mood-wili not reach their postsynaptic destinations to
cause appropriate reactions. The trouble with the older antidepressants is that, instead of fixing the
specific problem at hand, they affect all monoamine receptors, including histaminic and
cholingeric receptors, which caused undesirable effects. This is not true of modem SSRIs, which
are,” he held his hands out, palms up, “selectively targeted to block serotonin reuptake, allowing
you to feel aroused or aggressive or happy at the appropriate occasions without interfering with
those parts of the system that are functioning correctly.
“This is not necessarily true of depressive reactions, but it seems fairly clear that you’re
suffering from a major endogenous disorder.”
“Doctor, sometimes I feel like there are specific things that set me off. Something will
happen that will get me pissed or down.”
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“Or that makes you drink cough syrup? If you were suffering from a reactive disorder, it
would have corrected itself by now.”
“It does. But then, once I get to feeling better, something else happens to pisses me off
again and I’m right back down again, smoking and sleeping through my alarm.”
“We’ll start you off with fifty milligrams a day and see how you do in the next few
weeks.” He signed the prescription with a fat blue Pfizer pen and pushed it across his desk to
Claire.
“There is a slight chance of side effect. But we can take care of that as well. If you find
yourself suffering from insomnia, you can shift your schedule and medicate in the mornings. Or
we can supplement with a little trazodone. Give me a call either way. If there’s any sexual
dysfunction, we can give you some bupropion or nefazodone as a supplement. One hour before
bed will suffice. If there’s real trouble on that front, we can switch you over to bupropion or
nefazodone as your primary treatment, although there would be a greater chance of side effect.”
Three weeks later, Claire was back in the office, wedged into the deep red leather of a
Chippendale armchair, her feet propped up, and so low that there was no way she could manage
even a half-assed shine-on. “Effexor,” said Dr. Bland, “is what they call an SNRI, so it inhibits
both serotonin and norepinephrine reuptake. This makes it slightly less selective than your Paxils
and your Prozacs, but also more broadly effective. On the other hand, it causes abnormal orgasm
in roughly ten percent of subjects.”
“How abnormal?”
“Prematurely in most cases. In some, spontaneously.”
“How spontaneously?”
“Evidence suggests that a yawn may be enough of a trigger.”
“Could you give me some bupropion to take care of that?”
Bland smiled. “No. We’ll start off with 75 milligrams a day for a few weeks.” He signed
the scrip. “We’ll see how that’s working next Thursday.”
And so Claire’s therapeutic misadventures were off at full gallop.

The week before Christmas, Bland stepped Claire up to tricyclics. “I’m going to put you on
Tofranil,” he said, a miniature wreath hanging on the front of his desk, at Claire’s knee when she
sat in the Chippendale. “We’ll start off with twenty-five milligrams a day for three weeks.” He
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wrote the scrip with a blue ballpoint pen that had a Tofranil logo running down the barrel.
“Tricyclics and the rest of the heterocyclics are a little different from what you’ve tried so far.
Effexor and Zoloft work by blocking specific transporters, which allows transmitters to slip across
the synapse to pass the message to the next neuron. This doesn’t alter the amount of serotonin in
your system, it just makes it work better. The heterocyclics are suspected to work by affecting the
all of the monoamine neurotransmitters.”
“Suspected?”
“The action is not entirely understood, but because there are side effects related to the
cholingeric, alpha adrenergic, and histaminic systems, heterocyclics most likely modify the
concentrations of these monoamines.” He set down the Novartis pen. “Don’t worry. It might put
you at ease to know that imipramine, the chemical in Tofranil, is related to acetaminophen—that’s
Tylenol—as well as methadone, caffeine, and theophylline.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s a natural stimulant found in cocoa.” He smiled and passed the scrip across his desk.
“Think of it as chocolate. It’s safe as chocolate.”
“Chocolate.”
“Excellent. I think we’ll take next Thursday off, though you have my number if anything
should come up.”
“Thanks, Doctor.”
“Yes and, Claire,”
“Yes?”
“Happy holidays.”

For the New Year, the Doctor put her on Anafranil. “Just 25 milligrams a day for, oh, three weeks.
You should respond well: this is a very safe drug. It’s related in effect to estrogen and testosterone.
Very natural.”
“I thought you said that estrogen was one cause of my depression.”
“Yes, well, all things in moderation.” He signed the scrip and passed it across the
varnished surface of his desk. “Most antidepressants can depress in sufficient doses. Did you know
that the Greeks had a single word for the poison and the cure? Pharmakon, they said.”
“See you next Thursday, Doctor.”

64
“Yes, yes. Do call if you notice anything out of the ordinary. Tremor or seizure or
anything.”
“Should I be looking for tremors or seizure?”
“No. I just wanted you to know that I’m always here if you have any worries.”

Over the subsequent weeks, Claire steadied off noticeably. But by early February, Bland said, “Is
that a nicotine stain on your middle finger?”
“No, it’s a bum.”
“Have you been smoking much?”
“Doctor, my relationship with nicotine is a matter completely separate from my
relationship with my serotonin transporters.”
“Who can say? Have you been sleeping enough?”
“Too much.”
And out came the prescription pad. This time, Elavil. “We’ll start you off with twenty-five
milligrams a day for three weeks.” He signed the scrip and passed it across the table. “Say March
12. We should see effects by then. And hey, don’t worry. Elavil’s related to codeine and
dextromethorphan, the active ingredient of NyQuil. Rather interesting, really.” He doodled on an
AstraZeneca notepad. “Did you know that NyQuil doesn’t actually treat your cough but that the
dextromethorphan is a strong enough CNS depressant that it suppresses the body’s cough and gag
reflexes? This is why there’s no pediatric NyQuil. The kids’ lungs would fill with mucus.”
“Doctor, the only side effect that really bothers me is the sedation. Insomnia, I can handle,
tachycardia, agitation, the sweating,”
“Diaphoresis.”
“Fine. That’s all fine, but I don’t want to sleep all the time.”
Doctor Bland shrugged. “Take them right before bed. That’s the best advice I can give.”

“I’ve been thinking about what you said last week, Claire,” Bland said the following week. “I
think there’s something to your anxiety about sleep and I’ve decided it would be best to
discontinue the Elavil. It isn’t really sustainable anyway, there are difficulties with large doses and
it becomes difficult to tolerate the anticholingeric effects. But I’ve found a new medication that
might be perfect for you: Vivactil. Most literature identifies it as a run-of-the-mill TCA with a
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tendency towards insomnia, but it has been recognized as the least sedating drug in the class. We’ll
start you off with five milligrams a day. That should show some effect in three weeks.”
Claire did level off under the Vivactil. Until she poked a hole in a Rothko and was
arrested, in spite of her desire for Friday and Gannon, by a museum guard who was four-fifths
Barney Fife. She was taken down Empire Boulevard to the 71st precinct, where she waited for
most of the evening while I made a call to TAchesis and de Cuma. They in turn called the dynamic
duo of Callahan and Callahan who clamped onto the thing with the tenacity of a couple bulldogs
on a length of hose. You never think about this, but there's a big Visa/MasterCard sticker on the
booking window down at the precinct, not that that would have helped Claire much. She needed a
bond nearly as large as the Rothko’s price tag, not that there was a standard operating procedure
for establishing her bail. There’s no big mug book of art killers, saboteurs, or poetic terrorists
either. Her pretrial liberty was largely due to my cash resources and the inventiveness of the
Callahans. In trial, it was solely the work of the Callahans that shook Claire loose with nothing
more severe than a year’s probation and continuing out-patient psychiatric treatment under the
frighteningly competent Dr. Cyrus Bland.
The Rothko was restored, I was now a part of Claire’s life, and Doctor Bland decided that
all of this required, at the very least, a change of medication.

The evening after her first post-Rothko consultation, Claire walked into my apartment and dropped
a pharmacy bag, stapled once through the receipt and brown paper, onto the floor beside my
couch. “Tryptizol this month,” she said. “The famous Nick Drake death drug.” She fell into a
romantic half-swoon across my lap, the back of one hand pressed to her forehead. “I wish I could
find someone who’s going through what I am.” Then, with a consumptive gasp. “I’m going to get
through this in my own way.”
“Jesus,” I said. “Tryptizol. Name like that, you’d never guess it was invented in the
sixties.”
During the weeks between drug rotations, Claire and Bland would talk right around each
other. Claire would open strong. “I recognize a tendency towards bipolarity inherent in the course
of the seasons. I’m not one to deny the fabric from which I ’m cut. I’m part of an inconstant world.
I am as capable of drinking a sloe gin fizz when the blackthorn cold has settled in like snowdrifts
around my stomach and lungs as I am, should the sun warm me like a gecko on an adobe wall, of
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drinking a martini with a jalapeno floating in it,” she said, to which Bland replied:
“This is indeed a concern with all the tricyclics. They can trigger episodes of manic
psychosis in bipolar subjects. But, short-lived though it was, I’m encouraged by the success of the
Vivactil. But, until we have results for the Tryptizol, let’s maximize our office time. Have you ever
heard of art therapy?”
Or the week after, Claire asked, “Are there any researchers looking into the
neurochemistry of art appreciation? Wire up some test subjects and monitor their plasma
concentrations when exposed to slides of the MonaLisa and Full Fathom Five and the Innocent
Eye Test? That would be meta. Who knows? A project like that might go somewhere. ‘Sense of
Beauty,’ by GlaxoWelcome. ‘Take two of these and come to my opening.’”
“Therapy is not exactly a joking matter, Claire. Besides, it’s GlaxoSmithKline now.”
Or the week after, when Bland asked specifically about the Rothko and what it meant to
her, Claire replied: “The Rothko? What claim has he to the sublime? All right: he went to Yale. He
drank at Pinetar with Pollock and de Kooning. And he was so tortured, he killed himself. What is
this life? It’s like the surface of a canvas, a portrait of an artist, all gesso and fiber and nothing
behind but the hollow space between the slats. Flatness of images, flatness of canvas, the same
flatness of the fa9ade he put up at Pinetar and at his exhibitions. I like, now and again, to be pulled
in. To believe in the thing made instead of reminded of what suckers we are for wanting to believe.
The world isn't flat, everything isn't leveled, everything isn't mush. Fountain and the Fallen
Caryatid are not equals. Not everything is indiscriminate shades of shit. I didn’t cut a painting. I
was separating the shit.”
Bland did not appreciate the gravity of this statement. Although it was a good ways from
mature, it showed incredible development for two month’s time. “The third goal of pharmaceutical
therapy,” he chided, “is the prevention of recurrence. You stay angry about the Rothko, we're not
meeting that goal. We might have to look for stronger treatment options.”
As though Dr. Bland had anything to say about the recidivism rate for the cutting of
paintings. The following week, he prescribed the tertacyclic Ascendin. “There’s an outside chance
that this may cause tardive dyskinesia,” he warned. “But that usually doesn’t happen until late in
the course of treatment.”
“Tardive dyskinesia?”
“Involuntary violent jerking motions of the face, tongue, jaws, trunk, and limbs.”
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“Like Parkinsons?”
“Rather. Oh,” he smiled and passed the scrip across his maroon leather blotter, “take care
not to exceed the recommended dosages on this one.”
That afternoon, Claire went directly from Bland’s office to Liston Fine Arts and picked
out an attractively empty painting by Dolan Croft. It was a neo-expressionist piece, a brown
expanse with undertones of blue and yellow. It was color field rather than gestural and it was
priced an even sixty thousand dollars.
The following Thursday, on her way to her appointment with Bland, she cut that canvas
from stretcher to stretcher.
“My, you seem improved,” Bland said, and it was another two weeks before he prescribed
Serzone, saying,
“These won’t interfere with sleep patterns, won’t cause insomnia and won’t disrupt REM
sleep. There’s no sexual dysfunction, no histamine-related weight gain. As long as you don’t have
any pre-existing liver troubles, this just might be the drug for you. We’ll start off at fifty
milligrams per day and see how it takes.” Two weeks later Claire was off Serzone. A class action
suit had been filed against Bristol-Myers Squibb because of widespread liver damage.
“Wellbutrin,” said Doctor Bland, standing beside his desk with a putter in his hand.
“That’s the next thing. We’ll start you off with a hundred milligrams a day.” He hunched over his
club and tapped a golf ball across ten feet of fine-napped rug and into a practice cup. The ball
stopped rolling. Instead of Wilson or Top-Flite, it said GlaxoSmithKline. “Pardon my informality
today, Claire, but I feel we’ve known each other long enough that we’re not simply doctor and
patient, we’re almost friends.”
“Not at all, Doctor. Putt away.”
He smiled and retrieved his ball with the shining brown toe of his oxford. “These might
give you a little tremor or CNS stimulation.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad. I could use a little stimulation.”
“Also dry mouth and constipation.”
“Anything you could prescribe for that? A little imipramine or Anafranil?”
“Hard candies will help with the dry mouth and an over-the-counter stool softener will
take care of the rest. Call me if you notice anything out of the ordinary.”
When he prescribed Desyrel, Doctor Bland, sporty in a blue embroidered Apothecon polo,
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advised Claire to avoid alcohol and sedative/hypnotics during the course of treatment. “That’s
asking for big trouble. Also, Desyrel is one of the more sedative heterocyclics and the histaminic
interaction can cause significant weight gain.”
“How significant?”
Bland raised an eyebrow.
“Ten pounds? Twenty?”
“Don’t worry about that. Last thing I want is to cause a polysubstance-related eating
disorder.” He chuckled. “Just take them at bedtime and don’t operate any heavy machinery.”
“All right, Doctor Bland. I’ll see you in a week and if anything happens, I’ll call.”
“Hold on, Claire. Don’t think that just because we’ve run through nearly a dozen
treatments you’re just some standard anonymous case. I’m not just signing scrips and sweeping
you out the door. You’ve got to see that pharmaceutical treatment is not an exact, or even a wellunderstood, science. There are several broad categories of drugs that generally tend to do certain
things to human neurochemistry. If you take psychopharmacology as a whole, if you run averages
on all the people treated with one or several of these categories of drugs, then yes, they work. But
when you look at the individual and how the individual responds, then it might be months, might
be years, before the right combination of treatments can be found.
“I’m telling you this, Claire, because the next step is not a pretty one. Once a patient has
run through the stronger heterocyclics, the standard course of treatment calls for monoamine
oxidase inhibitors. I personally hate MAOIs because of the impact they have on a person’s daily
activities, but I can’t argue with their efficacy. While the SSRIs work by improving the function of
the serotonin in your system and the TCAs work by modifying the concentration of monoamines,
MAOIs limit the production of monoamine oxidase, which is the enzyme responsible for breaking
down monoamine neurotransmitters.
“What this means to you, on a medical level, is that there is a larger amount of transmitters
present in your system, allowing the serotonin and dopamine systems to function at normal levels.
On a practical level, any monoamines you introduce will not be destroyed. This includes tyramine,
a compound present in many foods which will act as a false neurotransmitter and elevate blood
pressure to potentially lethal levels.
“Soy sauce, aged meats, beef liver, unpasteurized cheese, fava beans, overripe fruit, beer,
wine, yogurt, sour cream, figs, raisins, avocado, caviar, and shrimp are all contraindicated. When
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mixed with MAOIs, opiates can cause instability, delirium, and death. Sympathomimetics,
including cocaine, can cause hypertensive crisis. Antihypertensives can cause hypotension.
However, because of the risk of serotonergic syndrome, there must be a two-week window
between an MAOI regimen and any TCA or SSRI treatment. I am willing to wait and see how you
respond to the Desyrel-four weeks, say. But if you don't show a marked improvement in that time,
we’ll have no choice but to take the next step.
“For the two weeks between,” he offered, “we can take a stab at supportive psychotherapy.
I’m willing to try about anything.”
“Thank you, Dr. Bland.”
Claire was willing to try about anything too, so long as it wasn’t Anafranil or Zoloft or
monoamine oxidase inhibitors or any of the other drugs that she’d shoveled—sealed in their
canisters and, except for a few experimental caps of Desyrel, unused-into her medicine cabinet.
She found that her most effective treatment regimen was the consistent vandalism of paintings that
did not meet her personal, highly objective aesthetic standards.
Bland was pleased with her improvement. She kept busy and stable and he eventually
tapered her completely off the Desyrel. Then she ran right up against that red Croft and was
paralyzed.
She’ll work through this, in her own way.
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2.

You know the Gristede's on Eighty-sixth? That's where I'm headed when I get off the 4 a little after
eleven on a Saturday. I pass the stalls of flowers and produce on the sidewalk, pausing for a
moment when I notice New Zealand kiwanos on special. I bag a few and go on into the market.
There's a fair amount of activity inside, but the place is not crowded. I put the kiwanos in a
handbasket and move along the sidewalk and into the scene, just like a shopper would.
I could pass.
I like a grocery. A good grocery, one with a lush produce section and a full aisle of canned
goods, is not a bad way to spend a weekend afternoon. Especially in preparation for a Saturday
evening at home and a dinner for two built from a sheaf of baby spinach, fresh cranberries,
crushed walnuts, a pork loin, a box of kosher salt, six kinds of mushroom, and a bag of new
potatoes.
I like a grocery because of the possibilities. Looking up these aisles is like looking up
Broadway at a long line of marquees or standing in the lobby of a twenty-screen cineplex. Claire
and I could drift through the aisles, assembling a dozen menus before arriving at the meal that we'd
most like to share. But today, we aren't here to wander. Today, we're here to rendezvous,
accidentally on purpose.
I walk across the market, looking to the rear, and the rows of high shelves go rolling by
just like ranked orange trees in an orchard, like the spokes of a wheel. Customers are moving,
selecting items, and filling their carts and baskets. Claire, her face hidden by sunglasses and a
summer scarf, is back in canned vegetables and pickles. I go through a closed register lane and
towards her, very slowly. I put a jar of chutney into my basket and inspect several kinds of
peppers. Then I am very close to Claire, although we don't look at each other. Our eyes move
vacant over the shelves. We talk in low tones.
“Claire-”
“Not so loud.”
"My side went off without a hitch,” I whisper to a can of asparagus spears.

My side was gravy. Yesterday evening, I went to Sal Marconi's and ordered stuffed mushrooms
and gnocchi with peas and ham in cream sauce. I charged it, and a whole bottle of cabernet. Sal's
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serves family-style, so everything is portioned for two and you dip your own helpings. And it’s a
busy enough place that in a week, in a day, the waitstaff will have forgotten the guy eating alone.
This is important, of course, because when the police detective says, “Where were you on
the night of the seventh,” I can say, “We ate out that evening.” “Convenient, that,” he’ll say, “Any
evidence?” “What do you want, dirty dishes to radiocarbon?” Then the sergeant will leaf through a
file and interrupt, “Wait a minute, detective, his AmEx shows a charge. Gnocchi for two. The time
looks right.” “Hrmph. Good thing you thought of that.”
My job was just to eat an early dinner and keep a low profile. Tip well and don’t break
any dishes. In the meantime, Claire went back down Crosby.

“The mushrooms were excellent. There are lots left in my fridge. How were things on your end?"
She is looking away up the aisle.
"It didn't go off at all. They'd sold the painting."
"What?" I glance at Claire and my eyebrows pop up from behind my sunglasses. “Who?”
“I don’t know. I asked about it, discreetly, but they kept mum. You’d think I was asking
for medical records or something.”
Claire trails off and pretends to read the nutritional information on a jar of queen olives. A
short guy, five feet maybe, stops beside me to look at okra. He hauls himself up on his toes and
squints.
"Say, buddy, could you reach me that jar? That one up there?"
"That one?"
"No. The Louisiana spicy. Thanks, buddy."
And off he went, his basket all but dragging as he walked.
“Means it didn’t go to a known collector,” she says. “If Charles Tatchi or the Thicks
bought it, the gallery assistant would have bludgeoned me with the name like it was a tire iron.
Didn’t mention a museum either.”
“So some average Joe bought i t . .
“Some average Joe with fifty grand to squander.”
“So Joe drops fifty bills on the Croft, takes it home, and hangs it over his fireplace?”
“Seems to be the size of it.”
“So what’s the play?”
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A woman trundles her cart past us. Claire and I look in opposite directions. There is a
toddler wedged in the seat, his plump legs sticking out, the heels drumming on the back of the cart.
He surveys the pickled pimentos with a lordly pout while his mother pushes on through to
housewares and detergents.
Out of the comer of my eye, I watch her go. Claire says she could go back and try again.
“You could get made. I should go instead.”
She rolls a jar of nonpareil capers between her palms.
“Sure, sure,” Claire says. “And supposing that goes bust? Do I break into the gallery?
Ransack their files?”
“We could let it go.”
The capers bounce once and roll.
"Don't ever talk like that, Bill."
"Let's not lose our heads." I pick up the unbroken jar and reach over to replace it on the
shelf.
"Let's not lose our nerve."
“No one’s losing their nerve. Look, what’s going to happen to that Croft now? It’s going
to sit in some private collection for ten or twenty years. It’ll hang in a living room. Odds are no
one will see it except the dinner guests.”
“Unless Joe average was a corporate buyer and the piece is already in the lobby of the
Chase Manhattan offices.”
“Yeah. Think about that. That’s serious. There’s a big difference between doing a job in a
gallery and doing a job at NBC headquarters. Or what if the painting was acquired on Federal
buy? What if it’s in a courthouse? You couldn’t even get a knife in.”
“There are other ways. I need that Croft.”
“It’s taken care of itself. You don’t need to force a showdown. Move on. There’ll be
bigger and better things.”
“Before Sayers,” Claire says, fidgeting with a bottle of infused oil, “I thought I had to go
out and dice a dozen paintings, to show I was able. Christ, I wanted to break everything. But after I
broke Larry, that got my head right. You got to pick and choose. I started after that Croft, Bill; I
picked it, and I won’t feel right till I get it. Who knows? Maybe I’ll still have the pity. Maybe I’ll
see it and I’ll be handcuffed all over again.”
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"Let's not lose our nerve. You don’t need to grab a knife and rush after this Croft just to
get it over with."
“I can’t go on like this.”
“There’ll be another Croft or a Gordon. You’ll do it right.”
She pushes the oil back into its niche on the tall shelving, the sprigs of rosemary and
peppercorns making a couple inertial revolutions within their oval bottle.
“I know,” she says, “maybe it’s just my nerves. The waiting is getting me.”
“What are you doing tonight?” I ask.
“Pinetar?”
“Sure.” I shake my basket. “Want to do up a curry first?”
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3.

Busy night at Pinetar. I'm taking a break and taking in the scene, my back to the bar, leaning a little
on one elbow. When I sip my gin-and-tonic, the irregularly-faceted ice cubes bump and jostle like
the people moving between tables and along the rail. Claire's out there in the far reaches, standing
beside a comer table and talking to some guy with long dark hair and a rough-finished leather
jacket. He looks like he might be the bassist or drummer of a mediocre opening act. There's
something familiar about him, but it just might be that his coat is a familiar hunk of trendy goth
leather. I can almost recognize him. I've got the face, but no name and it's like remembering the
melody but forgetting the lyrics. Which, along with his surfer-style center part, is probably why I
keep thinking he must be a musician. But if he is a rocker, he’s solo. His two buddies are too
clean-cut to be the rest of the band. Their heavy turtlenecked sweaters and square, clean-shom
jaws don’t jibe with his leather and stubble. Rockstar hasn't shaved in a few days, easy, and his
scruff has begun to encroach on a soul patch and ratty moustache.
There's an empty seat at the table, but the guy hasn't invited Claire to sit, which is a good
thing for me. But they have been talking for a good seven-eight minutes and this is bad, even
though he looks bored with his dull gaze and his arm hanging limp behind his chair. Until he
makes a lazy little open-palmed gesture towards the vacancy, as though it wouldn't trouble him if
Claire were to sit and add her more delicate glass to their collection of foam-ringed pints. She does
and, in the process, brushes her knee against the outside of his thigh.
I sip my gin. She's working now, leaning in close to her guy. The other two have begun a
conversation of their own. I can't hear any of it over the bar noise, but she's talking and smiling,
lots of teeth between the dark red lipstick, and has her feet tucked in under her chair. The guy's
talking too, his thin lips moving about as much as a ventriloquist's but his adam's apple sliding up
and down his scrawny neck with each word. She's doing well, even though the guy isn't all that
responsive. Still and slouched with his legs out long in front of him, he's giving no body language
to work with. It's almost surprising when he raises one arm to write on a napkin and push it across
the smooth wood to Claire. She picks it up, says some kind of goodbye, and leaves the table.
She winds across the floor, graciously adjusting her course for the intervening tables. On
the far wall of Pinetar is a long mirror, maybe thirty feet from end to end and a couple feet high.
So as Claire is walking toward me, I can also see a slice of her back, her bare shoulders, and the
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dark knot of her hair, bunched and rolled above the pale piping of her neck. There are a few
strands that have worked themselves loose and drift around her face, but she pays no attention. I
can also see myself, and the tall glass liquor cabinets and the barman, bobbing and pouring, behind
me. Mostly, I'm watching Claire. She's got on a knee-length rust skirt and a bright yellow shirt
that's snug around the midriff and has some kind of built-in elastic over her breasts. The outfit is
all about sex, but without cleavage or thigh. It's about contour and design, shape and architecture.
Sexy like a jet, a yacht, or a stainless steel drafting pencil.
Like a jet, she lands beside me. She orders another sloe gin and turns to scan the bar.
We're elbow-to-elbow and there's no eye contact.
"What's the score?"
"Fourteen to two," she says. "Unless you got another in the meantime."
"Nope," I say. "Just spectating."
"You'll never catch up that way."
"Never catch up any way."
"You're right. You've got a good smile, but tits win. You know who that was?"
"No idea."
"Croft."
"Wow. He let his hair grow." I try to get a look at his face across the room, but it's
shadowed to the cheekbones by the eaves of his hair. "Looking a little biker even."
"I think we should follow him home."
"Sure."
The barman, a towel over one shoulder, delivers Claire's drink. We lift off like harriers,
jets again or birds of prey, fast movers, and head out into the bar. I zero in on a leggy morsel in a
ribbed gray sweaterdress. She's sitting on a high stool near the servers' station, legs crossed above
the knees. No stockings or hose either, just tanned skin, and then terraced blonde hair and around
her collar a quiet silver and turquoise necklace. Even in this, it's important to exhibit good taste.
"Evening," I say. Direct. Good eye contact, a casual smile, boyish. "Buy you a drink?"
She turns her head, chin close to her chest, and rolls her eyes slightly up to look toward
me. “As in, may I?” I add.
"I'm waiting for someone."
"Doesn't mean you have to wait by yourself." I move into the gap by the servers' station.
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"That dress is good for you."
Some people go dancing or sing karaoke. This is what we do.
"Sorry," she says, like she's answered the phone and it's a wrong number.
"Don't worry about it. I see a woman down the bar, by herself and taking measures to look
good, I have to at least acknowledge it. Who knows? People have come to bars for stranger
reasons."
"Not tonight," she says.
"Well," I smile, teeth neat and white and clean and sealed. "I'll be around the place if your
someone is running late."
I move away down the bar before things get awkward.
I am two for twenty-two on the evening.
A girl, curly auburn hair and eight inches shorter than me, goes cruising by.
“Say baby,” I say.
Two for twenty-three, but this is still way better than average.
Claire always wins. She's right, she's got certain advantages. Dark lipstick and polished
teeth, brashness and the too-forward hand on a lapel or shoulder. But she wins other games too.
We'll play eight ball at dollar a ball and when we hang the cues, I'll be in for fifty. She'll pay the
table rent and buy us dinner with my, now our, pocket money. This is how we go dutch.
It isn't about the stakes. Tonight we're just playing for drinks and sexual favors, but she'll
still beat the pants off me. It's the opposite of deep play. Claire doesn't make the game important
by putting big money on the line. She brings meaning to a game by throwing herself at it. Hard.
So, while I'm fumbling around, Claire has in the meantime honed in on a guy in a blue
collarless shirt. A lanky guy with a belly confined under his ribcage and a strangely oval head. He's
balding, severely on top, but you can't really tell because he's shaved the sides with an electric
razor and the only giveaway is a purplish shadow on his temples. Half his scalp is the same shade
as his jowls. He's wearing narrow rectangular glasses with very little in the way of actual frame but
a few wisps of gunmetal wire. There are two dark blue stones fitted in the top buttonholes of his
shirt, like cufflinks for the neck.
So this Joe looks like little more than some balding and pudging art cinema denizen. Or a
programmer with a hexadecimal fashion sense. Or a plain meathead at a new bar. Regardless.
When Claire settled in on his table, she was going to walk away with a phone number and the guy,
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no matter how chump, would be aware of the special force of her attention.

We sang karaoke. Once. Went to a place down in a basement on St. Mark's. Out of that Telegraph
Ave. hash and henna milieu, we went down a stairwell that led to nothing but a door, a buzzer, and
a little camera with a flashing red LED. I don't know where Claire heard about the place. It
definitely didn't make Time Out. She buzzed and we were admitted into a long, low-ceilinged
room that looked like an airport lounge with better couches. The place was full of pale blue neon
and about a dozen Japanese. Business travelers, by the look of their suits. We bought a bottle of
Jim Beam for somewhere around a hundred fifty and selected a narrow sofa. A waitress brought
tumblers, ice, and a stainless pitcher full of water. Last, with all the formality of a sommelier, she
presented us with the karaoke song list. It was easily fifty pages thick, twenty of those in fine
katakana crosshatchings, the remainder as American as Elvis or Cash. There was a pad of request
slips on the coffee table supporting our drinks, and beside our glasses of bourbon, a cup holding a
couple of pens.
Later, the waitress would bring us microphones. Claire sang Wilson Pickett, I sang Sam
and Dave. Then we took turns picking songs for each other.
But before that, we drank whiskey and water and listened to a half dozen Japanese songs
that we didn't know and couldn't understand. The videos on the cheater screen were all very
similar. Doves and ponds and girls with long straight hair and robes. We had no way of knowing
who was any good, although enthusiasm seemed to translate well. We clapped for the loudest
singers, for the ones who pulled notes from their bellies and closed their eyes and raised their
hands as they held them. We hooted and whistled and bravoed for those ones.
And then when Claire blasted “Mustang Sally,” the bar whistled back, and banged their
whiskey glasses on the bar, though they probably understood about as much as we had. They even
cheered for me, though maybe more for the hip-thrusting than any musical skill.
After “God Save the Queen,” Claire curtseyed and sat and said, “Bill, the world is very
much like a basement karaoke bar full of drunk Japanese businessmen.”
“Unless you're Japanese, in which case it's probably like a basement karaoke bar full of
drunk American businessmen.”
“You know what I mean.”
The waitress came over and handed me a wireless microphone and said, “Simply
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Irresistable.” Claire winked. I Palmered it.
“You know what I mean,” she said after that.
“Kind of,” I said, sitting, smoothing a hand over my hair.
We haven't felt the karaoke-urge since. We tried to enlist some help in finishing our
bourbon, but that was no good. Everyone would either offer drinks in return, slopping hefty slugs
of midori or Crown Royal into our tumblers, or they'd crumple up their faces and say “no, no” or
“too much.” So we signed our names to the bottle and the bartender put it on the shelf. It might
still be there.

Claire is still talking to the bald meathead. Eventually karaoke just won't do the trick. You get up
there and you do your thing. You don't sing “Happy Birthday” or “How Much is that Doggy in the
Window?” or some other slice of insipid. You take on Johnny Rotten or Isaac Hayes or Alex
Chilton and there's a rush. It's almost like sport. A high jump. People know what you're up against,
they know the song and they know whether you're doing it justice. When you're up there, pumping
your foot to “You Don't Know like I Know” and maybe closing your eyes at the tough parts, what
you're really doing is running at a bar, hard as you can. Your limits are revealed, like dirty
underwear after a car crash. People will pass judgement. They'll laugh or they'll clap or they'll
leave.
Unless, of course, you're in a bar full of drunk Japanese or sober Lithuanians or
Parksiders, Brooklynites, Minnesotans, or anybody at all. In that case, you can get up and sing and
throw yourself it at it, hard as Claire throws herself at anything, and everyone will drink their Jack
just the same and they'll be too preoccupied about their flight home and making their connections
and preparing for the next big meeting in Kyoto or Frankfort or wherever. There's something
incredibly liberating in the fact that no one but no one gives a fuck. You turn a bit invisible and
you become capable of all sorts of things: sneaking switchblades into galleries or complimenting a
stranger on her exceptionally graceful navel.
So then you do those things and you get a bit more invisible and a bit more capable of
anything.
This new game is better than karaoke. The audience gets to play too. If I get shot down on
thirty successive passes, those are still thirty good deeds that otherwise would not have got done.
Because of my efforts, there are thirty women who are now able to tell their friends that last night
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either a) a charming man expressed romantic interest in her or b) some hairy-chested disco residue
put the moves on in classic troglodyte fashion:

you Jane, me horny

There is a blonde at a table by herself, a lean, good-looking woman in blond capris and a
shortsleeved blue workshirt. A pale blue workshirt that complements her straw hair and tanned
neckline, same as a blue sky suits a field of wheat. Her hair is short, cheek-length, and still ragged
from a razor cut. Time to serve.
“Hi,” I say. I have the best luck with lines that are either direct or inept or some
combination of the two. There is no such thing as a patently unsuccessful approach. She says “Hi,”
and I consider my options.
“I don't know you from anywhere at all, but, for whatever reason, we both decided to
come here tonight. Probably we've also got some books and movies in common, though that's a
bland chat. I could tell you my name's Bill. We can talk about art or music or commiserate about
the subway or whatever.”
“I'm Piper.”
I go into the aw-shucks, farmhand-gone-to-town mode. I ask Piper what she does for a
living, what she does when she doesn't do that. I ask her whether she likes to dance and what she
likes to drink and, this being a drinking bar, I order her one. I tell her that I don't really do anything
for a living and I tell her what I do with my days. I tell her everything about myself, except my
involvement with Claire Rossi and what it is that she and I do when we go to galleries. I am, with
those notable exceptions, completely frank and honest. I ask her if sometime she might like to go
to a dancing bar or a movie.
Out the comer of my eye, I see Claire finally finish chatting the blue shirt meathead and
get up. She does a half-turn and zeroes in on a new target. No time wasted. I stick with Piper.
“Why'd you tell me about this trust fund right off?” she asks.
“Thanks to the Vail-and-Barbados set, it's got kind of a bad rap. Usually, people expect
the worst in me. But I'm too poor to live up to the expectations. I bet you make as much as I do a
year, more probably, but I don't have a clock to punch. All I have is time. Sometimes, that's a
luxury.”
“When is that not a luxury?”
“Try taking a vacation for the rest of your life, only not going anywhere. See how much
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fun that is.”
“You could do something about it,” she said.
“Like what? Just walk into a bar and meet a beautiful girl in a blue shirt? What are the
chances?”
And, just like that, I'm three for twenty-five.
I land at the rail beside Claire and tell her I got another.
“Great,” she says. “Twenty-four to three, though one of mine shouldn't count.”
“Why's that?”
“The one over there in the blue is my ex.”
“An ex?”
“As in former husband.”
“Ex-husband?”
"Student mistake. We were together at Brooklyn. We thought we'd be a great sexy pair, a
Jack and Lee duo, make tremendous impressions at all our openings. I never changed my name,"
she says. "That's not something you do in art school."
“That guy?” I look at the meathead. He's laughing and it looks like half his head is mouth.
Like his face hinges at the ears. It's an innately untrustworthy laugh.
“For all the issues we had, Jonas isn't such a bad guy.”
“Jonas?”
“Jonas Jordan,” Claire says. “Quick, looks like Croft is on the roll.” Dolan has stood and
he's counting bills out of a wad fastened with an elastic.
"Jonas Jordan? J. J.? What is he, part of the Fantastic Four?"
“Can we do this later? He'll get away.” Claire snugs her coat over her bare shoulders and
cinches the belt. Dolan drops money on the table and claps his buddies' shoulders. He walks,
hands in pockets, arms stiff and eyes cast down, out the door of Pinetar and south onto University.

Later, we're on the street, walking a conservative half-block behind Croft. We pass the Forbes
Gallery on Fifth and the small dark church with the black iron fence. The sidewalks are barely
damp from a summer rain, reflective and nothing more. We are three black coats bobbing against
the brownstones.
“Ex-husband?”
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"Shh," Claire says.
"Ex-husband?" I say, quietly.
"We were only married ten months or so. It was a phase. You know, a thing to do."
We stalk past the Kremlin-looking library on Sixth, throwing long shadows over the
concrete and brick. We pass the red neon sign of the Waverly. With a little more rubble, we could
be chasing Croft through Vienna of nineteen forty-six.
"I don't know if that makes me feel any better."
"It's way over with," Claire says. "This was four years ago. I told him all about you."
"I don't think that helps either, unless you told him about my superhuman sexual prowess
and collection of semiautomatic pistols."
Ahead, Dolan waits for a glob of taxis to cross the avenue. The click of Claire's heels
slows. We keep our distance.
"What would help?"
"I don't know. Not knowing about the guy. Never seeing him."
"Failing that?"
"Maybe if he were cool. Maybe I could see how you'd marry the guy." I don't buy that for
a second.
"I don't buy that for a second," Claire says. "But great. He wants to have us over for
dinner."
This, I don't like.
"Don't worry about it," she says. "He's remarried. Katherine or Katarina or someone. It'll
be kind of like a double date."
"Only creepy."
"It’ll be fine. We can be grown-ups."
"Look," I say, and Croft lets himself into a building near Fiddlesticks.
We go and scan the buzzers and we've got his number:
D. Croft, 12D.
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4.

We chose our time and our place with as much care as seven hours allow.
The place is the Discus Diner. Nothing special, but it's directly across the street from
Croft's building. The time is plain early. Seven a.m. We didn't expect Dolan to be the early bird,
but we hadn't sat a stakeout and weren't about to take chances. We set up shop just after the
paperboys and the vendors with their fruit stands and Sabrett carts.
There are so many necessities for this kind of thing. Time and place, yes, but then we also
need a table by the window-not that there's competition at this hour-and a couple plates of eggs
and pancakes and coffee and several refills. We need the Times crossword and a healthy amount of
small talk to avert the suspicions of the cooks and waitstaff while we wait. We need three hours’
worth of patience and calm. We need to keep our eyes out, so that when Dolan does leave the
building at ten forty in the morning, he doesn’t slip by us.
I need a cell phone so that I can call Croft’s number and make sure the apartment really is
empty, although we’re fairly certain of this because we saw him home last night, and he went
alone. I get the answering machine and hang up before it beeps and records. I give Claire the all
clear and she steals one of the remaining sausage links from my plate and dips it in the maple
syrup on hers. She puts on her sunglasses and turns up the collar on her black coat and gives a
broad, syrup-shining smile. There's something that gets me about a smiling girl in shades. When
you only get the one feature, you pay it that much more attention. Plus a smile seems more genuine
in isolation. There's nothing going on with the eyes to complicate things.
She gets up and walks out of the diner and across the street. I adjust my seat and watch her
go. I turn the crossword around and put the cell phone beside it. I admit. I've had the phone for a
while. It's a nice little Nokia that never rings. The waiter comes around to warm my coffee and
tells me that it's a pretty lady I know. I rub the pencil lead across the margins of the paper and
watch the pretty lady blend in with the crowd on the far side of the street. She does not blend in.
Someone leaves Croft's apartment and Claire moves very deliberately up the steps and into
the building before the security door swings shut. She's in and that's exactly as far as precise
planning takes us. The diner and the phone call and the eggs and the Times, all of this just made
the window that Claire could crawl through. Now, she's on her own, but we put together a bit of a
day bag for contingencies.
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There are the crepe-soles she put on this morning, so that she can move up the stairwell
and around Dolan's apartment without alarming the downstairs neighbors. There are the latex
gloves—small, powderless-that she pulls on as she climbs up the inside edge of the marble stairs,
staying well away from the banister even after the gloves are on.
Then there's the real hardware, the heavy metal ballasting her purse. The first problem
she'll encounter is the door to Dolan's apartment. The heavy wood or potentially steel door labeled
“ 12D” that may or may not have a recessed jamb or a deadbolt. There are a lot of ways to open a
door. Some of them are clean, some extremely messy. A door can be finessed or it can be leaned
on. We didn't count on having time for finesse, so I selected a large-capacity pair of shark-toothed
Vise-Grips for the job. They were the perfect Chicago passkey, big enough to bite right down
around a doorknob. When locked, they were also narrow enough at the handles that Claire could
slide a length of cheater pipe over the end and pick up an extra eighteen inches of leverage. More
than enough leverage to shear the pins clean at the keyway and crank that bolt right back. When
she gets to the door, she gives it a once over. She's very slow and methodical. She looks up and
down the stairwell, then brings the locking pliers out of the purse. She settles them in place and
squeezes the handles with both hands, being careful to keep fingertips and folded latex well clear
of the steel teeth. Baring her own teeth, she squeezes to the click and then, pausing again to scan
the stairs—no shame in walking away from a pair of pliers and a deformed doorknob—she brings
the pipe out of her purse and slides it down the Vise-Grips. She locks one arm dead vertical and
flexes the other at the elbow and puts most of her weight over the pipe and with a slow groan, the
knob turns, the bolt retracts, and she's in. She yanks the pipe, unlocks the pliers, and leaves no
trace except dimples on the knob.
In the event of a deadbolt, I've also given Claire a j-bar and a small mallet. If it came to
that, there'd be noise and trouble. But it won't come to that.
Inside, she's on her own again. She's got her pocketknife, always got her pocketknife, but
she's also got virtually unlimited opportunities for improvisation. And Croft, he supplies so many
tools to work with, he’s practically an accomplice in his own undoing. A studio, not an apartment,
but a true working studio, is always full of interesting apparatus. There are a wide assortment of
paints and solvents. Other flammables, palette knives, brushes, the tools of art-making are also
handy for its unmaking. This is the direction I would go. I’d get a metal can from Croft’s cabinet
and slosh every painted surface, wall and canvas alike, with mineral spirits or kerosene. Douse it
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all and walk away, let the oils go soft and trickle into a large noxious pool on the lowest point of
Croft’s hardwood floor.
That’s what I’d do, but I’m in the diner across the street from the action. I’m the lookout,
the getaway driver ready to raise up on speed-dial. Claire doesn’t go for the kerosene. She doesn’t
want to melt her coat or get the smell on her. She goes for the kitchen instead. There, lying in
wood-block repose, lies a very expensive set of Kyocera knives. They’re truly space-age: advanced
ceramic blades that are to Ginsu roughly what the MX missile is to Sputnik. You can plow five
acres with one of these knives, cut a continent of canvas, between sharpenings.
She takes the six-inch Ming Tsai chefs knife. It’s a big knife in her hand, well-balanced,
but scaled for horror film. Her fingers only cover half the handle. She looks into the studio, the
blade held along her thigh, below her knee, and she marches in. She drags the knife over the
surface of a large blue canvas like she was stropping a razor. Paint flakes fly and scatter with the
scraping. She steps back and quickly draws her clenched fist in an ex across the canvas. The blade
goes through the cloth like a laser. The pieces fall neatly apart. There are no ragged threads along
the edges. The wound is cauterized.
There are twenty-two canvasses in the apartment. She bums the three on easels quick. The
blue one, one red, a yellow. They’re part of a series, with tie-dyed sunburst patterns under solid
oils. Undertone colors seep up through the weak overcoating. Seeped up, before Claire cut them to
pieces.
Then it was over to a stack of finished pieces, piled eight deep along the wall. Like a
ballistic test, she swings the knife at the top piece, to see how many she can hit in one go. She tops
out at four, but in trying to dig through to the bottom of the stack, she turns the top paintings into
scraps. Then she’s just digging through empty stretcher bars to get to the next canvas and by the
end of it, she’s down on her knees and slashing away like she’s trying to knife a rat under a sofa.
She runs the edge around the inside of the bars like she was scraping a mixing bowl and that’s it
for eight paintings.
Then she goes to the bathroom and tears the shower curtain down and the rod off the wall.
She takes it back into the studio and swings at paintings like she was taking batting practice. She
sends the paintings rolling around the apartment like records or hubcaps. Tears, gashes, punctures,
perforates. She swings until the aluminum rod dents and folds over on itself. Until it breaks in her
hands and she finds herself still swinging and winded.
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She works with her feet for a while. Kicks with the toes, stomps her heels. Even the crepesoles must make some noise, if there's anyone home downstairs to hear, but she is beyond caution.
She takes the splintered quarters of stretchers and swings them hatchet-wise through other taut
canvasses.
Then, only when all of this has been done, then she goes to the kerosene.
She shakes the metal can out, empties it, with a special relish. It isn’t often, after all, you
get to strike at the source. This isn’t about a pile of paintings. This is about poisoning the well,
salting the earth. And I don’t know exactly what she’s doing up there. She’ll come back down in a
few minutes and sit at our table, like she’d just gone to the restroom, except for the slight shine of
exertion on her forehead and the color in her cheeks. She’ll tell me all about it. The waiter will
refill our coffees and we’ll finish the crossword and before long, Dolan will come home. Police
will follow. There will be a scene. Claire and I will stay long enough to see Dolan’s face when he
first comes running into the street, looking frantically east and west. We will stay until the cops
arrive, so that the waiter who noticed Claire before will have a chance to remark on the bustle. She
will say something flirty to secure our presence in his memory. Then we’ll go.
Until then, I’ve just got to keep an eye out and, if I see Dolan coming home, I’ve got to
call his apartment and let the phone ring once.
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5.

Here's what we did to celebrate the win:
Margaritas.
It was Torero first, where the waiter-pomaded drake-sleek in his pressed apron and
sleeveless bolero—concocted a fifty-dollar pitcher of Grand Marnier, triple sec, hand-squeezed
lime, and Herradura. Which was wasted in a margarita but probably would have been wasted on us
straight. Regardless. They went down smooth as a big fishtailling boat of an Aztec Cadillac. A low
rider, with hydraulics, a four-hundred-watt stereo, and a Stan Getz or Tijuana Brass tape stuck in
the eight-track. The first round was so thick we had to spoon our drinks from their salted glasses
like ice cream sundaes.
For the next, we taxied downtown to Agave. Claire compromised our table with some
kind of bastard blended Cuervo daiquiri with a quarter kiwi and a paper umbrella in it. To keep the
keel even, I went minimalist. On the rocks, with nothing but salt by way of decoration. Good, solid
drinks with the feel of shabby mariachis, the cheap piping bright over the rough fabric of their
tequila core. After that we tapered off a bit with sangria and wedges of cold Spanish tortilla on the
back deck of El Tio. We had a little moment of calm, clear-headed reflection and congratulation
on the day's events, then left the little courtyard and, on our table, a decent tip and a pair of wine
glasses, empty but for a few thin wedges of machined ice and a few more of wine-stained apple.
And there, in retrospect, was where the downward spiral began. Or maybe it was the evening that
began.
If not there, then certainly at the Swankadero, a dim collegiate sponging house with
lacquered frogs and Christmas lights along the bar. It was there we traded in the classical guitar
and oil lamps of El Tio's brownstone-and-ivy-walled courtyard for a hefty dose of Juarez chintz.
And hefty doses of cheap frozen slush dispensed from a battery of soft-serve tumblers behind the
rail. Sitting at the Swankadero bar was like being in a laundromat with a dozen dryers full of
slurried fructose, artificial flavoring, and bottom-shelf tequila. All the drinks were staggeringly
bright, reduced to cartoonishly evocative colors that made you think of tropical fruit the same way
grape Kool-Aid reminds of a red Rhone.
You know what would be delicious right now?" I made an explanatory hand gesture.
"Tamales?" Claire guessed.
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"Nope." More emphasis with the hands over a basket of nachos.
"Rellenos?"
"Yeah, those."
"Rellenos. They do sound good. Relleno."
"Good? Fucking delicious is what they sound."
"We aren't drunks," Claire said. She sipped her bowl of passionberry punch through a
flexible straw.
"You suppose that's a real berry? Some Andalusian relative of the loquat? Or you think the
name just indicates fervor? Could there be strawberries in there? Fiery-tempered strawberries?"
"We're just decadents."
I squeezed just above her hipbone. "Three bars ago maybe."
"Hot!"
"What did you eat?"
"Chipitole!"
"Chipolte?"
Nodding, her face was sunk to the cheekbones in the broad bowl of her glass.
A co-ed sitting beside us leaned across the rail so far that a fetching bellybutton ring shone
between her baby-tee and hip-huggers. She gave the carnival-sized wheel of fortune a spin. The
wheel went around with a Price-Is-Right clatter and hung for a moment on the spoke that read
"Flash the bar!" The girl's mostly-male entourage chanted "Show us your tits!" and let out a big
groan when the wheel teetered over to "Shots!" When it became clear that that meant everybody,
the groan shambled into the octave of a cheer. The bartender dropped small translucent urinalysis
cups before all present and, on a second pass up the bar, speed-pourer-pissed each full from an
unlabeled plastic bottle.
"Way to take one for the team," I raised my cup toward the bellybutton girl.
"Not Herradura," Claire said, shot.
"Tankadero."

Margaritas and then, with just the briefest stop at Lou Curacao's en route, down McDougal to Ink,
Inc.
Claire has her shirt off. The man with the needle is a thick-bodied refugee from global

corporate culture with a goatee running riot from his fat jowls to his collarbone. His bald head is
covered with a primitive black pattern ending in a sharp peak a few inches above his eyebrows. Or
where his eyebrows now end, the originals having been shaved or electrolysed or anyhow vanished
and replaced with a series of black spots like stepping stones across his forehead. A polished black
rock, nearly the size of a quarter, is shoehomed into a hole in his left earlobe. He grins over his
tools like a south seas savage over his quills and mallets, although this savage pauses in his devilry
to sip his latte. Starbucks. And soy, no less.
For a moment, I wonder what Starbucks is open at four in the morning. Then Claire's hand
closes around mine and she squeezes.

The thing that struck me when we walked in was how standardized tattoo parlors had become. A
narrow showroom, exactly the width of the shop windows, papered with sample designs and
photos of the biceps and shoulderblades of satisfied customers. Standard parlor-fare there too,
mostly tigers and dragons, anchors, runes, tribal patterns and barbed-wire armbands. You could
find a shop just like this in Honolulu, Bangkok, Hollister, or Lansing. And in every one, a counter
in the rear, partially blocking the curtained backroom, each equally mysterious, and each, just like
ours, doubtless full up with henna-dark bellydancers and sailors full themselves with brine, steam
beer, and soon ink and maybe hepatitis.
In our particular tattoo parlor, Don, the artist, called out a greeting from behind the back
counter:
“You two got something specific in mind or just in to see the flash?”
“This,” Claire said, crossing the length of the shop with one arm outstretched and slapping
a square of paper onto the counter. “On my shoulder.”
The inker turned the scrap around and gave the sketch a study. He gave Claire an
appraisal, then let his eyes roll back to the paper. He nodded, slowly.
“We’re not allowed to put one drop of ink on individuals visibly under the influence of
contraband narcotics, prescription medications, or other intoxicating substances, including alcohol.
That wouldn’t be either of you folks, would it?”
Claire no-sirred him.
“No need for that,” he said. “Just because the boss likes for me to ask doesn’t mean you
can’t call me Don. He just wants me to keep people from making bad decisions.”
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“I’ve been thinking this over for a couple hours, Don. It’s definitely a good decision.”
“This your first?”
“Yep.”
“You want this about the size you’ve got it drawn out here or should I try to fit it to your
arm?”
“I want it to look exactly the same on me as it does on there.”
“Even with these same ragged edges?”
The black ink had bled out into the pulpy fibers of the Swankadero napkin, giving it a
regular motion-blur fuzziness.
“Exactly.”
“As it is then,” he said. “There’s a lot of ink in here, but all blackwork. We can do this,
easy. Call it a hundred sixty. For that, you’ll get this state-of-the-art studio. Everything all safe and
sanitary,” he tapped a red sharps bucket with a boot-domed toe. “On this block, that alone’s a deal.
You get the skills of a Sorbonne-schooled craftsman, apprenticed on Staten Island, thrown in
almost for free. Boss kicks me a few cups of coffee and lets me use the guns on myself.
“On the flip, you’ll be sore for a couple days, itch for a couple weeks, and won’t be
donating any blood for six months.
“You still down?”
Claire would have used the guns on herself if Don had let her.

The tattooist prepared a transfer and let us into the back room, which was not full of hula girls or
burly midshipmen, but desolately empty. None of the showroom flash, nothing but bare concrete
and forty watts on a cord. A heavy padded chair and a draftsman’s lamp, incandescent and
fluorescent together, articulated on a long arm beside. On a stainless tray, like so many dental
apparatus, lay the tools of the trade. The electric needle and varihued cups of ink. A tall wooden
stool for Don, one extra for me, and not much else except an old portable stereo hung from the
comer by some aluminum strapping. The steady bass-and-drum loop that came from this stereo
was the most prominent part of the decor. It was some mix tape or small-hours radio show catering
to cars built around subwoofers.
Claire slipped out of her blouse and into the big chair. There was some shaving, or the
motions of shaving, as Don ran a disposable blade frictionless over Claire’s smooth shoulder. Then
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came a sterilizing wipe of alcohol and Don transferred the image onto Claire’s shoulder. As it set,
Don tied a surgical mask around his neck and pulled a pair of polyurethane gloves onto his big
hands.
“What,” he said with a shrug. “A latex allergy never lost nobody a bar fight.” He checked
the transfer.
Then the dragonfly droning of the needle joined the jungle mix of the stereo. Don sipped
his coffee with his free hand, gave the needle a little toss to free the cord from around the leg of his
seat, and adjusted the lamp so that it hung a foot over Claire’s shoulder.
“This is going to feel like I’m dragging a nail across your skin. Try not to get too nervous,
all right? Spines suck, shoulders are easy.”
He lowered the needle and that’s the moment Claire closes her hand so tight around mine
that I thought for sure knuckles would give.
Looking back on it, Claire was able to break the experience into three stages. First and
always there was anxiety. It began with the piercing hum of the needle and went on from there. In
the end, that lasted long after we left the parlor. The following noon, I woke not to the familiar
smooth textures of Claire, but to a Saran-Wrapped shoulder and an arm that was taut and striated.
There was pain blended into this tension, but nothing sharp, she claimed. Something like a
toothache, the sort of throbbing that kept you on edge, but never sent you plummeting into yelps or
outright tears.
After this, layered over this, came numbness. The needle failed to cause any sensation.
The sound of the needle, the thought of the needle, fed the tension, but the steel itself stopped
mattering.
When it mattered again was in the third stage: when Don wiped an alcohol swab over the
work in progress. That was when the pain came back, all at once. That cool swab provided a very
different pain than the subtle stitchwork of the needle’s points. When it hit, she could feel the
entire outline of the tattoo all at once, not like the image was being drawn dot by dot, but instead
branded.
But at that first moment of contact, whatever she said later, she squeezed. I expected the
needle to change pitch when it first hit meat, like an engine lugging down against a grade. Don’t
know why I thought that, because it just buzzes along indifferent as Don works on the circle of the
shield. He allows some of the vibrato of the motor into his sturdy fingers, which puts some of the
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bar-napkin imperfection into Claire’s subdermis, although he keeps a practiced control over the
needle as he carves symmetrical divots out of the shield’s sides. He starts up the long spear shaft,
then down again. A single stuttering sweep puts a plumed crest at the top of the shield, another
more intricate motion adds greaved legs below.
Breakbeat. During a lull in the bass-and-drums, Don lifts the needle, the outline finished.
Asks if we need a break ourselves before the heavy lifting, the coloring, begins.
“You’ve been a trooper so far,” he says to Claire, “but now it’ll get bad. We step the gun
up from four needles to eight, color you in twice as fast.”
“Let’s truck on through.”
“The music a'ight?”
She is steadfast.
“Fine with me.” He wets the area with alcohol and the tendons that connect Claire’s
collarbone to her neck jump out. The shadows they cast are dark against the pale bare skin of her
chest and torso.
When he starts in on this new work, there’s none of the fun we were having before. He
works the needle back and forth, almost over its own tracks. The blood comes more readily, but
Don is ready with the swab, so the alcohol-pain is constant. I can count three tendons across the
back of her hand. Something must be done.
“Lydia,” I say, “Oh Lydia. Say, have you seen Lydia?”
Claire squeezes my hand in silence for a few seconds, then asks as though she was really
curious, “Lydia the tattooed lady?”
“When her robe is unfurled, she’ll show you the world.”
Don’s needle buzzes away.
“When her muscles start relaxin’.”
“Up the hill comes Andrew Jackson,” I say, sing.
“Here’s Captain Spaulding exploring the Amazon,” she points to her chin.
“Here’s Godiva, but with her pajamas on.” I point to her bra.
She bats her lashes and says, “She has eyes that folks adore so,”
“And a torso even more so.” I point at her bra again.
“Lydia, oh Lydia,” Claire says, “say have you seen Lydia?”
“Lydia the tattooed lady?” our scrimshandy asks, his mask wadded in front of his adam’s
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apple. The needle hum stops abruptly.
“Time for a break?”
“Done,” he grunts, setting the shark’s-tooth chisel back in place on the tray. He dabs her
shoulder with a square of twice-folded terry-cloth. When he swabs the blood away, the geometric
outline of the soldier-at-arms resolves in high-contrast black-figure against Claire’s needle-red
skin. Don has done well, carving out the fighter as cleanly as a Kokopelli petroglyph, only far
straighter of spine. It is clearly a member of the kratemeck battalion, but it is also partly Claire’s
and partly the invention of the needle. It is unique and new but not without history.
Blood wells up from the porelike punctures and washes out the perimeter of the figure.
You cannot tell them apart, the blood flowing rich and black, the ink an oxygenated red.
Don tears off a long rectangle of Saran Wrap. “No swimming,” he says. “No sun. Don’t
pick at it. That means don’t scrub too hard when you shower.” He wraps her up. The plastic wads
and clings to itself in the angle of her armpit. “Put lotion on it. Twice a day if you remember. Can
do?”
“Yes sir,” Claire says, the blood leaching out between her skin and the transparent
bandage.
“Don,” Don says.

All the way home, we sing softly of Lydia. Oh Lydia, that encyclo-pidia.
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6.

That was it. Claire spent the last, the very last, save for some post-leasebreak cocktails, of her
savings on the tattoo. Even abandoning her bed, it still takes fourteen taxis to smuggle Claire out
of her place.
We worked quickly, with the hasty carelessness of thieves or hurricane evacuees. No
boxes or mailing tape, no moving vans. We wadded, crumpled, and rolled. We took the clothes
from her closet in armloads, folded them once in the middle and slid them—blouse, dress, and
slacks together—into trash bags. We carried them downstairs on our shoulders and dropped them
into taxis. Two bags can be fit into your standard taxicab trunk. All Claire’s clothes, still on the
hangers, fit into nine fifty-gallon Hefty bags. Things like floor lamps or rolled carpets had to ride
in the back seat. The base of her halogen lamp, sticking a good eighteen inches out an open
window, nearly clipped a bike messenger as we rolled through Cooper Union.
We pulled the drawers from her desk and dresser and took them as they were. I already
had a desk, so hers was useful only because it saved us a trip to the liquor store for boxes. We left
its stripped particleboard skeleton to keep the bed company.
Fourteen trips down and back. Cabs don’t stop for big piles of luggage, so we'd hide the
goods in the shadow of the stoop, by the super's door, where oncoming traffic couldn’t see it. I hid
too, keeping an eye on the stuff while Claire flagged a ride. She’d ask the driver to pop the trunk
and whistle and that was my cue. I’d lumber out with a couple sacks of junk, a rug over one
shoulder and a toaster tucked like a football. I’d load up and climb in and we'd go speeding off,
drawers on our knees and handbags and purses around our ankles.
The super might have had something to say about this, Claire owing rent and all, but he
was occupied for the afternoon. Our first plan had been to arrange a distraction, but Boston was in
town for the weekend and that saved us the trouble. We tracked the game on Claire's beat-up radio,
the one that was half-melted to the top of her radiator. They were stretching the seventh as we
banged out the door on our eighth circuit. I gave Claire a look and we put on the gas into the home
stretch. The Yankees were down, which meant an extra half-inning so long as the Sox held on.
When we went back for the final inspection, an empty drawer apiece, the game had been
over for fifty minutes. The Sox had won by three, which meant that the super would be in a hell of
a state if he caught us. But it also meant he was more than likely out at the Blarney Stone,

94
lamenting the ineptitude of Knoblaugh et al. over Michelobs.

You can see into Claire's living room from her kitchen. Leaning against the pass-thru, we can see
just about everything that’s left. There are no cabinets, cupboards, shelves, closets, or containers of
any kind. No drawers to open and check, no spare keys overlooked or business cards lurking.
There's the empty desk, the couch, and a stack of cushions that belong on the couch. There are the
chalk-outline traces of a rug and two floor lamps, round and square shapes cut into the floor where
the white-painted slats have been protected from sunlight and shoe-scuffs. The desk we abandon
by choice, but I’ll miss the couch.
I like it as much as my own, more maybe, not that there aren’t plenty of memories worn
into both of them, broken in as they are like ball-gloves to our bodies. But we had enough trouble
getting a cab to stop for the first load of trashbags and Samsonites and the last thing I need in my
apartment is redundant furniture.
But, sentiment aside, it’s all jetsam. A few hundred pounds of particleboard, oiled oak,
upholstery, and synthetic stuffing. Goods that will sink cleanly and without ripple. The heavy
wooden bedstead, the sagging mattress, the places where I have held and been held by her, the
desk where this girl has conducted the bookkeeping of her life for the past eight years, where she
had written eight terms of papers, where I have seen her write letters longhand and lick envelopes,
the sunlight shining in the hair on the back of her neck: these things are dead weight. They are
nothing but ballast thrown overboard to lighten the load of a ship in distress.
And make no mistake. Claire is in distress.

To recap: she’s left her job and, two nights ago, spent all her money on ink. She’s got no income
and rent thirteen days past due. She’s in enough trouble to warrant a leasebreaking midday flight
and the only place she’s got to go is my apartment.
So she’s moving in, but it isn’t about love so much as economics. On that front, I am a
safe harbor. My paternal grandfather was a wealthy man. He got his start in a paper mill. By thirty,
he owned the mill and, by fifty, he’d diversified into just about everything that wasn’t paper. He
was an industrial baronet and I-b y coincidence of a pair of ill-installed break shoes, an NKPA
7.62 fired across the Yalu, a miscarriage, a stillbirth, an apartment fire, and an outbreak of polio a
half-century ago—his only grandson. Accordingly, the day I was bom, he opened a trust of two

95
hundred thousand dollars, to be maintained into perpetuity by the firm of l’Achesis and de Cuma.
Under their careful supervision, the fund hit seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars
before I turned eighteen and cleared a million by my twenty-first birthday.
But being a millionaire on paper isn’t that much different than working a decently-salaried
job, except that you don't have to work. When he created the fund, my grandfather put several
strict conditions on its management and maintenance, which probably has a good deal to do with
its success, but which have also severely limited my access to my money. I’ve come to appreciate
this more now than I did at twenty-one. The relevant instructions direct the firm to preserve the
capital of the fund, except in cases of legal or medical emergency, and to see to the growth of that
capital, at a rate slightly exceeding that of inflation, before handing any of the earnings over to me.
Which means that, though I’m allowed roughly seventy thousand dollars a year, I can never buy
anything outright. No house, no sports cars, just a consistent monthly allowance providing for rent
and food and trips to the movies and a membership to the Met. I can afford a cab if I’m in a hurry
and every year there’s enough left over in checking for airfare and a week’s lodgings just about
anywhere I want to go. I’ve been to Venice, Prague, Rome, Tokyo, but I’ve never been able to go
so far as to change anything. There’s never enough left over for that. Never enough for a down
payment or a move to the Island. My fund maintains me, so far as it lets me spend my days in
museums or at the library or loitering at a coffeeshop. It does that, but it does no more. I could go
out and get a job like my sister Amanda. I could bring about change. But I’m happy. I've won a
scholarship to the world.
How can I complain? Claire is in distress. My only distress, my flotsam, is the great wad
of cash that came bobbing up after my grandfather’s death. It's my preserver and it keeps me
buoyant, me, the human jetsam.
A millionaire by twenty-one, and what had I accomplished in the meantime?
Nothing approaching eight hundred thousand dollars in merit.
A trust, my trust, is potential, but it’s also a lot of pressure. The money is like a mass of
water that has closed over me. Not pressure to fill my grandfather’s shoes, but pressure to
outperform the fund, to beat the numbers. I’m not anxious about living up to the memory of
grandfather Radix. I can’t do that. He was a great man. He made more money than I ever will. He
provided for payrolls, served the shareholders well. He was the breadwinner of five hundred
families, constant as the pocketwatch in his navy vest. He did things I can’t. I have no problem
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with that. But I can't compete with the cash he left me.
Everyone ought to be a growing fund.
The events of a life should add up, like interest earned, to a positive balance. There should
be one long column recording the losses and another, longer, column accounting for the lessons
learned. All events past should build up to the present.

But, to look at the ledger of my twenty-seven years, there’s never any growth. There are thousands
of rows, additions and subtractions, friends made and degrees earned, rites of passage,
compoundings, payments, purchases, dividends paid. But every quarter, I come up in the red.
Every year, I’m seventy grand short and supported only by the success of grandfather Radix’s two
hundred thousand. This made me a sort of cipher in the world. A closed and self-sufficient system.
Before I met Claire, I wasn’t much more than a name on a bankbook. A large bankbook, for what
that’s worth.
Old Radix might have wanted to put some pressure on his heir. He probably wanted me to
take his legacy as a challenge. He probably had no idea that we would find equilibrium, the
account and I, that every year I would spend its surplus to the penny. Never expected that a
grandson of his could drown in possibility.

Claire’s bathroom was much nicer than mine, so we packed as much of it as we could. We stuffed
the shower curtain into the tall brushed-steel cylinder of her wastebasket. We unscrewed the
narrow plastic rectangle of her mirrored medicine cabinet and carried it, full and rattling,
downtown. We took it all, leaving four stressed plastic anchors to mark the comers where the
heavy cabinet had hung. I’d have taken the tub too, if I could, and left nothing for the landlord but
the gashes its griffin-clawed feet had taloned into the black-and-white tiles. He'd never appreciate
that tub as much as we did.
But all of this is just stuff. Tubs, beds, flotsam, jetsam, crap by any name, the shit we pull in our
wakes, my money, the apartment she has just shed. I know this, but I don’t do anything about it.
Not like Claire does. We’re both sinking, only I don’t demand a storm.

It’s all wreckage, but I circle back to the remains of the kitchen that I have appreciated so well.
The cabinets, always meagerly stocked, are now ghost-town barren. Tumbleweed blow across the
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shelves. I open all the doors and leave them swinging. Under the sink, on a water-wrinkled sheet
of floral contact paper, I find the rusty leavings of damp steel wool. The refrigerator is unplugged
and defrosting. I open the doors and pull out the vegetable crisper and deli drawer. There is a ripe
wave of fridge funk wafting up from the swamp of the drip tray, the smell of a long-postponed
decomposition. This is not something that Claire is leaving behind. This is the resurfaced relic of
some former occupants, the cream-of-mushroom scent of casseroles and bread mold. This smell
had waited under the condensation ice that had encroached glacially to fill the compartment of her
freezer. She’d never thawed it before, never needed to reclaim the space at the back of the freezer.
It saw even less traffic than her cabinets. I’ve never seen anything in that fridge but white wines,
lines of longnecks and frozen orange juice concentrate, and a totally unnecessary box of Arm and
Hammer alone on the bottom shelf.
We had to provision every meal cooked here from scratch. There was never any question
of whether we needed a certain ingredient. We needed everything except spices. There was a
superabundance of spices in Claire's cabinets, most opened, used for a single recipe, then interred
alive on the top shelf with the crystallized ginger. The decision to dine in set great expeditions in
motion, trailblazing forays into the open markets of Canal, the structured and controlled aisles of
Gristedes, the long el of the Union Square Farmer’s Market, then backtracking to the Gristedes for
vegetables that could not be found fresh at market, and on to the specialized counters of ethnic
comer delis. We’d return home with pillow-sized sacks of salad herbs and parcels of pheasant
andouille rolled in white paper, bulk orzo in membranous plastic sacks and hand-labeled jars of
pickled watermelon rind, apple butter, and green tomato chutney. W e’d tear these bundles open,
pouring wine and opening bottles of pale beer and slicing tomato and fresh mozzarella to occupy
us while the real cooking went on. We would leave nothing in the wake of our meals. There was
no excess and nothing left over but dishes and a wastebasket of empty wrappings.
There is nothing left now in the wake of our evacuation. We took everything, right down
to the ice trays. They were beauties, aluminum and complete with an ejection bar for ratcheting
recalcitrant cubes loose and into martini shakers. Beautiful jetsam.
Yes, shit is shit, but the pieces of Claire’s incompletely-outfitted kitchen, now piled in the
entryway of my apartment, are something else. They are heaped like a still-life snapshot of her life
to this point. They are the self-portrait she has drawn up around herself. If archeologists found this
midden, they would know Claire was a woman who could appreciate pork loin with fig risotto. Not

98
that people can be figured like ledgers or possessions tallied to come to a total, but you can learn a
lot about a woman by what she will not abandon in a crisis.
Claire would not abandon a heavy marble rolling pin. Or a steel colander the size of a
punchbowl, a martini shaker shaped like the Chrysler Building, one six inch Ming Tsai chef s
knife, or a chrome toaster rounded like a loaf of bread. We carried these things south, bowls nested
in bowls and full of clattering silverware and cutlery. Lots of cutlery.
Claire’s kitchen was constant only in its inconsistency. Serving tag-sale platters are
stacked with those auctioned from estates. Badly shuffled decks, her plates are alternately Delft
blue and Target red. They are individually-scavenged pieces of elegant kitchens, better homes and
clearances. They are the evidence of a project underway. This kitchen was thrown together with all
the haste and urgency of its dismantling. It demonstrates a very careful carelessness.
So help me, when I saw the chrome toaster, I was like a widower finding a rusted barrette
behind the sink. When I saw that toaster, I saw Claire in Union Square, kneeling to smell a flat of
herbs. She is wearing a cotton skirt and a sleeveless brown top. Her hair is tied with a floral silk
scarf and her nose just brushes the top of the green rosemary.
Shit is shit, but I get a pang of affection at the sight of a chrome toaster. What else have I
got to work with? Artist’s shit, millionaire’s shit? Flotsam, jetsam? Claire’s collection of
videocassettes? The stacks of late-night movies that she recorded because she was too busy to
watch them first time around, piles of spontaneous clipped recordings that begin ten minutes in
and end without warning, perhaps continued on another tape?
Is it shallow to love her for her expensive leather artist’s folio, now full of exhibition
posters and big reproductions of Muncha and Beardsley? Or the paint-splattered aluminum
straightedge that has nested, forgotten, down in the fold? Her library? The cheap acidic paperbacks
and heavy, table-broad art books? The potboilers and penny-dreadfuls, yellow and brittle with age,
and the glossy catalogues of Birenbrodspot and Kentridge? Her taste in books? Her photos? The
full shoeboxes of images she has made, unindexed, disorganized, and stacked like baseball cards?
Photos of her? Her clothes? Her appearance? Her words?
Still lives are evidence of moving lives. The only way we can understand anyone is
through objects, actions, and words; and these are the only means we have of making the workings
of our brains visible to the world at large. If you love a book or a painting, you love the words on
the page or you love the paint, because you don’t know a thing about the soul behind. If you were
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moved, you were moved by paint and language. Soul did not move you.
So, yes, I am moved by a chrome toaster and by the sight of Claire carrying an empty
dresser drawer across an empty living room. Even an empty wastebasket says something. A
stripped apartment is a portrait also, a record of our actions, a mark of Claire's flight, a measure of
her velocity.
“All clear,” she says.
I nod and loop out to the living room. We kiss in the middle of the bare wood floor, my
arm around her waist. We do a little half turn, looking around like newlyweds touring their
apartment-to-be.
In a week or two-when the super gets curious, when the papers have begun to pile up
around the door and Claire’s mailbox overflows and he finally lets himself in with the passkeyhe’ll find the place empty except for the cushionless and uninviting couch. He’ll make the same
loop we’ve made, into the bedroom, and he’ll find nothing there but dust under the bed. He’ll find
things exactly as we now leave them, a still life with open doors and unmoving air. The place will
smell of paint and polish and everything except human occupation. In the bathroom, he will be
surprised, but grateful, to find the toilet and tub in place.
She puts the keys on the pass-thru counter. We lock the door from the inside and pull it
shut when we go.
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7.

It's Secret Service night at DRC. Probably two dozen of them in the gallery when I arrive, all
nearly identical. They've got ugly rack suits and sport coats in shades of chocolate and turquoise
and heather. And bad hair to the man, although the specific varieties of bad range from combovers
to cowlicks to toupees. It's definitely a cultivated look, with the weak chin and the weaker
moustache, the clerk's glasses and the permanent squint of the CPA or the fulltime proofreader.
They look like two dozen plainclothes cops and when I walk in, every last one of them turns to
size me up, some doing it on the sly, others staring outright across their club sodas and wine
spritzers.

Claire and I decided to split up and go solo this afternoon. She'd had a vibe. I'd felt it too. We'd
been spotted together too often lately and the papers reported that police had begun to look for a
“couple” in connection with recent gallery vandalism.
This prompted Claire to lower her Daily

N and ask, “Ar

I shrugged.
“Couple is too Riverdale, too gooey. I mean, it's not like I'm wearing your letterman
jacket.”
“What would you rather? Partners?”
“Smacks of common law.”
“Duo?”
“Give me a break. Life partner-in-crime would be less cheesy.”
“Accomplices? Abettors?”
“I'll think on it,” she'd said.

Regardless, the vibe was right. If we'd walked into DRC together, they would have made us. We
would have been nailed for sure. As it is, I have to reckon with the law by myself, but better me
than her. They won't look at me twice. They're profiling for a long-legged brunette with a
pocketknife and a bombproof fashion sense. Or for a couple. Not a six-foot-two white male in a
ribbed turtleneck and topsiders. Not me. I'm clean. No priors, no blade in my pocket, no syringe of
hydrochloric acid, just an innocent gallery-goer, the ideal distraction while, blocks away, Claire
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safely dices a pair of Carrollton collages at the Boland Brownstone.
I grin at the crowd and set about establishing myself as an ordinary guy with a healthy interest in
art. This is difficult because I'm not nearly as interested in the paintings as I am in John, Jacob,
Jim, and Jerry Q. Law. I'm catching some whiff of authority off of them, but they're definitely not
regular police. They're either too scrawny or too fat, alternately weasels and beer-softened slobs.
And while some had the smarts to check me out without craning their necks, none of them exhibit
overmuch cop-sense.
The Untouchables, they ain't, but that doesn't help me figure out exactly who they are.
As I work my way around the gallery, the mystery fuzz take turns falling in at my side, a
new one every painting. By some silent agreement, they've decided to circulate clockwise against
me. They all move when I move, stop when I stop. It's like a giant game of red-light, green-light.
Each time I get a new partner, we spend about five seconds looking at the painting and
then five minutes trying to get a read on each other. Half the time the guys are sneaky about it,
playing coy eye contact games like we were playing for a pick-up across a crowded bar. The other
half, they're outright aggressive, staring at me like it was a challenge or a cruise. If these are
detectives, they've got to be the worst-socialized bunch of gorillas the bureau has to offer.
After five paintings like that, I wind up next to this guy in a baggy blazer who just turns
his head and drills me with a furrowed-brow look, like he remembers me from somewhere but isn't
sure if he wants to throw a punch or give me a business card. His adam's apple juts out past his
chin and bobs slightly, as if he was working on something to say to me. I tolerate that for about
twenty seconds and then I plain have to get away from him, on to the next painting. My plan is to
make a nice quiet lap around the floor and get away clean, but I'm starting to get pissed. It's not a
crime to go to a gallery, even one as bad as DRC, but these guys are watching me like I'm a
kleptomaniac at a candy counter. It would be more suspicious for me to keep my cool than it
would be to confront the next one that looks at me hard. Nothing serious on my part, just an
“Excuse me?” or even a “What are you looking at?” to make them back off.
So I'm geared for the face-off, except the next one, a guy whose bald dome is fringed with
flaccid red hair, keeps it cool. I watch him closely, but he never lets his gaze wander far from the
painting until I turn to move on. Then he nods to me, formally, like we'd been partnered up in a
ballroom dance class and I just about blow my top. The Police Academy's remedial students must
be on a field trip. There's nobody in this goddamn gallery except me and twenty halfwit desk-
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jockeys in training. I get to the next painting, ready to stare down whichever beady-eyed retard is
next in the rotation.
But he isn't one of them. He's my height, a Latino with a short scruff of ragged black hair.
Plain white t-shirt, plain blue jeans, and he's two weeks into a goatee.
“Creepy scene,” blue jeans says.
“Put me right off galleries,” I say. We're standing with maybe five inches between our
shoulders, both of us looking straight at the canvas and talking out the sides of our mouths, Steve
McQueen style.
“You aren't with them, uh?”
“I don't even know who they are.”
“Owner says insurance adjusters. So many paintings been cut, the insurers are starting to
ask questions. Ten or fifteen galleries get hit and you might have eight, ten firms involved.
Everybody sends out their adjusters and nobody talks to nobody and things get confusing, fast.
Next thing, bang, everybody winds up at the same show and they scare off the normal people,
buyers along with the suspects. Gallery staff ain't happy.”
“Huh,” I say. “Insurance adjusters?” Looking around at them, it makes a kind of sense:
they don't look at the paintings like students or collectors. They look like a bunch of morticians at a
beauty pageant, appreciative for all the wrong reasons. I can almost hear the adding machines
clicking away between their ears. I try to figure out by wardrobe who's with Acuret and who's with
Frenkel.
“Well, not all of them,” says blue jeans. “The one over there, two to your right, I was
talking to him before. He's with Customs. Art Fraud Investigation Center.”
That would be the one with the hard stare and the floppy blazer.
“Fraud?” I ask. “I haven't seen anything about fraud in the papers. Just some vandalism
cases.”
“Who knows? Somebody might be running an insurance game. Inflate the values so far
the paintings won't sell, insure them accordingly, hire a hitman. Or -woman. You get some
paintings on loan from abroad, those Customs guys better investigate. Cover their asses.”
“What are you? Federal Marshal? FBI?”
Blue jeans smiles. “Nah, just interested in the business. I paint.”
“What, you hang here?”
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“Not my speed. I paint mostly on Sundays.”
It's easy talk and for the first time on the afternoon, I can relax and actually look at the
canvas in front of me. This one is a meticulous spectrum of color, fading from a candy apple red in
the upper right comer to a royal blue in the bottom left. It's an exercise in exactitude, as the painter
blended every transitional shade so accurately that there is no visible line of mismatched color
anywhere on the canvas: just a seamless fade from red to purple to blue. It's so smooth, it might
have come out of a prism.
Over the top of this, the painter daubed bright oranges and browns and greens. I don't
know. It says something about process versus automatism or will versus chance but I'm too tired to
read the placard.
“So what?” I ask, “That mean you're part of the PBS school?”
“That's a bitchy little dig,” he says, “but that's okay. I come to galleries when I want to
relax but all these guys are making it hard. So I'm a little on edge too.”
We're quiet for a second. I don't know about him, but I'm not moving because I don't want
to rub shoulders with another insurance man.
“I like Flack, Bechtle, Pearlstein, that crew,” he says to me.
“Wow,” I say, “wow. You try to paint like Bechtle?”
“Try,” he says, “is the operating word.”
“You try to paint like Bechtle, but you spend your time looking at this damn thing?” I
wave at the canvas in front of us.
“I like to see what's new,” he says. “Besides, what else are you going to do, cut them?”
“No. But, looking at this, I could understand why someone might.”
“A damn canvas,” he says with a chuckle, holding out knuckles for a knock.
“All right, whatever,” I say and knock.
He stands there waiting on me, like it's my turn to say something. He waits until his beeper
goes off and when that happens, half the Secret Service detachment turns to look at him, like all of
a sudden AXA Nordstem, insurers of fine artworks, is also in the business of making narcotics
busts.
“Excuse me,” he says and heads for the door.
“A damn canvas,” I say, wondering how Claire's made out at Boland.
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8.

Claire and I, we subsist on simple things. A full week requires some sunlight in the park and the
shadows cast by leaves in the wind. A cinema with red velvet curtains and some dust drifting
slowly through the projectorlight. A little dose of museum must and an eye for the way fine
bristles can turn drying oil choppy as the waters off the Battery. A few horrific works of mixedmedia collage and a monogrammed silver pocketknife. Handmade lobster ravioli in vodka sauce
and a bottle of a good reserve cabernet. A seven-fifty of English gin. A big stack of rented noir and
westerns: The Magnificent Seven, Sam Peckinpah, Scarlet Street, Fred MacMurray, and Sergio
Leone.
Then, today, a late Saturday morning, we need a little time in bed, followed by toast,
coffee, a stack of newspapers, and some Dragnet reruns. “This is the city,” says Joe, as Claire flips
through the Times, looking for clippings. “Los Angeles, California. I work here. I'm a cop.”
I like that the place is full of Claire's stuff. It wasn't Spartan before, just looked maybe
half-full. Or half-empty or whatever. You'd get the idea I had an allergy to stuff, the way the
tabletops were bare and there wasn't much on the walls. Yeah, it was a little empty before Claire,
but now it overflows with her, from the soaps and conditioners circling the lip of the bathtub to the
stack of movies, still piled on top of the little Trinitron.
“Look at this,” Claire says, a triangular half-slice of whole wheat toast in her hand, “We
made Reuters.”
“What do they have to say?”
“

CarrolltonPaintings Vandalized. New York—An unidentified assailant damaged two

works by British painter Jacob Carrollton at Boland Brownstone yesterday. The paintings,
Forever Fields and Calico Sunrise, were each slashed several times with a razor or utility knife.
Gallery representatives remain puzzled by the attack as Carrollton, best known fo r his collage
works in quilt and acrylic, has led a career previously free o f controversy. New York police and
Lloyd's o f London suspect the attack, like Lazslo Toth's 1972 vandalism

Pieta,

lacked rational motive. 'Who can tell why people do these things?' said Herman Binkley, owner o f
Boland, 'But I tell you, I'm not o f a mind to be bullied by a lunatic.
“Sounds like Binkley missed the point.”
“Irrational?” Claire asked. “Shit, sometimes I don't even know why we bother.”
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“Everybody gets some bad reviews.”
“There'll be people in Des Moine who don't know anything about Carrollton, who haven't
seen his quilts, who'll never understand that he's building on Schnabel, heaping bullshit on
bullshit, or that Chaz Tatchi threw so much money at Boland that the press decided that Jake had
to be hot shit. No, all they'll know is that I'm irrational.”
She threw the section across the living room. It flew well for ten feet before the pages
blossomed out like a shot pigeon and fell open to the floor. She sank into her side of the couch.
Joe says, “We could've piled up a hundred years of great policemen and great detectives:
men with honor and brains and guts. You tore down every best part of them. The people who read
it in the papers, they're gonna overlook the fact that we got you; that we washed our own laundry
and we cleared this thing up. They'll overlook every last good cop in the country. But they'll
remember you. Because you're a bad cop.”
“You can't win: either you're a lunatic or they swallow you up,” Claire says, “You're not
allowed to just object. You're either the next revolution or you're so far out you need a straitjacket
and thorazine and anything you do gets written off as nutso. Maybe I should write a press release.
'I am a blade with a will. Here is a list of rational motives for sending a pair of Carrollton quilts off
for restoration. One: I determined that, despite Binkley's advertisment, there was nothing to Calico
Sunrise but some shoddy stitchwork and some smears of cracked acrylic. Two: Calico Sunrise did
not advance my understanding of art, not that I believe in intellectualizing it in that way, but some
might defend the work on these grounds. I do not, but regardless, Calico Sunrise is, sorry, was
nothing but Still slapped down over top of Rauschenberg. Three: it was an honest act of selfdefense. I destroyed the collages to relieve the physical symptoms they caused in me,'” She looks
at me and asks, “Are you getting all this down?”
“Maybe the Post'W be better. What the hell do you care what they think in Des Moines,
anyway?” I flip through the tabloid. “Listen to this:
“ TwoCarrollton paintings cut at Boland. Blah, blah. Owner Binkley says it's obviously
the work o f an unstable mind.”
“Bastard.”
“Wait, it gets better. Here. 'It's hasty to jum p to that conclusion,' cautioned police
Lieutenant Adam Campos. 'If ourperp is a madman, or -woman, they'll be difficult to apprehend.
It'll mostly be a matter o f chance. But I don't think we are dealing with a lunatic.p’
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“Let me see that,” Claire takes the paper from my hands. “Look, there's a file photo of
Campos. He's kind of cute.”
“Looks like a young Jaime Sanchez,” I say.
“Citing the recent increase o f attacks in SoHo galleries, Campos believes that the
perpetrator is a vandal with an agenda.”
“You think they've got a map up at the precinct?” I ask, “With pins marking every job?”
“Sure. Maybe they've even got little notecards up too, describing the details of the strikes.
The weapon used, the severity of the damage, which paintings were destroyed, the schools that
have influenced the target painters.”
“The Lieutenant'll sit at his desk and squint across the office and puzzle over the map.
Drink some coffee, pace, squint some more.”
“'If only I could find the pattern,' says Campos, 'then I could crack this thing wide open.
Wait a minute! These three cuts here, they're all conceptualists! And here, a pair of attacks on
Dolan Croft, described by Art in America as an expressionist stalwart resistant to the revival of
figuration! My God, Sergeant, what time is it? We've got to get to Wooster Street. Bradfield's
opening tonight!'”
“All right, all right, get on with it.”
“Police have not yet ruled out the possibility o f copycat vandals contributing to the trend.
Campos called this 'unlikely. These crimes haven’t got the same level o f press as, say, serial
killings. . .
“You're telling me.” The red-screened credits have begun to roll up the television.
“ '. . . and the motives seem refined almost to a theoretical level Your Joe on the street
wouldn't jump on this bandwagon. I think we're dealing with an individual here.' This Campos
seems pretty sharp. That's all he has to say about it, no, wait, there's more at the end.
“Unconfirmed eyewitness reports describe the vandal as an attractive woman with dark
hair, possibly wearing sunglasses. This description matches the images taken by the security
cameras at SRC, which suffered a similar attack last week. Campos commented, 'Great. A goodlooking woman with dark hair. I've been looking fo r one o f those fo r about all my life. We 11 start
on Fifth Avenue and work our way out into the clubs. '”
She finishes reading the article and says, “That Campos. Can't ask for a better quote than
that.”
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But all I'm thinking is: Adam Campos, a damn canvas. I'm an asshole.
“What's wrong with you anyway?” she asks. “Want to put on the end of The Wild
Bunch?"
I manage a weak, “Sure as ten dimes buys a dollar.”
She fires it up. The screen goes through a couple of v-hold rotations and then Holden and
Borgnine are standing right outside the stuccoed walls, meantime the Mexican kid is being
dragged like Hector behind a Rolls Royce convertible.
“I am not afraid,” I quote, “They are not afraid. You blow up the wagon, you die. Or we
kill you pretty soon. But we are amigos!”
She looks over at me and says, without too much concern, "Why is it so many of our
stories are about movies we've seen or dinners we've had? You know, like that time we saw Yul
Brenner and Steve McQueen plant an Indian in Boot Hill and then ran into so-and-so on the way
north from Film Forum? Or we saw

Nighto f the Hunter and then went out fo

medallions at Spring?”
“Or,” I say, “there was that time we watched some Dragnet and then I ran into a couple
dozen insurance adjusters at DRC and this smooth cop suckered me with a Columbo change up.”
"Don't worry about the law, Bill. We're animals of memory, though, lately, we've maybe
been just memories of animals: more art than experience. It's not irrational, is it, if we experience
the world through art, that we place the same demands on it that we place on a meal or on each
other?
“When so much of what we are is what we like, we're within our rights to insist on certain
things.”
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9.

It is 12:20 in New York. A Saturday. Again. I think.
Once or twice a summer, there’ll be an open-air exhibition around Washington Square.
Beginning at BBQ on University or a little south, the tents and nomadic triptych galleries can run
down as far as the south edge of the park, where they're forced to dogleg in front of the library to
square off against the bookmen across the street. The bookmen-with their card tables and milk
crates covered over with tarps and trash bags in the spring, with their long underwear in winter,
and their station wagons filled to the windows in all seasons with the latest hauls from estate sales
and liquidated collections-the perennial inhabitants of park south, will check out the newcomers.
This will be a very unlikely meeting. The short-timers don't have the scruff or indifference of the
bookmen. And they don't engage their buyers in the same way. The bookmen will jump into
conversation with no cue but for where your eyes linger when passing over the offered spines of
their wares. “If you like O'Brien in general, you won't like that one,” they'll say, or, “Now there's a
buy.” Or they'll insult your taste, then charge you six bucks all the same. They are appraising and
instigatory.
But with the exhibitors, the ball's completely in your court. You have to pursue
conversation aggressively and chisel your way in with compliment. I've heard all kinds of things
from the bookmen, but never once, as I study the rough quasi-impressionist brushwork of a
portrait, have I heard a painter say, “Hey, if you like that, I bet you dig Lucian Freud.” The
painters out this Saturday are an unusual blend of tight-lipped old ladies in white cardigans and
elaborate hats, plain craftsman, and very young, very tenacious, or very slow gallery aspirants.
These are the worst, because at least the craftsmen and the blue-hairs will talk, eventually. The
others act as though a sidewalk show, as though anything less than a solo exhibition in Projects at
the Museum of Modem Art, is an insult. With the workmen, you can talk shop, but all in all, I’ll
take the booksellers any day.
On the northeast comer of the square, I stop to look over a booth run by a dark-haired guy
with a moustache, a plaid shirt, and worn jeans. Not vintage-washed and sand-blasted, but legwom
jeans with pigment streaks and spots of oil. He's got a traveling easel up and he paints as people
pass. If there's a lull in business, he gets that much more done.
“Hey,” I say. “That one over there, the skyline-by-helicopter, that's a good painting. Do
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you have anything similar in sofa-size?”
“What are you looking for?” he says, lifting his brush and looking from his work, “Like a
five wide? Six?”
I hold my arms a vague distance apart, like a big fish or a loveseat.
“I might have something like that in my studio. If not, I can make one. Any buildings you
like in particular?”
“Not really,” I say. “Chrysler's a little overdone and sunlit industrial is too Hopper.”
“What's wrong with Hopper?” the painter says, turning his head sharply toward me.
“Nothing,” I say, “But I can get prints by catalogue.”
“True,” he turns back to his brush. “There's some cards on the rack. If you're serious, you
can come by my studio and see more pieces.”
I reach over and take a card. He says, “My address is on there. If you're in Brooklyn, stop
by Mark's. I've got some canvasses up there too.”
“Mark's. What's that? A gallery?”
“Coffeeshop. They hang me on consignment.”
“Bill, you got to come see these kittens,” Claire says, lurching into the booth and grabbing
my arm.
I give a wave and put the card in my chest pocket. The painter is back to his work, a
landscape of the park with heavy focus on the wrought-iron, ivy, and hide-like bark.
“This lady's too much,” Claire says, “Just wait. You won't believe it.”
“Oh, I'll believe.” We cross diagonally and I can see it from twenty yards. Three big
canvasses, four-by-fours, of kittens playing with yam, kittens tumbling down stairs, and kittens
wrapped in Christmas stockings with bows between their ears. Then, as we get closer, there are
more kittens. Kittens watching birdfeeders, kittens chasing butterflies, kittens sleeping on
televisions, kittens in profile, kittens on ottomen, kittens piled on kittens.
“So many kittens,” Claire says.
“I don't believe it.”
"Five in that one painting alone, three more over there, two up top, four by themselves
along the bottom row."
I can tell it's up to me to be the sober one. The painter, a sixty- or seventy-something with
a nametag that reads "Gladys" in impeccable script, sits at the trifold display, patiently
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needlepointing through her afternoon.
"So," she says to Claire, "You managed to bring him over."
"He didn't take much convincing."
I do a quick tally. Fourteen canvasses, thirty-seven kittens. That's averaging over two
kittens per canvas. Manx, Tabbies, Blue Russians, Persians: Gladys's work runs the gamut,
although she tends toward the longer-haired breeds. You can see slight stumbles in her close
studies of feline anatomy and musculature, as evidenced in one profile of a sleek, but slightly
malformed, Siamese. Perhaps this would be the next stage in her work, as she moved out of the
Persian period and into short-haired abstraction.
"Astounding," I say.
Gladys smiles, her fingers working independently away on their project.
"Who, would you say, has been your strongest influence?"
"Agatha Christie," says Gladys.
"The writer?"
"No, no, though I do love her stories," Gladys looks up and, giving a generous old-lady
smile, indicates a portrait of a sage Lynx Point.
"What a darling," I say. "If you'd asked me to guess, I would have said these pieces were a
reaction to Jeff Koons."
"I'm afraid I haven't heard of him." She needlepoints away.
"He's quite popular. He's been at the Whitney and the Boston Museum of Art. In fact, he
had a sculpture there that was very much like this painting. It was of a kitten in a sock with flowers
by his ears. Only it was eight feet tall."
"He sounds delightful. But my only inspirations are the children. I don't really follow too
much of what goes on in the new museums. This is my idea of a big show." Then she adds,
confidentially, "I wouldn't even be here, except my husband thought a day out would do us some
good."
"Good luck to you, Gladys," I say. We go on south to the next exhibitors, doubtless
leaving her to shake her head and cluck and say, "The Whitney. For goodness sake."
Claire calls me an asshole when we're out of earshot. We walk by a booth full of maritime
collage and those fishing-pier dioramas that feature slumping pierside bait shacks and channel
markers carved out of corks. They're the sort of things you find in oceanfront bars or that you give
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to your uncle when you're stumped at Christmas.
After this, Claire grabs my arm and says, "Oh, dear. Oh, no."
There's a tent, a painter, a stereo, and a couple dozen road signs and license plates that
have been squirted with acrylic paint from squeeze-type ketchup bottles. He uses the older,
cylindrical variety of ketchup bottle, as opposed to the contoured Heinz longnecks: you can tell
because the older diner bottles yield a finer stream and better range. Although you can also tell
because he's in the process of painting when we approach.
He's got a bottle in each hand-a ketchup and a mustard—one full of red paint, one black,
and he throws long lariats of paint out over the glossy yellow surface of a "pedestrian crossing"
sign. Then he trades out the black paint for a bottle of brown and blasts another wavering oval
onto the target. Lo-fi speed metal plays over his stereo. The beat is unsophisticated and synthetic
and the vocals are Dutch. The painter works in accord with the music, although as simply as
possible. The way he throws his paint is governed by the beat alone, rather than the guitar
progression, which is to say he paints mechanically. He finishes up with the sign, hangs it on a
wall labeled "Wet," and starts work on a pair of unmatched Illinois tags. We watch this for about a
minute. The painter is oblivious to us and to the movements of the crowd on the sidewalk. Claire
says, "Engage him. I'll see you in the Mews in five minutes." She heads south toward the
booksellers.
"Hey," I say at the painter, "this shit sucks."
He looks up and says, "Fuck you."
"No," I point at the stereo, "the music."
"Fuck you anyway."
"What is it?"
"xs4none. They're supposed to fucking suck. They build their amps and drums from
scratch with generic and knock-off components. It's a statement against corporate rock." To
punctuate, the guitarist cranks a homemade whammy bar. The painter raises his eyebrows and
holds a hand towards the stereo.
"Oh," I say. "Is that what you're doing? These a statement against governmental hyper
regulation?"
"Don't essentialize me, man. Take them for what they are."
"You seen when they make notebooks and binders out of old license plates?"
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"Fuck you," he says and Claire pulls a cotter pin out from one of the streetside tent poles
and kicks the whole works over on top of the guy. The signs drying on the wet wall, the signs
displayed on the dry wall, the bottles of paint, they all clatter and bounce on the concrete, draped
over with the heavy tent cloth. The Dutch metal speeds jaggedly along while the painter thrashes
under the cloth like a drowning skydiver.
"Jesus," I say, "Somebody help." And when the guy from the maritime booth comes over
to tackle the rigging of the tent, I walk north.
Claire had gone south, past the Grey Gallery, and vanished left around the comer. She
ducked into the university building, crossed the block inside, and wound up on the street in front
of the north entrance, across from Oren’s Daily Roast. I see her cross University, skirting the park
on the north side of the fracas she’d just caused. I pass the plaid-shirted painter, who's looking
around his easel at the toppled tent, and duck into the narrow shelter of Washington Mews, where
Claire waits.
"Asshole," I say. She takes my arm.
"It's a public arena."
"Doesn't take him more than ten minutes to splatter a sign."
"Didn't take me ten seconds to wreck twenty of them. That's a fair rate of exchange."
“Baby, three days of his time isn't worth a second of yours.”
We go up Fifth, crossing back to University at Twelfth, and then up to Union Square for
lunch at Republic. Republic is wonderful, a cheap noodle house with a degree of style
disproportionate to the prices or the contents of the menu. The waitstaff are all, by requirement,
failed or failing models, waifs or beefcake, and the issued uniform is a black t-shirt and slacks. It’s
as anonymous as a restaurant can be, with communal seating at long wooden tables with benches.
But when we get there, Claire grabs a passing waiter by one muscled arm and takes a look
at the four bowls on his tray. She points at a bowl of hot duck with coconut, one of cold pork over
vermicelli, and then at herself. The waiter nods and Claire says,
“And two Brooklyn Ales.”
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10.

"Idea replace execution? Give me a break.”
Her right nostril is ringed like a margarita glass. I reach out and pinch it like I was playing
games with a baby.
"Stop it. You can philosophize yourself to blackout, but without effective execution, a
viewer never sees a painting. They only hear the voice of the critic reading a footnote to an
exegesis of a thought which may or may not have guided the brush of the artist. Say what you want
and sign whatever death certificates. Intent matters. Intent and the ability to make intent clear.
Automatism and chance mean nothing.”
At the bar, a glass teeters and falls to the floor, shattering wetly between stools. From our
table, I can hear it, but I can’t see anything. It’s a low visibility, George Bellows night. Claire and I
are sharp and focused in the center of our ring, but anything more than five feet away is hazy in the
smoke and bar light.
“Stop it. This is the one virtue of the conceptualists. They realize the importance of intent,
even if they’ve nothing but intent and good ideas. It’s too much, the way they play it, too much, I
say. They ought to be writing placards and manifestoes instead of painting or building things and
then writing placards and manifestoes to justify their paintings and installations.
“You remember Harris’s Pollock, what a good job he did of impersonating Jackson
painting? And how, in the act of playing the part of Pollock painting, he produced some pretty
feasible replicas of major canvasses? But these are worthless because they’re derivative. They’re
imitations of the master and, while they are in substance, technique, and appearance identical, they
have at best ironic value because they weren’t created by the hand of the master in spite of the fact
that, according to Clem, the value of the originals doesn’t come from the master’s hand, but the
theory driving the master’s hand.”
“Even better,” I say, “was that every scene of J.P. throwing paint was immediately
followed by a scene where Krasner would study the canvas for full five seconds and then declare
that Jackson was a brilliant painter. Like without such immediate endorsement, the audience might
miss the self-evident brilliance.”
“Wait a minute. Yes, that also, but wait. Regardless of whether his are more or less
aesthetically pleasing, Harris’s paintings are no good because he’s repeating something Pollock’s
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already said. But, if you’re a conceptual painter, or if the value of a painting comes, as it does with
so much of Pollock, from a single idea contained within all that paint—that paint is paint and paint
is flat—then don’t a hundred action paintings just add up to Pollock repeating Pollock? If the point
is made, make it and shut up. Don’t drone on. We really only need

I don’t need endless

sequels or a million pages of Tender Buttons. That’s bullshit. Be Protean. Show me something
new. Who knows? Maybe I can keep up.
“I don’t want a critic to be able to tell me why I should like Pollock, Twombley, or
anybody. I’m open to criticism of pieces, not people. If people can be explained as simply as
paintings, I don’t want anything to do with them. No sir, I don’t want signature styles. I want styles
shaped by intent to content that cause reaction without the need for a belly full of interpretation.”
“What I want is another round.”
“What I want is a painting, regardless of what it means or contains, that impresses and
interests me as much as a well-made cosmopolitan. The surface needs to catch me, because the
concept alone sure as hell won’t. Like drinking mouthwash to get at the liquor. Or a pick-up line.
Sure—and you could leam a thing or two from this one if you want to keep up, buddy”—she goes
for my crotch under the table, “there’s the potential of an intriguingly muscled body, but when you
lead off with a ‘Hey, baby,’ or a ‘Yo, Adrian,’ it almost guarantees things’ll never get that far. Still
waters and all, but there’s got to be something in the chop to convince me it’s a worthwhile dive.
Same goes for well-spoken poindexters with flabass and orthopedics. Not that we’re talking about
anything but paintings here.” She squeezes. “But you, more than anybody, ought to get how
surface is to content as flirt is to fuck. Hard to skip a step without a lot of cash or a lot of blow.”
“All right, so I paid your bail and bought you some cocktails. I don’t see what that has to
do with anything.”
“I’ve seen the way you look at cars and vases and Racehorses at Longchamps. Some girls
might get jealous when you wander off into the cathouse corridors of the Met, but I love it. You
look, I cut, it all equals out. I see the way you look and I know that what we’re doing is worthwhile
and important.”
“Baby,” I say, “You know I’d do anything to enable you.”
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11.

Fine, Jags and kraters and Racehorses at Longchamps.
But, why then Jack Webb?
Because in 1950, he beat hell out of Harry Morgan. That was in Dark City. A year later in
Appointment with Danger, Webb and Morgan played gangsters opposite gung-ho postal inspector
Alan Ladd and Phyllis Calvert as a dynamic nun. That time, Webb beat Morgan to death with a
pair of bronzed baby shoes. In fifty-five, Webb directed and starred in the jazz-noir Pete Kelly’s
Blues. The cast featured Ella Fitzgerald, Peggy Lee, Jayne Mansfield, Lee Marvin, Janet Leigh,
and an uncredited Morgan.
In nineteen sixty-seven, about-face, they went from jazz and organized crime to Friday and
Gannon and they were on the beat in Los Angeles.
Claire cannot get enough of Dragnet because of Jack Webb’s monotone cool. She loves
the larger-than-life color of Webb’s Los Angeles. There’s something about the film stock that
reduces anything to its nearest primary color. The blue of Friday’s suit or the bright red wallpaper
in a flophouse bedroom become as clear as the gumball lights on a cruiser. Other colors shine
unnaturally. The greens of parks and the golden pinks of human skin are both glossy as the gel in
Joe Friday’s black hair. The black-and-white sergeant himself doesn’t fit this environment but, in a
strange way, if you had to find a palette for his cause-and-effect worldview and domino theories,
this would be it. An overbright, sun-washed Los Angeles, burned down to four colors.
Dragnet was Webb’s from start to finish. As director and star, he drove each episode from
conception to broadcast. He had a reputation for shooting three reels in a half-day. This, by the
way, is fast. He refused to go live because he didn’t want to lose the opportunity to polish in
editing. He refused to film in New York City. He loved jazz, he loved the police procedural. He
believed in remaining true to his subject, and his subject matter was, twenty-six minutes out of the
half-hour, boring. His LAPD was not a force of Alan Ladds and Philip Marlowes. His was cinema
verite, not film noir. His heroes were squares with greased hair and cheap suits and long days and
no time for Dodger games or vacations. They arrested a hundred misdemeanants for every car
chase. They arrested people for public drunkeness, for possession of marijuana cigarettes, for
jaywalking.
It is only natural that Webb would give his show a heavy dose of the routine. He had to
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show his audience that being a policeman is an endless, glamorless, thankless job that's got to be
done. And that Friday was damned glad to be one of them. Webb was a craftsman. He made his
show as the show demanded. It could never be live, because a procedural demands a procedure.
The world is monotonous, so Webb put monotony into his show.
Jack Webb was not film noir. The abstract expressionists loved noir. They dug the idea
that the modem man was helpless, flotsam bobbing along in Jungian currents too strong to fight.
The noir world was alienating, terrifying. Webb was anti-noir. He drew the line. Sure, he played in
Dark

Cityand Appointment with Danger, but then he said, yes, but, and went ahead and exercised

his will on the strange and unpredictable noir world. All we know are the facts, ma'am, but that
was enough for Friday to prevail once a week. Not that chance didn’t affect him, but he had no
reason to bother with what he couldn’t control. He was an expert at cleaning up messes and
busting junkies. He was a force for free will.
He smoked Chesterfield cigarettes, Rod Serling’s brand, and he owned six thousand jazz
records when he died.
In 1958, he cut a record, You 're My Girl, which might well be the best thing Claire has
ever found at the record exchange. It’s the only vinyl in our combined collections, the tall skinny
oddball at the end of a long line of jewel cases. Claire bought a turntable strictly for Webb’s sake.
It was a thrift-store Sanyo, but she would happily have spent more for Jack. You ’re My Girl is just
that kind of record. One of the more sympathetic critics wrote that “Webb sings ‘Try a Little
Tenderness’ like he was reading Miranda to a juvenile paper-hanger.”
What matters to Claire and me about this particular record is not necessarily skill, but the
earnest and incompetent attempt. Webb could have taken the Philip Glass route, but didn’t
because “like most of us who feel the notes sing through our skin, Jack Webb did not take music
lightly.” I know because it says so in the liner notes to his album.
"When a man loves a mountain deeply enough," Claire read to me, "he must sooner or
later climb it. In this album, Jack Webb climbs the musical peak. He cannot sing a lick; he cannot
run a riff on a balalaika. But he has a voice. It is deeply conversational, and as intimate as a pair of
big shoes or a pair of tiny ones under a bed. Jack Webb talks in this album. He talks because he
yearns to be a part of the world of music and he has nothing else to contribute. So, to make You're
My Girl as romantic as he feels, he selected only those numbers that have lyrical poetry in their
lines.
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"He digs deeply and it moves his moods and exalts his soul.
"It can make him ache; it can make him grin; it can depress him; it can lift him. Jazz
musicians like to watch Webb watching them because, when they hit the high lonesome notes of
the blues, his eyes mirror their mood. He is a boy looking in a candy store window.” Claire lay
back against me on the sagging couch at her old place, her foot touching the floor and her knee
swaying in time to Webb’s droning croon.
Three reels in a half day. It isn’t live, but it shows a lot of the jazzman's sensibility. Not
quite freeform, but with that kind of timeframe, things had to be right the first time. Every
mannerism, every nuance, every shot: real, flawed, and absolutely right. "If you like to fly by the
seat of your pants,” he once said, “this is where you belong.”
Of course he loved it, you can see it, as plain in Dragnet as when he’s onstage as Pete
Kelly or dictating “Try a Little Tenderness.” But never once in all those reels did he ever let slip,
even accidentally, a smile half so bright as Claire's as she watches him.
The Navajo have a word for Jack Webb. They say hohzo. It means something like balance
or equilibrium, although there’s an aesthetic force to it. Hohzo is the harmony achieved in
painting. A painting, like an episode of Dragnet, has the power to restore hohzo to an unbalanced
life.
The Navajo also have a word for Dragnet and records like You ’re My Girl. Iikaah. That's
the “place where gods come and go.” Of course the Navajo were talking about sand paintings, not
cop shows, but the word is right all the same.
Before nineteen thirty, hohzo governed not only the ritual of painting, but also the way the
Navajo thought about life. Each evil deed required a good deed as a counterweight. Every sand
painting made had to be unmade. Not blown away or buried, but unmade. When painting, an artist
would begin at the center of the design and work outwards, pouring gypsum and pollen and
ground stone by hand. At the end of the ceremony, they would work from the outside of the
painting in, gathering up the gypsum and pollen so that there was no evidence that the painting
ever existed. This was all to be done in a time span of twelve hours to nine days.
Webb’s technique for shooting Dragnet agrees with the principles of hozho. His three
reels were completed in twelve hours and the entire project was over and aired within seven days.
He’d repeat the process every week of the season, a tireless painter, and he left nothing but the
recordings of making the episodes. Each episode is like a stream of gypsum falling from his

118
cupped palm to the ground.
In the thirties, roadside trading posts took root and punch-stamp silversmithy proliferated
and assembly-line efficiency transplanted tradition. There was no market for sand paintings that
couldn’t be taken home. Harmony took some lumps.
A guy named Hosteen Klah was the first to put sand paintings into permanent form. He
was a singer, a medicine man, and he wove the sand painting designs into rugs. Later, he would
make sketches and paintings of works in sand. Klah, in spite of this, respected hozho. He
incorporated dozens of deliberate errors into his rugs and sketches because failure to completely
unmake a painting was a known cause of blindness and death. Well-intentioned as Klah may have
been, he threw the scales out of whack.
Because of Klah, there is pretty much one sand painting extant today. Thousands of copies
of it, loitering around yard sales and hanging with the National Geographies on basement shelves,
but only one painting. It’s an imitation of a design that surfaced in Gallup, New Mexico, seventyfive years ago. It was an easy design to replicate and artists found that if they made their paintings
on a sheet of plywood coated with glue, they would be permanent enough to sell. There was no
blindness or death. Better technologies followed. Artists tried out new glues and developed
techniques. Elmer’s glue diluted with water was best because it didn’t clump and dried slowly
enough that they could work larger areas of the plywood. Gypsum and pollen gave way to
commercially-dyed sands. Some artists would work by eye, some would rough out their designs in
pencil. Fewer and fewer would paint by hand, preferring the speed and accuracy of sheet metal
templates to harmony.
The airbrush was a late development in the form. It was a valuable tool in priming the
plywood, plus it eliminated the need to sketch the design and it added a multihued, layered effect
to the piece. Also, it allowed artists to paint on top of a sand layer, rendering colored sand, natural
or artificial, obsolete. A skilled painter could airbrush rolling logs over thirty-grit sandpaper and,
except for the 3M logo on the back, there’d be no detecting the forgery.
It wasn’t until Dragnet, two and a half decades later, that hozho made a comeback. Joe
Friday was the walking embodiment of harmony. He was an oversimplified ordering force that
made sense of his Los Angeles. But there is more than this. Iikaah is the passage of gods, not their
permanent palace or trailer park. They do not stay in a painting, mired in Elmer's glue, or in an
episode of

Dragnet.Like the viewer, they appear for the performance and depart with the credits.
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Wemer Haftmann once said that the paintings of Frederic Edwin Church recorded the
energies and states of the man who drew it “like a seismograph.” Dragnet is one better. It is the
energy and states of Jack Webb, recorded. Watching it is like watching the rolled paper unfurl and
the needle jump. You can see the seams, the artless and unrehearsed underside.
Claire and I, we like Jack Webb because we believe in process. We believe in hozho. We
can see the Navajo art gods in some paintings and in some episodes of Dragnet episodes we can
trace the movement of the muses or get our dopamine fix. Whatever you want to call it, gods or
neurochemistry, it was in Webb, six-gun shaman and inept jazzman.
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12.

Although her blouse is half unbuttoned and mostly off by the time we make the landing, I’ve no
interest in fucking in the stairwell. This isn’t a matter of prudence. My apartment is alone on the
fifth floor and there’s nothing above. I could strip the stockings from under Claire’s skirt and
pinion her against the heavy newel post and, so long as we didn’t knock the turning off the top, no
one would have any idea. We could crawl out the window and onto the roof of the pizzeria next
door, naked and ill-intentioned, and if we curled close against the crenellation, no one would see
that either. So it’s not modesty. It’s because I want to do things that shouldn’t be done on the
sawtooth ridges of concrete steps. Claire, on the other hand, she just wants us to start getting things
done.
When I unfasten the gray bra under her blouse, it springs up under force of elastic and
loosed breast to lie crumpled above her nipples. The blouse is a weightless synthetic, a manmade
chemical silk, white as titanium and every bit as stain- and bullet-resistant. It is a departure from
her usual wardrobe. I find this exciting.

We’d dressed up for the evening’s outing. Claire in that white blouse, the fabric clinging to the
tops of her breasts and the blades of her shoulders so tightly that I couldn’t understand why my
hand slid off it so easily. It made me think of her just-shaved thigh, still warm and slick with soapy
bathwater. The shirt felt like a film of bath oil. Below this, she had pulled on a skirt of rough gray
wool. Pulled it up, with a tug and a shake, right over the flare of her buttocks and then easily down
the gentle grade where ass tapered into waist. From a distance, the skirt looked uniform enough,
but up close the individual fibers jutted out, rough and variously dyed. I couldn’t really feel her
through this skirt, even clamping a hand around the back of her leg, high up. All I could feel was
the coarse substance of the wool and the faintest hidden hint of her skin’s warm resilience
underneath. But I knew that she was feeling that same unlined woolen itch over all of the soft areas
not protected by her panties, like a cat’s tongue along her bikini line. That alone made it
worthwhile.
Under this skirt she had on black stockings, the kind that ended about five inches above
the knee and were held in place with a broad strip of rubber that wrapped elastic around the leg.
I’d always had an interest in the engineering of this kind of stocking: how the coefficients of
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friction between the rubber and the girl managed to withstand gravity so well and what strong
forces were at work where the constricting band met the resisting springs of muscle under fat.
And, all science aside, there was a purely prurient interest in the sudden pink skin swelling out of
the controlled black tubing below.
Add to this a pair of matte-black heels and the heavy plastic homrims and she really
presented quite the package.
My own light blue shirt and white pants were not such an item, particularly under the
black sportcoat, but they fit well. Not just on my frame, but within the larger context of the scene. I
could have passed for an MFA, Claire told me, “Hunter or Sarah Lawrence, easy,” as she mussed
my hair and snugged a pair of clunky plastic glasses (the his to go with hers) behind my ears. We’d
found both pair together at a tag sale and they had been so affected, nonprescription, that we
couldn’t pass.
She turned to face the tall living room mirror with me and, as I pulled her in close, she
tilted her head and let her mouth fall into a purse as though she’d forgotten to maintain her
expression. We rehearsed looking at the paintings as we studied ourselves.
“I’m a student. What are you supposed to be?” I asked.
“I’m a critic,” she said with a small class-act smile for the mirror.
“Who do you write for?”
“Not a magazine, that’s for sure,” she said. “I think mostly I write essays for anthologies
on contemporary works and practitioners. This when I’m not too tied up with my duties as an
associate professor. That keeps me quite busy, what with the studio class I teach on conceptual
techniques. I’ve spent my past two sabbaticals working on the definitive critical biography of
Dolan Croft, but I don’t seem to have made much progress.”
“Do associate professors get sabbaticals?”
“Oh, we take them.” Claire worked her mouth like she was kissing lipstick from one lip to
the other.
Claire generally refuses to play this sort of game. I’d always thought that a big part of her
cutting was a flat-out refusal to engage art on the terms of the crits. But on nights like tonight,
when the air is thick with espionage, when the best disguise is stitched from transparent airs and
affectation, she can’t resist the irony.
Even though it’s only part of a larger put-on, I admit: the skirt is hot.
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Now, on our bed, I don’t even bother getting it off of her. I just hook my thumbs into the
waistband of her panties underneath and bring them down, right over stockings and ankles. She
helps, arching her pelvis off the mattress, bending at knees and midriff. I toss the elastic coil of
cloth away.
Claire pulls her legs under her and-her hands first at my waist, then on my shouldersclimbs me. With her against me, I raise her skirt by the hem until it rides crumpled on the points of
her hip bones. Those hips settle in just below my own, nesting together same as my brief-bound
cock into the soft forking of her legs, both play-acting at what was to come.
Starting from my waist, she snakes a hand, splay-fmgered and broad, up my back, closing
fingers around my shoulder, pinky brushing my neck, her forearm a warm bar securing us together.

“ Promenade and a Decanter o f Red," she said. Her arm a bar behind my shoulder, she was drawn
in so close that I felt her lips and tongue pushing air past the hollow behind my ear.
To the gallery, she must’ve looked more lover than conspirator as she whispered those six
words. A woman too tactful to make cutting remarks aloud and me, the lucky recipient of her
confidings.
Promenade et al. was one of the standouts in our initial perimeter sweep. It was, first and
foremost, a piece that demonstrated neither proficiency with oil nor good taste in abstraction. An
alleged portrait of the Manhattan skyline, viewed from Brooklyn through three-quarters of a liter
of an insubstantial w ine-a cheap zinfandel? Boone’s Farm?-the painting looked more like an
amoeba consuming or excreting a string of red Christmas lights. The liquid turned the skyline into
an amorphous constellation of staggered red points that had little to do with the visage of the city
itself. Which left what, beyond a title of questionable cleverness?
Add to this the painting’s size and prominence and its position in the center of a wall and
it was a good choice.
“Good choice,” I told her.
“Go,” she said.

Letting go of my shoulders, she lowers herself onto her back, her heels drawn up against her
buttocks, her legs flaring out in bright wing-like triangles below the darker swath of her bunched
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skirt. There is a butterfly-beauty to this symmetrical spreading of her legs and her arms, flattened
as they are against the still-smooth sheet. I want to pin her to the mattress, as if her beauty in this
transitory pose could be preserved any more than the color of a sunning monarch remains true in a
shadow box.
But I pin her anyway, in a fashion, as I settle into the valley of her raised knees. I push
almost straight down in the beginning-Claire rotating at the hips to take me, wrapping her arms
around my waist-but by the end of that long first stroke, I’m below her bellybutton and moving
into her along the line her tensing muscles have drawn down the middle of her stomach.
“Oh,” she says, not as though startled, but with a similar edge of surprise. Once we’re
fully engaged but motionless, still too absorbed in simply fitting together to want the distraction of
movement, she says it again. She runs her chipped red nails in fractional circles on my back and
she says it so quietly it comes out as little more than an exhalation with an h on the end. Not the
“oh” of watching fireworks sailing over the harbor, but the “oh” usually followed by “I see.” The
“oh” of an understanding.
Then she says “go” in a way that I’ve heard before. A way I’ve heard her say it less than
an hour ago.

“Go,” she whispered, our cheeks touching momentarily. Her fingers were closed over the top of
my shoulder, her forearm a bar against my back. She clipped my ear lobe with her quick, sharp
teeth and we moved together towards the Promenade.
Broome 99 had an unusually low ceiling. This gave it a cozier feeling, but it also meant
that the security cameras, which were bracketed unobtrusively in occasional comers, had a
defectively low-angle view of activities on the floor. Which meant that should someone—such as
myself-place himself between a camera and a second, smaller person-such as Claire-the smaller
person would be completely obscured from the camera’s view. This allowed such a second person
to get away with just about anything.
If the cozy atmosphere provided by the low ceilings of Broome 99 had not previously
meant higher insurance premiums, they would now.
I ran the flat of my palm across her back, just at the waist, and led her across the floor. I
held her tightly, guiding and directing her, keeping her enthusiasm in check, keeping her body
behind the blackout curtain of my coat. We moved slowly, our tempo the same as a couple walking
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the riverside.

We move slowly, her hands coiled around my back, guiding and directing me. As if I needed
guidance or direction. I’m making long, deliberate movements and Claire follows with her legs,
squeezing her knees together to resist my descending hips.
My ear is hard against her neck, the angle of my chin fit to her collar. I can hear the breath
moving through her throat, stretched long as she tips her head back against the pillow, making one
long unbroken line beginning at her mons, running up the line dividing her stomach, through the
divide of her breasts, and to the point of her chin. She pushes her hips hard into me, pushing me
away but following. I push back and it turns into a tussle.
We tussle: I pin her arms at the wrists. Her breasts flatten out, but every muscle in her
arms and girdling her ribcage draw tight as she tenses against me. She can’t get free, but I let her
rock enough that she rolls us, let her take my wrists and push them down. I try to keep my
shoulders off the mattress, but she presses down with her entire body, trying to smother me, to
contain me completely with her smaller form. We wrap necks, her teeth finding a ribbon of muscle
at the crest of my shoulder, my chin settling into a bony notch at the back of her neck. She is a
beautiful pale, almost luminous, and the natural winglike blooming of her waist into her hips
progresses so inevitably into the parting of her arms and her legs over my body that as I watch her
shining back rise and fall on me, I think of the sharp strokes of a diving-bird taking off.
She drags featherlight fingers over my belly, in the hollow cavern under her breasts. She
says “Soon,” and the sound moves as a vibration between our throats.

Waiting for the inevitable moment when everything would be right, I read the placard beside the
painting. It had been made by a nobody out of Park Slope, guy named Macaleister who was fresh
out of the grad studio at NYU. His curriculum vitae was less than extensive. It would be entirely
possible to squelch his career, just as soon as the turtlenecked Villagers beside us moved along.
The gallery might not even bother sending the carcass out for professional restoration, leaving it up
to Mac to do his own amateur patch-up in his dingy studio.
Having never been so close to an operation, I had some serious nerves. A tension had been
building from the moment we left the apartment. I hadn't done well with the falafel we bought to
eat as we walked disguised downtown, and the only way I could think about the job was
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fatalistically. We would walk calmly into the gallery, Claire would cut the painting, I would cover
her. We had done our prep-work. We would not be caught.
But the sight of the gallery, standing high over a half-story basement bar of monastic
stacked stone, with its two walls of glass fronting the comer, put a few turns in the carriage bolt
connecting my tonsils to my balls. We might evade the security cameras easy enough, but anyone
on the street, anywhere on the intersection, could glance over and catch us in the act.
But there were no options. When the moment came, we would act. It would be like
waking to an alarm, like brewing coffee and showering without thinking and dressing and
boarding a citybound N. Much as we’d rather be sleeping in or touring France by moped, there
we’d be, like Claire at Sayers, doing what had to be done to get through the day.
The moment came. The couple to our right moved. The street, so much of it as I could see,
cleared. I slid a hand over Claire's skirt and gave her a soft push forward.

I’m pulling her down towards me, hard, with both hands clenched around her hips, clenched
around the tough, scratchy fabric of her skirt. I’m pulling it down over her legs, but when her
thighs part over my hips, it slides up again. That coarse wool rides up and down over her powdersoft skin, the smoothness of her legs rasped by the pressures of my hands and her long muscles.
A hand of hers is wrapped around my wrist, pressing my hand against her, measuring our
tempo like a finger at the wrist. Her other runs over my chest, my neck, my cheek, my jaw. She
squeezes the oblique muscles of my side, touches the slickness of my shaft and forks her fingers
around it, so that I pass between them before I pass into her.
I pull myself upright with her skirt-sheathed hips, press my chest into hers, my jaw against
her neck. I want this contact, but I can’t move well and it’s all up to her and though she’s posting
well, it’s hard. She needs both hands on my shoulders for balance.
Hinging at the waist, I flatten out again and as we separate from our embrace, I see I’ve
left a curling meander of wet blood on her breasts and neck. I’ve made a mirror-image print, two
of two, of the patterns she painted on me with her wandering forefinger, opened and bleeding
fresh. I see my body, decorated, in her decorated body. I see the corpse of the Macaleister, crimson
with her blood. I feel solid as the meeting of our pelvic bones.

There was no turning. No changing tracks. We were solid. She leaned forward, bent at the waist,
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her calves and legs long in her heels. She moved very quickly, but I remember very specific
details. In that way, watching her cut is always like sex. The experience is pared down in memory
to the most minimalist details: the momentary weight of her ass on my thighs when she first lowers
herself onto me, the smell of her body when we are finished and tangled for sleep, the way she
drew her stomach in--concave--as she lifted the razor, the way the skirt swung like the bell of a
tulip, wide and then narrow around her knees, as she cut.
I turned my body toward her, shielding her from the camera lens with the breadth of my
shoulders. Her protector, the heavy with stiff square shoulders and a stone in his stomach.
Her spine arched, a single complex curve beginning at the waist of her skirt, connecting
her tailbone to her neck, the vertebrae like stitches dimpling the skin around the bones. Her hand,
the hand she’ll drag over my chest in an hour, pulled half a razorblade through the canvas. It was
just a weightless sliver of steel, but the effort of pinching it tightly between thumb and forefinger
made the tendons rise on the back of her hand.
It was a slow cut and hard work. To me, it was loud as a wire brush on a stucco wall, but
we drew no attention.
Even when Claire hit a knot of paint and, forcing the blade, cleaved the tip off her
forefinger, we drew no attention. She was silent, she kept the blade moving. She may not even
have noticed the injury. She started to spurt, adding her own red to the red Macaleister. Once she
got across the piece, got the razor out the far side, her blood had already run down to the frame.
She dropped the paint-flecked blade into her purse, the smooth steel carrying a clean thumbprint in
the film of blood. I wrapped my coat around her, bit her neck, smelled her hair, her skin, the
flaking paint and fresh blood, and moved us toward the exit. She giggled, my hands on her waist,
her finger clamped between her teeth, she giggled. We made good our escape.

She had her hand on my back, snaked under my arm, when she cut. On the stairwell, as we kissed,
I had one hand down the back of her panties, one under her blouse. When I come, I'm half-lying,
half-sitting, pulling us together with a hand at the small of her back, the other on top of her thigh,
the wool of her skirt rough on my knuckles. My mouth is mute against the muscle linking her
shoulder to her breast and she has cut long scratches around my back onto my arm in her own
coming.
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13.

Gentle women of the jury: of course I was seduced, but the sex had nothing to with it.
I love Claire. I loved Claire before I knew anything about her body beyond the fact that it
had two hands and nails with chipped red polish. I loved Claire's body because it was capable of
throwing a blade across three feet of canvas, not because it was lithe and limber. I watched her
hands cut before I felt their weight and warmth, long before they traced bloody meanders over my
stripped chest.
I was seduced before I was aware of her ribs, abdomen, and hips. I was seduced by the
movement of her shoulder when she cut the Rothko. I was in love with the action and the hot force
of her will.
I was not manipulated. I did not confuse love, cutting, and fucking. You can forget what
you've seen in the Post. I was not blinded by Claire's body.
The sex didn't draw me into the cutting. It was the cutting that drew me into the sex. I did
not become her accomplice because I was her lover. I was accomplice long before lover. Hours
before.
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14.

Last weekend, I took a day off and a train to Oyster Bay.
Amanda came to meet me at the station. Came rolling up through the light rain and broad
fresh-pooled puddles to park her Range Rover in the loading zone by the platform. It's a sharp ride,
a Freelander with the brush bar package, a two-kayak roof rack, and no more than nine months
wear. Nine months very light wear, making the short loop from the Ehrenberg compound to the
junior high to the realtor's office where she works. It hasn't been into the city yet and probably
hasn't seen two thousand miles.
Of course, in the same nine months, I'd only been out to the Island once. Amanda had to
give a happy one-two on the hom before I recognized the truck or her face through the soft filter of
rain on the windshield. I ran out with a Post tented over my head. It wasn’t far from the platform
to the truck, but it was coming down hard enough to darken the shoulders of my field coat in six
strides. I popped the door, briefly compromising the waterproof seal of the compartment, but was
already closing it again even as I folded my damp legs into the shape of the seat. It shut with
muffled precision, a well-engineered whunk softened by weather stripping.
We hugged quickly, bucket to bucket, our chests and cheeks touching before her shoulder
belt hauled her back to her seat, the tension reel hissing.
“Thanks for coming out, Bill.”
“Good to see you, Amanda.”
We rolled out of the parking lot, one of her hands resting half-clasped over the top of the
wheel as water coursed through tire treads. It was my hometown, but the car felt new and foreign
as a rental.
“How are things?”
“Good. I’m keeping busy. Can’t really ask for more than that.”
“And Claire?”
“She’s moved in.”
“Oh,” Amanda said. We passed through downtown, then the smaller homes, balanced
uneasily on fractions of acres, then the high school.

We lost our mother in grade school. She had done up breakfast, seen Dad out the drive, taken us to
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school, and sometime thereafter suffered a major stroke in the living room. No history, no
foreshocks, no transient ischemias. She just sat down on the sofa sometime in the afternoon and
stayed there until she was found by our neighbor, Mrs. Mcready, who had been called by our
father who had been called by the school because no one had come to pick us up. It wouldn't have
mattered if the hospital had a crew waiting with a CT scan and clot busters. She'd been
asphyxiating for hours before they Gumeyed her through the automatic sliding doors at the ER and
administered what treatment they could.
She lingered for about a week. Amanda took the loss with a stoicism far beyond her ten
years, although the death knocked her abruptly into responsibility, if not outright middle age.
Mornings, it would be Amanda who cooked breakfast. Not just cereal and OJ and a carton of
slightly soured milk either, but eggs or pancakes at least twice a week. And a pair of competently
constructed sack lunches containing no more than three Fig Newtons and always a can of pear
halves or mandarin oranges. Fourth grade and she knew how to manage the grocery list and load
the percolator to brew up Dad's three cups of morning coffee.
Even before Dad rolled his Benz on the LIE, she was parent enough to look out for both of
us. But by that time, we were out of the house and didn't need much looking after. I was heading to
RISD at the end of the summer and she was a year married, soon to graduate from the Stem
School of Business Administration, and eight months pregnant with Yvette. Still, now and again,
she'll slip and say something exceedingly parental. Particularly when we're talking about Claire.

“She leave her socks lying around?”
“Everything's fine,” I told her. “I like having her in the place. Nothing's worse than an
empty apartment. And she keeps me busy. I know you hate to think of me idling.”
“What do you do while she's at work? Keep house?”
“Uh. She's decided to take a little time off.”

I know she's looking out for me, but she could be a little more subtle in her disapproval. Last time
I was out, it was for a spring barbeque at the compound and I left Claire and Amanda on the deck
while I played a set with brother-in-law Cal. The court, red clay, ran parallel to their long, low
redwood deck with maybe fifteen feet of Saint Andrews-perfect lawn between. Claire sat down at
the end of the deck, in a navy skirt and sunglasses. Her back was against the railing and her arms
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were hooked over and dangling behind her. Amanda had her hair in a ponytail. She wore a white
polo and a cheesy blue chefs apron~“Danger: Man at Work”—although Cal had markered
“AmManda” around “Man.” She pounded out the hamburger patties and turned chicken breasts in
their marinade. They talked a little, but Claire had her eyes locked on the court and Amanda was
distracted by the grill. They watched me fire one just outside. Cal started quickly after it, but
dropped into a jog and circled back into position when he saw it go.
Amanda: So, what did you study?
Claire: Art history. At Brooklyn.
Amanda: How interesting. What do you do now?
Claire: Temp.
Amanda: You want a burger or chicken?
Claire: Oh, chicken, please.
Amanda: What would you like on yours?
Claire: Roasted red pepper and brie.
Amanda: American cheese it is. So, how did you and Bill meet?
I double-faulted.
Claire: At the Brooklyn Museum.
Amanda: How romantic.
Claire: Want a cigarette?
Amanda: No, thank you.
Claire lit one and dropped the matchstick into a saucer.
Cal would have beat me anyway—hell, he was the guy with the court in his yard—but I'd
like to think I could have made a better showing.

Rolling past the high school, we dropped immediately down between the hedgerows. There was
little to be seen from the road except for occasional mailboxes and fleeting glimpses down jughandle drives. We were in the neighborhood of the Ehrenberg compound.
“Isn't that part of the job, waiting for maternity leaves and strikes?”
“She left her agency. She's taking a little downtime before she starts looking for something
salaried. How's Yvette doing? She excited?”
“Started practicing early this morning. Woke me up around five thirty.”
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“Good for her.”
“She's got an uncle to impress.” Amanda kept her eyes on the road.
“What's she doing with her summer?”
“She's pretty self-reliant.” Like mother, like Yvette. “Some of the high school faculty put
together a summer music program and they accepted her. She's the youngest in the program. That
meets three afternoons a week, takes care of about twelve hours, plus practice. Then there’s her
ballet. The rest she splits between the pool and the court. She's good as Cal now, probably play
junior varsity at the junior high in the fall. But I tell you, I can't wait until she gets her license.”
“Four years to go.”
“Five.”
“Oh. Time flies.” Well, that's at least one birthday card faux pas.
Amanda pulled up in front of the driveway and stopped close enough to the mailbox that
she could get everything in through the open window. Then we were wheeling on around through
the drive and towards the house. Amanda and Cal's place has a southern look to it. Four columns
flank the main entrance and inside is a foyer that runs up two full stories to the roof. There's a
broad staircase dividing the house right down the middle: two symmetrical bedrooms on either
side of the hollow over the entry and, at the end of the hall, the master bedroom. Downstairs is a
den with a brick fireplace you can stand up in, a library with a brass Putnam rolling ladder, and a
kitchen of brick, steel, and exposed wooden beams. The place is big enough that you almost
expect a plantation out back instead of a tennis court and then the shore.
We went in through the back, into the kitchen. Amanda kicked her wet shoes onto a dirty
white doormat piled with street shoes and sandy sneakers.
“Yvette!” she called. “We're home.”
There was thumping on the carpeted stairs, the squeak of a palm on the oiled wood of the
railing, then the first hard landing of a foot on the wooden slats of the floor. When Yvette reached
the kitchen, I was balanced on one leg, working on my shoe lace. One ankle was resting on the
opposite knee so I could reach the shoe. Yvette, having just unleashed a full flight of potential
energy, hit me right on the hip and wrapped her arms as far around me as they would go. I got
nothing but a glimpse of trailing pigtails before the collision. Then I teetered towards the doorway,
but caught myself with one hand on the top of the jamb and the other on Yvette's back.
“Good to see you too, sweetie.”
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“How're you doing, Bill?”
“Doing all right,” I told her.
“Did you bring me anything from town?”
“Uncle Bill hasn’t even got his shoes off, Yet.”
She let go and stepped back to a more ladylike distance. She stood up straight and tucked
her hands behind her so that they met at her waist.
“What kind of sandwiches would you like?” Yvette asked.
“Give us a second, honey, to get settled,” Amanda said, putting the mail into an officestyle document rack hanging by the door.
“I have to eat now. I'll get pukey if I wait till too close to the recital.”
“Roast beef,” I said. Amanda exhaled.
“No roast beef,” Yvette said.
“Pastrami,” I said.
“No pastrami.”
“Cappy ham with provolone and lots of tomato.”
“We have plain ham?”
“What else?” I asked.
“Turkey, olive loaf, or plain cheese?”
“What are you going to have?”
“Turkey with mustard and lettuce.”
“Better make it two of those.”
Yvette nodded.
“Would you like a Coke?”
I nodded.
“Did you bring me anything from the city?”
Amanda fired off a cautionary, “Yet.”
I stuck my hands into the front pockets of my damp field coat and shrugged my shoulders
so far that they touched my jawbone. When I did this, a little red velvet bag fell out through a rip
in my jacket liner. It hit the floor with a muffled metal sound.
“Oops,” I said. Yvette pounced.
“Bill,” Amanda said, “that better not be a one-hitter.” I shrugged again.
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“What's a one-hitter?” Yvette asked, tugging on the strings of the bag.
“It's a kind of jewelry,” I said, raising an eyebrow at Amanda.
Yvette rolled the bag down like it was a banana peel. Inside was a little bronze cat that I
bought last time Claire and I were at the Met. He had a long neck and looked like he belonged on
Nefertiti's lap. It was exactly the sort of thing I'd love if I were eleven or into knick-knacks. Yvette
threw a hug and a thank-you on me and then bolted upstairs to install the thing on a shelf or to hide
it in a shoebox with her diary and other favored trinkets or do whatever it is you do with a thing
like that.
“What about my fucking sandwich?” I asked Amanda.
“You got suckered. You know, you don't always have to bring her presents.”
“When you only visit twice a year, you got to make them count. Besides, how else is she
going to get culture out here in the boondocks?”
On cue, the sound of wheels on fine gravel came crunching down the drive. Through the
window, I saw Cal’s silver S8 stop behind Amanda’s truck, the gray rain bouncing off the hard
aluminum curves and tinted windows. Cal, Mr. Culture himself, climbed out, dressed down today
in sweatshirt and jeans. He banged through the kitchen door and kicked his Nikes onto the mat.
“How’s it going, brother man?” he asked, putting a hand out.
“Fine,” I said, shaking. “Yourself?”
“Any Saturday I can avoid the office, I'm doing exceptional.”
“Then I've been doing exceptional for ninety-some Saturdays.”
Cal was still shaking my hand. “Bet you wouldn't be too exceptional on the court. If it
wasn't pouring, I'd give you a lesson in Lifemanship.” Cal looked like he’d gained a few pounds
since last visit. And it wasn’t just the sweatshirt either. He was rounder in the face. Cal’s always
been a big, red-faced guy, like a buzz-cut frat brother as likely to throw a headlock on a guy as
shake his hand. He didn’t look bad, but maybe now I could take him.
“Yeah?” I said. I was going to challenge him to some push-ups, but Amanda interceded.
“But did the Lifeman remember to get film?”
Cal held one fist up in the air, a bag from Electronics Depot hanging to his elbow. “Two
cassettes. Who’s for a sandwich?”
“Yvette!” Amanda called, getting a head of iceberg lettuce out of the vegetable drawer of
the fridge. “Bill brought her a cat.”
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“What’s this? We can’t have a cat around here.”
“He’s a small one,” I held out my thumb and forefinger to illustrate. “Bronze, mostly.”
“All right, but she’ll have to clean up after him.”
Yvette came thumping down again, this time in a black leotard, white tights, and a shiny
metallic tutu. She twirled around the chopping block, hands a circle around her head, and looking
for all the world like a sparkler burned halfway down.
“After who?”
“The cat. What do you say to Uncle Bill? And what kind of sandwich do you want?”
“Turkey and lettuce, thank you, Bill, just a little mustard please,” and all of this came out
breathless as she spun faster, gunning for dizzy.
We ate. Kitchen-built sandwiches with slices of individually wrapped American cheese,
Roman Meal wheat, and circus mustard from a squeeze bottle. Amanda had inherited her taste in
food primarily from our father. Yvette didn’t stop dancing to eat. She held her sandwich in one
hand as she stretched out on the chopping block-barre. “Yet,” Amanda said. “Get your foot down.
I chop chicken on there.” Yvette brought her foot down, but she never stoppedwatching herself in
the mirror of the oven door. I drank three glasses of Coke, mostly ice, while Amanda put plates in
the washer and sat down to braid silver mylar ribbons into Yvette’s hair. While that was going on,
I got the full report on dance and band and asked her about her tennis game.
“You think you can kick your old man’s ass?”
Yvette looked over her shoulder, through the archway, trying to get a bead on Cal,
assembling his videocamera in the dining room. Amanda put her hands on Yvette’s temples and
turned her head back in place.
“Not yet,” she whispered, “but soon. He’s not getting any younger.”
“The eggs are starting to stick to the pan?”
Yvette nodded sagely. “He hasn’t got the get-there.”
Cal came through the arch, holding a subcompact camera withan LCD big enough to read
subtitles. “I heard that.” He waved the camera. “I’m ready togo. I’m notthe hold-up. You ladies
better get it together if we’re going to make the show.”
“Mom, time check.”
“We’re doing fine, I’m almost finished.” She fished a yellow elastic from a bag and tied
off a braid.
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I cleared our glasses and we loaded into the Freelander, mom and dad up front, me and
Yvette in the back. At the high school theater, Yvette spotted some of her dance-class colleagues,
so we let her out at the side entrance. She scampered off, but was frozen for a second in the light
of the doorway, a wiry sprite silhouette with tin-foil dreadlocks. Then the door banged shut.
“We’ve lost the prima donna,” Cal said. “Nothing to do now but go and sit with the
plebes.” He wheeled us on around and parked in the lot. We ran through the rain for the theater.
Amanda was fastest, then me, and Cal lurched hunchbacked along behind, bent to protect the
camera under his chest.
Under the overhang, we shook off like wet dogs. Cam aimed the camera at an orange flier
hanging on the entrance and gave a few introductory words.
“What’s the program for the evening?” I asked Amanda.
“Probably the same as every year. There’ll be thirty or forty girls up on stage, the
instructor will play piano, some of the older students will do little solos.”
“How’s Yvette?”
“Middle of the pack. It’ll be a couple of years before she gets to be the star.”

It’s a strange feeling to go back to high school to watch a recital in a theater you’d passed every
day for four years but only been in once before. With our dad pulling the nine to five—and, often,
the eight to six-for Schwab, and with an hour’s commute on either side of that, we lacked a lot of
the old parental involvement after mom died. Some guys, they’d have taken the death of their wife
as a signal to slow on down and enjoy what they’ve got while they’ve got it. Take a few more half
days and go home to the kids. But not dad. Mom died and he just pushed that much harder at the
office. As if he could have saved her with overtime. Kept right on pushing, too, until he ran his
Mercedes into a Jersey barrier while speeding home. It was a clear summer evening, an hour or
two before sunset. The roads were dry and traffic was light. It was just one of those things, like
bone cancer or pericardial tamponade. One of those things that, statistically, will never happen to
you, but that nevertheless happens to someone in the country once or twice a week. Trains derail,
planes drop into Long Island Sound, and, for eight months before my eighteenth birthday, I was an
orphan. But I was starting school and would have been on my own anyway. Amanda and Cal were
living in the city then, and it wasn’t that far by train to visit. And we had money. That helped.
More than anything, it was a headache for l’Achesis and de Cuma. They had plenty of work as
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executors of the estate without having to deal with my legal status. So, for eight months, Amanda
was my guardian. Just as a formality, though there was nothing new in the role. Cal, just twentythree himself, would phone in my freshman year to ask me about girls and grades.
Anyway, with the old man out of the house before we woke and back maybe by seven, if
he could make time on the expressway, both Amanda and I were very capable of microwaving
dinners and managing our homework. But there wasn’t a lot of encouragement toward, or
transportation to, things like baseball practice or the school paper. I had gone with some friends to
see the drama club perform The Fantasticks in my senior year, so there’s a little nostalgia when we
get seats in the third row.

“Jeez,” Cal, “This place is empty. You’d think we were thirty-five minutes early or something.”
And we were, but the place wouldn’t fill up even by showtime. It was a recital for the benefit of
family, which meant—at forty dancers with two parents, a brother or two, and an aunt apiece—there
might be a crowd of a hundred sixty. Tops. Gradually they came in, the fathers in polo shirts and
Dockers and the mothers in sweaters and slacks. They folded up their umbrellas and tucked them
underseat and Amanda waved to some of them.
“I believe,” Cal said as a couple arrived in sportcoat and black dress, “there’s an inverse
relation between the need to dress up for the workweek and the desire to dress up on weekends.”
He waved at the sportcoat and said, “Hey, Forman!”
“Leave Ted and Henrietta alone,” Amanda said, but Cal was already standing and heading
over. She sighed and told me that Cal and Forman played in a local geezer circuit. “There’s maybe
a dozen of them in it. They post a ladder at the public courts. It’s very silly. Every week they make
up a new copy and laminate it at the Kinko’s so it’s waterproof. They even keep a Sharpie tied to it
so they can write in challenges and scores.” Cal pinched Forman’s lapel, rubbing the fabric with
his thumb. “Cal’s competitive anyhow, but it doesn’t help that he hangs with those guys. They
take it far too seriously.” Now the two compared videocameras. “But their Lottie is quite a dancer.
She’s got a routine on her own tonight.”
The house lights were replaced with stage lights and Cal came fumbling down the aisle in
the semidark. The instructor, a dry, very skinny lady with a long neck and a long face, took the
stage and gave an introduction for her students and a few words about the pieces in the program.
There was some applause and then she sat down at a polished black upright piano. She carried her
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chin unnaturally high, so she seemed very far away from the music she was reading. Once she
settled into the bench, she nodded once with that high chin, tipping it up first, then down, slowly.
A flock of girls, some as small as six or seven, scuttled onto stage like sandpipers dodging the surf.
When she began to play, chaos broke out.
I’m sure it looked worse than it was. The fact that some of the dancers were nearly twice
the size of others did nothing for the unity of the performance. Neither did their varying
proficiencies. I don’t know much about ballet, but some of the older dancers, the girls at the tailends of growth spurts, moved with a goose-like gangly jerkiness, having grown, but not yet grown
into. The very young girls were universally overcome by their enthusiasm. The mere fact of being
on stage (and wearing silver ribbons in their hair) was more than enough to dispel any
choreography or discipline that may have been drilled into them. Their energy transformed
pirouettes into gyroscopic quintuple-lutzes and barrel rolls. The girls became small metallic dust
devils. When they stopped spinning, they landed like gymnasts, recovered, and then turned to face
in the proper directions.
Yvette was in the middle range. She was among the girls old enough to understand the
gravity of the recital but not yet old enough to reveal either a lanky awkwardness or a full-grown
grace. She clicked through her routine competently, but in comparison to Lottie Forman (pointed
out by Amanda), she was robotic, more rigid skeleton than fluid muscle.
I love her, but even at eleven, you can tell she’ll never make a career of this. We clapped
anyway at the end of every song or movement and after each solo dancer finished her routine. Cal
couldn’t really clap because he was holding camera out, but he slapped his approval with his free
hand against his knee. You could tell that it would make the shot wobble, but that was perfect. Ten
years down the line, they would watch the tape in their high-ceilinged living room, and every time
there was applause, the screen would shake and the television speakers would max out under the
load of the bass. Eleven-year-old Yvette would be bowing and the shot would be fuzzy and
amateurishly lit, the people in the row ahead would stand up and block half the stage, and the
whole thing would be shaking like a gale was blowing through. Perfect.
When it was over, we collected Yvette. Amanda passed around roses that she’d smuggled
in in her purse and we showered Yvette. Cal shook the instructor’s hand and asked her a few
questions about the production, filming it all and keeping his voice in the low, serious range,
somewhere between news correspondent and documentarian. The instructor played along, but
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Yvette said, “Jeez, dad, let’s go get dinner.”
We drove down towards Huntington to a restaurant that seemed like it ought to be part of
a franchise but wasn't. It was suspiciously called the Sable Street Grille, even though there was no
Sable Street in town. The waitstaff were uniformed in shamrock green shirts and visors and white
half-aprons over black slacks.
Cal installed Yvette, still in her leotard and tutu, at the head of the table. We had some
drinks. Amanda had a blended peach pie. That's schnapps, Southern Comfort, and syrup. Yvette
had the same, sans the schnapps and SoCo. Cal and I drank bad whiskey. We shared an order of
Southwestern eggrolls, one of the specialties of the house. For the main course, I ordered some
stuffed chicken breast thing that was guaranteed to be spatula'ed directly out of cold storage into a
high-wattage microwave. When it arrived, it was pure Swanson's and all but steaming from the
nuking. Our server gave a synthetic smile and, waving a mill large as a bedpost, asked if anyone
needed fresh pepper. That was one of the things they did there. Another was to serve a thick slice
of oil-swabbed cheddar toast with every meal. It was like the inevitable short stack at IHoP,
quarantined from the meal itself on a tiny round Alcatraz of a plate. Yvette, the little darling, didn't
take a bite of hers either. I was very proud of her.
We had the house wine with dinner (a boxed “chillable red”) and Yvette ordered a second
virgin peach pie. I told her to watch out, they have a way of sneaking up on you. She grabbed hold
of the sides of her seat and pretended to wobble, her silver hair rustling like palm fronds. After the
meal, it was coffee for Amanda and me, decaf for Cal, and a brownie sundae for Yvette.
Inexplicably, but inevitably, it took us about twice as long to finish our coffee as it took Yvette to
plow her brownie. And when Cal motioned to the server for a refill, she asked if we could go
home yet.
“No,” Cal said, “we cannot go home, Yet.”
Us grown-ups had gotten to talking about money, my fund and how the firm could be
managing it more efficiently. Watching money grow was, after all, what Cal did for a living.
“For Christ,” Cal said, “If Amanda had gotten as much as you, she might not have had to
marry me.”
“For Christ, can we go home yet?”
“All right, prima donna, tonight, you call the shots.” Instead of refills, we got the check.
On the ride home, after Yvette had fallen asleep on my shoulder in the back, Cal announced we’d
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have coffee at the compound. But when we got there, while Amanda was putting Yvette to bed,
Cal pulled a bottle of cask-strength Laphroiag out of its cardboard tube and put a finger to his lips
for quiet. He poured a couple neat to avoid the noise of ice on glass and when Amanda came down
and saw us she said, “Shit.”
“How do you take your coffee, darling?”
“In a glass.” She went to the cabinet for a tumbler.

I got the last train home. Left Oyster Bay at 10:11, six minutes in Jamaica, and I was half-sober by
twelve fifteen, when I felt my way across the dark bedroom to crawl under the light sheet next to
Claire. But I could still taste the round, peat-bog richness of the whiskey when I kissed the back of
her neck. It was like a Lucky Strike, dark leafy humus, or the red clay of a tennis court.
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15.

It's first Thursday. I wake with the songbirds and the sunrise.
"Get up, lazy legs," I say to Claire's shoulder, bare above the sheets. "I've got three
galleries pencilled in before lunch. The evening's completely up to you."
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16.

Afterwards, at TerraNova, we thumb through thick packets of four-by-six photographs while we
eat leek and Anaheim pepper custard. It's a colorful table. The custards lie yolk-yellow against
their fresh salsa beds and the avocado and sunflower petal garnish has the green lustre and
noonday shine of a meadow under a summer sun. And the photos, with their gallery richness and
heavy blacks and reds, they spill unpredictably around and between the carefully-arranged
Fiestaware platters.
They look like an urban Goldsworthy or
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only in color. They look like sequenced zoetropic stills. They could be the scattered pages of flip
books or frames cut from snuff films.
I take a small bite of my custard and riffle through a thirty-six stack. I savor. Claire rakes a
jackknife across a canvas so hard, she splinters the frame on her way out. Bang. Exit wound. She
rolls her eyes to the ceiling and makes her own exit, frame left. The bottom half of the painting
pivots open, drops like a jaw. I can see the frame-splinters fall in neat cartoon-perfect trajectories
to the bottom of the picture. End roll.
Because our photomat collates double prints into the stacks, this all happens in the half
speed animation of old newsreels. It's like watching Claire cut under a strobe. Everything looks
good under a strobe, so long as it's moving. The way Claire moves, I think bedroom. Maybe we
need a strobe for the bedroom. Status epilepticus, I think. Spasm without end.
Across the table, Claire is flipping through another pile. It's a little unnerving that she's
still wearing the synthetic maroon raincoat and black skirt she has on in the photos. She's been on
a Mod stint lately. Slick and polysyllabic manmade fabrics. High-heeled boots and wide collars.
Artificially fleshy nylons that give the glowing impression of a slight dance-floor sweat all the
time. What I like best, after the nylons, are her bug-eyed sunglasses, like mirrored jet cockpits in
their red plastic frames.
"I know I'm not allowed to have favorites," Claire says, pausing to pick a sunflower petal
from her tongue. "But if I were, this might be it." She shows me a photo from Galerie Karl Dunst,
our third stop of the evening, where she's carved a Zorro zag about halfway through a newlyarrived Kincaid. Her hips are at the extreme point of a pendulous swing and her face is hidden
behind her tossed hair. From her pose, her balance, I anticipate the next whipsaw swing of her
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body, how her hips and head will move to counterweight her forearm.
"You look like a rock star," I tell her.
"I was humming Yardbirds all night."
I flip through my stack again, trying to find the rhythm of "For Your Love." I don’t, but
about halfway through I pick up "Stroll On" so strong her footfalls fire the drumkicks.
We get our photos developed at the Duane Reade. We like the Duane Reade. They don’t
charge too much for one-hour processing and they insist on Kodak Quality paper. They give us
doubles for free and their developing machines are fully-automated.
This was a serious concern when we were starting out. I wound up buying a Polaroid, but
it didn’t solve the problem so much as circumvent it. True, no photolab ever called the police on us
and, yes, I do have a few snapshots of Claire’s early work, but none that are at all memorable. Part
of this is due to the uncertainty that's all but part of the Polaroid trademark. That guaranteed onein-ten chance that between the click of shutter over aperture and the resolution of the image there'll
be some mechanicochemical fuck-up that'll curdle a perfect shot into a frame of staticky biscuits
and gravy. Not to slander Polaroid. Hell, this could be one-hundred-percent operator error. If I read
the manual, I'd know better than to try and develop a shot if it's over ninety degrees out or humid.
Or whatever.
But this is only one limitation of the instant camera. More important is speed. Not speed of
development, but the overall rate of fire. We aren't the sort of thrill junkies who get kicks out of
being immediately immortalized on film. We're the types willing to wait for a photo, so long as we
can fire off a roll in under fifteen seconds.
The fundamental issue is that the Polaroid is built to photograph posed scenes. It's easy to
operate and engineered point-and-click foolproof. The designers had grandparents in mind,
grandparents and album-ready shots of the kids tearing open their Christmas presents with Crispix
the dog. The camera's all-encompassing depth-of-field is also perfect for preserving still-lives of
ransacked dens and bedrooms with enough detail to satisfy even the toughest homeowner's claims
adjuster. All well and good. There must be a market for this. But it isn't us. Claire does not pose.
Her life is not still. Clunky instant cameras do not do well with motion. Claire was not built with
clunky instant cameras in mind.
The Polaroid's as maneuverable as a flintlock. You get the one shot that's loaded and then
you're done. Shooting Claire with gear like that is like throwing bricks at an antelope. By the time I
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get that heavy shoebox of a camera up and engage its agonizing mechanism of gears and relays,
odds are the action’s over and done with. Turns out a minute later that the photo I took is of Claire
walking away from the painting, her eyes closed. She’ll be forever in the middle of a profound
exhalation. Or I will have overcompensated and shot her pre-slash, looking hatefully up at a
painting, a hand lurking in her purse or pocket like she was digging for an antacid or something.
There's a kind of first-shot-right-shot candid sensibility to a lot of our early pictures. But
we don't believe in that crap. We believe in foreign-made SLR bodies with plenty of sockets for
extras. We believe in telephoto, three-point laser autofocus, strobe-timed flash units, and the outof-control ropebum hiss of a speedwinder at one-one-hundredths of a second’s exposure. We
believe in scorching through twelve frames in the time it takes for a box cutter to fall from Claire's
gloved hand to the floor. We believe in having our choice of favorites instead of arguing for the
"candid truth" of a single photo. We believe in doing things right, not in settling.
As soon as we found out we could upgrade our equipment without fear of arrest, we
bought a sleek black second-hand Minolta and tossed the Polaroid in a drawer beside the bed.
The Polaroid still gets some play, but almost exclusively for sex photos. There are times
when immediacy counts. Times when I say, "I want to see that happening from that angle and I
want to see it right now." Claire'll twist sideways and miss a beat in her fumbling towards the
appropriate drawer and there’s the fire-blue release of the flashbulb and then she's right back in
time and fanning her neck with the anticipated photo. Moments like that, that's exactly what I
want. I want her to look at the thing and I want it to make her bare her sharp teeth. I want her to
hold it out and say "Look at you" or "Look at me" or "Look at us."
Exactly what I don't want is to open the packet four days, a week later—whenever I get
around to picking up our photos—and say "I remember that." Nobody wants that.
There is, strangely enough, a close connection between how we decided to it was safe to
upgrade to 35 millimeter and how the Polaroid came to live fulltime in the dresser. We were at the
Duane Reade, buying instant film and batteries at the yellow-laminate photo counter. That film
was for documentary purposes, although we wound up shooting off a lot of it that night on account
of what the clerk said after Claire leaned toward him and whispered, "Hey." It was a very narrow
counter, the result of a late renovation, and her scoopneck and the dark parabola visible between
her breasts only made it narrower.
So "hey," she whispered to the clerk on duty, who was young. Summer-job-at-the-
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drugstore young. Eighteen, tops. Susceptible to trauma. "People ever bring you smut photos?" She
had on this con-job sexpot smile, really wicked, like she was telling this kid that if he cut a deal
with the devil, her, he might get her devilish self. "You know, action photos. O f themselves. At
home. You see much of that?"
"No," said the clerk. His name tag said "Tony Barconey."
"I don't know," he said. "I don't get to see any of the photos. It's all automatic. I put
negatives in this end and it spits them out into envelopes at the other. End. And seals them up.
Customers could see if someone had opened their envelope."
"Is that a special service, Tony? Would we have to pay extra for tamper-evident photos?"
"No, we does that for all the photos."
"Is that because you'd look at them, Tony? If you could, you'd look at them, wouldn't
you?"
"Urn," I said. "We need five cartridges for the SX-70." Dirty name for a camera, you ask
me.
So, thanks to Tony Barconey, we went to a pawnshop on the way home and got a decent
camera with a screw-in autowinder. That night we retired the Polaroid from field service and
started taking decent photos with it. At the openings the next Thursday, I took a hundred and fortyfour photos with the new hardware. Seventy-three of them were full-on, buried-to-the-hilt action
shots. Five were suitable for framing. We had that batch developed at a different Duane Reade
uptown. If Claire ever took film to Tony Barconey's Duane Reade, any film at all, he sure would
look at it. He'd paw her prints clean to the paper.
The waiter clears the salsa-smeared custard plates. On the return loop, he delivers a pair of
gigantic Santa Barbara prawns, butterflied, with scallop halves nestled in their split carapaces.
According to the menu, there's Dijon mustard and minced garlic layered inside and a crust of
fennel compound butter and nine-grain breadcmmbs on top. All of that sounds pretty good to me. I
like prawns and scallops. And, as patroness of artillerymen and namesake of barbiturates, I even
like Saint Barbara.
The waiter refills our wine from the decanter and then goes. He doesn't snoop in our
photos, which secures his tip.
While it did take better pictures, there were a bunch of new issues that came with the new
hardware. Problem with a big kitschy camera is that people look at it. They look at me carrying it.
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When I take a photo, they follow my line of sight. They look at what I photograph. This is bad, but
can be useful. I point, I shoot, I turn every head. Not because of the commonplace flash, but
because the ejection of the print sounds enough like the action of a rifle-bolt that there's a universal
subconscious concern that I'm reloading. This, if nothing else, makes people look. Then, while
their attention is on me, but before they track my line of sight to the gutted painting, Claire books
it. I'm left to play the part of the shocked observer and everything's fine.
But with the Minolta and the seventy-rounds-per-minute racket of the speedwinder, this
trick doesn't work. This is because it's important that I start shooting before Claire starts cutting.
Those first fractional seconds are often the most precious. But so are the last. And the two seconds
between. Even if we've got the operation whittled down and synchronized to Fred-and-Ginger
tolerances, that still gives the potential eyewitness a solid three-count to catch Claire in the act.
So now I stand outside, across the street from the gallery. I'll kick in the tele and zoom in
so tight that I can count Claire's eyelashes from fifty yards. Passersby, they'll hear the shutter, but
they can't tell whether I'm taking pictures of the gallery facade or some pigeon on a window ledge.
They won't see Claire, laboring away in a distant comer of the frame. No one will see her blade,
falling like Icarus through the much-trafficked skies of Manhattan, invisible except in my lens.
Moments like that, I feel like a spyplane recording the work of a bomber wing. Or Zapruder.
The next step'll be a full-video digital camera with still-frame capabilities. The quality
won't be an improvement over the Uzi-quick Minolta, but the digitals are electron silent and I
understand Sony makes a model with a memory card so small it can be swallowed in the event of a
surprise arrest.
But for now, I'm happy with the 35mm. I shot five rolls today, one per gallery. We've got a
hundred and twenty photos capturing about twelve seconds of activity. This is the vandal's
equivalent of shooting three reels in a day. But at that rate, sometimes you get so caught up in the
action that you miss the value of isolated instants and it isn't until later, dinner, that you can sort
the beauty from out of the frenzy.
I find three good photos from the Factory Floor roll; one each from Shaptel/Hammel
Contemporary, Liston Fine Arts, and DRC; and two more from the Boland Brownstone shoot.
These tables, they are our editing rooms. They are our cutting room floor, although we
don't leave the trimmings behind except on rare occasions when the restaurant has been mediocre
and we don't plan on going back. Claire has been known to tuck a nondescript picture of a
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nondescript brunette engaged in felony vandalism between her plate and the presentation platter
where it will loiter until discovered by a busboy or dishwasher. If the busboy's an indifferent
laborer, the picture will follow leftover prosciuto and melon into the disposal. If he's a student or
the hardline struggling-artist type, he'll ask our waitress about the party that left the picture. The
police might be called in, but the lead will go nowhere. By then it will already be public
knowledge that one of Croft's Subway Series canvasses was destroyed by a well-dressed morena.
All the photo will tell them is that she has a taste for Pacific-fusion cuisine or that she prefers
southern Italian.
We can't go back to Sal Marconi's for a while because she left a photo, which is a shame
because they do a really wonderful wild boar ravioli in a basil chiffonnade marinara. Marconi's
goes in for elegant family-style. You dip your own servings from a shoulder-broad pasta bowl and
grate your own cheese. They serve, side by side on a earthenware plate, a hard wedge of romano
and a fine-pored grater. Our last visit, the whole scene was worth a still-life, except that Claire kept
reaching in to play with the grater, full as it was with small secret blades.
I think she leaves photos at restaurants for the same reasons she'll drop off film at lessthan-automated photomats.
Of course, I have no idea why she does that.
This whole telephoto business is putting distance between us.
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17.

I wasn't a bit nervous about going to dinner at the Upper East Side apartment of Jonas Jordan and
his wife Katherine. Even though I had plenty to be nervous about, this Jonas having been married
to my Claire once and yet here we were, giving ourselves over to him and the doubtless-gorgeous
Katherine for an entire evening, confining ourselves willingly to the close quarters of their highaltitude apartment, way uptown and not too far from the Park. I expected fine wine and
conversation sparkling as the hard cut-crystal edges of the glasses we would raise for toasts. These
thoughts of pate and soft jazz should have filled me with dread.
It promised to be a trying scene. But I knew this going in and packed appropriately.
Noticed the little joint stub sitting forgotten on the coffee table as Claire and I were headed out the
door. Maybe one hit away from a roach, but I figured it might come in handy. There's the old
Oyster Bay Boy Scout, I thought, tucking it into a pocket. All the way uptown, while Claire gave
me a pep talk about the tactical advantages of Lifemanship, it hung against my chest like a ward or
rosary, keeping me safe and steady just by being there.
Funny part is that in the end it isn't the apartment that gets me all knotted up, even though
it isn't a) high-ceilinged, b) expensive, or c) stylish, but d) all of the above. In spite of the polished
stone platters and the salmon salad on farmer's market rye, it isn't the meal either. It isn't the
conversation. We're all very clever and crystal-sharp in our talk of exhibitions and screenings at
the MoMA. It isn't even the Matisse, though it is a beautiful print, a nude boiled down to her barest
minimums: a blue line of breast, the sweep of Henri's wrist along her thigh, the iconographic
waterfall of her hair. It reminds me in its brevity of the Metropolitan soldiers and mourners. I look
from the print across the table to Claire. At this moment, she's lifting her wine glass and laughing
at something Katherine has said. Only when I look, she's raising her glass and laughing and naked.
Then, glancing between her and the Matisse, I start to pick up similarities in individual features.
I've seen Claire lounging around long and supple as the stroke of the thigh and I imagine without
reason that the blue girl has nipples a lot like Claire's.
Then Claire stops laughing and begins talking about which installment of the MoMA
Hitchcock retrospective will be the best. It strikes me that my comparative anatomy is a little
indecent, so I put her clothes back on, all except for the left sleeve of her black synthetic blouse.
There I see that I was right, that there is a congruence between the black-figure warrior and the
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blue nude, but that where he stands in for all blunted blades, all those without strength to stave off
their sorrow, the little nude stands for all spectacle. All admired grace.
All this was fine. I was envious of the Matisse and preoccupied through the first course,
but it's the other painting, the one I saw out the comer of my eye when I turned to watch Katherine
carry the platter of salad in from the kitchen, that kept me in a cool sweat to dessert. I don't know
what it is, though there's something familiar about it. It's a large canvas, almost sofa-size, easily
thirty-six by forty-eight. The composition is muddy, as if the painter had slopped paint on paint
without pause, so that the individual veins of pigment are only pure at the center of each stroke
and blend haphazard around their edges. There's some cracking on the overlayers, which draws
attention to the process of the piece. Rather, to the lack of process in the piece. It rejects all things
traditional, it ignores the fat-over-lean laws of oil. There's something pre-pre-Raphaelite about it,
as though it were not merely an objection to any particular trend or current, but instead an
objection to every aspect of institutional painting, a kind of theoretical return to Lascaux, when the
properties of paint were unknown, ingredients of an alchemical trial and error. There is definitely a
lot of error in the painting, but in places the efforts have produced nascent symbols, half-hearts and
cryptic zodiacal icons. The half-sensed scribblings remind me of Guardians o f the Secret, yet
somehow do not piss me off.
The longer I look at this thing, the more I feel I can see in it and the more I know about it,
yet at the same time, the less I can identify it with any certainty. There's a little Pollack in it, a little
of the cave painters' religion, and a bit of something else. It is inexplicable. It whittles my
confidence.
"Definitely not Rope."
"You don't know that," Jonas says.
"It's nothing but In Cold Blood adapted for a single set. And laden with theatrical
contrivance."
"And Jimmy Stewart," I toss in. The brush strokes begin to take on a consistency. The
painter discovered some language in the course of painting. Its alphabet is emerging.
"Laden," Claire concurs.
"Leopold and Loeb, not Holcomb, but you're right about the rest. Especially Stewart. But
you don't know what they'll pair it up with. You skip Rope, you might miss out on a North by
Northwest."
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Claire dismisses this with a sip of wine. "I also might walk out of the second feature."
I look from the Matisse to the mystery piece, trying to find the line of the signature in the
style. Usually the letters lie so close to the surface I can read the name of the artist in the strokes
before the work itself makes any kind of impression, if it's going to make an impression. I
understand the words before the substance of their calligraphy. But this, this thing might as well be
a Chinese pictogram, all the sense I can make of it. I see the brush strokes and the palette and I
understand some of what the painter's doing, but the alphabet remains illegible.
I love a Matisse same as I love jazz, but this muddy canvas makes me wonder how well I
know my loves. I start to question what I know about the Matisse. I turn my head to look at the
print, suspicious, and I guess I do it too quick because Katherine looks at me, suspicious too. I
smile at her, take a heaping forkful of my field greens and chew happily. But once she returns to
the conversation, I shoot my eyes right back to the blue girl. I wonder just how much I know about
the print. I know it's fifty-one out of one hundred. I know it's blue, I think it's beautiful, but beyond
that, what? I glance furtively across the table at Jonas and Katherine, to see if they carry their
silverware with a forger's deft. Have they the capacity for such subterfuge? Katherine is very
precise with her fork. Exacting, even. Then it occurs to me that I don't even know how much I
know about Claire's nipples. She catches me staring and narrows her eyes and compresses her lips
into a menacing gangster grin. I make a point of lifting both my eyebrows.
Okay, so maybe it's the painting that has me on point. Maybe it isn't. This is a very taxing
scene all around. But I was ready.

I don't know what came over me. After the first awkward cocktails but before we got up enough
momentum to move to the dining room, I put a hand to my shirt pocket like I was clasping a pair
of reading glasses and asked for the bathroom. Katherine sent me down the hall and Claire,
without missing a beat in her sentence, nicked me with a silent sharp-eyed admonition.
I went down the hall with the kind of cat burglar cautiousness usually reserved for poking
around strangers' medicine cabinets. Track lighting, governed by a rheostat, glowed dimly off the
polished slats of the floor and the art magazines and Atlantic Monthlies and car keys piled on the
half-circle mission oak table pushed against the wall. At the end, where the hall branched into
bedroom and bathroom, was a window, open in the still street-bound summer heat, the curtains
flapping out against the fire escape. I went over the radiator, out, and, cat-quiet, up a flight to
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hunker down against the railing. Dug out my little fractional number and a book of bar matches
and hit. I hit big, pulling in liters on liters of warm urbanized air. It was so still that this left a large
empty space, a lung-sized vacuum out there in the night before me.
They call that the tidal volume, how much your lungs will hold. This was oceanic. And
good stuff, the last of the quarter we had delivered two Saturdays back. Nearby buildings hung like
blackout curtains, cut big pieces out of what uptown lights there were around the great dark pond
of the park. It was black for town and where there wasn't light, there wasn't anything. Looking out
to the north, it seemed the city only existed in strips, like the bars on a stereo equalizer. But behind
me shone the soft glow of a hallway lamp, filtered through heavy eggshell curtains. I let the great
Baltic breath out, let the lights sparkle through the smoke, let the calm settle down through me. I
shook out my arms and slid into a full sit. All those little solvent molecules went to work on my
anxiety and belly-knots.
Smelled like dinner was almost ready inside. Smelled like Katherine had just opened the
oven door on a roast. Hints of meat and basil convected out onto the fire escape, bearing along
some tangible scrap of the comforts of the Jordan home. The June and Ward routine could be done
well, I suppose, and the Jordans weren't doing it badly. They'd stuck in the city, though kids might
change that. They'd maintained something like good taste, not in the better-homes-and-gardens
sense, but in that keen-eyed evaluative way where things like books and film and furniture need to
continually reaffirm their worth. The Jordans tempered their Ikea with found objects and the
previously-owned, things of true value. They had stability and a fire escape fit for the occasional
furtive high and this view here. I was relaxed, rub-down relaxed, right up until it occurred to me
that I'd climbed up a flight of stairs and was perched outside someone else's window, smelling
someone else's strange roast. Someone who had a corridor and a window and a floor plan exactly
like Jonas and Katherine. Someone who had their own bubble of insular domesticity and maybe a
dinner party and an uneasy guest just now in the process of sneaking away from cocktails for a
little bracer on the fire escape. My abdomen yanked me upright and my eyes darted to the curtains
and so much for relaxed.
I pinched the ember off and scrambled down to dinner, stopping to splash some water in
my face. This time I really did rattle around the medicine cabinet and discovered that one of the
Cleaver-happy couple had a large prescription of Seconal. The label sticker was made out to
Katherine, "as necessary." Ah ha. I debated the necessity and took half a cap. I flushed the toilet
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for authenticity and was on my way. Sat down to salmon salad and Riesling and the next thing I
know, I can't take my eyes off the muddy brown oil on the wall.

"Breathless reopens at Film Forum this weekend, the grand finale of the Godard run," Claire says
as Katherine sweeps in with little dishes of honeydew sorbet. "I'm hoping Bill'll take me out, but
he's still got some heavy

ilehavpArauma
t
to overcome."

"When the Forum gets rolling, they really put the Archives to shame," Jonas says. "You
remember the month of noir last July?"
"Le Samoura'i was an inspired selection," Claire says.
"Anyone know what they've planned next?"
"I could go get the calendar from the kitchen," Katherine says.
“Don’t trouble yourself,” Claire says.
“Oh, no trouble, we keep it right on the fridge.” She’s halfway out of her seat.
"Is it a Karel Appel?" I ask, apparently apropos of nothing, because Jonas immediately
returns a
"Pardon?"
"The, that painting. An Appel, isn't it?"
Jonas laughs. Katherine smiles sympathetically, though I can't tell if I'm the target.
"Close," he says. "Why don't you try again. Or, better yet, Claire, why don't you take a
guess?"
Claire is caught up in the strange sympathetic smiling, smiling too, and she bites. "That
one?" As if it needed to be differentiated from the Matisse. "Oh, I don't know. You haven't taken
up paint-by-number, have you, Jonas?"
Both laugh, but it's Katherine who says, "No, but a better guess. Much better."
We each have a bite of the sorbet, but only Claire and Jonas make an issue of their
enjoyment, teeth sharp and tongues sliding across shining lips. At the end of it, he says, "why don't
you tell, darling." And Katherine does.
"It's nothing. Really. When Jonas and I got married, we wanted some keepsake of the
ceremony, but we didn't want a guestbook or a hundred pages of photos, so we dreamed this up.
We put out a big canvas on a cheap lathe easel, along with a big palette of paint and a few dozen
brushes. The only instruction was to paint your heart. And it worked. O f all possible things, it

152
worked. Don't you think?"
I do.
I can see myself at the ceremony, a long badger brush in my hand, angled and unsteady as
an epee, making uneducated swipes at the canvas. I could, so easily, have authored a letter in their
secret alphabet. One that meant warmth, as from two glasses of thick red wine or a stranger's
sincere well-wishing. All a sudden, the rest of the characters resolve themselves. Here's where the
bachelor best man, once a college roommate and the first baseman of a decent intramural outfit,
signed in a single six-four-three crescent a playful "couldn't happen to a better guy," but also his
regret at losing the keystone of such a solid double-play package. And here, the short catty
clawings of the corps of bridesmaids, their half-articulated jealousies so much alike despite the
half-dozen desperate hands behind them. And here the heavy benevolent prophecies of their
mothers—/;«vc kids, be happy—lay weighty as thrown bones.
It worked and it was wonderful.
But Claire, she says, "Cute," and takes another bite of her sorbet, the comers of her smile
winding in tight as a broken guitar string. I can see in the flash of her smiling eyes the flash of the
incipient blade. This is not sweet or smiling but unsettling.
Jonas is not unsettled. He just shrugs, swallowing a bite of sorbet with a similar shrug of
his eyebrows. "Means more than about any painting I've ever put eyes on."
I don't want what's next. Not at all.
But Claire, she's ready. Still hungry, even, in spite of the salmon and salad and sorbet. "An
in-joke," she says. "You're seeing something not in the painting. Something no one else could ever
be expected to see."
I do, but this is not a thing that can be argued. Not here, not after this meal, not under the
peaceful, graceful gaze of the blue nude.
Jonas takes it as a glancing blow. "Meh. It's a dining room, not a museum. I don't care if a
critic can read every nuance of the canvas: rough as the presentation might be, I like the
sentiment."
Claire says, "What about your work, Joe? How's that" but I cut in with an,
"Anyone know what's screening at the Film Forum this weekend?"
hoping that Katherine would say, "Of course, we keep the schedule in the kitchen," and
jump up to read the listings from their post on the door of their stainless steel refrigerator, leaving
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Jonas to lean across the dessert plates and add,"We've been members for years."
This is not what happens.
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18.

Cabride home coming down.
There's not much so sobering as Claire scorned, with the exception maybe of Claire
contradicted, and the seventy blocks downtown are like falling through five miles of upper
atmosphere, the air frozen and so thin that there's no resistance at all. My fingers are novocained
with cold and dope and, though I’m breathing deep and regular, I can't fill my lungs.
Claire is all heat. Her arms and shoulders move fierce as stove gas and her face flashes in
the stoplight red as we roll through the cross-streets. Intermittent red eyes. Red teeth. Her skin
even a slight shining red in the humidity. I'm hungry for air, consumed by the quicksand
upholstery of the cab seat. She's hungry for the painting.
"I want it assassinated," she says, now shining red. The street outside, the asphalt itself,
glows dully though it hasn’t rained. The red light hangs in the steam drifting from a manhole.
"I want it wadded into an In-sink-erator full of solvent and set on fire. I want the canvas
run through a shredder, recycled into toilet paper, and snuck back into the Jordans' guest
bathroom. I'll break into their apartment twice if I have to. I'll even endure another dinner just to
see the heartbreak firsthand."
Part of this anger is for me because I'm secretly complicit with the painting. I've seen its
transparency, seen the earnestness behind the canvas. She watched me fall into the frame like
Alice through the glass. She knew why I lost the thread of the conversation. Maybe this made her
jealous. Maybe it’s because I didn't hate the Jordans enough. Or because she couldn't see what I'd
seen.
"Maybe," she says, pausing, waiting for another lamp to drift past the window, "this would
precipitate a divorce. Katherine, seeing how delicate the material of the painting, would realize
how precariously their little dollhouse life is balanced and what kind of trite bullshit they cling to
for meaning. Then bang, the halves of the happy couple fall apart natural as a melon under a
cleaver."
"Baby," I say. We slow to stop at an intersection, "It isn't a gallery. This wouldn't mean a
thing."
"My last Croft wasn't in a gallery. It doesn't matter where it is. Only matters what it is.
And this thing is every bit as saccharine as a Precious Moments baby shower card with a paper-
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doily fringe. I don't give a fuck about its Appel affectations, it's still full of nothing."
"The painting, it's the painting you've got to be angry at."
"What the fuck is with you, Bill?" We get the green, the cab fills with red. "Of course I'm
angry at the painting. It's blasphemy to smear that thing next to a Matisse. You aren't about to
defend it, are you?"
"It isn't even a little abstract," I say. "It isn't practiced. There's no theory. There's no one
taking credit. You look at that piece, it's like watching a troupe of dancers without music.
Everyone's grooving along to their own heartbeat rhythm, perfectly out of time, but into it.
Sincerely into it. Here's what it is: a fluke example of the successfully automatic. There was one
idea behind all those brushes and every participant did their part. And with an unmistakable joie
de vivre." I work hard not to pronounce the r.
She stares at me, brow sharp, mouth open in an angry half-circle. We hit a light, the cab
catches green and the headlights of westbound traffic. Suddenly cooled, she smiles at me.
"For fuck's sake, where did you leave your pupils? Never mind. We'll get you home. We'll
sleep it off. Then we'll get the painting." The light goes green and we lurch and again I'm dropping
like a 747 Combijet with a few engines missing.
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19.

I have this dream, had it a couple times since our dinner with the Jordans, that Claire's cheating on
me and that she's going to leave. Not that this is ever explicit in the dream, but this is what I feel
when I wake, the one thing I keep when I break jerky into six a.m. wakefulness. What I feel after
nodding off for five minutes on the sofa while watching a Hill Street Blues rerun or when I wake
writhing after two hours fitful rest following a little advance workup on the FusionArts space is
that I'm going to lose her.
It begins innocently enough, me walking north through the Park, over by the East Green
near the Conservatory where kids rent remote-control sailboats after tiring of the zoo. I don't know,
maybe I'm on my way to the Met or to see the needle or something. Sometimes I'm eating an ice
cream cone, sometimes I'm carrying a folded umbrella, just purchased from a vendor on account of
the lightning-rich front that rolled in, blocking the sky quick as a shutter clapped closed by the
wind. As I get around the edge of the pond, past the kids' antennae and the saxophonist with the
open empty case, I can see there's some kind of event up in the Wonderland statuary. There's an
ambulance parked across the footpath, the red and white lights revolving far too slowly through
their lighthouse circuits. I come around the blocky vehicle and see the crowd of rubbemeckers,
hard against the line of the police tape circling the tea party. Everything slows so that I can take it
all in. The two EMTs hustling a stretcher under the police line freeze in a limbo twist. The erimescene photographer is caught mid-flash, so that the Doormouse and the Hatter shine under a
thousand-candlepower flood. Under this brilliant light, the grains of the detectives' fingerprint
powder, suspended in midair, sparkle like stars.
In the center of all of this activity, like a small bronze sun, is Alice, half her head blown
off. The half that remains is entirely melted and lies unnaturally, her neck bent swan-like and her
cheek fused to her shoulder. Her nose is scorched down to a pair of nostril pits and her skin has
that shiny melted-slag look, just like overcooked caramel or the skin of a real burned girl.
From here, it looks like someone wrapped a coil of thermite around Alice's petite throat, a
necklace of prenatal lava with a fuse of magnesium foil or leftover Fourth-of-July sparkler. This is
just a guess, of course, but it must have been pretty as a chain of diamonds for that first second of
bum, before the cheekbone poked through her parting flesh and her chin dropped off. I suspect
that whoever did this had some help with the execution. And I know for a fact that she didn't get it
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from me, which makes me wonder if Claire hasn't found herself some wide-shouldered Green
Beret or wiry-haired industrial chemist for a playmate.
Then everything around me starts moving again. The flashbulb filament bums down with
a pop, the sailboats circle lazy in the pond, the paramedics shuffle towards the statue, and the
ambulance lights resume their slow rotation. But now I'm frozen, trying to figure out what to make
of this.
All I know is a serious discussion is in order.
Next thing, I'm sitting up in bed, naked, apparently in the wake of this serious discussion.
Claire's in the bathroom smoking a Gaulouise on the edge of the tub, the door cracked just far
enough that I can see a slice of leg and abdomen and forward-falling breast. And her face in
profile, partially hidden by the ragged edge of her hair. At every drag, the red shine of the cigarette
stylizes her, the firelight putting a halo along the outer edges of her body, catching in the all-butinvisible hairs of her forearms and the hollows of her cheekbones. Or else it's me that stylizes her
by allowing her to smoke such a pretentious brand in my dream.
It must be somewhere between three and four in the morning at this time, probably really
is three or four in the morning, and I'm just waiting, watching the erratic neon-sign flicker of the
cigarette burning down. It feels very hot in this part of the dream and my legs are covered with
sweat under the light sheet and Claire is glossy in the light of the ember that bums like a fusee in
her uncurled hand.
When it bums down, when she comes walking into the bedroom, something is going to
happen. She's going to say something and it will not be good. I watch her finish the cigarette and,
rising, crush it in the sink, throwing the bathroom into darkness. When she opens the door and
comes out, she's not alone.
I'm with her and we're not moving into the bedroom of my apartment but instead down the
stairwell into the contemporary wing of the Metropolitan Museum. The gallery is cool with air
conditioning and shining white under the skylights but the air is still and thick, which I take to
mean it must be near closing. We're not naked anymore: she's wearing khaki Gap capris and a
Banana Republic safari shirt and I've got on a blue J. Crew windbreaker, its pockets full of
magazines for the Woodsman I'm carrying against my thigh. The Zapatista-chic balaclavas aren't
really a part of the Hamptons ensemble, we just threw them on before charging down the broad
wooden stairs. We pause behind the drywall partition at the entrance to the gallery. She pulls back
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the bolt on her grease gun and shoots me a nod like the Sundance Kid. We swing around the
comer. One of the guards, I shoot twice, another, three times. Claire dispatches the last with a
Nikki de St. Phalle flair. Then she turns and tosses me her little Eddie Bauer shoulder bag, the one
packed with semtex and Red Devil double-edged razor blades, and she nods towards the Terrifying
Terrain. She swings around and raises her weapon and the way her hair kind of flies out, it's more
like she's dancing than chattering hollowpoints into the sharp smiles of a de Kooning on loan. I set
the charge, slinging the satchel on one of the painting's protrusions, positioning it so that the
shaped explosives will embrace most of the piece. I wire up the timer, then look, cow-dumb,
across the gallery at the Innocent Eye Test.
Claire reads my hesitation. "Go," she says. "It can't be helped. There are bound to be some
collateral casualties."
And that's the part where I wake to discover that it is four a.m. and it is uncomfortably hot
and that I am covered with sweat. Maybe Claire will be there, sleeping beside me, and I'll have to
go to the bathroom to splash water in my face to collect myself, or maybe she'll be out casing a job
for midweek and I'll be alone. But no matter how many times I have this dream, I still have no idea
what comes next. As the cold water runs over my hands and face in the dark bathroom, I don't
know what I would do, there between the poles of those two paintings with the timer in hand.
Mostly I worry that she will not be the one to leave and that we might not have our
Bonnie-and-Clyde moment. Instead I worry I just might peel off my mask and walk away, down
the great ziggurat steps of the museum, into the waiting daylight and the police barricade, my
pistol dangling by the barrel from my outstretched arm. I will surrender myself to Lieutenant
Campos and the special task force he has assembled for our capture, but this will not save the
Tansey. All it will do is leave Claire to be taken, alone, by the beetle-helmeted and flak-jacketed
SWAT officers who will sweep through the galleries.
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20.

Jonas and I head north on Broadway, negotiating the Saturday hustle. This is September. Jonas has
on a black leather coat that hangs to the middle of his thighs. A big coat, but it just makes him look
pale and small. Like a shiny-headed whiteboy with a dumb grin and a too-new, too-big coat. Still,
he isn't such a bad guy. I've got a light navy jacket and my hands in my pockets. We hit Houston,
but the traffic is too thick to try anything, so we hold tight until the signal. Across the street is the
roadblocked beginning of a street fair. There's a police cruiser parked on the broad sidewalk beside
the subway, an officer sitting on the hood over a headlight. His partner leans against the green
station railing and they talk idly. There isn’t much to police at this end of the fair.
“New York never feels less like America than at an open market,” Jonas says. “What do
you say? We got time to check it out?”
“Sure. Too bad we ate at Dante,” we get the walk and across two lanes, the island, two
more lanes. “I could do a sausage bomb.” Just behind the blockade, a sausage and zeppole stand
faces off against a com-on-the-cob and lemonade outfit.
“Yeah, I fall for that once a season. First street fair of the summer, I’ll get one with onions
and peppers and that’11 fix me for the year. I think I like the idea of sausage and peppers more than
sausage and peppers. Like Beaujolais or mulled wine.”
Behind the frontrunners are parallel lines of white tents. They’re the standard-issue pipe
and white plastic variety, with very little variation between them. Some of the more professional
vendors have printed banners, but most advertise specials with handwritten rectangles of
cardboard. It’s the usual street-fair merchandise. Off-brand socks and t-shirts. Dental tools and
scissors made of Far Eastern steel. Tables full of knock-off watches and forged-label fashions. And
belts. There are always two or three booths selling nothing but belts. Hundreds of belts that dangle
from cords like strips of jerky hung to cure. Going rate is five bucks each or two for eight. You can
point to any belt at any fair in the city and the vendor will guaranteed say, “Five dollars,” like they
were a kind of currency and this the going rate of exchange. You could go to another booth and
point at a leather jacket and the vendor would say, “Fifty dollars or, for you, ten belts.” Some parts
of the Bronx, I understand, still run on the belt standard.
We pass a couple of book stands, although the selections are so slender we can read every
title without slowing our pace. They’re mostly children’s books, lying face-up and colorful on the
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curtained tabletops, with some marked-up remaindered fiction mixed in for mom and dad. The
Washington Square guys were for books, street fairs were for fried food and socks that went
threadbare by the third wash.
“Beaujolais?” I say, maybe a block too late, “You riffraff.”
“I know, I know. I’m a sucker for stuff like that. I still celebrate Christmas, if you can
believe it. Hey, records”

Jonas had called a few days ago to ask if Claire and I wanted to go down to an exhibition at
Shaptel/Hammel. Jonas is very big on this idea of our being mature adults and good friends. There
was nothing that Claire wanted less than to go to Shaptel/Hammel with Jonas, but she volunteered
me for the job because she’s also very concerned about appearing to be a big person. Bigger than
Jonas, anyway. Besides, it would kill a couple other birds if I went.
Jonas’s friend Lew Phelan had opened at Shaptel/Hammel a week ago Thursday. Claire
had seen a few Phelan canvasses and had been unimpressed. She was considering making him a
target, but wasn’t entirely sure. So I was sent ahead for the reconnoiter.
I met Jonas for lunch at a McDougal caffe. He beat me and was waiting at a sidewalk
table. We ordered focaccia sandwiches and Americanos and Jonas told me everything there was to
know about Phelan. By our second coffee, I knew his C.V., his influences, all prior exhibitions,
which critics were simpatico, which hostile, plus his birthdate, mother’s maiden name, and social
security number. If cutting his paintings wasn’t enough, Claire could always close his bank
accounts and change the locks to his apartment. The check came and there was a small scene when
we both flexed for our wallets. This is what tough guys do at coffeeshops. Instead of arm wrestling
or doing the dozens, we flashed cards to see who’s got the heavier metal. A passing blonde nearly
fell into a swoon at the glimpse of my shining platinum.
I let J. J. take the ticket and we split, on down Wooster to the gallery. Jonas is about as tall
as I am and he also walks with long, quick strides. He spoke with a lot of gestures, which I hadn’t
noticed at dinner because walking seemed to encourage the habit. Like motion bred motion. He got
winded though.

“Her watch was always fast,” Jonas says, apparently apropos of something he’s found in the milk
crate of albums he’s paging through. “Not just a little fast either. By the time we divorced, she was
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ten, fifteen minutes off.”
“She’s closer to twenty now,” I tell him.
He smiles absently, broadly simply by virtue of his big mouth. “Used to be she’d do it to
stay on schedule. She’d get preoccupied, run a standard five minutes late. So what she did, she
started senior year, was create time. She’d set her watch five minutes fast. Old trick, you know,
you’re running across campus and you look at your watch and do the math and realize that you’ve
really got seven minutes to get there and all of a sudden you aren’t late or wouldn’t have been late.
It was like time travel for her. She could leave for class at ten and arrive at nine fifty-eight.
“That’s why she started, anyway. But you never really fool yourself. It’s one thing to set
your alarm fast—nobody’s a math whiz at six in the morning—but a wristwatch is a whole different
animal. Claire would adjust quickly, so the only thing to do was to roll it another minute ahead.
She drifted further and further out of synch with me, with her office, with Greenwich Meantime. It
was like she was in another timezone. I’m working downtown in East Coast Standard, she’s
midtown, but her watch reads Singapore. Rossi Standard Time.
“Funny thing was, no matter what she did with her watch, she was always five minutes
late.”
“She gotten more punctual,” I reply, “For important engagements, at least.”
Jonas decides some tasteful scavengers have already been through these records. We cross
the street diagonally to a dollar tent. There are bins of repackaged Duracells and imitation Swiss
Army knives, kitchen sponges and “Bit” brand ballpoint pens. “Hey,” I say. “Lend me a buck.”
He’s wrong about Claire’s watch. It isn’t about keeping on schedule. It’s more like
codeine. It’s about buying time. When Claire looks at her watch, it’s a reminder that the next
twenty minutes could pass with nothing happening except one tiny axle turning one third of a
revolution. The watch is a snapshot of a four fifteen that might happen, if she were to do nothing
in her next twenty minutes. But she gets to redeem that time, save it before it’s wasted. She gets to
spend the time twice. If she waits, she’ll get another crack at four fifteen. Like a strong depressant,
it helps her get more out of her day.
But it also makes synchronized operations a bitch.

“What about Katherine?” Claire had asked when Jonas called to give the invite. “Doesn’t she want
to come along?”
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“Visiting her parents for the weekend?” I sat on the couch, reading Ad Reinhardt and
eating a bowl of popcorn, my feet on the coffee table. She kicked my sole and pointed at the
receiver while silently mouthing words at me.
“In Connecticut? That’s no good. I’d really like to know her better.” She's big on the big
person thing. Also big on finding out if there'll be anyone home at the Jordans' place. I put my feet
back on the table and ate a handful of popcorn.
“No, no, unfortunately I’ve got plans for Saturday, but I think Bill’s free until the evening.
Hold on, he’s right here.” She partially covered the mouthpiece and said, “What time are our
reservations? Nine? You want to go to the Phelan show with Jonas before? It’ll keep you busy
while I’m out with Matilda.”
I looked across at her and mouthed no while shaking my head and drawing a finger across
my throat.
“He’s on,” she told Jonas. “One at Caffe Dante it is.”
She hung up and sat down on the couch with me.
“Who the fuck's Matilda?” I said and she roughed out the plan. When I set out for Caffe
Dante, she went north with a pair of Vise-Grips and a short length of pipe in her handbag. I was
supposed to take notes on Lew Phelan and keep Jonas busy until four.

I find a flimsy watercolor set with a brush that’s already begun to shed into the cracked, coin-like
rounds of dry paint. “Am I going to buy this as a gag for you, or you going to buy it for me?”
“You could get it for Claire.”
“She hasn’t touched a brush in years,” I say, although this isn’t true. She had to have
touched Croft’s when she lopped their bristles off with the Kyocera non-metallic cleaver.
“You ever see her paint?”
I shake my head. “She was done with that before we met.”
“Yeah,” Jonas says, “We had a studio class together before we started dating. I liked the
way she held her head up while working. She’d stand off a little way, and hold her head up high.
The plane of the canvas on the easel and her face would make opposite angles. She’d tip her head
like she was wearing bifocals. It was very interesting. Made me want to ask her out.”
“I know the look. She still does it on occasion.” She does it when she really concentrates
on a thing. She does it when she works the Times crossword: she’ll hold the page way down,
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almost under her chin, and angle her eyes over her cheeks at it. It makes her nostrils flare and it
really underlines her cheekbones. She does it in bed, when she’s above me, her hands crossed at
the small of her back. She does it every time I’ve seen her cut. She’ll approach the painting and
then she’ll lift her chin. Maybe bite her bottom lip or tilt her head a little to one side. Then she’ll
lower her gaze and then comes the blade, so fast you get nothing but a sense of its passage hanging
across the canvas like a chrome acid trail. She might be doing it right now, Jonas, in your dining
room.
The blade would not go so smoothly through the Jordan’s wedding painting. There were
too many clots of paint and cotton. The blade would jerk through those knots, slowing as the
muscles in her arm and back tensed up to pull the edge through the thick oil and then accelerating
into the thin. She’d probably make two or three incisions, maybe carve the canvas out of the frame,
furl it tight and slice it like a maki roll. Then she might kick over the kitchen table, or do some
damage to the living room, to make the break-in look like a robbery or the work of more generalpurpose vandals. She might turn to the Matisse.
Just south of the Tower Records on Fourth is a vacant lot that’s used for an open market
most days of the year. Today, the market is swallowed up by the larger fair and it’s hard to tell
whether or not it’s helping business. There are a couple tents of clothing, a guy who sells carpets,
and a tarp-sheltered table full of incense-bumers, pipes, carved masks and figures, silk and
synthetic scarves, and a tall post strung with batik skirts that wave like flags whenever a 6 passes
underneath on its way to Union Square. Behind the table, a fat black man with a beard gone white
and dreadlocks caught in the red net of a crocheted cap carves a nose into a dark mahogany face.
The mask rests it chin on his Rasta lion t-shirt, near his belly button. Periodically, he’ll drag the
blade down the long nose, from the bridge to his thumb at the nostrils. He carves like he was
paring an apple. Then he licks his thumb and smooths it over the scraped surface so that it darkens
with the spit, then pales as it dries.
Jonas lingers at the table, lifting figures and turning each over to inspect their sides. There
are a dozen different designs, with small variations and defects in each specimen. There are seated
men and women, playing pipes or cradling drums between the knees of their crossed legs. There
are wild dancers, lined up on the table in four different gyrations—the frozen steps of their dance.
Some of them have small tooth-like nibblings where the blade slipped, or slightly disproportional
legs or heads. Behind them are patterned globes and tetrahedrons, some opened up to reveal
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hidden compartments. The whittler leaves off on the nose to start digging hollows out under the
mask’s sharp cheeks.
“Good work,” Jonas says. The whittler nods, still looking into the hollow eyes of the face
on his belly.
Jonas buys one of the dancers, his mahogany back arched into a limbo curve, his arms
right angles above him. Jonas buys the funky cousin of Claire’s soldier.
“KatherineT1 go for this. Be a nice surprise when she gets off the train.”
We went north, to the intersection with Fourth, the dancer swinging in his plastic bag in
time to our strides. The fair ended at Tower. There was another roadblock, another pair of officers,
and a few wire-mesh trash baskets overflowing with empty lemonade cups and comdog sticks.
Jonas will have two days at home before Katherine gets back from Connecticut. Plenty of time to
get things in order. He can clean up, contact their insurance company, make arrangements for
whatever repairs might be necessary. It wouldn’t be so bad.

Lew Phelan, by the way, took his Masters at Columbia under the direction of Garrison Parke, a
known follower of Kaprow and Cage and a card-carrying member of Fluxus. While he wasn’t
there yet himself, Phelan was on his way toward becoming one of the next links in that chain
reaction. He had faxed instructions to Shaptel/Hammel regarding the construction of most works
on exhibition. This made them impervious to the knife, but there were a pair of acrylic canvasses
that Claire might be interested in. They did absolutely nothing to me.

“Kind of strange, when you think about it,” Jonas says as we pass Shakespeare & Co. “That what
we’ve got in common is Claire. Awkward grounds for association, I tell you, but at least we’ve got
similar taste in art and movies and her.
“Don't get me wrong. I’m unhappy at all. Just nostalgic.” He chuckled, overcome by some
private buddy-vibe, “Wrong decade anyhow to bargain some kind of swap.” There's an awkward
pause, but he goes on. “Man, when she called for the divorce, that was final, that sucked. Sure, it
eventually brought me to Kat, but get in my shoes at the moment: I was just done with school, just
getting started living my life, really. Living my life with this girl. Shit, you know what it’s like to
spend time with her. We were married for all of a year, not even that, a June through an April, and
even now, looking back and knowing how it would end, I’d probably go ahead and do it all over
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again. Claire was never still, always running from room to room for something. She'd dash in, give
me something, a news clipping, a pair of dress socks, a kiss on the cheek, then right back to
whatever it was she was doing before, getting dressed herself or waiting on hold for dinner
reservations. Watching her cook was like watching a runner sprint intervals. I loved the energy
driving that constant movement, but I should have known it meant she wouldn’t settle, that we
weren't going to last the spring.”
I know what he's talking about, but I also know what Claire will look like in ten years,
fifteen. She’ll be rail thin, with rimless glasses. Her face will narrow slightly, changing from an
almost-even pentagon into a smoother oval. Her cheeks will grow more defined, their shadows
deepening, as though the contrast of her face were raised. Her hair will grow wilder, longer. It will
remain reflective black, all her life, but it will change shape and texture, becoming increasingly
jagged, like black granite splitting, wearing to points over time.
But I don’t just know how she’ll look in fifteen years. I know how she’ll look as she gets
there. The weathering she will take, the course her belly—that small soft oval, perfect as a tumbled
stone, rising like a turtleshell between the descending ridges of her ribcage, bounded by her pubis
and the twin crests of her hipbones—will follow as it marks the time. The turtle will rise and fall as
Claire moves through stresses and calms, as she alternately smokes or eats. It will rise and fall like
she is breathing. Distance runners learn to breathe with the belly and Jonas is right about this one
thing: Claire is running, always running.
We get to Union Square, to the large subway entrance in the southwest comer.
“That’s you,” I say.
“I know,” Jonas says. We shake hands and he trots down the steps, homebound.
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21.

“Nothing against the apartment,” Claire says, “but what would you think, someone went through
all the trouble of busting into your place and then didn't steal anything, didn't do anything except
gash one worthless canvas? Shit, after the dinner we had, that's a get-into-jail-free card.”
We're cruising west on Forty-first, along Bryant Park, and they've got the big tent up. It's
Seventh on Sixth and the limousines are stacked up like cabs at the La Guardia turnaround. Every
second guy on the street's in a tuxedo while the women are split into two camps. If they're in the
industry on the design end, they're severely and professionally skirt-suited; if they're in on the
display side, their backs are bare to the waist and their necklines stab down between their breasts
to their navels, leaving the rest draped in translucent lace and shimmering synthetics, shining
surfaces designed to draw fire from the press photographers.
There's a lot to detest there, under the giant positive-pressure tent, but neither Claire nor I
are much interested in fashions in clothing. You've got to pick your battles. Right now, all we want
is a coffeeshop that isn't Starbucks.
“This wasn't repeat of the Croft hit,” Claire says. “I had to stoop to a bit of commonplace
property damage to cover our tracks. First thing I did, you'll be happy to hear, was to take the
Matisse off the wall and move it to safety in the kitchen.”
What she did after that was she took a can of blue spray paint and drew a jagged EKG line
across three walls and the wedding painting. What she did was she tagged up the Jordan's dining
room like it was the side of a subway car. She tore up their canvas, gouged their wallpaper, and
kicked over their dining room table. She was very thorough.

In May 1914, on the opening day of the Spring Exhibition at London's Royal Academy, a whitehaired woman struck John Singer Sargent's portrait of Henry James with a meat cleaver. She
landed three blows, shattering the glass and hitting James once on the left side of the head, once on
the right side of his mouth, and once under the right shoulder. She was apprehended by a crowd of
women in the gallery and, while no one was hurt, a man's glasses were shattered in the struggle.
The woman, Mrs. Mary Wood, told police that she had never heard of Henry James. Her
assault was a simple protest because she wished “to show the public that they have no security for
their property, nor for their art treasures until women are given their political freedom.” She served
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a few days in jail and was released, lauded as a “brave woman” by suffragist organizations.
James himself privately wrote that “those ladies really outrage humanity, and the public
patience has to me a very imbecile side.” A letter to the Times also labeled the attack an “outrage”
on the grounds that the painting was “an emblem of private affection and regard” for James, a man
who “had nothing to do with politics.”

We find our coffeeshop.
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22.

We went to Farrago because of the media fracas. The art was secondary: we went for blasphemies,
perversions, and the critical hullabaloo. We went because Claire, being a devotee of the arts and
all forms of scandal, wanted to walk around Prospect to see the protestors shouting on the
Boulevard and then to drift through the quiet galleries. We went to celebrate an anniversary: we
had not been to the Brooklyn Museum since the Rothko, even though Claire was no longer barred
from the grounds. And, because we had nothing else going, we went to see dirty paintings of Jesus
and photographs of naked homosexuals. It seemed like a promising spectacle.
If we'd watched the news instead of reading about the exhibition in the Post, the Daily
News, and Art in America, things might have gone off very differently.
But we read Art in America that morning, on the couch—coffee and croissants on the
coffee table-and things happened exactly as they did. In his review, Brinks wrote that while
Farrago contained a few noteworthy pieces, the overriding purpose of the exhibition seemed to be
to offend. “The curators covered so many reliable bases-sexuality, racism, religion-it seems hard
to believe the show was not engineered to shock. Farrago,” says Brinks, “is about outrage as a
commodity.”
The Church was outraged. There was a commotion. Some reverend called for the
destruction of no fewer than three separate paintings on display. The stance of the Catholic League
and the Diocese was more moderate, their joint protest claiming that “Christians have become the
default target of artists looking to make waves. If the insults that the painters of Farrago level at the
Catholic Church were aimed instead at Blacks, Jews, women, or any other group, they would be
immediately, and correctly, recognized as hate speech.” This complaint registered with the mayor,
who made a bid to limit the museum’s funding because, while the artists and curators of Farrago
had a right to free speech, they did not have a Constitutional right to NEA grants or city money.
This got the NYCLU into the game.
The NYCLU protest pissed off a lot of conservatives, on principle, and a lot of liberals
rallied, on principle. And then there was nothing to it but the yelling. You had a lot of angry
Catholics, many of whom had not and would not see the exhibition, on principle, but were
offended all the same by what they had heard about it secondhand from the papers and their
friends. Then you had the people who identified themselves as “supporters of the arts” at cocktail
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parties and would say things like “the Goog” and who could list many museums and galleries but
no paintings. The ones who, sniffing censorship and seeing the zealots gather, automatically
weighed in on the side of culture, confusing culture with an exhibition. By this point, the works
hanging in Farrago were completely irrelevant.
But we went. Not for the work, not to study or cut. Although that would have been a hell
of an anniversary, we just went to see the fiasco.
We started with a long walk around the park. It was early fall or Indian summer or
whatever the correct term for Indian summer is. Kids played baseball while rollerbladers
circumnavigated the lawn. Couples from Park Slope were out, strolling like us, and there were
their poorer, hipper Williamsburg counterparts. We were quiet.
We passed the Botanical Gardens and headed for the museum. It’s always surprising to get
out into Brooklyn, with the wide streets and low buildings. You really get a sense of sky, but it’s
different than the feeling of being in the park. In Prospect, the sky almost feels staged, because the
park seems artificial in the context of the city. But you see that same sky over a ratty bodega and a
barbershop and it’s somehow more plausible. Like a Matisse can be more striking in a living room
than in the Met.
Moving up the Boulevard, we heard the soft insectile buzz of the hundred layered
conversations of the line of museum-goers, but over that was the unusual clatter of unregimented
protest. Locusts. The ticket line stretched a good distance outside: we joined at the end and found
ourselves flanked by picketers on both sides. That day, the division seemed to be between a
grossly-outnumbered NYCLU contingent and just about everybody else, including the Catholic
League for Religious and Civil Rights, the Knights of Columbus, the Madonna Society, the
Vietnam Veterans of America, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, the Police Benevolence
Association, and some off-duty officers. The Catholic League distributed airline-style vomit bags
emblazoned with their sword and shield logo. Claire, smiling, took two with a thank-you.
Down at the end of the picketers, this one unaffiliated protestor shouted into a megaphone,
trying to project over the incomprehensible mob. ’’This is not a legitimate exhibition,” he yelled,
setting off a series of feedback-driven pops and squeals. "This is a sham! This is spectacle for
spectale's sake! This is economic manipulation! Charles Tatchi, de facto curator of Farrago, has
usurped museum direction and planned this show to inflate the value of certain pieces in his
personal collection. Tatchi is the CEO of an advertising firm! This is not about a quality show or
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the first amendment or the NEA or anything except profit! This is scandalmongering. The only
appropriate response is indifference! So you, ACLU, go home! You too, choirboys and
archbishops, put away your bags and your signs and go home and forget about this! You people in
line: what are you here to see? Remember, there's no bad press! You are playing a part in a staged
scene!"
And then the Catholics got their shit together and started shouting, "We turned the other
cheek for Serrano and Ofili! We got no cheeks left!" The guy with the megaphone was submerged
in the flood of voices.
We got inside and then up to the ticket booth. Paid full admission for the museum and
then exhibition tickets on top of that. The ticket seller asked if we wanted to rent Audiotours but
Claire waved him off. We went on through. I offered Claire a crooked elbow and she snaked a
hand through and hung on to my side. We went through the Hall of Americas and meandered with
less deliberation than usual. Sanford Schwartz had gone. He’d packed up and gone back to
wherever it was he had come from or he had just moved along, an itinerant sheet of aluminum,
touring the museums of America.
“Remember the Katz?”
“He was a good egg,” Claire said. “If it had been a different kind of day, I think I might
have tried to steal him instead of cutting for the Vessels.”
“It probably would have taken two to carry him.”
“That’s a hell of a pick-up line.”
“I might have tried it, if I thought it had any chance.”
“Where to?” Claire asked.
“Do you want to see the Rothko? I’m kind of curious to see how well they restored it.”
“Let’s.”
The path we took was very much like the path we’d walked last time. Not very direct. We
wound up at the Vessels and took about twenty minutes trying to find the cut. Traces were still
visible, if you knew where to look. Although it had been sewn up very competently, the paint was
not thick enough to fully disguise the stitches.
“Looks like scar. Looks like it had a triple bypass and staple sutures.”
“You know, the Newmans in Amsterdam have taken so many hits that they’ve been
deemed unsafe for display.”
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“Or unfit,” I said.
“Whatever. I’m kind of disappointed they got this patched up and back to the front so
fast.”
“Everyone’s upstairs. Preoccupied with crowd-control at Farrago. Couldn’t ask for a better
opportunity to restate your point.”
Claire smiled. “They bust me in here, my portrait will be faxed out to every gallery,
museum, collector, and post office from here to Secaucus. You can just forget about that
Gordon/Croft show at Liston next month.”
“Shall we stroll on?”
“Should have gone to the museum first, then the park.”
“We’ll go back through the park. Farrago will be better closer to closing. Egyptian?”
Between the Rothko and the time we spent in the Egyptian collection, we made it to
Farrago about a half-hour before closing.
The exhibition began with a narrow twisting corridor that reminded me of the entryway to
a modem airport bathroom. There were enough kinks in the route that you could see none of the
exhibit from the foyer. Just a rectangular doorway, a ninety-degree turn, and a wall of orange
plaster. Tantalizing. There was a ticket taker just to the right of the entrance and, to the left, a
warning was painted on the wall in the place of “through me you enter the population of loss.”

FFp-ra'g

\n. An exhibition composed of various mixed materials; a medleyA

Farrago contains works of a graphic nature and may cause shock, vomiting, confusion,
panic, euphoria, and anxiety. Pregnant patrons, as well as patrons suffering from high
blood pressure, nervous disorders, or palpitations, are advised to consult a physician
before viewing this exhibition. Concerned patrons should speak with museum personnel
before entering the hall. Farrago may not be suitable for small children.

Claire threw her arm out toward the warning, perpendicular to her body, her hand like a karate
chop. “You must be at least this tall to ride Farrago,” she said. I handed our tickets over. The guard
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gestured at the Audiotours hanging by the headphones from pegs on the wall behind him, but I
gave him a no thanks.
We started through the winding corridor, Claire leading the way, me a step behind. We
had no agenda, no urgency.
There were some Damien Hirst pieces early in the exhibit. “Got the puke bags?” I asked
Claire. She pointed at her purse. Hirst’s tanks dominated the rooms they occupied. We moved
through them without much lingering, although I made one quick detour around a gigantic
formaldehyde aquarium containing a partially-butchered horse. Claire and I looked at each other
through the distorting fluid and floating entrails. She made a face, baring all of her teeth and
raising her eyebrows in a primate grimace. Then she looped around and caught up with me. “Be
kind of fun to do something to a tank that size,” she said, but her heart wasn’t in it. It would be too
easy to fix, purely an industrial job involving a pane of glass, a thousand gallons of preservative,
and a new horse.
In the next room over was one of Charles Ray's male mannequins, a Sears model, I think,
modified with a equilateral patch of pubic hair and a cock made out of dildo-rubber. There were
guards stationed beside the mannequin and other likely targets, especially the three paintings
marked for destruction by the right reverend. There were perimeters painted on the floorboards,
like the keys of basketball courts, marking the safe-approach distance for each piece. There were
infared and laser grids, breakbeam detectors and recessed closed-circuit cameras.
Behind a battery of infared beams, we saw a collection of photographs of a very muscular,
very nude black man, his body and scalp completely shaved. The photos were brightly lit, high
contrast shots that made the skin of the subject shine on the ridges and filled his recesses with
shadow, creating hard lines along his athlete’s abdomen and between his pectorals and buttocks. If
the placards had not made an issue of the photographer’s sexuality, they would have been nothing
more than a series of competent male nudes. As it was, there were two thousand offended citizens
waving signs at the museum entrance.
“You feel like we've done all this before?” Claire asked.
“Not often enough,” I said.
The gallery containing the nudes had been painted a royal blue, the gallery with the Ray
mannequin, cherry red. The curators had drawn from a pop palette for Farrago. They had clipped
colors from advertisements and warning labels. Look-at-me colors, buy-me colors, I-am-a-
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venomous-spider colors. Through the passage ahead, we could see a slice of hardhat yellow. It was
like walking through a market without produce, or living in an Oldenburg world. There was a
crowd in the yellow gallery. We were approaching the blinding yellow heart of controversy.
The paintings that had begun the imbroglio were a series depicting the Passions from Last
Supper through the Crucifixion in a sort of R. Crumb-meets-Keith Haring style. They were all
huge, and filled three walls of the yellow gallery like the giant panels of a walk-in comic strip. The
twist here was that this Christ was a homosexual vagrant junkie. His apostles were Port Authority
hustlers and a band of crack dealers and pom habitues who had been persecuted and driven from
Times Square by the arrival of the All-Star Cafe and the new and wholesome cineplex. Naturally,
the Romans were NYPD and it was a nine-millimeter crucifixion.
The gallery was packed and we were forced to move at the pace of the crowd. Which was
almost perfectly timed to the Audiotour narration. Assembly-line art appreciation. Stand at
attention and study each piece for exactly as long as the recorded guide dictates. Hit pause,
shamble on to the next, play, pause, repeat. This was the kind of crowd that would get hungry
looking at a Thiebaud automat.
We got to the first painting and Claire said, “Ah, Christ, this guy always turns up at these
kinds of things.” Big J is sitting on a park bench, sharing a forty of Old English with Peter while
the rest of the crew were lounging around, passed out, or trading handjobs for crack bottles in the
bushes. All the figures were wild-eyed, with large porous noses and legs as hairy as testicles and
testicles as hairy as tarantulas. “It could be more offensive,” Claire pointed out. “He does nothing
in this panel to piss off Hassidim, Puerto Ricans, or Hatians.”
We shuffled along, talking in low voices, although the rest of the gallery wouldn’t have
heard a thing anyway. There was a guy in a workshirt ahead of us, with a geeky buzzcut and
clunky glasses. Over my shoulder, I saw a freckled blonde in overalls. Both were lost to their
headsets. We stopped again at the fourth panel in the series because there was a scheduled
Audiotour lecture at the fifth. We saw Jesus again, this time walking west on Forty-second,
pushing a shopping cart full of dirty clothes, redeemable bottles, and pomo mags. A pair of police
officers were walking behind him. In the background was a stylized Times Square, featuring a
Ferris Wheel and a Teacup Ride.
Claire laughed and she raised one hand to point out some detail of the painting. I don’t
know what exactly it was that she was going to show me, what it was that she found appealing in
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the painting. Her hand never made it above her shoulder.

If we had watched the ten o'clock news with our dinner instead of reading Art in America with our
coffee and croissants, we might have known what to expect. This guy, Donald Severian, had been
arrested after pushing his right to protest a little too far. He'd spit on museum director Lehman
following a press conference. This Severian was a big guy, an Irishman with close-cropped white
hair and the ears and nose of a boxer. The two officers who were escorting him away from the
BMA entrance had cuffed his hands behind his back and his chest puffed out like an ape's.
"Someone needs to get those paintings," he told the reporter who was following him to the
squad car. "They're a dishonor on the church and a slur on decency and if that little hippie puke
thinks that kind of behavior will fly in Brooklyn, he's in for a surprise." He growled this out, his
chin hard against his gorilla-chest. He had very bad teeth, dark with coffee and tobacco and there
were little dark pockets of plaque between his teeth and at his gums. "I'd do it myself, if I could.
But it falls to my brother Hibernians and the good people of the League to carry on. I'm sorry that
this must land on another's shoulders, but I'm certain there's one in this city, one among eight
million, with enough heart to act in my place." Then the officers folded him into the cruiser and
the clip cut back to the newsdesk.
"Severian was previously arrested at the Brooklyn Museum after attempting to deface the
Chris Ofili painting, The Holy Virgin Mary, and is barred from several city museums. Police
remain on a heightened alert after Severian’s arrest."
Then, if we had watched the news, we would have heard police Lieutenant Adam Campos
say, "In light of the recent rash of attacks across the city, the NYPD will be handling these types of
threats very seriously. We'll have extra officers at the protests and plan to work closely with
museum staff to ensure the security of the Brooklyn Museum exhibition.”
“What do I think of the exhibit?” said Campos. “It doesn't matter what I think of the
exhibit. I'm a law enforcement officer, not a critic. My job, the job of my task force, is to protect
the property and investments of the museum and its benefactors. We will do our job.”
If we’d seen that, we’d have known to expect Friday and Gannon.
I’d see the clip later, shortly after my reintroduction to Lieutenant Campos, but at that
moment, we were taken completely by surprise. Claire raised one hand to point out something in a
painting, next thing you know, she’s got a gun on her. There were a half dozen weapons drawn
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and a square-jawed plainclothes officer with a well-kept goatee and a blue Mobilgas workshirt
stepped in to back us off the painting. He handled it as though he were breaking up a fight. Turned
out half the people in the gallery were cops. A Japanese couple, draped with Audiotour decks and
absurdly long-lensed Nikons, secured the perimeter with snub-nosed thirty-eight specials. The
black-coated museum officers muttered into their headsets like Secret Service. A student doing
charcoal studies on the center bench pulled a matte-black twenty-five automatic from the bottom
drawer of his tacklebox of pencils and charcoal. The gun, I remember, matched his sweater. Even
the pigtailed blonde in the three-color ribbed turtleneck and Oshkosh had a badge and piece in her
knapsack.
Pigtails frisked Claire and found the inch-and-a-half of hollow-ground steel in her coat
pocket. A beautiful little knife, bearing-hinged in its aircraft aluminum handle. Just snap your
fingers and there it was, ready with its inch of canvas-cutting serration and tanto point, flat as a
hammerhead.
So we brought it on ourselves, but the way it happened, we did nothing to deserve that.

Of course, there is art. A bomb in the National Gallery would
make some noise. But it would not be serious enough. Art has
never been their fetish. It's like breaking a few back windows in a
man's house; whereas, if you want to make him really sit up, you
must try at least to raise the roof. There would be some
screaming, of course, but from whom? Artists—art critics and
such like—people of no account. Nobody minds what they say.
—Joseph Conrad
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Once the news broke, the stories came flooding forth like the endless telegram text of the
newswire, sequential keystrokes like the droning monotone of Joe Friday reading Miranda. None
of Claire's attacks, suspected or confirmed, escaped this tickertape accountancy. And Claire, with
the elegant swing of her blade, had turned the spotlight on vandalism, so while it was her actions
that made the headlines, the feature pages were packed with historical accounts, to fill in the back
story and give the new scholar of vandalism some idea of where Claire stood in the canon.

There's Jubal Brown. We know that guy. The vomit. That's our start, but that's not even the
beginning. Not even close.

Because she was upset about the arrest of Emmeline Pankhurst, a prominent suffragettes, and
because she didn't like the way men would gawk at Velasquez's Rokeby Venus all day, a lady name
of Mary Richardson went to London's National Gallery and attacked the Venus with a hatchet.
This was March 10, 1914. At trial, Richardson identified herself as a "student of art who cared
more for justice than art." She felt that the preservation of the Venus was less important than the
well-being of Pankhurst. The judge found that she was unrepentant for her crime and sentenced
her to six months because her long record of assaults, destruction of property, and arson made her
a threat to civilized society. Upon her release, Richardson ran for Parliament.

New Year's Eve, 1957. A homeless man threw a rock at the Mona Lisa in hopes of being arrested.
It had been a rough winter. He wanted a meal and a warm bed.

London, November 7, 1987—Former soldier Robert Arthur Cambridge entered the National
Gallery five minutes before closing time. He was in a buzzer-beating mood. After a rapid tour of
the museum, he zeroed in on da Vinci's sketch for the Madonna and Child with St. Anne and John
the Baptist. With time, Cambridge may have found a more deserving work, but given his time
constraints, he wasted no time in producing a sawed-off shotgun from under his coat and
discharging a shell into the work. He was arrested immediately. In his pretrial statement,
Cambridge offered up the Richardsonian rationale that the attack was an act of protest: it was
atrocious for the British government to lavish such attention on artistic masterpieces while so
grossly mistreating their soldiery. The court found that this claim demonstrated Cambridge's
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unfitness to plead, and another insane vandal was packed off to a high-security hospital with an
expedience appropriate to his attack.

A few days before the 1986 unveiling of the newly-acquired Barnett Newman piece Who's Afraid
o f Red, Yellow and Blue, failed artist Josef Kleer visited Amsterdam's Stedelijk Museum disguised
as an employee. Finding the painting unattended, Kleer cut several long gashes across the canvas
with a knife. He walked out of the museum unnoticed, but, wanting recognition for his actions,
first littered the scene with scraps of red, yellow, and blue paper bearing his name and address.
When arrested at his apartment, Kleer claimed that he cut the painting because it was
unthinkable that the museum should spend so much on a second-rate work. And because he was
frightened by red, yellow, and blue. He immediately became a local hero.

On November 21,1997, Amsterdammer Gerard Jan van Bladeren destroyed the Stedelijk's other
Newman, Cathedra, also by knife. While museums generally downplay theft and vandalism to
prevent copycat attacks, the Stedelijk instead elected to remove the Newmans from display.

In her most concerted effort to erase an artist, Claire Rossi spent three years at work on the works
of Dolan Croft. Her interest was indiscriminate. Paintings, sculptures, installations, she would
gobble up anything Croft, so long as it pushed her beyond her threshold of nausea tolerance.
"You've got to do it right," she told an unnamed accomplice after carving her way through
canvasses #3, #6, #8, #9, and #11 of the Oranges series, then on display at Nobel and Tate.
"You've got to get them all."

In 1961, Edvard Eriksen's

LittleMermaid was assaulted by persons unknown. Her hair was

painted red and she was dressed in white bra and panties. This was generally accepted as cute.

Generally considered less cute was the Little Mermaid's decapitation by hacksaw on the night of
April 25, 1964. Police searches of Copenhagen Harbor yielded a few broken sawblades. Tracking
dogs were ineffective in the seawater. On May 4, a Copenhagen daily received a ransom note
demanding ten thousand kroner for the return of the head. Police refused to negotiate. The
Mermaid was sent to foundry for repairs. Noted artist and ne'er-do-well Jorgen Nash was the prime
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suspect, but no charges were pressed.
On the night of July 22, 1984, two eighteen-year-old Danes took the

s right hand at the

wrist. The next morning, they delivered the hand to a police station, claiming they had been very,
very drunk and were now very, very sorry. The police report noted that the suspects came in with
"one arm, two hangovers, and lots of apologies."

Of all the Croft paintings targeted by Rossi, none received quite the same level of attention as
Neon, East River, a piece of fat-oil abstraction termed by many critics to be a "one-off
masterpiece." Rossi began her campaign by laying a single slash across the painting during its
opening week of exhibition at Allenton Ltd. This assault put Neon, East River, on the disabled list
for two weeks while the surgeons of cotton and pigment patched it back together. The day after
Neon, East River was returned to display, Rossi drove a heart-shaped Valentine's Day cookie cutter
through the center of the canvas and took the scrap home. While in transit to the shop for a second
round of restoration, the unmarked Econoline E-350 bearing the injured painting was involved in
an accident on Fourteenth Street. No one was hurt, but Neon, East River was thrown against the
interior bulkhead struts of the van and scraped, in places, clear down to the white bone of the
canvas. Investigators, while acknowledging the suspicious degree of coincidence involved in the
incident, determined that Rossi had no connection to the collision. William Radix noted that Neon,
East River was Rossi's "own personal Nightwatch. "'

In 1990, an unknown assailant sawed halfway through the neck of the Little Mermaid.

On January 6, 1998, the Little Mermaid was decapitated. Again.
The crime was reported by photographer Michael Poulsen, who received an anonymous
phone call at five in the morning advising him that there was something worth photographing at
Langelinie, the Mermaids, home in Copenhagen Harbor.
The Radikal Feministisk Fraktion took credit for the crime within twenty-four hours,
claiming that "men like women without heads better anyhow!" The Fraktion was quickly
discredited when a television station received a videocassette of a hooded man in an unknown
location brandishing the head and listing demands. The RFF then acknowledged that they had
nothing to do with the beheading and just wanted attention. On January 9, a masked man
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abandoned the head in a parking lot north of Copenhagen. Again, Poulsen was on the scene with a
camera.
On February 5, Poulsen was formally charged with the attack and taken into custody.

In her one recorded act of overt kidnapping, Claire Rossi stole Gail Strachey's Nude from the
Strunsky Galleries, where it was being displayed for charity auction from the private collection of
Linda and Harold Welking. Rossi excised the Nude's left big toe with a fresh-stropped straight
razor and sent it, first-class mail, to Art Forum, along with a scrap of bond paper bearing a rough
typewritten paraphrase of H. L. Mencken, "Ninety percent of everything is crap," she wrote. "This
is not a ransom note, just an announcement that now slightly less than ninety percent of everything
is crap."
The magazine's staff failed to identify the fragment.

In June 1984, a deranged professor of biology began a spree of defacement which took the noses
of eighty statues of noteworthy and notorious Italians in the Villa Borghese Gardens in Rome.
When apprehended in May, 1985, the professor was carrying the eighty noses in a plastic bag. He
claimed his actions were necessary because the "KGB are after me." He then passed arresting
officers a note that read, "I am a UFO."

One evening, while headed towards Manhattan's Pinetar Bar to ride out a jag of unascertained
polypharmacuetical origin, Claire Rossi and accomplice William Radix encountered a lone
representative of the cow parade that had wandered from the safety of the herd. The breed of this
particular animal could best be described as Holstein-inspired post-Abstract Expressionist figural
multimedia. "Jesus fucking Christ," Rossi commented a block later, allegedly pausing to steady
herself against the stonework of a brownstone stoop. She requested that Radix "hold the phone"
and—after receiving assurances that the two had not in fact reached Chicago—wobbled north alone
after the cow. Rossi would return a moment later, explaining to Radix that she had changed her
mind because "high" was too close to "plain crazy."
Additionally, she found no means readily available for dealing a sufficient amount of
damage to the life-sized plaster beast.

181
On November 23, 1977, Ruth van Herpem kissed a Jo Baer painting on display in Oxford, leaving
a noticeable lipstick print. In court, Herpem explained that the painting looked cold and that she
wanted to "cheer it up."
Near sunset the following Friday, a sober and better-equipped Rossi revisited the offensively
saccharine cow. Disguised in a Yankees cap, Wayfarer sunglasses, and a shapeless polyester work
jacket with a long-handled hatchet slung flat underneath, Rossi completed her successful second
pass at the plaster sculpture with a smooth and practiced unholstering of the boy's axe and a twohanded overhead swing that landed dead between the animal's homs. Would have stopped there,
but Rossi's follow-through was impeccable and the axehead was unimpeded by the newborn
nebula of plaster-dust. Witnesses, while recalling little else about the event, were generally
impressed by the sparks the axe threw off the sidewalk concrete. And by the way the cow's front
knees splintered under the force of the impact.
Dropping the axe, Rossi immediately walked from the scene, leaving bystanders to watch
the cow's headless trunk creak on unstable ankles, topple, and shatter. Rossi disposed of her jacket
and cap, shook out her hair, smoothed her blouse, and turned the comer to Metro, where she met
dinner date William Radix for an eight o'clock reservation. According to Radix's reports, she
looked "stunning." Over dinner, Rossi expressed her regret at the end of the summer. "Another
month and I could get the whole parade. As it is, we might have to settle on making an example of
the one." Radix suggested that it might be worthwhile to reinforce the point by docking the
checkered "Moo-ndrian" cow on Fifty-second. Rossi agreed that the whole thing "needed to be
brought down," but that "there were only so many days in August."

September 14, 1991—Forty-five-year-old Piero Cannata entered Galleria dell'Academia and
shattered the second toe of David's left foot with a mallet he had hidden under his coat. He said
that "Veronese's beautiful Nani" had asked him to "hit the David." He was accordingly
institutionalized.

Eleven years ago, early Saturday morning, Suffolk County deputies delivered a fifteen-year-old
Claire Rossi to her parent's Fort Salonga residence. Rossi had been detained after officers had
broken up a keg party at a nearby Huntington sod farm. By the time police arrived at the scene, the
party had largely degenerated into indiscriminate fisticuffs, which had by all reports begun when
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Rossi had punched Chris Carello, blond-haired darling of Harborfields High and lead of the
school's spring production of Stoppard's Travesties, once on the nose and once in the left eye.
Rossi claimed that she had been unimpressed by the play's opening performance the previous
evening. "Speaking of travesties," she said to officers on the ride home, "can you believe they cast
that preppie asshole as Lenin? I mean, give the understudy a shot for fuck's sake. Did you even see
it?" Following a long silence, she then indicated that Carello had made unwelcome advances
toward her at the party.
The senior Rossis responded by revoking two months of Saturday nights.

October 13, 1993-Forty-seven-year-old Piero Cannata was again arrested and institutionalized
after scribbling on a fresco by Fra Filippo Lippi on display at Saint Stephen's Cathedral.

Tuesday, January 26, 1999-Two-time loser Piero Cannata, then fifty-two, attacked Jackson
Pollock's 1947 Watery Paths with a felt-tip pen. When arrested by guards, the veteran calmly
explained that he had "set out to get a Manzoni. I didn't find one of his, but I found an equally ugly
one and damaged it instead."
After spending a day in jail, Cannata was transferred and began his third term in a mental
hospital.

On Pentecost, 1972, Lazslo Toth, an Australian geologist of Hungarian birth, charged through a
crowd of worshipers and pilgrims in the Basilica at Saint Peter's in Rome. Evading five blackuniformed guards, he jumped the marble balustrade at the altar, straddled Michelangelo's Pieta,
and meted out fifteen blows with a sledgehammer he had concealed under his coat while shouting,
"I am Jesus Christ." It was his thirty-third birthday.
Papers called him a madman, an assassin, a fanatic, a vandal, a sociopath, and a nihilist.
Six months later, while awaiting trial, Toth fled Italy. He was later sighted in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art and unconfirmed rumors place him most recently in a Yugoslavian prison,
convicted of espionage after photographing a sugar refinery.

On May 21, at 3:05 a.m., to mark the anniversary of Toth's attack on the Pieta of St. Peter's, Claire
Rossi dropped a three-pound sledge into an oversized handbag and went to Madison Square Park,
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where she dispatched the shellacked glove there displayed with three solid blows.
Rossi mailed a finger to each the Post and the Daily News, along with a short typed
statement to the effect that the attack was not intended to "affirm Toth's implicit claim that the age
of the masterpiece had passed," but rather to "make a case for the necessity of a greater degree of
aesthetic discrimination." Her goal was to "reinvest the word 'masterpiece' with meaning."
Allegedly, Rossi distributed the remaining fragments of the glove to close friends at a
celebratory cocktail party the following morning.

March 29, 1989, 1:45 p.m.--Unemployed Dutchman "A. C. de J." (his full name withheld from the
media), rode his bicycle to the Dordrechts Museum and took a stroll through the galleries. From
2:00 to 2:02 p.m., he went on a rampage with a "trident-like" triple-bladed Stanley utility knife,
shredding ten paintings by Old Masters. He justified the attack by saying that Dutch cultural works
are becoming obsolete because of "all the foreigners" permitted to live and work in Dordrecht.
Since Dutch law does not differentiate degrees of vandalism, "A. C." was released on the condition
that he promise not to enter a museum for six months.
Mr. "de J." agreed and shortly thereafter opened his own gallery, selling monochromatic
canvasses with horizontal slits cut across their faces. These works were intended to show the
struggle between "abstraction and realism." He was either unaware or indifferent that Lucio
Fontana had done the same thing thirty-one years prior with his Spatial Concept series.

Two months ago this Thursday, Claire encountered an "A. C. de J." at a downtown mussels and
frites joint. On her way to the restroom, she won a small victory in the struggle between
“meaningful and meaningless” by adding two vertical slashes to the painting. This left nothing but
an empty frame and three uniform strips of canvas, which she wadded up and tossed in a toilet.
Upon returning to her Moules Espagnole and Chimay, she issued the statement, "What's that
damned obsolete Dutch bastard doing in a Belgian restaurant anyhow? Turns my stomach.
Another round?"

Artist Tony Shafrazi entered the MoMA on February 28, 1974, and spray-painted the words
"KILL LIES ALL" in red across Picasso's Guernica. A bystander attempted to restrain Shafrazi,
but was rebuffed when the vandal said, "I am an artist." When he finished writing, Shafrazi
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dropped the can of paint and instructed a guard to "Call the curator." He again asserted his status
as "artist" and said he just wanted to "tell the truth."
In 1980, Shafrazi opened a gallery in SoHo.

One idle Saturday, Claire Rossi visited the Tony Shafrazi Gallery on Wooster and wrote "KILL
ARTIST LIES" on five Sandro Chia canvasses with a heavy black marker. She bore no real grudge
against Chia, but felt that there was "a lot to detest" in the Guernica attack and was worried that
people may have forgotten what an "upstanding shitbird" Shafrazi was.

Between 1994 and 1996, Swedish artist Felix Gmelin produced twelve works inspired by famous
vandalism cases. Gmelin's technique was to duplicate a work-for Damien Hirst's Away from the
Flock, he preserved a dead lamb in a tank of formaldehyde-and then recreate the vandalism
perpetrated upon it-in the case of the Hirst, by pouring a jar of ink into the formaldehyde and
renaming the installation Black Sheep. This Art Vandals series included, among others, replicas of
Picasso, de Kooning, Newman, and Olsson. Each of these recreations was credited to both the
painter and the vandal, so Gmelin's Kill Lies All was “After Pablo Picasso (1937) and Tony
Shafrazi (1974).”

In an act of unintentional vandalism, a critic interviewing Thomas Olsson about his Twelve
Gorillas used the work's gilded frame as a writing surface and engraved the words of the artist into
the soft metal. No charges were pressed.

At the time of her arrest, Claire Rossi had begun a career of indeterminate length and unlimited
potential. By the age of twenty-six, she had already performed 173 acts on 168 different works by
ninety-six artists. Each displayed a refined aesthetic and a well-developed creative imagination.
She gave the following statement to city police:
"I am a vandal. Not an artist, not a critic. This does not mean there is not meaning to my
actions. My phone call?"
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I have many artist inmates on Riker’s Island.
—New York City Department of Corrections Commissioner Anna
Moscowitz Cross, on inviting Salvador Dali to speak at the prison
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1.
This is the part where, were we players in a Dick Tracy serial or a Hawks movie, there would be a
little pause for the newspaper montage. Spliced in just after the paddy wagon rolls off, but before
the judge announces the sentence, there would be a shot of a long line of papers marching off the
press. One, still hot, would spin from the stack and hang on the screen long enough for everyone to
read the big banner head. "Art Killer Dame Nabbed in G-Man Sting!" Delivery trucks would roll
along rainy lamplit streets, never stopping, but slowing enough for broke-boned and scally-capped
workmen to heave the bundled papers at shuttered comer newsstands. The camera would track one
of these bundles and zoom in. The raindrops fall heavy, dimpling the rough paper then soaking it
to slickness. "Vandal Beauty to Face Arraignment in Federal Court," the bleeding headline would
declare. Ink-smeared and liver-spotted hands, the hands of an old newsvendor, would reach in
from outside the frame and cut the twine binding the papers. Those same hands would then stack
papers on the racks. The sun has come out and the headlines have changed. "Rossi Gets Court
Date, Bail Set at 500G!" The whole thing would end with an army of newsies, sooty kids training
to be broke-boned workmen, scurrying out into the city shouting "Extry! Extry! Art killah dame
gets life in Sing-Sing! Read all about it!"
In the screenplay of our lives, this is how I would handle our pretrial service to the state.
Even though my experience had nothing to do with this neatly-edited, arrest-and-trial-doneHollywood, it's much easier to gloss the whole thing into yesterday's headlines than to try and
detail the day-by-day limbo inhabited by the unarraigned.
Flat truth is, jail is boring.
This is why you never get long scenes of Cagney practicing his harmonica or even see so
much as the inside of a cell in Dark Passage. The viewing public wouldn’t stand for it. It’s so
much simpler to condense the whole mess into two or three spinning headlines and let it go at that.
The three weeks between our arrest at the Brooklyn Museum and our second bail hearing
can be boiled down to a very few important events. But unlike the movie version, there were days
of waiting punctuating the headlines of our incarceration.
Claire and I were together through booking. The arresting officers checked us through the
airlock of holding and dropped us in a small tank near the exit. Twenty by twenty, maybe, the
concrete painted white and a seatless stainless steel toilet in the comer. A side door led into a
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teleconferencing room where misdemeanants could be remotely tried via closed-circuit loop to the
courthouse. We were left alone for fifteen minutes of preliminary paperwork.
They had taken our shoes and my socks and belt. Claire crossed her legs under her on the
bench to keep them off the cold concrete. We didn't say much, but when they called her-they
called her first-she leaned across her folded legs and kissed me. A full minute we kissed. She had
to put hands on both my shoulders for balance. The officers in the booking cage said nothing. She
squeezed my hand and went.
I was called not long after. Fingerprinted and mugshot. A nurse asked if I ever thought
about hurting myself and I asked if a “no” would score me some shoes. She administered a TB
test. I was allowed a call to TAchesis and de Cuma. I said I was barefoot at the precinct and
Warren himself promised to get Callahan and Callahan involved immediately. Then it was down
the hall for a strip search and a new wardrobe. I remember that the booking officer collected my
street clothes in a plain garbage bag and that he had me lift my feet so he could check the soles.
Somehow those details surprised me more than the whole lift-the-testicles-and-spread-the-cheeks
routine. I got a bright orange jumpsuit. In normal jail, you wear blue. Dark blue overshirt, pants,
and slippers; light blue socks, boxers, and undershirt. In segregated confinement you wear bright
orange. I was in segregated for the three days before our first trial. I was kept in a concrete cell big
enough to lie down in. A rubberized mattress on the floor, two blankets. Meals delivered three
times a day through a slot in the door. No clock, though if you pressed up against the little window
on the door, you could see the guard at the end of the hall.
You sleep a lot in segregated. You sleep because there isn’t anything else to do. You do
push-ups and sit-ups until your arms and belly hurt, sleep until they don’t, then do it again. You
drink water from the tap until you’re bursting, sleep until you wake because you have to piss. You
piss, you drink some more, you go back to bed. I’d been issued a toothbrush and toothpaste.
Must’ve brushed my teeth about sixty times those first three days. Every time I woke, I’d go and
brush my teeth. Felt like I was living my life according to the instructions on a shampoo bottle.
Wake, piss, brush, sleep, repeat.
The big events in this long cycle were an interrogation, a handful of meetings with Ken
Callahan, and the bail hearing.

After booking, but before officers sent us off to segregated detention, a forensic analyst took us
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into a room and did some work. Took scrapings from under our nails and did a paraffin peel on
our hands. It was like we were being manicured, Claire and I, sitting side by side with our arms
stretched across the table. It came up in trial that they had found traces of gunpowder between my
thumb and forefinger. I have no idea what that was about.
Then the analyst left and we were separated for interrogation. I was taken to a room down
the hall and, after about an hour's waiting, a detective came in with a clatter and went to work. It
wasn't such an event. You watch enough movies, anybody can conduct themselves like a hardened
criminal.
“You and your lady friend had quite the little spree, didncha?” he asked, dropping a thick
manila folder on the long fiberboard table. I said nothing, looking first at the man's face then down
at the folder. His head seemed stretched too far from front to back and insubstantial, as though his
chin were insufficient. He was unshaven and balding and had the look of an auditor or the
bookkeeper of a funeral home. The folder containing my file, Claire and my file, was pocked with
staples and the holes where staples had been.
He sat down and stared at me and I stared back. His suit was cheap and his stubble
grotesque in the bad institutional light.
“Fine,” he said, “You've nothing to contribute, here's how we'll do this: I'm going to go
through this file, page by page, and tell you what we know and tell you what exactly you stand
accused of. Any point in here, you want to jump in and straighten me out about how things
happened, feel free.”
Pure game theory. Claire was sweating the same next door.
He opened the folder onto some hundred-odd pages of onionskin, a couple bundles of
paper-clipped eight-by-tens, laser-printed stills from surveillance tapes, transcripts of statements,
reports from gallery owners and insurance investigators, and Xeroxed police sketches (some of
these, the ones of Claire anyway, were fairly flattering. She couldn't help but make an impression,
even on eyewitnesses). Even in onionskin, it was a hefty collection.
“May sixteenth,” he said, “Four p.m. at Gallery 66. A man of your height and weight was
reported to have been present during the slashing of a Delon Croft oil painting.” He said
painting like he was saying China white, a piece of unfamiliar slang that put a bad taste on his
tongue. “Five witnesses gave similar descriptions of the events of that afternoon, all of which were
corroborated by this image taken from a Gallery 66 security camera.”
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My nameless detective turned the file around so that I could get a view of the photo. A
black-and-white of Claire and me, walking side-by-side out the double doors of the gallery. She's
on the right and looking right. My face is in profile looking left. My right hand is at the small of
her back, light against her black dress, and her right hand is closing what may well be a small
folding knife.
“Anything to say about this?” my officer asked.
Nope.
“Suit yourself. May twentieth, the Showroom.”
Eyewitness accounts, full video of the attack, although the digital footage was of poor
quality.
“Liston Fine Arts a week later.”
Just witnesses that time, but a lot of them. I had nothing to say about Liston Fine Arts.
“Now,” the officer says, “We're up to the first Thursday of June. I'll do these all together.
My wife hates it when she has to reheat dinner.”
Factory Floor, Shaptel/Hammel Contemporary, Liston Fine Arts. Again. DRC and Boland
Brownstone. Documented with the usual assortment of evidence. The detective had a pretty tight
timeline established for that spree, but he wasn't a hundred percent about where we'd had dinner.
There were six or seven places in the area between Liston and DRC where we conceivably could
have eaten, although none of the waitstaff at those restaurants recalled diners matching the photos
or sketches of Claire and me. He was starting to put the screws on (“I don't know for you, but I
sure like Italian food. Good Italian joint three blocks from this DRC joint. I worked up an appetite
dicing some pictures, I just might stop in for some eggplant parm. How about you, perp?”) when
Campos came in. The Lieutenant himself. The nemesis. Our Columbo, our Joe Friday. I didn't
recognize him with his goatee and glasses and my first thought when I saw the Mobilgas workshirt
was: hipster fuzz.
“How you doing?” he asked, then looking at the table, “Jesus, Jerry, at least get the guy a
cup of coffee.” The interrogating detective rose and headed out to fix me a cup.
“How do you take it? Cream? Sugar?”
“Black's fine.”
“Great,” said Campos, taking Jerry's seat and closing up the file. “You comfy?”
I said: “Yeah.” Given, my understanding of the ploy was completely based on bad film

190
and bad fiction, but I was reasonably sure that the role of the Good Cop was not to swoop in and
send Bad Cop out on goferish errands and thereby fuck up any shot Bad Cop might have had at
intimidating a confession out of the suspect. Maybe this was some new variant cooked up by
department shrinks: boring cop-congenial cop.
“I know you,” he said. “I met you at DRC, but you didn't tell me what your name was. I
thought that was a little strange, so I remembered. You remember me?”
I shrugged. Christ, the guy makes cameos in my nightmares, but I walk right past him in
the Met.
“S'okay. I won't take it personal. I imagine you had a lot on your mind these months. I feel
kind of lousy about it myself, because you must be thinking I shined you on. But I want you to
know that I was level, you know, about being a painter and the rest.”
And right there in the interrogation room, Campos told me all about himself. He'd been a
painter in college, looking for a BFA in studio art. “I wanted to be an art teacher,” he said. “Man,
what a job that would have been. All day with a brush in my hand, teaching kids, summers free to
sit on the stoop or go up to the Stadium. But I couldn't hack the studio classes. The peer review,
the workshops, they tore me right up. It was like a tank of piranhas in there. Those kids, eighteen
or nineteen years old, they didn't know nothing, but they knew that if they were going to get
anywhere, they had to jump on the opposition with both feet. Man, they were nasty. And that was
how they thought: I was their enemy, everyone was their enemy. Had to tear people down to get
ahead. Like your friend, maybe, with the knife. If they'd played some team sports when they were
little, things might have been different. But no sportsmanship, that was their problem. People with
that attitude, they never work together, never put their strength together.” Jerry came back in the
middle of this, but Campos was going strong, so he was just stuck standing there with this
steaming cup of coffee in his hand.
“When I was in my sophomore year, I said enough of this studio static. Give me the Police
Academy. Plus, it had come to my attention that cops get more women than art students.” That
struck me as odd because when he came into the interrogation, my first thought, after hipster fuzz,
had been hm. Gay police lieutenant. That's unexpected. But then I remembered that line about
Claire and nightclubs in the paper. So allegedly, on account of the women, he dropped out and
enrolled in the Academy.
“I don't know what I was thinking,” he said, “like maybe I'd be a police artist or
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something. Dingbats. All that stuffs done with computers now anyway.” Turned out Campos liked
the work and was good at it and he had shot right up through the ranks. One of the youngest
lieutenants in department history. Assigned to the Detective Bureau, then Special Investigation
Division, and then he got into art theft with the Major Case Squad. He recited this resume as
though I ought to be proud to get nabbed by such a prodigy.
But it was Campos who felt lucky. “You two, I tell you, we’ve been after you for months.
Without that break at the Brooklyn this afternoon, we'd probably have been after you another year.
You had a good run, I'll give you that,” and he stretched a fist out towards me, like we were going
to knock knuckles or something.
“What the fuck?” I said, “We were at an exhibition, she's got a knife in her pocket. What
the fuck's that mean?”
Campos put his hand down, palm on the thick file, but he still wore a geeky little buzzcut
grin. “Good one, Billy. Don't mean a thing yet, but it's enough to bring you in so we can read some
files together, chat a little. Then we'll get Claire's cute little knife on down to the lab and they'll
take a look at it. They got good eyes. Maybe they'll find something. If they do, we'll keep you a
while, maybe take a look in your apartment. Then maybe we'll keep you a long time.
“But keep your chin up and stay comfortable.” He stood and patted Jerry on the shoulder,
“Make sure this guy keeps your coffee warm. And, Jerry, if this thing goes late, maybe you two
should grab a nibble. I could organize a pizza or some subs. Ah, you'll handle it. You're a star.”
And he left.
Jerry put the coffee on the table, sat, and pulled the file around between us.
“Where we at? Italian food?”

This initial round lasted past midnight. Jerry missed his dinner by a solid four hours. It was the
only time I was subjected directly to questioning of any sort, as Ken or Kenneth handled all
subsequent inquiries. Which was fortunate for me, because the evidence, although sprawling,
lacked coherence at that point.
This meant that they couldn't fit us for any motive except crazy.
They had plenty, however, to hold us as crazy and to deny bail at our first hearing.
Kenneth, the senior Callahan, spoke on our behalf. Although he failed to secure our release, he
brought in Dr. Bland, who recommended we be transferred from segregated holding at MDC
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Brooklyn to Kirby Forensic Psychiatric Center, out behind the diamonds on Randall's Island. This
was something of an improvement because, although we remained separated from each other,
Claire and I were no longer forced to put up with the numbing monotony of solitary confinement.
On the flip side, mental institutions have a black-hole gravity that traditional prisons do not and we
were a step closer to an insanity ruling. Fortunately, with the advocacy of Bland and the Callahans,
we lingered only seventeen days before a second bail hearing could be arranged.
The detectives accomplished a great deal during that time.
They did DNA work on the streak of blood Claire'd left at Broome 99. This matched up to
the work they did on Claire herself. The search of my apartment turned up scraps and souvenirs, as
well as a jackknife that had a few microscopic fibers pinched in the mechanism. They found a
shoebox of photographs. A busboy from TerraNova eventually came forward. Fie had found a
photograph under a soup bowl and, in spite of a ring of gazpacho-damage, he was able to
recognize in it the Claire of

Daily

Newsnotoriety. The NYPD was quick to cro

credit record and found I had charged seventy-three dollars and eighty-nine cents at TerraNova
two hours after a painting was splashed with battery acid at the Boland Brownstone, two blocks
north. To the credit of my good character, the charge included a twenty-six percent tip.
The specific details grow insignificant here. After gaining access to the apartment, it took
investigators about a week to compile sufficient material evidence to conclusively link Claire and
me to ten-point-six million dollars worth of damage.
It was about this time, during our second or third meeting, that Ken suggested I distance
myself from Claire. It would be politic, he said, because the extent of my role as accomplice was
questionable. If I denied knowledge of Claire's actions, or the bulk of Claire's actions, the chances
of successful defense increased, “Astronomically,” as Ken had said. It wouldn't have anything to
do with Claire's defense. The two were more or less unrelated in his mind. What made sense for
me was not the same as what made sense for her. I opted instead for an excruciating honesty about
how much I had known and how much I had done. There were few meetings after that and my
conversations with the Callahans consisted either of Ken outlining new evidence and the depth of
the case being built against me or of Kenneth grinding his teeth and pledging to ride into litigation
like some graying and artificially-tanned knight.
Meantime, Kirby wasn't such a bad place to call prison.

193
2.

Dr. Bland is pleased with this new turn. He says so as he circles around my easel, his clinician's
eyes moving from my face to the sharp-edged grinding of my palette knife as he draws up behind
my right shoulder. When I look down at my palette, I can see his polished umber oxfords angled
behind my issued blue sneakers. His laces are drawn tight and tied with an eye toward symmetry.
My own shoes are laceless, made of elastic cotton.
"I can't help but feel that this is a good thing for you, Bill. Therapeutic, to say nothing of
the cathartic and healing aspects of creative activity. I think this shows great progress. How about
you?"
"I think I hate it when you use words like therapeutic when you talk about my painting,
Cyrus, because that makes me think of physical therapy, which makes me think of spinal injuries
and of rehabilitation to some previous state of purity and ability. To tell the truth, I feel pretty
good. Less pure and capable, maybe, but that isn't because I need repairs. It's because I've got paint
splattered on my arms and because it's very difficult to make the brushes do exactly the right thing.
The bristles are very fine, they're sable, doc, and sometimes they just go where they like. And I'm
having a hard time mixing any color except pure lamp black because I don't have the training or
the eye to move colors from my brain to my palette. But I'm learning. But this isn't therapy: I'm not
learning how to walk again. I'm learning something new through each failed attempt. And I'd much
rather we talk about the development visible over my last seven canvasses than about my personal
progress, thanks."
But what I say is: "I'm having a ball, doc. It almost feels like I'm not in jail," because it's
wiser to be plain irritated at his interruption than to give him any wedge for opening conversation.
Besides, I'm trying to concentrate on a certain shade of yellow.
Bland gives a tight-lipped smile. What he says is: "One thing I particularly like about your
recent paintings is how they show a broadening of perspective," but what he means to say is that
he's happy that I've stopped painting Claire. Not that I've stopped painting Claire: I've just started
to paint her in ways that will keep Bland and the rest of my observers happy, if misled. Happy and
misled are both very important things here at Kirby Forensic Psychiatric Center.
I've found that the best way to stay happy and to keep Bland misinformed is to spend most
of my time in the studio. Even though, gray and windowless, it's one of the few places in here that
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really feels like prison, it's still better to keep busy than to mark my time by the delivery of meals
to my comfortable retirement-home cell. Although it remains important to be mindful of my
minders even while painting.
In the beginning, when Bland first offered me keys to the hospital shops, I painted
portraits of Claire as she appeared in the papers. I remembered her, everything about her, but I
couldn't work from my memories alone. I didn't know enough about the behavior of brushes and
the alchemy of pigments and oils and so there was nothing but frustration in my early efforts. I
could not conjure Claire from my head and the incongruence of my vision of her and my first tries
at putting her on canvas led me to the news.
I gathered a large collection of papers from the hospital library in under a week. There was
no shortage of coverage in the Post and the Daily News and they always ran their stories with
tremendous black-and-white shots of Claire, giant images splashing across the front pages and into
news and editorial like black ink sloshing out of porcelain coffeecups. There were photos of her
being moved from county to squad car, from court to county, from county to hospital, from
hospital to courtroom; images enlarged from museum and gallery security cameras, action shots of
Claire throwing her arm and shoulder and back and body behind her blade, as though this body
were the vessel for blending the essences of caryatid and diskobolos; police sketches that were
even worse than my first attempts at conveying Claire; and the photos of her arrest, their detail
ironed out by the heavy flashbulbs, the cuffs gleaming on her wrists like bands of silver. O f course
working from the photos was nowhere near as good as working from her form itself but, since I
haven't seen her since our arraignment, I had to settle on second best.
But I could paint better with the photographs for help. I copied them onto small canvases
with a gray-scale of gouache. Sometimes I would copy entire photos. Sometimes I would copy
entire pages of the newspaper and hand-letter fragmentary headlines in the white spaces where the
photographs ended. Sometimes I would pick out a single detail, like the contrast of the gleaming
cuffs against Claire's soft skin, and enlarge it fifteen, twenty, thirty times. These paintings made
my observers nervous. Bland was not happy because this type of painting was not helpful. It didn't
demonstrate any real progress, he told me one afternoon in the studio.
"Bill," he said, leaning against one narrow wall, his arms crossed in a manner cribbed
from some professional journal, "I'm concerned about your work. I'm concerned that you may be
mired in obsession and may not have any real desire to help yourself. Painting should be a tool to
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help you move into the future, not a means of rehashing the past. To use this tool, you must think
of the blank canvas as a vacancy that you can grow to occupy. It's a horizon to be crossed, not, as
you seem to think, a space that must be filled with the dredgings of the past." He glanced over the
newsprint-yellow walls, covered with half-handprints of charcoal and splashes of paint and my
news clippings, each hung by the comers with scraps of masking tape. Then he leaned in to look at
my canvas, a three-tone head-and-shoulders portrait of Claire taken from that morning's Post. He
lowered a probing, scientist's finger level with Claire's cheek and leveled like some criticism of
paint or style when he said,
"This studio is a temple, not a tool shed to fill with junk. What are you pining for here,
Bill? What good does this doting do? You're like a teeny-bopper with a bedroom full of Elvis.
What does she mean to you?"
Instead of answering, I decided to stop painting the news photos. I turned inward instead
toward the detail-studies I had done, the canvasses full of wrist and cuff and other minutia, and
worked on tightening my frame of focus even further. I magnified. I essentialized. I pared away
everything and plunged so micrometrically near to the surface of the newsprint that their halftone
screens offered up all of their pointillist secrets. I sat in studio, magnifying glass in hand,
transcribing the ragged dots from fibrous newsprint onto canvas like a monk illuminating the
tabloids. Fractional pinpoints became linseed-heavy strokes. One square inch of screened print
would grow to fill a square foot of primed monochrome. Then one quarter-inch square would fill
the same foot. The forms gradually grew indistinct and their meanings unclear. To most. Bland, for
instance, showed a great enthusiasm in my work, happy that I was growing less obsessive and had
finally learned to move freely across my canvasses.
Now, Bland remains content as he watches me work with the pigments. You can see his
satisfaction when he whirls theatrically towards the row of paintings that have replaced the news
clippings on the walls. There are seventeen of them, all twelve-by-twelves, hanging in a neat line
about five feet off the floor. "This sequence reminds me of Lichenstein," he says, "if Lichenstein
had allowed himself indulgences in abstraction." He says this because the halftone dots give the
paintings a benday appearance, even though you can see the strokes that formed each point. He
says this because, Renaissance man though the good doctor may be, he has no idea what he is
looking at. He is looking at Close, not Lichenstein. He is looking at Claire's Neck.
I felt that a bright shade of police blue would be an appropriate background for Claire's
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Neck. Not the offensive blue of the siren, but the royal blue of the dress uniform. The blue of the
deposed monarch, of continued refined resistance in the face of defeat. It fit because there is a
matching regality in the narrow unshakable line of Claire's throat, delicate as the stem of a
champagne glass, and in the carriage of her chin, but there is simultaneously a sadness in the bend
of her back as she is led into the rear of the squad car. I am proud of the way this one turned out,
because I managed to mix a shade of blue that communicated some of this and because I did a fair
job with the copy-work. If you stand twenty feet off and look at Claire's Neck, you see Claire's
neck rendered exactly, if you know it's there. If you stand five feet off, you still see Claire's neck. If
you know the line of Claire's neck well.
Which Dr. Bland does not. "What do you call this one?" he asks.
"Composition in Black and Blue," I say.
"I like that."
He likes this.
"This is exactly what I mean about the canvas as a creative space, as a free space. You
shouldn't feel bound to rehash these scenes of Claire in the Courtroom or in recreating tabloid
photos. You should create according to the dictates of the materials. Paint as the brush would have
you paint." He places a hand on my shoulder. He will not be truly happy until I am splattering gobs
of paint senseless across unstretched strips of bed sheet and titling my paintings Senseless Gobs o f
Paint on Unstretched Strips o f Bed Sheet, 1 through 548, but, barring lobotomy, Claire's Neck is
as close as he's going to get. And he, senseless, feels that progress has been made.
But so do 1.1 feel progress with every painting added to this series and with every glance
down at the oil-shining oak of my easel and at my own pigment-stained hands. I feel progress in
the way the oils have run down into the grooves and aqueducts of my finger- and palmprints. The
paints have run through the channels of life and love as mercury runs through a thermometer, just
measuring how far I have progressed.

The new canvas is eighteen inches square, the largest I've attempted so far, but the problems are all
the same and the biggest, as always, is the matching of color and subject. Some of the images I've
found in the clippings suggest one color, some allow only one color. When I painted Claire's
Wrist, I knew immediately that the only color suitable for the shape of that choice angle, that
impromptu protective blossoming of palm as she tried to shield her face from the photographers
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lining the courthouse steps, was the brightest ivory I could manage. The simplicity, the elegance of
the composition demanded it. Sometimes it's that easy.
For this canvas, it isn't. I've got an image selected, but the trouble is that it's so purely
Claire that it resists any single characterizing color. The photo, lifted from the August 15 Newsday,
is an enlargement and enhancement of a security film of Claire's departure from a gallery. The
camera has captured her at the moment of an almost imperceptible glance over her shoulder at the
crime-scene and presents the viewer with nothing but her black skirt suit, black hair, and the
narrowest sliver of profile against the black gallery wall. The shot is lousy and blurred by the
enlargement, but to compensate, the production staff raised the contrast until the thing looked like
a pen-and-ink drawing. A pen-and-ink drawing of a liquor store stick-up. But there is the one
Claire-detail which salvages the entire mess of poorly-edited automated photography: the gesture
of turning, her little half-glance backwards, has placed her pale cheek against the dark gallery wall
so that there is a hard black-on-white frontier defined by the supple, hip-like undulation of her
brow, high cheek, and chin. It is a rippling wave of a shape, the sweep of her hair and the
blackness of space defining but the barest implication of feature.
The authorities could not track her by this photo alone, just as Bland and the observers
will not recognize her from the benday dots across my painting-to-be. But it is unmistakable as the
line of her legs, this shape that her cheek cuts from the darkness of the gallery. Unmistakable as
the long jagged line she has tom across her twenty-six years. I could find it anywhere. I would
know her by this line.
But it is so hard to get it down in a form that I will recognize.
I had planned to duplicate the color and texture of the source newsprint for the
background, but after squinting through a glass at reams of sun-yellowed, ink-smeared and
topographically textured sheets, I realized how inimitably complex every single sheet of newsprint
is. They are unique as acres of mountainside and as far beyond my ability as the task of containing
Claire in smoke-thin strokes of charcoal. So I've formulated a new approach and am, despite
Bland's careful supervision, doing my best to put it into effect on my palette. In the place of the
organic complexity of the acid-yellow paper, I'm working on mixing the synthetic gloss of hazard
yellow. Lots of white, lots of damar, a little cadmium, and then a few strokes of the blade until the
separate cylinders of pigment resolve suddenly into the reflective yellow of road signs. This is a
Claire-color. The color of a lightweight, high-collared sweater she might wear under a black coat,
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the yellow stripe running up her body like the center-divide of a newly-tarred road, like a single
stripe on a chitin-shining wasp, like police tape, like the scene of the crime, like the way the yellow
I have mixed will look against the thick lightless black on the canvas. It might be exactly right.
I take a wide synthetic brush, a housepainter's brush, from the hook on the wall and draw
it in long, even strokes diagonally across the canvas. The paint is thin because of all the damar and
turpentine and the grooves of the bristles are almost invisible. Bland begins to speak again, but I've
already tuned out his interpretation of what this work may signify. This is not a Rorschach blot,
this is not some decalcomaniac rambling open for his analysis. This is Claire's cheekbone and he's
talking but I'm thinking about how if I lay down a second coat in the opposite direction, the surface
will dry as smooth as an iced-over pool. And if it doesn't, I will get it right. There are hundreds of
meters of canvas waiting in the shop and in the world outside, Claire and a million more.
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3.

Six canvasses and about a hundred tooth-brushings later, we were granted a second bail hearing. I
saw Claire again, for the first time in three weeks. We were not allowed to talk or touch. After
some argument and deliberation, Claire was denied bail a second time. I was granted freedom on
the security of a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. No Visa or MasterCard this time. Kenneth,
having previously made arrangements with 1’Achesis and de Cuma, put up funds from my trust.
I was taken back to Kirby. My effects were returned and I left the institution as I arrived:
dressed for an afternoon of museum-going. Ken drove out to Randall’s to collect me and take me
to my apartment-which still bore the signs of thorough and repeated police ransacking. He turned
me loose with a pat on the shoulder and a promise to be in touch. I’d lost exactly three weeks.
Given this sequence of events and the great gaps of empty time, you can see how I'm
partial to the pared-down movie-montage version, grossly outdated though it may be. It might just
be the image of the newspapers that appeals to me, but then the papers had become important to
me. I couldn't see Claire unless half-toned in the local section. We were separated in jail, and, even
after my release, I was prohibited from visiting. I grew to mark my days by the introduction of new
images. They became my good morning kiss and the late edition was the closest I would have to
her spine against my chest. You look lovely today, I'd tell page B2. I'd notice things about her, like
she's in orange again, back in segregated. “Arguing critical theory in the yard, darling, or just
fighting in mess again?”
It's too sentimental, inappropriate for prison or even a hospital like Kirby, but the papers
meant so much. Not because of the flash, the fame or notoriety or whatever, but because of the
contact they allowed. The news to me rang like Morse code tapped out on the plumbing between
our cells. The tabloids were the means by which Claire and I could pass scraps of knotted string
back and forth.
So I'm partial to these visions of ancient presses churning away, but at some point I mix
my metaphors. The Hawks-movie montage turns pop, and instead of spinning headlines, I imagine
photo after photo after photo of Claire sliding off the presses. Stacked and overlapping and
identical but for the ink that has smeared immeasurably before drying. This is Warhol. Jackie O or
Car Wreck, but not, because it's a new thing, all Claire. Claire infinitely reproduced in highcontrast newsprinted photos, so like silk-screen on canvas that the benday dots are visible as the
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letters of the headlines. I studied her pictures so closely, I read Lichenstein into the prints. The
halftone dots were harsh black and white, without color, without anything. Just pegs, bang, bang,
bang, high impact as images from a comic, but colorless, shadeless, when you looked closely
enough. Even the gray tones of her eyes were but light blends of uncompromised black and white.
Pure ink or bare paper.
One day, now that I’m free and able, I'd like to try and work from a negative instead of
newsprint. Treat the photo

Blow Up-sly\e, using an enlarger to make prints of photogra

of enlargements. Instead of Lichenstein dots, this would yield the texture of the film grain, the
actual particles of silver nitrate on celluloid. But, because the image would have been filtered
through a half-dozen negatives in the cycle of exposure and enlargement, there will be layers of
film grain under the visible surface. While the photo may have been stretched so far that the grain
has become visible to the naked eye, this will be illusion, for it is the image of grain instead of the
true grain, and a lOx magnification will reveal that there is a second sublayer running below, the
grain of the second enlargement like the finer crosshatchings in the darkest comers of a Diirer.
And again under this, and again, until the glass brings you in so close that you strike the grain
bedrock of the print. From there, further magnification and closer examination will not reveal
additional layers. The fractal patterns of these photos is anything but infinite, running only as deep
as the sensitivity of the film permits. There is a point where better optics, instead of unveiling a
greater complexity, will only cause the patches of black and white to grow and drift apart until a
solid field of color fills the lens. This is not a dangerous purity. This is physical science, just the
way things are. If I were to suddenly shrink and fall into this image, a 500x blow up of Claire’s
pupil, there would come a point where I would either settle like a lunar lander onto the surface of a
silver nitrate particle or pass like a gamma ray right through.
There’s potential to this. I could work with microfilmed or -fiched copies of the
newsprinted photos to tap into both the benday slickness of the half-tone and the jagged qualities
of the film grain. Paint maybe a series of increasing magnifications of a sheet of microfilm, so that
the transformation from round pixels to ragged edges to solid fields becomes evident. I’ve got
enough raw material. There are stacks of papers around the apartment, boxes of rolled film at the
library. Claire’s portrait, from the Daily News, hangs on my fridge, right beside a map taken from
the Voice, showing the attacks marked with little clip-art chefs knives. In a column to the left is a
list of the works hit, by estimated dollar value, which ends with a tabulation of their total worth.
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This one makes me laugh every time.
Because I’m not allowed to visit Claire, I’m painting her, constantly. I put in long days at
the easel, with breaks for lunch, matters of law, and trips to Utrecht and photo supply shops. I’m
cheap, buying only a few tubes of pigment at a go, as they’re needed. At the photo shop, I’ve just
done a lot of talking without investing in an enlarger or developing set-up. It would be nice to put
a darkroom in the place and mount a medium-format job for lo-fi enlargements. But I’m not ready
for that. There’s still a lot to be done with my eyes alone.
Meantime, my release does nothing to quiet the papers. Rumor goes like a cold sore
around a spin-the-bottle circle.
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4.

Five days later, I wake in my own bed, free, but with all the discomfort of the prison cot upon me.
I had a color in mind, a rusty Mediterranean terra cotta, rich as sun-dried tomato. Some shade
unpredictable and fingerprinted by weathering and pitting. I woke with this color because I went to
bed looking for it after spending the bulk of the night working on a black encaustic portrait of
Claire taken from the cover of the Post on the day of her arrest. So far, the painting contains~in
equal parts line-drawing and ink-blot~the shape of her bare shoulder and the heavy black form of
the stilled soldier, set in a jagged black wax relief against an expanse primed white and sanded
smooth. Melted wax is a fun material, especially late at night. By the Stemo-light of the brazier, I
spread it thickly on the canvas with a set of filleting-fine knives. The wax cooled quickly and
changed consistency even over the shortest draw of the blade. One moment, I'd be pooling fortyweight glop into a clavicle shadow, the next, I'd be caught stretching a bubblegum tendril out into
a brittle scrap of crayon. Four seasons of molasses at every stroke. The stuff was human in its
unpredictability. And tricky. A little cup of La Brea simmering over my makeshift burner and I
was in way over the blade. But so long as I kept working, I felt fine. It was in the elusiveness of a
final product that I got into trouble. I couldn't put enough wax down, no matter how long I kept at
it. Then I couldn't take enough up.
I tried texturing what there was, carving the cold wax with a clean knife from the kitchen.
I even dug Claire's hairdryer out from under the bathroom sink and gave that a spin. The stove
light dimmed when I thumbed the dryer onto high, but the wax turned soft and plastic. All of this
was fine so long as I kept at it. But every time I let the wax set and took a step back to survey, I felt
that I just couldn't get the canvas looking right. There was still too much sketch to it, the
unfinished flatness of the funny pages.
So I dove right back in. Spilled some wax on the carpet before I thought to relocate to the
kitchenette linoleum. I spilled more there, but the wax cooled as it fell and struck with infrequent
soft taps like the ticking of a run-down clock. I told time by this unreliable ticking and by the more
even sweep of my hand and my blade.
When I went to bed, I'd begun to suspect that color, a color richer than newsprint fourtone, might solve this. I woke dead certain of it. To complete the painting, I must take a coarse
sponge and daub a layer of fat brick-red oil unevenly over the entire surface, giving it the texture
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of oven-fired clay while still leaving most of the black and white undersurface apparent as
innuendo. Then it needs a series of brown and green washes, the colors of mortar and moss and
algae and mildew. These must be diluted enough that they will settle down into the tiny pocks and
irregularities of the daubed paint. Ideally, this will result in a weathered surface with the dark,
elevated suggestions of arm and tattoo rising through the patchwork overburden like relics through
hard red soil.
These things must happen. However:
I've been in the apartment trying to make these things happen correctly since eight this
morning, without a break save a trot to the comer for a buttered bagel and a cup of sweet Middle
Eastern tea. But so far I've gotten nowhere, just paced empty laps around the apartment and
through an equally unproductive routine of squeezing pigments onto my masonite palette, blending
them, realizing my error without finding an answer, wiping the palette clean, and starting over.
Blend, inspect, reject, repeat. A few times, I paused to walk around the living room, carefully
navigating the memorabilia of Claire only to run once again up against this imperfectable canvas.
Once, near noon, I disrupted the routine completely to lift one of Claire's cayenne pepper plants,
dehydrated near-to-dead, from the windowsill to have a look at the pot. Salts from the water and
soil had collected in white patches on the surface. I made a note of this while filing a chunk of the
soft clay down to a fine powder that I stirred into a little zinc white and a smear of burnt sienna.
Which also turned out to be not what the painting needed.
At that point, I decided what I needed was help. I ran the flat of the knife around a few
final times, letting the momentum bleed off-the watch-spring winding down-before I set palette,
blade, paint and all down by the waxed paper and empty cup of my bagel and tea. It was time for a
walk down to Utrecht for a confab with my man Chaz. Before I set out, I tucked a sliver of the
pepper pot in my shirt pocket.

I make it all of four steps downstairs before indecision descends. I might be way off base. My
problem might not be that I can't mix this color right but that this might not be the right color to
mix. It might be exactly the wrong thing for the painting. What would I call it? Pentimento fo r
Claire? Why would I make it this way? She'd be better represented if I stayed true to her own
color-vocabulary, her acid oranges and dull camouflage greens; the black of hot tar and new
asphalt, of her hair wet and sunshine on leather; the delicate, near-anemic pink of her self; traffic
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yellow and automotive chrome; the dark red of her lips and nails.
Maybe that's where I got this terra cotta idea, from the deep, chipped color of her nails.
From their full redness and the spots where her own softer tint shows through. Or maybe it's
because of the soldier on her shoulder. Or because I want to see her on a vase or made of marble or
cast in bronze or to render her in red-figure or remake her of some diorite-solid substance. Hard
black over hard white. Hard black over flesh. Red-figure flesh untouched between hard black
strokes.
It's halfway to Utrecht, on Third Avenue by St. Mark's Books, before I decide to go
through with the clay-red plan after all. I slow to read the titles of the books through the polished
shop window and I'm a little surprised to discover that I've got a tail. The reflection of a short guy
with a nappy camel campus coat has slowed right along with me, and his reflected eyes are locked
on a level with my shoulders. When I move on, he keeps pace with a quick stride. There's an
obvious forward pitch to his torso and, if that weren't enough, a full-on Elliot Ness hat pulled tight
over his brow, deep chocolate brown. He follows so close I can sense that his coat's houndstooth
and not herringbone. We cross the street and I watch our reflections play cops-and-robbers across
the big windows of Astor Liquors. When we're the only two on the block westbound to Broadway,
he falls out of sight, though once I'm inside Utrecht, I pick him up again, the brown hat loitering
around the flowers at the deli across the street.
I'll let him loiter. Put his dedication to the test while I really wring Chaz, who I find
stocking portfolios near the back. I tell him about my problems and we get right into it. Though he
can't tell Courbet from sherbert, there's a reason Chaz got into Cooper Union. He's got the eye of a
gourmet or a quantitative chemist. With just the briefest taste of a shade, he can break it down and
identify the constituent pigments, oils, and impurities. Probably has good brush-sense too, not that
I've seen his work, but he carries himself with authority around the shop and the brushes he
recommended have all behaved exactly as predicted. I suspect he's a painter, bom-and-raised. Like
most of the literate city, however, he knows exactly who I am.
Which is why there's an occasional strained silence when we talk. Same as a banker
talking interest rates with Clyde Barrow.

By the time we wrap up, I'd been fully outfit to blend my vase-red through a sound chiaroscuro
range, should it prove necessary. Chaz had also gone into great depth about how you could use
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additives to imitate various pottery-fmishes (apparently kid-stuff, early material in any studio class
covering representative still life). In the same time, the brown hat drank two bottles of bright fruit
punch and smoked three cigarettes.
He's impatient, as shadows go. Not that I've any idea what's standard, but when he sees
Chaz ring up the half-dozen tubes and little pint tins of oil, he comes up off the blocks and makes
it halfway across the street before realizing his false start and ambling into the druggist next door.
I'm outside, debating a cup of coffee under the red shop awning when the guy comes
jingling coincidentally out the swinging doors of the drug store. He starts in my direction, but
stops nearby to get a cigarette into the comer of his mouth. Next, he's going to pat down his coat
pockets, looking for a light and, failing, he'll look to me like he's going to ask for a match, but
instead his eyebrows'll go right up in recognition and the good fortune of our chance meeting. And
how about that? That's exactly how he plays it and he says,
"Say, Bill, is that you?" I turn and look at him and he's young, but all the same has that
worn look of the piecework journalist. I know I don't know him and I'm pretty sure he's been
following me since the apartment. But what the hell? That put him a step better than all the hacks
who left a message on my machine and left it at that. There have been a lot of those, since I haven't
picked up the phone since my release.
"That's me," I tell him. "William P. Radix."
"Hi," he says, "Nicky Kittle."
"Who you write for, Nicky?"
"Huh?" His hand hangs.
"What paper you with? Or magazine?"
"Oh, you know, I've had pieces in the Post, the Voice, the Advance, the Wave. One in
Artvoice. Mostly I freelance." His face tightens up into a smile as he pulls his hand, too late, back
to his side. "But don't hold it against me."
"Wouldn't think of it."
"Say, you want to talk a little? I gotta tell you, people are damn interested in you and your
lady. Be fascinated to hear your side of the story. If you'd care to tell it, that is. Buy you a coffee if
you'd like. Or we could go on over to Third if you'd prefer something stronger."
Nicky Kittle, freelancer. Probably had a couple features mn in the Post, one, tops, in the
Voice, and the rest of his time spent riding copy out the A to Far Rockaway. I bet he had one of
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those overlong notebooks in the breast pocket of his shabby coat and that it was jam-packed with
some inscrutable shorthand of his own devising. Not a vowel in the thing. I didn't know this Nicky
Kittle, but he was all right.
"Sure," I say. "Let's go have a cup of joe."
The cup of joe turned into a long string of macchiatos at an Italian bakery a few blocks south and
east. As we walked, he assured me he was out to write a more "humanistic" kind of a story,
because he could tell there was more to us, Claire and me, than would fit into the single graph of a
Reuters's wire. After this, he quizzed me on a few of the more discussable details of the trial. He
took no notes, but soon as we sat down, out came the long blue-ruled notebook. And with it, the
heavy interrogation.
"How exactly would you describe your role in the Rossi affair?"
"I tried to be a good friend to Claire. I was always there when she needed a shoulder."
"So you were her confessor?" he says, but there's an "accessory-after-the-fact" growl in
there. Ken and Kenneth told me how to handle questions like this, exactly how to answer them.
"Sure," I say. "Sometimes we'd go out for a drink or two after she cut. I'd rub her back
sometimes, if she was nervous about how things were going."
"You miss her?"
"Yeah." I take a small sip of my coffee. Just wet the lips really, while I look around the
bakery with its long glass pastry counter and the mirrors reflecting the ranked Napoleons into
battalions and divisions. I look at Nicky, sip. "Yeah."
"You know when you'll see her again? When she'll be released?"
"Nope. Some of the charges are being dropped, but I don't know what that means. Could
be a while yet."
"And you? Been out for what? A week?"
"Eight and a half days." One thing jail does is make you that kind of time sensitive. "I was
released at four last Tuesday and let me tell you: it's a pain in the ass to get back to the city from
Randall's Island."
"You want to talk about Kirby or the MDC at all?"
I tell him a little about Kirby and Brooklyn MDC. He scribbles dutifully.
"All right. How about Bill Radix back in the world? Outline your day-to-day for me. What
happens in the hours you're out of bed?"
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"I've been painting a lot." The apartment is crowded with canvasses.
"So you two are artists?"
"Nah. Dilettantes at best. Claire doesn't paint and I just started while they were holding me
for observation. My psychiatrist suggested it. Said it would help me. Turns out I like it." I've been
making so much stuff that doors won't close.
I tell Kittle about painting and his pencil runs quick and messy down the long page.
"So Rossi doesn't paint?"
"No. I don't know. I haven't seen her. She used to, before she switched out of the studio
program to history. Maybe she started again, but I don't think she would. She's done her dabbling."
"Why'd she quit? No good?"
"I don't know. I've heard she was good. RISD accepted her. So did some fine schools out
west, but she chose Brooklyn because she wanted the city."
"Then why?"
"She always had pretty high standards."
"Sounds like you two really had a thing."
"Sure," I shrug it off. I don't like the way he wants to write this story.
“Level with me though, Bill: now that you've got a little distance on it, that you haven't
seen Claire in what—a month?”
“A day under five weeks,” I correct.
“So maybe in five weeks you got yourself a little clear-headed and, lookin' back, maybe
your involvement in the whole business wasn’t entirely about artistic conviction. I tell you, I
wouldn't blame you. Not a bit. I've seen her in the courtroom and I tell you, she asked right, I'd
maybe kill a guy myself. Even in a prison jumper, you can tell she's got a pair of gams on her, am I
right?”
An inch and a half of hollow ground steel is more than enough to turn a belly inside out.
At this point it is within my capacity to reach across underneath the table and open Nicky up like
The Vessels o f Magic. Just do it and walk out of the coffeeshop, leaving him slumped at the table
with a lapful of intestine. Or I could draw my knife from its scabbard of rolled napkin and attach
his jittering hand to the table with its rounded tip. Instead, I say:
“That's not really a question, Nicky.”
"All I mean is you're a lucky guy,” he says. “Anyone who's seen her in the papers'll tell
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you the same. Lot of readers wonder, How you meet a girl like that?"
"It was, I recall," Central Park in Fall, "at the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia
in Barcelona," I say. Let's see how your shorthand handles that one, Nicky. "She was an undergrad
abroad. She was at the cafe. I wanted to be at her table. Bought her a beer. No, I had a beer, a tall
Pilsner Urquell. She drank shiraz." Ought to eat that one up. But then I get a better idea.
"No, it was on the Brooklyn Bridge. She was going west, I was going east. We were closer
to the Manhattan side. From two hundred yards, I knew I wanted to spend the day with her. At a
hundred, I upped the ante to a month. First thing I said when we got close was whether she wanted
to go for a drink. She said yes. This was one fifteen on a Sunday afternoon. I knew she was
something special."
I get halfway through a sip of coffee and lower the cup.
"North Beach, San Francisco. A day at SFMoMA, then City Lights and an Italian dinner. I
don't remember how it happened. One minute I was alone in the city, next we were arm in arm,
walking past bistros while white-coated waiters called to us, offering tables on the street and softly
candle-lit spaces. We were diffident. We were holding out. We wanted nothing but each other."
I'm holding my coffeecup absently, looking at the columns of Napoleons on parade and
thinking of Wayne Thiebaud. Kittle isn't taking any more notes.
"It was at the Stedelijk. She was sitting, sketching studies of Newman. Sorry, it was the
Rijksmuseum, down the end of the Gallery of Honour. I don't know. I was high to gliding. She was
very calm, very attentive. She showed me the places where you could see, in spite of the repairs,
the splatter of the sulfuric acid and she taught me to read the differences between Rembrandt's
brush strokes and those of the technicians.
"She called me randomly from jail the night of her arrest, the first one. Eight million
numbers in the metro and she gets me. Can you beat that? First time I saw her was through the
wire interlace of the shatterproof glass.
"I have no idea how it happened. She sprang from my skull. She tried to sit in my lap. I
was standing up. I don't know our anniversary, don't know our meeting place, only that there was
one moment in which she came into being and that I loved her energy to the point of being
consumed by it."
I am certain of this as she is of everything, Nicky. Now suck down your coffee, the
interview’s over.
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5.

There are four new messages on the machine when I get home. I go past the machine because my
hands are full with the Utrecht bag and a smaller white paper sack from the bakery. I got some
pastries to go. The kitchen counter is full of stuff. Tubes of pigment stand slope-shouldered on
their caps in semi-circular tracks of spilled color, same as a coffeecup leaves on newspaper, only
brighter. Tall drinking glasses full of dirty colorful solvent catch the low sunlight like segments of
stained glass. Near these stand larger oases of turpenoid and mineral spirits in aluminum Gristede's
bread pans, for the soaking of stubborn brushes and blades, which sprout in dense thickets from
the comers. The collection of materials sprawls as colorful and crowded as one of our takeout
feasts, only it smells a lot more industrial. I toss the Utrecht bag next to the rest of the mess on the
kitchen counter and immediately dig out poppa cadmium. I unthread the cap one-handed. There's a
clean spot on my palette that I hit with a dollop. The knife has been soaking in the pan of mineral
spirits during my chat with Kittle and it cleans right up.
I administer siena and the rest to the palette in small doses. Quick circular strokes with the
flat of the blade homogenize the color and a stropping-razor motion clears the paint from the steel.
The phone rings twice and the answering machine fields it.
"You've reached the residence of Bill Radix and Claire Rossi. Due to an early tee time at
Kirby correctional country club, we are currently unable to answer your call. If you leave a
message, we'll call back as soon as they loosen the cuffs. Beep."
"Bill, it's Amanda. The papers say you've been out for a week now. I don't understand why
you haven't called me. I just want to hear from you. I'm not going to nag at you or say anything at
all. I just want to hear that everything's turning out some kind of okay for you. I just want to hear
you, Bill. I've been seeing you every morning in the papers, with the whats-whens-and-wheres. I
just want you to call and tell my why they're writing these things about my brother. Maybe you
should come on home, Bill, stay in our guest room."
I clamp knife against palette with my thumb and, ever so gradually, increase the dosage of
siena. I try to estimate the proportions of this mixture while Amanda fills the machine up with a
long one, equal parts sobbing, cursing, and sincere hopes for my eventual rehabilitation.
". . . and won't you change that awful message? You don't need to go advertising these
things around." And please call, please, please, and click. I lift my knife, at last, and see that I
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nailed it in one. Or Chaz nailed it in one. Pulled the color right out of my brain.
The thing I had missed in all my own attempts was cadmium. Chaz fixed this. That’s why
I go to him: he can fix things. And he can also unexpectedly rage long-legged through the shop on
beat expositions on anything from the quality of sunlight in Tompkins Square to the breast-like
softness of charcoal.
"What you need, man," he began, unfolding himself from the floor by the portfolios and
scooping the offered potsherd like a hand up, "is a nice cadmium yellow medium or orange in
there. Sure, sure, sure, siena, a little crimson, some white. That far's cheese, but it won't get up and
sing without the cadmium." I followed him down the aisle to pigments.
"I'll tell you everything you need to know. First off, cadmium's elemental. The pure shit's
tin-to-white, but you cook it and it turns to sunshine, turns to gold. Real alchemy, transformation
by fire." Chaz indicated columns of paint with his long narrow hands. Hoops hands, ball-palming
hands. Painter's hands. "You got your basics. Red medium, orange, yellow light, medium and
deep. Then you got your hybrids and offshoots and bastards and stepkids. Stuff like Goya, blood
red, Greenockite, Mutrie yellow, lithopone, marigold, French vermillion, Empire yellow, Orient
yellow." Some of these he read from the tubes, but not many.
"Now get this: you can mix every color there is with just sixteen primary pigments and
five of those-the orange, medium red, and three yellows-come from cadmium. To the Greeks,
Cadmus was great-great-grandpappy of everything. He threw a handful of dragon teeth, plaqueyellow, into a field and, bang, up sprouts Thebes. Big daddy cadmium. Greeks say he invented the
alphabet, but it was only sixteen letters long back then. But magic, right? Sixteen letters, sixteen
colors. Everything you need to make all the words there are or mix up any color you want." He
clapped my arm below shoulder and held a tube of orange in my line of sight.
"Now, my man, you'll never forget Cadmus or the language of color. Everytime you see a
clementine or a Battery sunset, he'll be there. Greeks, yeah, but he's poppa to every painter too."
I closed a hand around the paint and Chaz let go a grin and knocked knuckles against my
fist.
"Now let's get to siena."
Chaz doesn't talk chiaroscuro when he raps theory. He talks of finding rhyme. You spell
words with ingredient pigments, make visual sounds. Knock out one color-character and replace it,
you got a rhyme. Put a few rhyming shades together, you got highlights, midtones, shadows.
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Sometimes surreal, sometimes nonsensical, but they always sound right, look right, are right
together.
After siena, we went to oils and varnishes and dryers. This is where I go, revisiting the
afternoon in the plastic sack on my kitchen counter. I rummage for the three-ounce jar of sun-dried
linseed oil. It smells good when I crack the lid, delicious even, like you'd want to cook with it,
pour it over pasta. But when I get closer to it, it turns thick and cloying, which is exactly what we
want from this oil, why Chaz had recommended it and said, "accept no substitute." This was the
only oil that would work in the procedure I had described to him.

Kirby was good, as prisons go. Mess was okay. The library was packed. A PDR. Diagnosticians'
manuals from the fifties. Scientific encyclopedias. Medical texts, Time-Life how-to guides for
cooking and carpentry. But the studio was awful.
Even for prison, awful. After a week, I could build a deck or an extra bedroom or lard a
beef rump for roasting, but I was thinning my pigments with hardware-grade turpentine. The shit
was so raw I had to sand the pine shavings smooth between coats. It shouldn't have surprised me,
but the staff had no sense for brushes either. If I wasn't issued synthetic brushes, I'd get, get this, a
few wood-handled foam-rubber boat brushes. Fortunately, these couldn't be cleaned and had to be
tossed. I'd cling to the synthetics until they ran like nylons. Even when there was nothing left but
split ends, as long as the harsh turpentine didn't completely dissolve the bristles, I'd work them.
Then I got one sable brush, a gift from Bland, and I worked it hard.

Now that I get luxuries like fine linseed oil and badger brushes, I know enough to appreciate them.
I mix oil and begin the sponging. The answering machine kicks on after the second ring.
". . . as soon as we are able. Beep."
"Mr. Radix, this is Charles Taylor, calling on behalf of Callahan and Callahan. There have
been some positive developments for you and Ms. Rossi. If you call back before four, you might
catch Ken or Ken, Sr. in the office."
I start with a light wash, thinned out well with spirits. I dab it on with the broad side of a
kitchen sponge, the coarsest I could find. Gradually, I’ll thicken the mixture, carburete it away
from solvent towards oil and pigment, but I’ll keep working the sponge. This will allow the thinner
washes to establish a patchy primer over the gesso ground, one that will slide right off the heavy
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black encaustic. The fatter blends will stick to the encaustic, but there will be expanses of black
wax visible through the pores of the sponge. At the same time, the thinner shades of terra cotta will
remain visible as well, giving an illusion of depth and wear to the surface. It will not look anything
like a black-figure vase. It should, however, look good.

I've started stretching my own canvasses, but I'm not very good at it yet. They wouldn't allow me
staples at Kirby, let alone a handsaw and a hammer, so I've only been at it for a week.
In the Kirby studio, I got prefab canvasses that were already primed and waiting for the
brush. I took them and used them, but now I can complain about that kind of ready-made
inauthenticity. I make a painting, I want to do the whole thing from start to finish.
So I've been going out on my fire escape to cut beveled strips of one-by-two furring with a
miter box and back saw. It’s easy work when you’ve got a system down, which I do. I’ll go out
and knock out a stretcher if I need a break from the turpenoid fumes. But if I’m really going to
crank out a batch of canvasses and the weather is clear, I’ll go up on the roof. I’ll cut four clean,
even pieces and tap finishing nails into the junctions, drive them about half-way home. Then, I
give each a little shot of wood glue in the gaps before I drive the nails the rest of the way in, which
saves me the step of holding the joints while the glue sets. No dicking around with C-clamps, no
sir. While these are drying, I miter off strips of quartered dowel for edging. This isn't really
necessary, but it makes for a nicer surface once the canvas is tacked up. If you skip this step, then
you’ve got two inches, or one-and-seven-eighths inches, worth of canvas supported by the wood
and a relatively soft spot in the middle. If you take the time to tack on a dowel border, you don't
get those little slips when your brush runs off the wood onto unsupported canvas.
I use the handsaw for the dowels also, because their right angles sit nicely against the
miter and I feel like I can be very accurate with them. It is very important that they be cut
accurately, or they won't fit onto the stretchers properly. I attach the dowels with a thin line of glue
and tack them down with one or two brads, depending on the size of the canvas. So far I haven't
tried anything larger than an eighteen-by-eighteen. I don't feel I'm up to it yet.
Then the stretchers get a day to dry, so that the glue sets properly and won't squirt out of
the joints when I pull the canvas tight. I cut my canvas a few inches oversize and work slowly in as
I stretch it. The narrow side gets pulled first, one staple in the center of each side, with enough
tension across the cloth that a single ridge rises from midpoint to midpoint. I work around the
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frame, opposite sides and then a shift to the right, and when the whole surface is taut as the
centerline, they get the gesso, two coats, sanded lightly in between.

"Due to an early tee time at Kirby correctional country club .. . Beep."
"Billy, this is Jeff Liston. Listen, I've been trying to get in touch with you for about a week
now. I just want you to know I got no hard feelings about anything. Honestly, water under the
bridge. Forget it. But I'm wondering if Claire wouldn't like to have a little chat sometime.
Sometime soon. I'm seeing some interesting directions her career might take at this juncture and
the sooner we can parlay, the better. Before she gets out of the slam, if possible. I've been in touch
with your lawyers, that Callahan outfit, but they've been a little reluctant to help me arrange a visit
at Kirby. Something about abuse of attorney visitation policies. Blah, blah. Anyhow, I thought
maybe you'd have an angle."
Good ground is extremely important. Like a building. You build in a swamp, there’ll be
trouble. So it goes with a canvas. The cloth should be taut as a barracks bunk. Smooth and even.
You do it really well, you lose track of the canvas fibers. Sitting on the easel, it should look crisp
as a sheet of Xerox paper.
There’s another reason I stretch my own and it sounds old school, but doing it myself,
going through all that headache, really makes me think about the first brushstroke. And every one
after that. You take the project more seriously. Sure, Utrecht has prefab canvasses for ten bucks a
throw, but what’s ten bucks? Bum through those like M&Ms. But if I work an hour with a saw
and hammer, it makes me more considerate now, when I'm working the sponge along the line of
Claire’s soldier, shoulder. I consider changing the tone as I move up and right, giving the illusion
of light falling from that direction.
". . . and that's the number for my mobile, so you can get me anytime. Don't be shy about
calling, Billy, this could be good for us all."
Kirby was bad in a lot of ways. Materials really were the weakest of my possible
complaints. Although now I know what the good stuff is like, maybe I should have been
complaining a lot sooner.
"You've reached the residence of Bill Radix and Claire Rossi. . . . Beep."
"Yes, this is a call for Ms. Claire Rossi. My name is Carlton Carraway, representing Dolan
Croft." Nice, even strokes. "I was phoning to inquire if you'd be willing to join Mr. Croft for
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lunch, say, midweek, although later would be fine also. I understand it may take a few days to
decompress and reacclimate to freedom." A light pressure makes the irregularities of the sponge
apparent on the canvas. Shoulder, elbow, wrist, and sponge. There is a lot brought to bear on these
simple strokes.
In one of his more violent attempts to wrench me into right thinking, before he allowed me
into the studio, Bland swept his inkblots and thematic apperception cards off the table and threw a
big battered art history text, bound in brown prison-library boards, onto the table and into our
session.
"Let's try a different kind of test," he said, leafing through the book. "Why don't you tell
me a story about what you see in this picture?" He turned the book around and a there was a big
Thomas Moran, a landscape of red rocks and arroyos and a storm brewing.
"I see clouds in the canyon," I told him.
"Clear enough." He rotated the book back and flipped ahead by a century. "How about this
one?" Pollock's Full Fathom Five.
"I see nothing."
"Nothing?"
"Blue paint, white paint, black paint. Orange paint?"
"Ah," Bland said, flipping back to Moran. "But what do you see here?"
"Clouds in the canyon."
"Why the difference? Here, too, you have your blue, black, white, and your orange paint,"
he struck out at Moran's strokes of sky, cloud, and stone, his forefinger like a yardstick on slate.
"They are, at heart, identical. Yet it's Pollock who gets the knife. Can you explain that?"
Yes, but I didn't. Not as I can now.
"Why should you resent Pollock's paint but not Moran's? If anything, you should admire
Pollock's truth to the materials. He allows his paint to be paint. He engages with the world in a way
that Moran, for all of his easel-toting and mountaineering, never could. Moran's travels, his
invention of these landscapes, are nothing but a flight from reality. Full Fathom Five is evolution,
it's the outgrowth of figuration, the natural end of the form. This," the knuckles of his fist white
against Pollock's sea, "is real. This is what a painting is. Never more than paint."
I recognized the provocation, doctor. You were digging for a reaction and you almost got
me, you did better than Campos in interrogation, but I glanced away and cooled down. But not
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before I bit my lip nearly to bleeding. And it's only now, in the calm of work in my kitchen, that I
have the language, Chaz's language of color, to defend myself.
I wash the thin paint over the encaustic and I can feel the solvent evaporating cold from
my knuckles.
Paint, dear Bland, is not paint. Blue, orange, black, the drops drying on my hand, they are
not paint. Only when we allow them to be nothing more than paint are they so little. Paint-as-paint
is cheap. You can buy it by the tube. But the blue of Moran's sky, the blue of a Bob Ross seascape,
my blue, any blue, no matter how earnest or incompetent, is never just blue.
"Here," you say, "is blue paint." So you can't see the sky. But you can't have this painted
sky without ultramarine blue and you can't have ultramarine blue without an ocean, a sky above,
and a destination beyond. Once, this shade was made from natural lapis lazuli, which had to be
carried from the east, brought back from beyond the ocean by argonautical expeditions round
capes and through rough channels, with lives staked not for the precious stones alone, but for the
things they may be transmuted into, given a pestling to powder and the proper alchemist's brush
stroke.
The red of Moran's sun, you say, is not the red of the sun. You're right. His is the madder
red, the sun-fed root of rubia tinctorum, same grown between studio and kitchen in the highwalled courtyard herb gardens of Da Vinci's Florence. Same but for name as the xiang-ru
administered in the oolong-smelling parlors of the Yangchow acupuncturalists for the treatment of
nosebleeds and carbuncles. Not the sun, no, but the earth there, between the forked roots and
below the forked roads between Pisa and Peking and below the ocean bearing Marco Polo and
cargoes of rock-mined blue between the two. Now Moran's rocks, doctor, his steep canyon walls,
cloud-cradling and glowing red in that alizarin sun, you say they're just paint. I say they're earth.
The paint that they are not is burnt terra di Siena, the fired dirt of Siena. Without the ground that
becomes this pigment, there would be no foundation for the town's narrow and neo-Gothic lanes,
steep in places as alpine passes. There would be no brick for the Piazza del Campo or the roastedpepper red ovens of the trattorias or the kilns ready-fired to calcine more dirt. There would never
have been materials for the construction of the Sienese school of art, without which some
technique, some turn of the wrist discovered by Duccio might never have been noticed and
duplicated by Michelangelo and therefore never noticed and duplicated by Moran six centuries
later.
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So there is rock in his rock, you grant, and turn to his clouds and point with your stem
lecturer's finger and say: tell us how he put cloud in his canvas. I'll answer, with more earth. The
airy caps of his storm clouds are alloyed of zinc and the lead flakes of flake white. Their umber
underbellies seethe ominous and full with the gathered vapors of manganese, cooked from the
earth of shadows. The simple existence of this undershade opens simultaneous a thousand
umbrellas in the streets of Seattle and Paris and that is not all. There is no sun in Moran's sun, but
there is light in these dark clouds because, surely as the meeting of blue sky and sea forces a world
into being beyond the horizon or the word shadow lights a bulb to be obscured, these clouds carve
crests of sunshine onto the turbulent fluid of the canyon floor. The dim troughs, doctor, which you
so quickly fill with ivory black and dismiss, are open graves. Moran has smeared the shale
striations of the great crevasse from basin to brim with bone ash. The shadows cast by his leaden
clouds are solid as tusk scrap. In their dead-ember hollows, in the deep crevices of the rock faces,
lies the darkness of night over the Serengeti banyan and the safari camps and of the unreflective
forged metal of the industrial crematoria, the bone furnaces for cooking every last atom of useful
carbon from the stripped carcasses of the hunt.
And what of the carbon itself, doctor, and the great slice of the periodic table Moran has
carved out and sealed under vamish like a bright-shelled beetle in amber? What of the enormity of
this canvas, the weather patterns and ocean currents predicating it? Or the slighter hand of man
visible in it, his refining of oils, his milling of the frame, the shift of the loom, the science of
metallurgy, the hammerfall and the flight of sparks? or the still slighter weights of the atoms, the
stitching of their covalences, the movements of their electrons slowly circulating through the vast
and mighty ocean of our atmosphere and our bodies?
Not that these things did not already exist in the blank weave of the canvas, but now, Dr.
Bland, deny them as they appear in the Canyon. Tell me now to paint as the materials would have
me paint. Tell me to renounce the subject. Preach to me the arrogance of ab nihilo. Tell me to
disregard the world.
And tell me, Doctor, who's true to the materials.

When I set the sponge down, it's close to ten-thirty and I'm not even a little hungry.
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6.

Of course she got famous.
On the cover of Artweek, Claire wears a tight black, yellow, and blaze urban camouflage tshirt (the sleeves so short the dark little soldier is visible on her shoulder) and a short black vinyl
skirt. A cigarette dangles from the comer of her mouth and bare machetes hang nonchalant from
each lax wrist. They look like the tips of gleaming wings, a pair of long slender feathers angling
out from her hips. She is a warrior angel. Her head is cocked like a revolver, her gaze direct, lips
pursed around the cigarette butt that has burned very close to the filter. She stands in classic
contrapposto, which really makes you notice the Spartan narrowness of her hips and waist. Around
her black jump boots, deep as her ankles, are scraps of canvas. Long, thin strips like ragged-edged
and unraveling bandages, triangles tom from comers, single wisps of fiber. She looks functional as
a sub-Saharan mercenary and sinewed as a lioness. Behind her head is the line: "Rossi: Artist,
Critic, Terrorist?"
For their article, "She Fought the Law," ArtForum dressed her in prison blues, baggy,
shapeless coveralls with the sleeves half-tom or cut with a dull blade. The coarseness of the suit
contrasts the smoothness of her skin and its bulk, the slenderness of her forearms and neck. She
stands in a quarry, surrounded by planes of gray granite. Her ankles are chained. A massive sledge,
twelve pounds at the least, stands beside her, the handle perpendicular to the bedrock. She leans on
it with one elbow, her other hand resting on her opposite hip. There is a lens flare in the upper left
comer and the bright sunlight washes the color from the quarry. The image is left remarkably
monotone, with only subtle variations of blue and gray, save for the rich brown of the hammer's
palm-sanded handle, the glow of Claire's arms, narrow neck, and face, her pitch hair, shining eyes,
and the red bandanna knotted around her scalp.
I think of the Clash.
I think of Courbet.
I am embarrassed that I didn't think of Sonny Curtis, or even the Bobby Fuller Four, first.
In the background is a hammer-struck David and a lot of fragments of marble, hinting that
the chip-stone quarry might have been a sculpture garden before Claire.
Art in America went for a more classic portrait with their write-up. Claire didn't get the
cover, but the first page of her article is a big grainy black-and-white print of the vandal at rest.
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She wears a tight, sleeveless black shirt, shining synthetic in the hundred-watt light of a stage lamp
and reflector. The contrast is jacked up so far that her skin and the incandescence and the white
walls of the photographer's studio become a single shade of pure Agfa Premium and the black of
her shirt and the black of the ink on her arm are solid silver nitrate. The lines of her nose and the
shadows around her eyes are lost entirely: her face becomes a blank pentagonal surface, flat and
shaped as a Stella, and bearing only the wide dark strokes of her eyes and lashes, nostrils, and
blood-glossy lips. She is reduced to her most basic components, her outlines and perimeters, the
essence of Claire. The article title, “Radical or Reactionary?” runs along the bottom of the print in
rib-thin sans serif text.
The article after the Claire write-up is on the "Return of Godawfulism."
All in all, I'm more impressed by the photos than I am with the writing. This is mostly
because I've developed a keen eye in my long study of Claire in the media. But it's also because of
the critical hackery of the articles.
"Shiva in a slit skirt," they say. "Kinetic beauty." "A dazzling theatre of experience"
delivered by an equally stunning "angel of carnage." She is a "beautiful advocate of decay," and
her work, "a celebration of the transitory, fleeting substances of life." "She does not impose the
informel,she simply reminds us that no one, not even the artist, can transcend brutish materiality
or create form from the formless." "Yet her violence has its real-world referents: the mugging, the
shooting, the knife, the club. Hers is an art of the city, an art of the life lived."
Claire told ArtForum that “the feeling of walking through a gallery with a notepad and
pen is to me something like standing on the edge of a crowded subway platform at five ten in the
afternoon. Even if I’m just sketching or taking notes and have no real grudge against a painting,
there’s a little part of me that still wants to lunge forward and run the ballpoint through the canvas.
No real reason at all, but that it’s there and I can. I can mark it, slash it. We're part of the same
world and sometimes I just need to participate.”
It was like when Christopher Walken cornered Woody Allen in Annie Hall and says, “Can
I confess something? I tell you this as an artist. I think you'll understand,” and then goes off about
swerving into a head-on collision and his anticipation of the wreckage, the shattering glass, the
gasoline and the explosion. Cutting was anything but random or self-destructive. We were careful.
We planned our strikes and our escapes. It had nothing to do with jumping in front of an express 9.
I would have paraphrased Rilke instead of Walken to make the point. When you break the
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head off Apollo, you force him into your world. When you handsaw through a frame, you break
the distinction between canvas and wall and museum and street. You make it a legitimate target.
And, more important, if it’s a public beheading at a museum or gallery, you target the sanctity of
the space in a way Fountain never did. Duchamp played by the rules. Braining an archaic Apollo,
however, does not.
In the Voice, Alan Schlitzman quoted Croft quoting Cage: "I’m able, even anxious, to
repair a painting once it is damaged. A change in the painting or even someone looking at it
reopens the conversation." Schlitzman’s article was all quotes. He was very diligently working to
find a place for Claire’s work. “Battock said that Warhol, predicting the end of painting, became
its executioner. What, then, do we do with a Claire Rossi? Is the executioner of the executioner the
savior?” “Rossi is a complicated critic: ‘Some things, yes, deserve their fifteen minutes. But so
many more deserve nothing but the caress of steel, the hot edge of the knife, the cold slab at the
morgue.’” “Abstract Expressionism and Pop were styles that ridiculed the bad taste and common,
uncomplicated communicative level of the masses. Rossi has, in a sense, reversed this. She
ridicules the esoteric communicative level of art without subject. Rather, its failure to
communicate. If we take Ad Reinhardt and assume that every revolution must overturn what has
come before, then Rossi’s spree represents a greater revolution than Pop was to AbEx. We can
only hope that the end of art is not the end.”
It was after the Schlitzman piece ran that artists and dealers began to drop charges. The
cover of the Voice will do that, I guess. After Schlitzman, everyone tried to get in on the story. My
answering machine was full up two weeks before her release and I never bothered erasing anything
because it saved me the trouble of having to deal with it. Lawyers called, news writers called,
artists, dealers, curators, photographers, editors, everybody. The reporters didn’t bother me so
much. I’d given about all the interviews I planned to, but when reporters called, they were usually
aboveboard and quickly fired off questions that I would quickly refuse to answer. The dealers, on
the other hand, couldn’t call without a hello, and how are you doing? and it always took five
minutes to get to the point. Talking to dealers was like talking to telemarketers. No easy way to get
rid of them without just hanging up.
The calls that really bother me are the ones where artists call to ask if Claire would be
interested in collaborating. I hate those.
All this was because of Schlitzman, but my favorite article was in Saveur, of all places.
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Somehow, either through court transcripts or newspaper accounts of photographs left under
presentation platters, they had a list of the restaurants we’d frequented over the past six months.
This was interesting enough that they’d put a couple of messages on my machine and eventually
got a statement from Claire. “I love live music and seasonal cuisine,” she says, “the things that last
a month or a set. But even better are tasting portions and tapas that vanish in half a mouthful.”
“But,” she says later, “you’ve got a whole cow wrapped around the filet: there is no
Chateaubriand without the butcher.”
“Name a single meal that can be prepared without a blade.”
And I read all of this and I think of the sushi blade she stole from Croft, a knife fit to slice
tuna into translucent sheets of fishy crepe paper. And how she took that knife and sliced every
painting in his studio fine as deli ham or cigarette papers. One night, I chopped walnuts with that
knife. Chopped entire oranges fine, skins and all, and mixed them with the nuts and fresh
cranberries and sugar. We ate the salad up on the roof, far enough in from the edge that we
couldn’t see the traffic on the street, just the sky and skyline and--across the river-Brooklyn. It
was muggy, but the salad was cold, and the tartness of the berries and rind cleared the palate. It cut
right through the late summer pungence.
She's right. There's so much out there, so many great meals and so many canvasses. But
there's also so much static and background noise, the clamor and yak of the food critics and art
historians. They're all cranking out pages on top of pages and squabbling and the meals and the
paintings themselves get buried, get washed away. Every meal should be like that salad, every
canvas an

EyeTest, but we lose the ones that matter in the crush of those that don't.

Now and then, it takes something strong-a switchblade or a sharp, tart bowl of cranberryto cut through that empty clamor.
I read Saveur and I thought of Claire in Union Square, kneeling over the flat of rosemary.
The crowd is moving around her, bustling through with their bags from the office supply
superstore and the Bames and Noble, with their paper-wrapped farm trout and ears of Jersey com
jostling in tan plastic sacks. But for all her stillness, for the attention she pays the rosemary, that
flat may well have been as broad as Nebraska. She is lost in it, her nose brushing right against the
tops of the shoots.
That was just one shining article in a body of coverage that ran the gamut from the early
sensational Post articles up to Schlitzman's refined argument for the importance of Claire Rossi (I
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don't even want to talk about what went on in Rolling Stone). In all of this, there was never any
mention of the sliced canvas or the overturned table in the stylish, high-altitude Upper East Side
apartment of Jonas and Katherine Jordan.
I'll remember Saveur.
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7.

The gallery is Liston Fine Arts. Down Crosby. I know the name and address well enough. A
narrow building with iron moulding, though I don't think Boss Tweed so much as I think preBessemer affectation. This is a Thursday, the sixth of November, and I’m wearing a gray wool
overcoat for the walk.
Claire and I haven’t seen much of each other this month. After her release, she moved into
a Union Square studio rented for her by Jeff Liston. He’d had advised her not to take a place in her
name and recommended a level of personal secrecy appropriate for witness-protection. She took
his advice. Meantime, I was left downtown to deal with the answering machine, avoid interview,
and consult, frequently and at length, with the Callahans. We were free, but the judicial contest
wasn’t over. I was still awaiting trial, although because Claire no longer faced vandalism charges, I
could not be convicted as her accomplice.
I’d probably spent three days of the last week at the offices of Ken and Kenneth, then
another at the courthouse, delivering statements and testimonies. I had found little time to paint
and had seen Claire exactly once. She’d called the afternoon after her release. Told me where she
was, asked if I’d be so good as to pack a bag with some clothes and a toothbrush and whether I
wanted to have lunch. I went north and we met at the Bon Vivant for omelets.
I got the breathless summary of her time in the clink and the extent of Jeff s advocacy. He
had lobbied other galleries and artists to drop their charges, but, more impressive, he also
convinced many to halt the restoration of damaged pieces and allow them to hang at Liston in a
collaborative show of the “Art and Targets” of Claire Rossi. There was enough of a consensus that
even the more resistant parties saw a Rossi show as a worthwhile gamble. Jeff then set the wheels
of hype in motion, taking out full-page ads, writing releases, and finding her a studio. A lot more
work had gone into the exhibition than the timeline suggested. Claire was set free on October
thirty-first, into the mayhem of the Village Halloween parade, and the show opened six days later.
But it would have opened whether she was free or not, just so long as Liston could politic the
works out of restoration and get them on the walls.
I turn west onto Prince from the Bowery, hands in my pockets. Claire had run off halfway
through her omelet. She checked her watch and announced that she had to get home to sign for an
equipment delivery. She leaned over the narrow diner table and kissed my cheek. Under the table,
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she squeezed the inside of my thigh. She told me she’d call, gave me her address on Union Square
East, and said, “Stop by. I’m on the fifth floor. You can’t miss it.”
Maybe she had called. I’d been at the Callahans’ office for days in a row. Maybe she had
called but couldn’t leave a message because the Post and the Observer and Schlitzman had filled
up the tape. I erased their messages, put on my coat and walked up to Union Square. I buzzed her
studio, waited a minute, buzzed. I ate a bowl of glass noodles and drank a Guinness at Republic,
then cut across the park and buzzed again. This was around ten on Saturday night. I went home,
thought about doing some work on Claire

’sWrists, but in the end turned

about the show at Liston.
I duck under the green-awning of a deli. The Happy-Lucky-Smile or the Epicurean
Delight or something. I go straight to the coolers and pick out a heavy double-deuce of Sapporo.
The clerk bags it. I pay him four dollars, pop the tab, and take my first sip as I pass the black
plastic buckets of flowers just outside. I consider getting a rose for Claire, but that’s the kind of
awkward formality that’s more alienating than charming. Anonymous fans throw roses on stage.
Guggenheim trustees bring roses to their darlings. I buy two.
Then it’s on downtown, roses in one hand, bagged beer in the other. The can is cold
through the sack and it’s cold to be drinking beer outside, but it’s important not to arrive at a show
too early or sober. I’d tried to put down a couple glasses of bourbon at home, but they didn’t rest
easy. So I sat and looked over the ads and the articles again while The Magnificent Seven rolled on
my teevee with the volume all the way down.
I pass the shark bar on the comer of Mott, cross Lafayette, and hang the right on Crosby.
Liston is brightly lit, the fluorescent light falling through the tall narrow windows to project
radiating spokes onto the sidewalk. Inside, the crowd mingles like molecules of gas in a vacuum.
Their shadows, clipped like Sanford Schwartz, cut across the narrow bands of light on the
concrete. Their movements seem jerky, missing frames, as though the windows were the animating
slits of a zoetrope drum. I find a shadowed stoop across the street, under an ad-plastered
scaffolding, and sit in the darkness of the highest step. The exhibition logo has been painted on
one of the gallery windows in white. It reads “Rossi: Art & Targets” in two fonts and three leftjustified lines. Along the hard edge of the text is half a bullseye, its concentric arcs stacked like a
rainbow. Like the Today Show or Target. I sip my Sapporo and try to find Claire in the crowd, but
she’s either in the back of the gallery or completely surrounded.
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Some of the walls by the entrance have been decorated with black-figure screens of
newsphotos and closed-circuit television stills. They’ve put the Post shot of Claire’s arrest, the one
where she’s shielding her face with her cuffed hands, on the left of the doors. On the right is a
security still of her slamming a blade overhand into a canvas. Both have been enlarged so far that
they’ve begun to dissolve around the edges, the straight lines turning into fractal-pattems under
magnification. There’s an anonymity to the images that’s almost completely at odds with the
flashbulb brightness of the hall itself. I take a long knock of beer, abandon the empty on the stoop,
and head on across to the show.
Tonight, I am incognito as a notorious dilettante jailbird in a moth-eaten overcoat. It works
and I pass unsuspected through the doors into the long, high-ceilinged gallery. Paintings and
photos cover the two long walls, like a hall of heads or the bedpost charts of a cancer ward. At the
far end is a vaguely-familiar painting, and then Liston’s podium and the rectangle of seating,
Danish modem. I pass up a coat check and get a glass of fume blanc. Claire is still off-radar, but
the gallery is crowded. It’s a shoulder-to-shoulder navigation from the wine bar to the first of the
paintings. I jostle between a fat, balding guy taking notes in a light green sketchbook and an
unbelievably slight brunette talking to a blue blazer. The walls themselves are nearly as crowded.
There are paintings on exhibition, photographs of paintings, photographs of Claire, reproductions
of articles about the critical significance of the works of Claire Rossi, reproductions of articles and
news wires from the height of her spree; there’s a timeline of her strikes throughout the summer, a
map showing the galleries she frequented (complete with an inset for Brooklyn and a big star on
the east side of Prospect), and detailed accounts of the womanhunt by Lieutenant Campos and his
task force. Liston has divided the exhibit into four sections: “Student,” “Critic,” “Criminal,” and
“Creator.” I’m on the wall that begins with “Criminal.” The sequence opens with Claire’s mug
shot, Xeroxed and blown up. In the portrait, she’s holding up a placard with her booking number
and she looks pissed. In the profile, her chin is high and there’s a sharp angry notch at the bridge
of her nose. It’s an unusual mug shot because she’s not disheveled so much as disgruntled. Her
booking number is coarsely stenciled along the wall in red paint, like a voltage warning.
Underneath this is a partial listing-by count, code, and section~of the charges Claire faced for her
work. I get the sense that there’s as much emphasis on the experience of imprisonment as there is
on Claire’s vandalism itself. Like she was some nineteenth-century explorer returned to lecture on
her “Two Fortnights on Riker’s Island.”
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I continue down the wall. There are a dozen paintings total, not counting the one on the far
wall. Some are in the process of being restored, some fully restored, some out-and-out fucked, well
beyond restoration. The partially-restored works are the most striking, their gashes and tears
sutured shut like the lips and eyelids of shrunken heads. The fully restored ones hang side-by-side
with full-scale photos of their damage, while the unrepaired or irreparable hang slack-jawed open,
drooling paint flecks onto the hardwood floor. Each painting is accompanied by sequential
photographs of the vandal-in-action. Four-by-six Duane Read specials, held in place with roughlytorn lengths of masking tape. They were taken with a Minolta set to rock-and-roll at six frames per
second. Even though I recognize them, I’m a little surprised to see my name in the captions.
I’m at the section of wall dedicated to Rothko-at an eight-by-ten from the restorer labeled
“Detail of Vessels o f Magic "-when Liston finds me. He walks up on my right, just like another
spectator, and says, “What do you think, Billy? Did we do her justice?”
He’s not looking at me, but at the photo, smiling his big, close-lipped smile. It’s sincere as
a Rockwell and nothing like a canine snarl. In profile, his face surges forward. The strength of his
brow and jaw overpower the back of his skull, giving him a look of aggressive interest. The way
his hair recedes into a sharp widow’s peak doesn’t help either. It’s an oiled dorsal fin, pure Eddie
Munster or Elvis Costello. But his five-button blazer is something else altogether. It’s high-end
sharkskin, broker camo.
“Looks like a capacity crowd, Jeffery. A sold-out house.”
He claps my shoulder. “You have no idea. Five minutes with Claire does more for these
pieces than selection for the Biennial. We can’t meet demand. You happy with your photos? Claire
insisted.”
“Where did you get them?”
“Evidence. You like them?”
“I liked them a month ago.”
“Hey, great. Claire’s mentioned you’ve got some canvasses stashed at your pad. Maybe I
could come by and get a look? We could strike while the presses are hot, piggyback you on her
next show.”
“Doesn’t Tatchi have a buyer here?”
“Already been there, buddy, already been. Hey, Dolan’s around. So are Dash and Carolyn.
You ought to say hello.” He pats my shoulder again and wheels off before I reply.

226
I move out of the pocket of cologne he’s left and to the lone painting at the end of the
gallery. Turns out it’s a Phelan, one of the pieces I’d scouted with Jonas at Boland the week before
Farrago. It was one of his post-painterly pieces, where the post-painter had taken a rectangle of
plexiglas and, through the use of stamps, thick varnish, and swizzle sticks, had attempted to
imitate the mechanical marbleized surface of a red Formica diner counter.
It’s obvious this one has to go. I start towards the plaster pedestal beside the Phelan, but
when I get a look at it, I don’t slow down. I begin along the second wall, running against the
exhibition’s design, against the gawking traffic. At Farrago, the tempo was regulated by the
Audiotours. Here, it regulates itself into the slinkied stop-and-go of traffic rolling past an accident.
Car Wreck. They slow, rubberneck a little at a dismembered Carrollton like it was a rolled
Suburban or a Reebok and half a shin lying in the breakdown lane. The only ones who really
linger are the critics, studious as coroners arrived at the scene, like the balding guy with the green
sketchbook whose shoulder I bump again as he scribbles insightful on Calico Sunrise.
He looks up and says, “Hey, aren’t you?” but I’m already pushing by a woman in an
evening dress and there’s Claire. She’s talking to a guy in an olive cable sweater, three inches
shorter than her if you don’t count his stacked oily kinks of gray-brown hair. I stop, so I’m not
aggressively working against the grain, but instead let people move around me while I study Claire
like I was taking notes in a sketchbook.
She’s wearing a sleeveless dress somewhere between crimson and black with an angled
hem that slices mathematically across her thighs. Below that’s a pair of black stockings, turned
gray by the pale skin of her legs underneath. The red undertone of the dress brings out the red
beneath the black of the tattooed soldier and the red of her lips blended into the darker red of her
lipstick. She is painted with a palette of wine-cabemet and shiraz-sloe gin, and cranberry
cocktails. Cosmopolitan. Even her breasts are plumlike in every way but color, defined but close to
her body, dancer’s breasts. Her hair is ragged as ever, her nails as chipped. Her waist as narrow,
hips as long. She’s drinking wine from a plastic glass, not the fume blanc, but, of course, a red.
When she sips it, and the fluid angles into the shallows of the glass, it creates an infinitely gradual
spectrum from black to red in its varying depth.
I would have followed her again. Right across the gallery to the “Detail of Vessels. I
would have done it all over. Except that’s what we were here for, me and two hundred others.
Instead of going her bail, we’d all offer a polite applause.
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Claire isn’t laughing or smiling much as she’s talking to the mop. Her brow is knotted up
and she nods frequently, but her mouth remains a fairly level line. I catch her eye out of the
conversation—she’s spending a lot of time looking over the guy’s shoulder at the crowd and you
can tell by her irises that her focus is elsewhere. I catch her eye and she smiles. She puts her hand
on his arm and says something abrupt. Then she’s walking towards me, giving a little one-armed
shrug with her wineless hand.
“Hollis Jackson,” she says, “What’s wrong with your phone?”
“Too many bullshit calls. They’ve worn out my answering machine.

Yorker's Hollis

Jackson?”
“Smart guy, but a top-flight bore. What have you been up to when you haven’t been
calling me?”
“Boring stuff. Ironing things out with the Callahans, keeping us under our own
recognizance, ringing your buzzer. You didn’t give me a phone number.”
“I didn’t have one. They connected the line on Tuesday,” she put a hand on my cheek.
“Don’t worry so much, Bill, look at all of this. They can’t put us back in jail.” She drinks her wine
and looks down at my hands. “You brought me roses?”
I shrug and she closes a hand over mine, her fingers wrapped around the stems. She leans
forward and kisses me, pressing her dark red onto my lips.
“You sweetie. That’s so Jimmy Stewart. Nobody brings flowers.”
“You happy with this?”
“It’s excellent wine, don’t you think? Liston knows a dealer in the Village. Good contact
in this business.”
“I’m not talking about wine.”
Her eyes are aimed over my shoulder. I turn my head and Liston’s waving her a “go”
signal.
“Without this show, we’d still be in Kirby. We owe Jeff.”
“What about the next one? Further repayment? And the show after that?”
“I’ve got to go do this. Excuse me.”
She weaves across the floor, just like she was going to the bar at Pinetar, and meets Liston
at the center of the gallery. He offers an arm, she hooks it, and they make their way to the podium.
A lane opens for them and there’s no fighting the crowd. People catch the cue and make their way

228
to the seats. Claire sits behind the table by the podium, sets her wine down and pours a cup of
water from a pot-bellied stainless pitcher. Jeff fills a plastic cup also, buying a little time while
people get settled, and whispers something to Claire. I find a piece of bare wall near the coat
check. Liston adjusts his microphone.
“Ladies and gentlemen. Patrons, critics, collectors, journalists, enthusiasts.” There are too
many names to name. He nods, smiles at Edgar and Ellen Thicke, looks right over me, smiles at
Schlitzman. “Friends. I am pleased to see so many of you here tonight for what is surely one of the
more unusual exhibitions to open at Liston Fine Arts. There are ten painters hanging here tonight,
ten painters who span an impressive cross-section of acknowledged masters and contemporary
practitioners certain eventually to be acknowledged as masters.
“Tonight, we bring together works by the father of color field, conceptual artists, and
members of Fluxus, as well as by those working on or beyond the current boundaries of postpainterly abstraction, neo-expressionism, and new action painting. Although they represent a hallof-fame sampling, it would be difficult to select ten artists with less in common than Simon
Carrollton, Jen Starr, Alfred Lowe, Dolan Croft”--Liston extends an open palm in Croft’s
direction, Croft looks toward the intersection of floor and wall—“Macaliester Hammond, Miranda
Sanbome, Harris Courtenary, Felix Gmelin, Lew Phelan, and, in absentia, Mark Rothko, they are
united in this exhibition by the blade of Claire Rossi.”
Claire has her fists pressed up underneath her chin, one on either side and, while she faces
the audience, her eyes are angled over at Liston.
“There has been a great deal written about Rossi in recent weeks. She’s been the target of
harsh criticisms and extravagant praise, although I’m not entirely comfortable using a phrase like
that regarding an artist I admire as much as Claire. Indeed, she is a difficult artist to understand,
allowing little room for tepid feelings. The exhibition therefore includes a wide sampling of
opinions and reviews culled from the media hurricane surrounding Rossi’s work from February to
August of this year. But, in my opinion, these writings are not the best tool for illuminating Rossi’s
work. It is necessary to go back further, to return to the works of earlier critics of earlier
movements. Writers like Clem Greenberg and Gregory Battcock, although writing on Pop and the
Abstract Expressionists, speak directly to Rossi, inform her work, and inform too the viewers of
her work.” Liston takes a quick sip from his cup of ice water and looks down at an index card in
his palm.
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“In 1970,” he reads, “Battcock identified Pop as the funerary art of painting in his time. It
was both the fatal blow and the hammer fall that chiseled ornament onto the tombstone. He said
that Warhol correctly foresaw the end ofpainting and became its executioner. With hindsight, we
know this to be overstatement on at least two counts: painting may have been changed by Pop, but
it survived the encounter. Painting is broad. It was not harmed by the massive doses of kitsch and
commercialism administered by Warhol. Instead it incorporated these things, deepened its
definition and added new dimensions.
“Claire Rossi is the inheritor of this legacy. She is the artful executioner. Her attacks are
far more brutal than anything that rolled off the Factory floor. While Warhol may have taken a cue
from Abstract Expressionism and leveled snide criticism at the uncomplicated communication and
poor taste of the masses, Claire does her level best to puncture this idea that ‘art’ is the line that
separates the artist from his objects of ridicule. But not only is her work as critical as Warhol’s, it
is as beautiful and perhaps more simple. Her work is the deathblow, without mediation or
interpretation, but it is also like the sculptor’s hammer striking his chisel. There is nothing snide in
her means. She chips away the parts of the marble that are not part of the sculpture. She is ferocity.
She is undiluted sincerity. She is all edges. But make no mistake:
“Painting will survive Claire Rossi. Painting is already stronger for Claire Rossi.”
There is applause, but Liston keeps talking. “She is a violent revolution.” Croft claps. “A
coup d’etat of one.” Schlitzman claps. “An antidote.” Edgar Thicke claps. “A cure.” Ellen Thicke
claps. “A bloodletting.” Claire nods.
“This is not all,” Liston says. “I’m excited to get on with the evening, but first, I want to
leave you with a little advice from Ad Reinhardt.” Back to the index cards. “Reinhardt writes that
every revolution in art turns over Art from art-as-something-else into Art-as-only itself And that
the one eternal, permanent revolution is always a Negation o f the use ofA rt fo r some purpose
other than its own.”
When he says, “

A
rt-as-A
rtisalways a battle-cry,” I whistle loud as I can.

“The Artist-as-Artist’s first enemy is thephilistine-artist, the ‘all-too-human ’ or subhuman
or superhuman artist inside or outside or beside himself, the socially useful and useable artist, the
artist-jobber and sales-artist, the expressionist-businessman and ‘action ’ artist, the artist who
‘has to eat, ’ who has to ‘express himself, ’ and who ‘lives off, on, in, fo r or from his art. ’
“

Theend o f art is art as art,” Liston says.
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“The end o f art is not the end."
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8.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” Liston says through the applause, “Claire Rossi." Claire, holding her
glass of red wine, stands and bows. Without going to the microphone, she says that she’d like to
thank Croft and Starr and Hammond and the rest, and especially Lewis Phelan, for agreeing to
collaborate on tonight’s performance. Her voice is soft but carries. Behind her, just to the left of
the Phelan is the small white pedestal-waist-high plaster of paris with Ionic scrollwork-on which
an array of implements lie in surgically-ordered rows. She takes the hatchet and a sip of wine and
turns to the painting. Then she hacks it in half, hacks a jagged wedge right through the middle of
the thing, wide as the painting at the top, a point sharp as the ax-bit at the bottom. Seven or eight
strokes and the thing is rent. But still, she hacks. She swings until the hatchet chews through the
drywall behind the plastic, swings until the hatchet bites into a stud. She litters the floor with rotyellow fragments of plaster that scatter at the impact of the hatchet or that are tom from the wall on
her backstrokes. Shards of plexiglas collect around her feet like ice needles or stalagmites of
broken glass. Her wine splashes out of her glass and splatters up her arm at every stroke, her teeth
are small and sharp between her taut lips, her body is graceful, round in motion, curving against
the painting in waves, at once ocean and animal, her hair swings, and everything is all at once
directed towards this one purpose. She is full of power, strong and at her best. At last, she turns,
spinning like a dancer, hatchet overhead, and plants it into the edge of the pedestal, handle angling
down towards the ground. Splinters of plaster fly from the blow and the pillar cracks to its base. A
long serrated Grant Maid bread knife wobbles and falls to the floor. Claire throws back her wine
and sets the glass on the pedestal, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Wild applause
follows. "Simply marvelous." She is splashed with wine, heavy like blood around her forearms,
below her sleeveless dress. Liston, all smiles, rushes forward with a towel in his hands and, even
as she takes it, his hands clasp her elbows and he plants a kiss on her cheek. She wipes her hands,
smiling. Bulbs go off and this is not about debt. She is right at home.
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One wall of Claire’s studio is a steel tool rack. Exactly the same as you find in suburban garages or
hanging over basement workbenches, between the table saw and the shelved jars of assorted bolts
and wingnuts. A heavy wire mesh with hooks and cradles and prongs designed for ballpeen
hammers and socket sets and soldering irons.
Like occupying troops, the implements of Claire’s latest endeavors have settled into the
unfamiliar posts of this rack. Bundles of pitons hang from hooks beside a saw-beaked ice axe.
There’s a carbide punch clipped to the wirework, a heavy reciprocating saw swinging by its cord,
and a tight coil of razor wire clamped between the beefy molars of some locking pliers.
It's a long studio, a railroad stretching from Union Square to Third Avenue. The inside is
completely stripped and the walls that had previously divided bedrooms from dens from kitchens
have had the drywall punched from the framing, so that there's the skeleton of a floorplan but
nothing more. The side walls are brick and overhead are primer-gray steel girders. The floor,
where it isn't covered with canvas dropcloth, is unfinished plank, greasy in places, ash black in
others, and pitted irregularly, as though by cinders thrown from a blazing fire. Paintings hang from
the studs of the former walls and they are outlined by the sunlight shining through the arched
windows at the Avenues. Some of these paintings allow the light to shine through their punctures
and tears, creating small daylight constellations within their oil. In the comer, near the elevator
doors, a tall air-compressor lugs down.
The artist herself is working when I arrive. Welding by the window. She’s hunkered
down, ass on heels, her back to me. She eclipses the torch in her hands, but I can hear it spit and
crack. I can see the cold blue light shining around her. It hangs onto the crest of her black steel
visor and her arms, her bare shoulders and the black soldier and her high heavy gloves. It's like a
halo, the way the light is caught in the girl-fine hair of her arms. She lowers the arc and it becomes
unsquelched static, white-hot white noise. The sparks escape her gravity. Her body turns to
shadow in the sudden starburst flaring. I squint and say, “Claire.” She cuts the torch and turns,
looking at me through the narrow tinted slit of her mask.
When she pivots it up to angle out like the bill of a cap, she’s smiling. Big, nothing like
Joe Friday, but just like she had one reckless night in Prospect Park. Just like she had so many
times.
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“High amperage electricity leaves an exit wound,” she tells me, “like a bullet. Worse even.
It’s really something.” She sets the torch down and stands, puts arms around my waist and kisses
me on the cheek. She smells of scorched air, of ionization and atomic divisions.
“It doesn’t work so well with the welder. The electrodes are too close together to get any
movement. But I had something going with a television transformer earlier. Have a look.”
Behind Claire stands a small bronze ballerina in a state of severe distress. Her head is
cocked a few degrees and there is a concrete block swinging from a ceiling girder on a length of
aircraft cable. All over, the dancer bears torch seams. They rise like welts from her weathered
metal skin. On her collar are circles of slag, the exit wounds of heavy current. Smoke still rises
from the scorched remains of the girl’s tutu like a sparkler, dying.
“That isn’t?” I ask.
“Yeah it is,” Claire says. “But there are lots of them. I don’t really want them
exterminated, but I thought it might be fun to play with one.”
“Whose is it?”
“Private collection. The owner was bored with it. I guess too many of his neighbors had
them. He wanted his to be unique.”
She digs a hand into the broad front pocket of her thick nomex apron and comes up with a
cigarette, like she was carrying a handful of them loose in there. She strikes a blue tip on the
dancer’s temple. Her smoke collects under the hood of her raised mask when she exhales. I look
towards the wall. Half a dozen broken crossbow bolts are scattered on the floor.
“What is this quiet?” she asks, “Is this Bill, disapproving?”
She tips her head up towards me, setting all the smoke free at once. Smiling, still, but I
know about the sharp teeth. I can’t look at her, but I know she's looking at me, seeing the muscles
in the comers of my jaw. They must stand out like walnuts.
“Jesus, Bill. Why does it always have to be about destruction? Sometimes I just feel I need
to make something, you know? It doesn’t have to be about erasure. It doesn’t have to be about
getting every last one. Sometimes it can just be about the materials.”
Under her apron, braless in her dirty tank top and work pants and gloved to the elbows,
she looks as she always looks. The same as she does in rough wool and slick monofilaments, the
same stripped bare, a sheet draped from bellybutton to ankle, the same in plastic homnms and
sloppy lipstick. Chipped, unkempt, busy.
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She moves close to me. Her breasts press against my arm, her thigh on mine.
“I love bronze, Bill. You can do all kinds of things with it. If it's got a good patina, the
first thing that happens is that you work a shine into it. Just look at her cheek, where I got her with
the cinder block. Isn’t that a wonderful plane of fresh glowing metal.”
The dancer's right cheek is flattened from the concrete kiss, made sharp and angular as a
model's, but the metal does sparkle, almost gold against her dull brown chin and temple. It's a rosy
little cheek.
“Gee,” I say.
“The best part about working on a casting is that if things don't work out exactly as you'd
hoped, the foundry can always make up another one. You can get a second chance. And a third.
Like if I'd accidentally knocked her block off--not that that wouldn't be cool-I could get it fixed.
aid”.
erm
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“Great.”

“I've been talking with Jeff about moving into castings of my own. He thinks it would be
good for the gallery if we could duplicate some of my finished pieces. The problem is,” she runs
her finger along one of the scorch-seams on the dancer's torso, “you just can't duplicate some of
these features. The way the metal changes color under heat or the way the patina is altered by acids
and abrasion. These are all delicate, variable elements. It takes a lot of time for a piece to develop a
good, workable patina. They can pickle them at the foundry, but then they don't look authentic
after the torch. But it's about market, I guess. If people are willing to buy duplicates, they can have
duplicates.”
“Wow.”
She stubs her cigarette out in the hollow of the dancer's collarbone.
“Don't be an ass. Nothing's changed. If anything, things are better. I still get to cut Croft. I
can take a jackhammer to him, bum him. Only now there's an audience. Now, he's there to shake
my hand and kiss my cheek when I'm done with him. We don't have to play at Bonnie and Clyde. I
don't have to cut and run and hope our message gets through. I can stick around to explain myself
afterwards. Drink a little wine, eat a little cheese, and make my case against Carolyn Gordon and
Clement Greenberg.”
“Or you can let Liston do it.”
“It plays in the glossies. Look, I didn't mean to cut you out of the action, if that's what this
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is about.” She drags the dancer a few feet over, bending like a jackknife to get her weight into the
work.
“No,” I say, “it isn't.”
“You were with me from the beginning. You believed in me.” She locks both hands
around the concrete block and takes a few steps backwards. As she moves, the cable pulls the
block higher and higher until she's got it up, directly over her head. “You didn't think I'd forget,
did you?”
She closes one eye to get a bead on the dancer. Her hands move the block six inches to the
right and she looks to me and winks. When she lets go, the block picks up fifteen feet worth of
momentum and hits the dancer on the mouth like a roundhouse. It sounds like a bell, resonant. It
sounds like a tuning fork, struck against my teeth. The dancer rocks back on her pedestal, just
short of going over, then she comes forward. The cinder block swings through diminishing
ellipses.
The blow pounded the dancer's nose pig-flat. Her mouth looks like a monkey's muzzle and
her flared nostrils now aim slightly ceilingward.
“Hm.” Claire holds the child's chin between her thumb and forefinger. “Makes her look a
bit snobbish. Easy to fix.” She turns the dancer around and hauls the block back for another shot,
aimed at the back of her skull.
“What do you want to do?” she walks backwards, pulling the block higher and higher.
“You want to keep sneaking around galleries? You want to run a guerilla campaign? There's a lot I
can give you, but if you want to play at subversive, you're on your own.”
She gives the block a push, like it was a child on a swing. It sweeps across the studio,
roughly chest-high, and strikes the dancer right on the occipita. It hits with concussive force. It hits
like a Saab, folding into Larry Jacob's Mercedes. It knocks the dancer onto her face and swings
right through. The girl's nose punches a divot into the floorboard. The block comes back like a
pendulum and then back again. When it slows, I catch it.
“I'm done with subversion. Didn't you hear? The end is not the end.”
Claire smiles. “Give me a hand with the girl. She's heavier than she looks.”
We each take an arm and put her back on her feet. The last shot made her a bit of a
shoegazer. There's an unpleasant scoliosis-curve to her neck and the metal is discolored with the
start of a workman's bend.
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“You hit her much more and that head could come off.”
Claire shrugs. “I hear you started painting in prison.”
“Where'd you hear that? ArtWeek cover story?”
“Bland told me.”
“You still seeing him?”
“He came to the opening. Said your work was developing quickly.” Claire held the cinder
block in two hands, right in front of her chest.
“He's full of shit.”
“You got a dealer?”
“No. Can't say I'm really in the market.”
“We could collaborate.”
“Collaborate?”
“You could give me a piece for the Liston show. A one hundred percent genuine Radix
original.”
“To cut? Like Thursday's Phelan?”
“Not exactly like the Phelan. Each piece requires that I address it on its own terms.”
And how exactly would you cut Claire's Throat or Claire's Wrists?
“Why don't you call Jonas and ask him if he wants to collaborate some more, or Carolyn?
I'm sure she's got a pile of teevees she's tired of.”
“I've got a date with Carolyn next month, plus some charity thing with the darling
Lieutenant Campos. As for Jonas, that isn't funny.”
“Wait, that's right. Jonas already had the privilege of collaborating. Maybe I should ask if
it was any good for him. You know, before I decide to get involved.”
“I'm only trying to help out.”
“All right, I'll play, but only if you promise to kick over our kitchen table when you get
done with the painting on my easel.”
“It would be different.”
"Maybe set fire to the curtains while you're at it. You've still got the keys. It would be
easy. Much easier than Croft. They're all there, waiting for you.”
“It's not about that.”
“What is it then? A formal objection? Stylized ritual? I've read the articles. I won't give
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you a fucking painting.” I grab her arm and yank her towards me. The cinder block goes swinging
off towards the Degas. I squeeze her forearm so that her hand goes pale.
“Bill, this is about our work being recognized. This is about overturning everything that
has gone before. Warhol and Reinhardt can talk about executioners and the end. I can do it.”
“You aren't executing anything. You're underlining with a knife. It doesn't mean
anything.”
“When did it ever? Would you let go of me?” She twists her arm and, in trying to get
loose, she pulls me towards the workbench. We knock a leather-handled K-Bar off the counter.
There's a pencil cup full of X-Acto knives-a bouquet of scalpels-that remarkably remains stable
through the roughhousing. A sharpened palette knife lies handy.
“You used to cut for a reason: you loved that Katz too much to let Rothko hang in the
same hall. There was too much potential in paint and canvas to let Croft to hang anywhere.”
“I also love what I cut,” Claire says. “The blade can be like a brush. It's how I engage the
materials of a painting. It's how I interact with the world.”
And I'll be damned if sometimes inspiration doesn't hit when you need it least.
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I thought of impasto, Nicky Kittle, of the way a gob of paint, fat with sundried linseed, has a softtissue malleability under the elastic edge of the blade. I know.
You didn't ask.
But I'll tell you anyway, because I know it's the kind of thing your readers would eat up. I
know you want to know, know you would have asked if I'd given you time for another cup of
coffee or if we'd gone up Third instead for a beer at Paddy Riley's. Christ knows I've time now, so
here goes:
What I loved about Claire Rossi had nothing to do with Claire Rossi.
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So I am not the next big thing. I’m just a guy who cut a girl. What I did is not defensible in light of
Jubal Brown or anyone else.
Accordingly, I wound up halfway between Red Hook and Greenwood Cemetery, in MDC
Brooklyn. Claire would have dropped the charges if she could, but in cases like ours-aggravated
assault and battery, complicated by issues of domestic violence (on paper, we still shared an
address when I cut off her tattoo)--the DA will prosecute in the interest of preserving the peace and
dignity of the State of New York. Callahan and Callahan fought it, but they’d been fighting for
months. And they were fighting against my waiting-room confession at St. Vincent s. There was
an officer on duty when Claire and I arrived and, as with all shootings, stabbings, and assault
injuries, we were asked to give statements. I could have made something up, said she fell on a belt
sander or something, but there wasn’t any point.
So I told the officer that I took hold of her just above the elbow and twisted her in close so
that her other arm was trapped against my chest. Like a hug, but I reached around her back and
carved the tattoo off her shoulder with my free hand. “How could you do that?” the cop asked.
“You just don’t lead them so much,” I said. The cop didn’t get it. “It was like paring an
apple. You cradle the knife in your fingers and pull the blade towards your thumb.”
“I mean why would you do a thing like that?”
“I don’t even know where to start. Maybe a year ago, she drank codeine and got a
therapist. She’s been in jail a couple times for cutting paintings in art galleries-I’ve been in jail—
and now that we’re free, she goes and starts cutting paintings in galleries again. But it’s not that
she’s cutting paintings again, it’s that now she’s cutting paintings and Rolling Stone puts her photo
on the cover. And she’s moved out of our place and she almost knocked the head off of a Degas
bronze that I thought we both loved.”
“So you cut her because she moved out of your place?”
“Not just because she moved.”
“But you two were fighting?”
“Yeah. We were fighting about paintings.”
“You cut that girl over a painting?”
“A statue, but I cut her because she wasn’t who I thought she was.”
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“Buddy, I’m going to have to take you in.”
I shrugged and it was cuffs and a ride in the cruiser, a booking, a mug shot, a search, a TB
test, and I was right back in the system.
At the trial, I found out that Claire told the doctor she fell on a belt sander.

I wound up all over the papers. The Post and the Daily News ran the story as the latest
development in the strange rise of Claire Rossi. The Voice sent a reporter to my battery trial. When
I was asked to explain my actions, he took a rough transcript, juiced it up a little, rounded off the
comers, and three days later it was printed, in full, as a courtroom monologue. Harper’s picked it
up from there and reprinted the piece in their Readings section under the headline “What I Loved
about Claire Rossi.”
But I still do. I loved her even while I was dragging the palette knife over her shoulder. I
know. This is the abuser’s mantra. But I loved her, even when I put the bloody knife back in the
pencil cup on her workbench and found her a shop cloth for a bandage. We took the elevator to the
ground, walked out onto Union Square West, and caught a taxi. She still wore her welding gloves
and heavy black apron and her blood was beginning to soak through the shop rag. We sat down in
the back of the cab, both looking ahead through the cabbie’s plexiglas compartment to the
windshield.
“Hospital, please,” I said to the driver. We rode a half-dozen blocks, both looking forward,
not saying anything. Claire was silent as a scolded child. Finally, she said,
“All right. I get it.”
“We don’t cut what we love,” I said, watching Broadway unfurl before the yellow hood.
“We don’t,” Claire said, “but I’m not going to stop.”
“I know,” I said. And right there, watching the early twilight roll by the taxi windows, I
understood Jonas Jordan’s unshakeable nostalgic love for this woman. He’d had her and it had
gone sour and he could still wax full, burdened really, with memory in the open weekend air of a
street market. He couldn’t help it. A divorce couldn t split them. He was still hanging on, or his
memories were hanging on to him, even after he lost a painting of his own. He never brought
charges, though he knew who'd done it. He must have. As for Claire and me, this would be our
divorce. But I know that four years from now, I’ll be able to tell anyone who asks exactly how she
wore her watch or how, one Saturday that was a Wednesday, she kneeled to smell a flat of herbs
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and the gesture removed her completely from the Union Square Greenmarket. She was so sealed
up in the smell of the rosemary that nothing else existed to her, just like she could do to me. She
was my smell of rosemary.
If I were a Catholic, I’d say that moment in the taxi was when outer darkness fell. Jail, the
metropolitan detention center, doesn’t have anything to do with it. It’s not that I’m separated from
her by prison walls, but that I’ve lost her. Any lover ought to know, ought to be unable to forget,
the details I hold of Claire. They are the secret signs, the signs by which Odysseus and Penelope
recognized each other after seventeen years apart. But there’s half that Homer leaves out: for
seventeen years, those signs were implements of torture. They were reminders of everything that
was missing. Even when I'm a free man, I'll be a free man without her.
It’s the details that you forgot you knew that wind up being the most painful. It’s not the
hackneyed cushion of a bosom that you miss, instead, you find you can’t sleep for the longing for
the padding of her ass on your hips, spooned in sleep. You don’t miss the support of her arm under
your neck, but the weight of her leg thrown exhausted and heavy over the tops of your thighs. You
miss waking with your chin on her neck and three strands of her hair on your lips, on your tongue.
Anyone would remember these things. Anyone would suffer them when taken from his
own Claire by his job, by jail, by her departure, her death, her betrayal.
I suffer her, but still I would paint her.

In the detention center, there’s not much opportunity to paint. This only bothers me because I can
still feel the small calluses on my fingertips. The brush has worn divots into my fingers and now
that I can’t paint, these are tangibly empty spaces, useless. The library here, limited mostly to
Louis L’Amour and National Geographic, isn’t broad enough to distract me. No back issues of
in America, no Met catalogue, and not even a discarded high school art history text for reference
and consolation.
So what I’ve been doing, and what I will do to pass the remainder of my ninety days, is eat
at mealtimes, walk in the yard, and read National Geographic. L ’Achesis and de Cuma transferred
a hundred dollars to my account, so I’ve been able to buy some paper and pencils from the
commissary. Nothing special. Dixon number twos and a hundred fifty sheets of college-lined
looseleaf. Enough for a week’s worth of sketching. A hundred dollars in looseleaf could keep me
busy for a year. In the magazines, I’ve got a year’s worth of subjects. There are articles about the

242
old masters and about recently uncovered works from antiquity. I’m learning what I can with my
limited resources. Titian once said that a painter needs nothing but a palette of three colors. This
was a test of the painter’s mastery and, with practice, their ability to blend variation out of three
shades would become sharp and they would be able to create a spectrum out of three narrow bands
of color. I’ve got one color, graphite black, but at least I can practice my line. The photoessays on
places and wildlife are rich with potential. Any photo of a crowd or of a market can yield a
hundred interesting profiles. I found an article on Pamplona and spent two afternoons sketching
the various terrified, desperate, and thrilled faces contained in six photos. The Pompeii dead were
ideal, if simplified, models for the body. They held their poses.
Yesterday, I opened a National Geographic and came face-to-face with a Grey Nurse
Shark about to close its jaws around the end of the photographer’s tele lens. You could see the
detail of the ranked teeth, some broken or missing altogether, and then, behind, the pale fleshy
serrations of its throat and the blackness of its gullet. It was an oval as black as the shark’s oval
eyes, lightless under their milky membrane. The shark was sleek like a silver Z3, the gill slits
pronounced as vents notched into its hood.
Pages on pages of photos followed. Reef Sharks and Makos, scythe-tailed Threshers,
Great Whites and Hammerheads, all of the unusual and exotic species were included, as though
there’s any such thing as a usual shark. I didn’t try to sketch any of the sharks from their
photographs, but I understood Hirst a little better. The Physical Impossibility o f Death in the Mind
o f Someone Living is about the only way you can communicate anything of the idea “shark” to a
viewer. A canvas couldn’t do it. And even in the Hirst, there are failings. Even if his embalmed
Tiger could impress the massiveness and the lethality of “shark” onto a museum-goer, what were
they to understand about the shark? It's dead, mute and motionless within the reflective aquarium
glass and the murky formaldehyde. Its skin is reflective, its eyes, reflective. It is as ultimately
unintelligible as a painting or a person.
“The Tiger Shark is an aggressive Requiem Shark,” the caption begins. That’s not so
poetic as it sounds. The Requiem Sharks are just a family that includes Tiger, Galapagos, and Reef
Sharks. You want a requiem?
Here. Here’s a shark. A shark and a world full of meat. The distance between love, lust,
and hunger gets pretty slim when all you are is a mouthful of teeth. The Tiger Shark bites when it
feeds, it bites when it mates. You can study the photos of scarred females, their dorsals tom ragged
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as the trailing edges of windbattered flags. You can see their mating scars and assign them
meaning. But they are not proud of the wounds, they are not humbled. The only truth is they are
scarred. After mating, Nurse Sharks carry their eggs in utero, giving ovoviviparous live birth when
the embryos have hatched and matured. But, while a dozen eggs may hatch, intrauterine
competition is so fierce that only one or two young may emerge from the womb. They eat each
other. This was first documented in the forties, when a researcher lost a finger while probing the
womb of a sedated Nurse Shark. They kill their prey, they prey on their neonatal siblings, they
wound their mates.
I see teeth when Claire throws a cinderblock at the Dancer. Prey to stalk and lovers to bite.
This is my requiem. To Claire, the world is a painted canvas that she cannot mark except with her
own tooth-sharp blade. This is the critic’s world as well, a world of images and sensations
inherited whole but demanding judgement, categorization, and slashing. This is not my role. If
Claire and the critics, like her stolid Greek hoplite, have armed themselves and raised their shields
and leveled their spears against the pressing canvas which surrounds them, then I, like Matisse’s
blue nude, have lain passive and gaping for most of my life. Awed and withering away by the
mugful at anonymous comer coffeeshops. I can’t do this anymore. I am no longer a part of that
placid, all-loving world. But I’m not going for my revolver either.

Speaking of sharks, my attorneys, L’Achesis and de Cuma, tell me that the fund has been taxed
pretty heavily by my ongoing legal expenses and the now-mandatory fees of Dr. Bland. This is
Grandfather Radix telling me to clean up my act. There’ll still be enough money to ensure a
comfortable retirement, if the capital gets a good forty years of rest and relaxation. This means no
more free rent and no more meal ticket. I’ll have to get a job, though Christ knows what I’m
qualified to do. You hear stories about hackers turning to computer science after they’ve paid their
debt to society. Stranger things have happened, con men have joined the FBI, but I’m not
harboring any delusions about calling Campos or beginning a career in art once I’m free. I’m not
even hopeful about landing a gig with Claire’s old temp agency. I type about thirty words a
minute. But this isn’t a problem yet. I’ve got another eighty days of state-provided room and board
before I need to worry about a roof and a meal. The firm will see to the rent until I m released and
probably for the month after, until I get settled. Until then, there’s money enough for pencils and,
when I’m released, a tattoo.
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My tattoo will not be a soldier or a Matisse nude. It will be a neat band of mourning women, each
one the angular symbol of unbearable personal loss, and they will march around my biceps.
Around and around in an infinite loop.

I'll get through this in my own way.

Worse things have happened. I'll get out and get my tattoo. I'll get a job and I'll go to a bar and I'll
meet a girl in a pale blue shirt. And when she asks me what it is that I do, I'll have something to
say.

