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booksellers love
YOUR LOVE IS NOT GOOD


   “Your Love is Not Good is so captivating, one feels like being locked in the delirious process of creating art with the artist. An electric and obsessive prose exposing such honest vulnerability. Every chapter is like a painting by itself, with such vivid, raw, and colorful images, and everything comes together so perfectly—absolutely brilliant!”

   lea deppe, bookhaus

   “This ferocious novel is a spiralling trip into the art world and its fetishization of identity. Sexy, stylish, and sardonic, it’s compulsive reading.”

   daisy arendell, ink84 books

   “This story is a search for salvation within the maze of endless ruptures, loss, and new beginnings between the values of one’s surface and what is underneath. Hedva’s prose is permeated with raw desire and urgency, as it daringly cuts open the serious mess of identity. With it, I am still lost in the maze but left with the power of relentless questioning.”

   jaeyon jo, riffraff books

   “Your Love Is Not Good will not answer your questions. It won’t tell you what the right stance to take on identity is, what the best way to navigate being a working artist is. Instead, Hedva has crafted a meditation on seeing, being seen, and the absolute exhaustion of living in the space between them. Their prose curls in on itself like an oil-slicked rag, pulling you into the rabbit hole of creation. A triumph.”

   lou barcott, third place books

   “I absolutely melted into Your Love is Not Good. With its lean, disciplined prose and intellectual/artistic/erotic provocations, it is a novel demanding patient consideration while slyly, slowly seducing the reader with Hedva’s electric vision.”

   wes minter, third place books

  

 
  
   
praise for
YOUR LOVE IS NOT GOOD


   “Your Love Is Not Good is a whirlwind, and a mural, and a mirror—Hedva’s prose is incisive and empathetic, wholly comedic and deeply poignant. Your Love Is Not Good is a genuine blast.”

   bryan washington

   “Burn your diaries, kill your darlings, and go toast your real friends—this is the summer beach read you’ll be talking about for the rest of the year.”

   lara mimosa montes

   “An instant classic and an important addition to the (woefully scanty) genre of books by artists about art-life.”

   harry dodge

   “A dazzling tale of claustrophobia and neglect. Johanna Hedva moves from agony to alchemy in this meticulously layered portrait of intimate corruption.” 

   mattilda bernstein sycamore

   “Hedva’s characters show us the complexities of being (in)human(e) beings and push our faces into the mud, an antagonism inflicted unto ourselves as we bully, bruise, blur, and break our way into the waking world.” 

   legacy russell

   “This precise page-turner of a tale about bad or non-existent mothers, race, and the erotics of painting masterfully pins the art world to the buckram of its specimen tray, pointed sentence after sentence.”

   lucy ives

   “For those needing—by hook or by crook, by rope, knife, mirror, or by truck—to leave something, or the art world, or the debt-collision of whatever they’re doing, or even the internet for the next 24 goddamned hours, Your Love Is Not Good is very worth your beautiful time.”

   caren beilin
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   To my family, blood and spirit—
all ghosts are queer.

  

 
  
   “That horror, was that love?”

   —Clarice Lispector
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   Silhouette

   the dark shape and outline of someone or something visible in restricted light against a brighter background.

   Love stories lose their middles after a while, the stuff in between the edges and turns. The beginning remains, as does the end, like the damage that lingers, those remain vivid. There are some pivot points that stick, small breakages, honesties that sting, blurted cruelties that can retain their clarity, distorted in the moment but looking, upon later reflection, like the dramatic keystone holding the whole thing up, warnings that should have been heeded, red flags, symptoms, and then there are the contingencies that skid. Beyond those, the days that accumulate, the sex that happens and happens or doesn’t happen, the comforts and modest raptures, the small decisions collaboratively made about what to eat, what to watch, where to go—that is a vast, imprecise flatness.

  

 
  
   Pentimento

   the revealing of (part of) a painting beneath another painted over it at a later time: if the overpainting is not thick enough, ghostly figures will appear in the final image. 

   I have been in a fistfight with another girl only once. I was thirteen and she was fourteen. I don’t remember her name. She asked me if I’d ever been finger-fucked. I said, “Yeah,” she said, “By who?” I said, “A boy named Hunter,” and she said, “You lie.” Then she told the other girls at school about it, and the next few days were unbearable. Finally, I saw her in the hallway and my face heated. I shouted something severe, not really made of words, and ran at her. In my head, I saw a slow-motion blow that crushes a nose, neck snapping back, but ours was a raw mess of clawed fingers and red cheeks and feet that stayed planted. Blood, none. I had too much saliva in my mouth, so I spit it on the floor, my best move.

   I’ve been punched in the face by a grown woman, a lot, but I didn’t reciprocate, it was by my mother, that was long ago.

  

 
  
   Pietà

   a representation of the Holy Mother with the dead Christ across her knees.

   Her voice hissed through my sleep one morning and I opened my eyes to see her face, huge and an inch from mine. The sky behind her was pale, dawn. It was summer. I didn’t have school, or perhaps this was before I was in school. “Quick, come on,” my mother whispered. “Get up, hurry.” She pulled back the blankets and pulled my arms toward her, putting them around her neck like jewelry. Her eyes were round, black marbles, and she smelled strange, sharp, like burning plastic. We fumbled for my clothes. I said something. She hushed me, finger to her lips, then she called me darling and kissed my mouth. She never kissed me, never called me darling. She tasted of tinfoil, and my lips stung, then went numb. She brought her dog, Nyx, a large, silver-and-black German Shepherd. The three of us rode for several hours in my mother’s car, a 1974 Pinto station wagon the color of mustard, which she’d named Auntie Gethsemane the Gold.

   My mother’s name was—is?—Marina.

   Marina smoked chains of cigarettes and sometimes sang along to blasts of radio, then she’d flick the volume knob and we’d ride in silence. She’d laugh or shout, and when I asked her what she meant, she shushed me by flapping her hand in my face. We reached a beach far from Los Angeles. It was still morning. A layer of fog has softened the scene in my memory. I remember watching Marina and Nyx walk ahead of me down the gray coast. Marina started to blend in, her blue vanishing, Nyx a smudge of black. I sat in the sand. They came back when the sun had burned away the haze. For the afternoon, I watched Marina build a figure in the sand, piling handfuls to form a body, it became the body of a woman trying to claw out of the earth. Marina laid strings of slimy, brown-green kelp across the head for hair and stuck gnarled pieces of driftwood into the lumps that were the hands, making hooked fingers that twisted upward. Nyx and I were hot under the sun. There was no shade, the sound of the waves unmitigated, crashing, all there was. No one spoke, but I remember Marina saying a few things under her breath, now lost. The sun began to set. The sky was fiery pink, and Marina’s eyes went back to clear. We drove home and I fell asleep in the car. She pried me from my comfort and carried me into the dark house. As she put me to bed, she said, “You did good work today. You’re going to be a great artist.”

   Now I pay my dominatrix to whip me as she taunts me with this: “Are you going to be a great artist?” I come best and hardest when she laughs at me for saying yes.

  

 
  
   Trompe-l’œil

   literally “deceives the eye,” appearance of reality achieved by use of minute, often-trivial details or other effects in painting; a visual illusion used to trick the eye into perceiving a painted detail as a three-dimensional object.

   With Zinat, I remember everything, and I remember everything about our time together because, though it was my first experience of love, after, of course, my mother, it wasn’t actually love. It was something more like a comminution, a defining disintegration, it produced a truth, fundamental to survival, the fact of how easily and reliably the body, or any small thing inflicted by the aim of another thing, can be ground down to nothing. This is love, and this is not love.

   Her name was Zinat Fatemah Asgari.

   Zinat A was what she called herself. First day of class, professor stumbling over her name, she interrupted, “Call me Zinat A.” Zee-knot Ah. The professor chuckled, “Well, okay then,” and he called her Zee-gnat Ey.

   When he got to my name, he also mangled me, the Eastern European first name from my mother’s mother’s mother and my Korean father’s last name, neither of which he even tried to get right.

   I had just begun my second year of art school. Zinat was in the sculpture class we were required to take as sophomores. The professor who taught it had done so for a hundred years. His name was something sturdy and manly and easy to say, like Jack Potts or Joe Dodge or Bob Mudd. He was tall and Superman-shaped, with a gray bun and beard, in his sixties, and he only ever wore a white T-shirt tucked into jeans and a belt the same color as his tan work boots. He said things like, “It’s art if it tells the truth,” and, “Duchamp was more of a genius than Picasso.” He’d hold up thick fingers to count off the great artists of the twentieth century: Pollock, de Kooning, Warhol, Johns, Serra, man, man, man. He’d been an art star in the 1980s, solo shows at the Whitney, whatever. He’d tell the class, unendingly, “New York—New York or Florence—that’s where you gotta go if you wanna be a real artist.” This was in the twenty-first century in Los Angeles.

   On the first day of Jack Potts’s class, I stared at Zinat the entire time. She seemed older than everyone else, and she smelled intoxicating, I would later learn it was a musk perfume. Her body was long, rail-thin, and boyish, no curves of any kind, as though someone had drawn two parallel lines to silhouette her shape, and when she moved, she sort of floated and flopped, half ballerina, half newborn horse. I had never seen someone wear a face like hers, the expression a mask of boredom and intelligence. Her eyes were large and black, edged with thick lines that swept off the sides and lowered into sharpened points near her nose. Her hair was so black and shiny it resembled wet tar, and looked just as heavy. As I looked at her clothes, each day a new dress, which I studied every time I saw her, I began to understand that they were all handmade, not badly fitted the way my mother’s had been but custom-tailored for her, elegant, simple dresses of plain but fine cotton, silk, or voile that looked like expensive nightgowns, with a line of stitches down each side and long sleeves. They stopped above her ankles, enough fabric to swirl around her when she walked but narrow through the torso and waist. Each dress was hand-painted in fuchsia, saffron, acid-yellow, cerulean, absinthe green, talon-like flowers, large eyes furred with eyelashes, scraggly looking suns grouped like barnacles, long forked tongues the color of a red stoplight, though some dresses were only patterns, wobbly polka dots and irregular stripes, and others were spans of tableaux with bent nude figures, sleeping, praying, fucking. Some had writing on them, strokes of Farsi that I couldn’t understand, the curves and dots exquisite in broad, black paint. Her shoes were also homemade, chunks of heavy canvas sewn together and wrapped in strips of grosgrain ribbon that trailed behind her in many colors. A maypole. She never wore a bra, and her small, triangular breasts were, to my eyes, relentlessly perfect. A single opaque orb the color of milk and the size of a marble hung from an invisible fishing line around her neck. It rested in the hollow there, like a growth of bone poking through the skin. Later, when I saw her naked, it was still there. I never saw her without it, her own moon.

   Within weeks of the new semester, she started hanging out with the group of cool boys. There were about four or five of them, one mixed-race, the rest white, all of them with tattoos of barcodes or words in all-capital letters, paint-spattered jeans, T-shirts of naked pinup girls, logos from the 1990s, money to buy drugs on a regular basis, shitty cars with good stereos. I’ve heard that some of them have had bits of careers since then, but mostly they’ve disappeared into graphic design jobs, branding, posting pictures of themselves with their more successful friends. They made large, arrogant sculptures out of expensive materials that had to be manhandled, metal, neon, so much plexiglass. Against the rules, they installed their work in the hallways, blocked the doors to the building, wrapped campus trees in Saran wrap and duct tape, and when they received a notice from the school of a fine and disciplinary action, they posted this next to the work as its title.

   They were Jack Potts’s boys. He gave them good grades, even though they never went to class, and he made them tutors to the sculpture studio, giving them keys for all-hours access. Zinat soon became one of them and, by extension, a Potts boy. He allowed her to work in the studio instead of going to class, making her own work rather than the assignments. She’d appear in class only for her own critiques, to present mystifying objects that looked like the stuff decorating her dresses but in loopy, shiny 3D, tubes and masses and coils made of stainless steels and resins, rare materials bent to her use.

   She had a massive black dog that never left her side. Without a leash or collar, he walked beside her in the hallways and rested at her feet while she worked. He was sleek and graceful and immense, lion-sized with a proud, knowing face, the kind of dog you imagine will save you from a house fire. He reminded me of Nyx before she was crippled. If someone came near Zinat, he raised his head and fixed his eyes in defensive alarm. Once I was working in the studio on an assignment where we had to make a sphere out of cardboard, and I listened to her conversation with some of the boys. She had a deep voice, like a man’s. “Yesterday I came into my room and there was blood everywhere—everywhere! ‘Gohar Taj!’ I shouted, but I knew he was hiding under the bed. There he was, one of my bloody pads in his mouth, blood all over his face, and he was chewing and licking and, just like”—she wagged her tongue, drooling—“loving it. Loving. It.”

   The boys made sounds of disgust.

   “No, no,” she said. “Haven’t you ever had coq au vin?”

   Thinking of using Zinat as a model prickled my scalp, that someone looking at my paintings of her would see my bald desire, a record of my sucking inspiration out of her body. This was my first taste of such a thing, and the prickly heat pushed around my ears and behind my eyes and went into my stomach enough that I finally did it.

   I found Zinat’s email on the list of sculpture tutors in Potts’s office. I wrote something timid and overly sweet, the way I used to write to my muses then—If you don’t want to or are busy I totally understand no matter what thanks anyway. Now I write with a vagueness that protects me, at least on the surface. I know how to wrap up my words indeterminately so they have a sheen of mystery, that my work is so very important and this invitation for them to participate in it is an extension of my graciousness, but beneath it all, I’m still petitioning, so familiar it feels genetically coded, my mother tongue.

   She responded in lowercase, no punctuation, not even words:

   funfun / have

   u n i

   coooo

   kiss

   z

   Zinat and I were never in a relationship the way relationships tend to be defined. We were not a couple, not girlfriends—at least, Zinat would have never said we were. We were, though, together: naked in each other’s rooms as we got dressed for parties, openings, school, drunk and high, tired and hungry, we slept in each other’s beds after we’d talked until very late and fell asleep like children at slumber parties, we left notes, bits of twigs, pieces of cloth under the windshield wipers of each other’s cars, we brought each other gifts of flowers, books, pages of articles, shells, we knew each other’s dreams because we told them to each other, and we shared with each other the secret opinions that made us bitches, the wickedness we felt for “them,” the other women in our program who we felt made women artists look bad, the girls who painted sad-eyed self-portraits of their skinny bodies with sharp elbows and knock-knees and called themselves the muses of Egon Schiele, whose eyes frightened and mouths closed when Zinat or I talked during critique about feminism and political lesbianism and how the clitoris has twice as many nerve endings than the penis.

   And we especially hated those art boys who Zinat regarded as her foolish servants, who stank of their plexiglass and hangovers, who spoke the loudest and the longest in critiques, proud of their complicated and unintelligible sentences with references to Deleuze or Badiou or whoever, who all said we made “angry” art, art that was “too insular” and therefore “pretentious,” or “too bodily” and therefore “emotional,” or “too emotional” and therefore “just therapy.” They accused us of being lesbians but framed their accusations as a rhetorical question, “Well, aren’t you?” as if it were a polite gesture on their part, to reveal to us our error in judgment, so we’d sloppily grope each other’s breasts in response and feel pleased with ourselves for our performance of transgression.

   How cliché of me, I know. It’s perhaps the most universal story for a queer girl, to fall into the hole of a straight girl and not be able to get out.

   We’d meet in dark, quiet bars that had candles on the tables and languish in gossip and insults. Zinat drank sangria, I Baileys with one ice cube, this was our earliest ritual, indulging our eccentricity. The first time we met was for a drink, to talk about her modeling for me, so I could explain her purpose to my work, which was what she called it, “I want to know my purpose to your work,” and I was born into something when she said that. She chose the bar, which had no name or sign, just an address and a closed door. She arrived in a long beige trench coat that hugged her lithe waist, and it was the first time I’d seen a sophisticated, womanly garment being worn by someone my age. We were all scraping by on student loans and here was Zinat, wearing something that must have cost more than rent. In that instant, I noticed my obliviousness to my own body, to the fact that I’d always slouched, kept my hair flat, long, and plain, like my white mother’s thin mane, wearing thrift-store dresses two or three sizes too large for me, the silhouette another thing I’d inherited from my mother. At the sight of Zinat in her fine coat, and, when she took off the coat, her smart tits unembarrassed through the thin fabric of her dress, the dark circles of her nipples showing through, and the sight of her ordering her drink, barely looking at the waiter while I gave him my politest regard, and his eyes fastened on to her and not me, I saw the power of the artist for the first time. It was a power different than my mother’s—who, yes, was a painter, like me. But my mother was monstrous. Her power seized attention with its tumult, the hysterical woman artist channeling some supernatural vision, a pretty banal archetype. But Zinat’s power was magnetic. It put something together instead of blasting it apart. It was a performance she was in control of, it wasn’t a mask she wore but rather a kind of glamorous mask she slipped over the face of whoever was watching her. It gave her dominion over what she saw. She could transform what she was looking at into what she wanted to see.

   Of course, this power came from money. Zinat had it, had always had it, and I didn’t. Even though Zinat was Iranian and did not remotely pass as white, she acted like a white girl, not just unaware of race, class, and how she was read or not read but bountiful and extravagant with all the freedom afforded to her, with how the entire world belonged to her. If a stranger stared at her on the street, it must only be because she was mesmerizing, not because she was a brown woman dressed in bizarre clothes. If people desired her, she simply accepted it as the natural order, of course you desire me, of course you can’t stop looking. Without hesitation, she conflated this with her art, of course you can’t stop looking at it, of course you want it, and this conflation didn’t bother her because her art and her self were the same thing.

   Now, twelve, thirteen?, years later, I know I’ve learned to practice a version of such confident ownership, although mine is a performance I worked on by watching Zinat use hers. At first, I felt jealous that Zinat’s uniqueness seemed to come from her like a kind of ubiquity, as if the well of her was more beatified than mine by birthright, and I hunched over at the fact that I’d had to work so hard to cultivate mine over the years, but now I see that for artists, it doesn’t matter how your self comes to be constructed, nor out of what materials, because the distinction between authenticity and performance is meaningless. All that matters is if it accomplishes what it needs to, what you want it to, that it looks good, that it feels right, and this conclusion itself becomes part of your authority to demonstrate that you are unbothered by questions of provenance, by something as false as veracity. It’s a trick of perspective, of depth. Like a painting—a two-dimensional surface that, when looked at, becomes three-dimensional, a whole world with its own laws of physics, and you feel as though you could reach into it and walk around in its rooms.

   That evening in the bar, on our first date, is that what it was?, I learned that Zinat was born in Frankfurt to parents who’d left Iran because of the Revolution, then raised in Vienna, Athens, Paris, and London. Four years ago, her parents had moved to Ojai to join a kind of cult for group therapy, where everyone gathered in the woods and unleashed their ugliest emotions on each other. The group was made up of wealthy people who didn’t need to work, who bought avocado ranches or wineries and hired Mexican laborers to run them at minimum wage while hosting yoga retreats and seminars on enlightened consciousness. Zinat had gone to a few of these seminars before becoming bored, and none of her brothers, she had four of them, all older, wanted to keep going either, so they all moved out. Within a few months of being part of the cult, their parents became different people, shrieking at Zinat and her brothers over the phone and sending long letters in the mail. They called the police, saying their children had been kidnapped, and soon her brothers started, one by one, to move to different cities, back to London and Paris. Zinat’s escape had been to apply to art school in Los Angeles.

   When she received her acceptance letter and moved to LA, she didn’t tell her parents because she’d decided to stop talking to them, though of course her entire life continued to be sustained by the money they put into her account every month. She bought Gohar Taj for herself as a symbol of her new life and gave him the name that meant “crown jewel.” The culture of her parents considered dogs to be unclean, she told me, but she’d always wanted one, she’d been jealous of her friends at school in London, who came from families that had five Corgis galloping across the grounds of their country estates. At that point, on our first night in the bar, she hadn’t seen or talked to her family in almost two years, and when I heard this, my attachment to her was cemented, for I hadn’t talked with my mother in more than a year, and it was raw in me still, a hole that hadn’t closed. I blurted it out, the first time I’d told anyone, and I could feel that my face was earnest and my voice squeaky as I said, “Me too!” It was like she’d thrown a rope out and invited me to tie myself to her. I grabbed her hand, but she only nodded curtly, good for you.

   Having her as a model in the small bedroom of my dorm, standing or seated or supine, posed or not, it didn’t matter, as I bent over my canvas, mixing colors to match her bronze skin, was the most exhilarating experience. Often, she yawned, smoked, and talked without stopping as I painted, Taj napping on the floor, occasionally snoring, he made his way into many of the paintings, her royal guard. I will never forget the night she came over, stripped, and spread her legs to show me the white string of her tampon hanging out of the solid mass of black hair and proclaimed, “The universe is in the cunt.”

   She talked without shame of her own vanity, how famous she wanted to be. “When they write the book on twenty-first-century artists, they’ll start with me, of course.” She talked about how art was the only way humans could create beauty, which meant it was the only way we could get close to the purpose of life, and that women were especially good at it, positioned intrinsically, because we alone could create from our bodies without needing any additional materials. We make people, she’d say. We are God. I’d feel the weight of my uterus then, an object inside of me that felt like an error, and my mother’s, the door in her that I went through that never afterward closed, was making the right word for what my mother had done to me?

   When we first met, Zinat was in a Francesca Woodman phase, taking black-and-white self-portraits in the nude, pieces of her limbs, torso, and shadow wedged into corners of a refined but decrepit house.

   “Whose house is that?” I asked.

   “My family’s.”

   “I thought you didn’t talk to them.”

   “I don’t,” she said, huffing through her nostrils.

   She lived in a large, dirty house by the lake in Echo Park with a few of the art boys. The dishes calcified in the sink, and once the smell got bad enough, usually every couple of months, Zinat paid for a maid to come. She had the largest bedroom upstairs, with its own bathroom and a little balcony that held two folding chairs. She’d painted the room amaranth and the walls would thrum like blood, the rule of the room was fevered, like we were inside the belly of the beast. We’d lie around, smoke, and get high, too hot to move. She’d persuade me to undress without ever asking, slipping a strap off my shoulder, tugging at my T-shirt. “It’s so hot in LA,” she’d say. Her clothes would disappear from her body with a weird wizardry, often I’d look up from the book I was reading to see her sprawled naked exactly where she’d always been, as if I’d blinked her clothes off with the magic of my want. The first time it happened, there was a huge clap of it, like I’d been slapped across the mouth with the fact that I’d desired her, an absolute, crushing desire, all of the things I’d noticed about her, memorized about her, I knew the shape of her nose, her habit of licking her bottom lip while rolling her cigarettes, her smell, that smell, how many times I’d not been able to drag my eyes away.

   It gave way to an ache that was mine in a way nothing had ever belonged to me before, because it was not a thing I felt, not nameable or easy like I have a crush, I desire this, but a fact of how my world had dilated, required to grow monumental to fit all of her in it, even though now I have to admit that, no, that feeling of expansiveness is one of the tricks of desire, because my world had, in fact, shrunk. At the time, I’d never thought it could be like this, and now it was and I was in it. I didn’t know myself and I did, I knew something but I didn’t want to know it, and I knew I wanted to know. It signaled an innovation: new information about who I was and where I should go because of that: It was her: It was me.

   One night, very late, we lay on her bed side by side, thickly stoned, and spoke to the ceiling. After a pause in the conversation, her voice lowered. “Have you ever masturbated when you were stoned?”

   “What?”

   She rolled onto her side, and I could feel her face close to mine. “Have you ever jacked off when you were high?”

   “No,” I said. I’d never been stoned alone before.

   “Turn off the light,” she said.

   I did. The bed moved, and she was climbing onto her hands and knees. My heart thumped in my head. I put my hand down my underwear but felt nothing, neither on my fingertips nor my clit, it was all numb. Zinat’s breath started to wet my forehead. I heard the click of saliva in her mouth. I tried to move my hand, but it felt paralyzed, so I didn’t move it, just kept it there like a little rock. She breathed harder and faster and I could hear that her mouth was open, her throat sucking on the air. Then I heard a click of wetness from another part of her, and I was washed in heat, I was sewn to the bed. She made a small noise, a whine, and pushed her head down against my chest, her hair swarming my face, squashing my breath into my mouth, and then she bit me.

   She kept teasing me like this and I’d hope for it, wait and need and wait. She didn’t do it often. She’d drape an arm around my shoulders and roll my nipple between her fingers and she’d look into my eyes while doing it, then she’d sigh distractedly, release me, hard, and go to her phone. At parties, she’d want to make out if she got drunk enough, but only for a few minutes, and it was nothing, a dry mouth bumping against mine. She’d pull her face back from kissing me and her expression would be one of blank disappointment, as if she’d opened a takeout container to find that the food had started to turn. For me, though, these moments were huge and cinematic, as though I was watching a movie of us as star-crossed lovers, the scenes gaping with longing, and the melodrama of it, my asinine craving, started to define everything about me.

   There was an evening in the bloody light of her room when I thought I had the courage to tell her that I’d been making a world for us. We were getting ready to go somewhere. She was trying on different dresses, watching herself in the mirror. There was loud music coming out of her laptop, a woman’s voice singing to a man about how he makes her feel as though she is alone in the universe but in a good way. I came up behind her and joined her in the mirror. I looked at us, her thinness to my lumps, her straight, tiny shoulders to my large, bowed ones, her skin dark against the yellowed milk of mine. I wanted her, sure, but I realized something new then. A great trouble. Perverse, malefic, I saw our edges, how sharp Zinat’s were and how soft mine were, how my body’s outline was a many-fingered hand reaching for her, medusa jellyfish, I knew her smell, how she used her mouth, I’d been watching, looking, and it wasn’t only that I knew these things about her and that I wanted them, but I wanted them to be mine. There was no difference between wanting to fuck her and wanting to be her. It would’ve meant the end of us. She would have found me pathetic, and fuck, the neon red blazed, I was pathetic. All I wanted to do before her was kneel.

   She must have felt me looking at her with this stupid yearning because she removed herself from the mirror quickly and went away, starting to talk about how sweetly pretty I was, how I was like a child-woman, that’s what she called me, “child-woman,” saying I was erotic because I was innocent. “You behave as though you’ve never been spanked,” she said, “which of course makes you seem begging to be spanked.” She huffed her fire-breathing laugh and took off the dress she was wearing. She crushed it into a ball and threw it at me. It fell weightless to the floor, the flattened lumps and strands of jellyfish washed up onshore.

   Naked, she came across the room and put a hand firmly on my sternum. She pushed me toward her bed. “Sit down,” she said, her voice hard, like she was giving an order to Taj.

   I sat down.

   “Lie down,” she said and pushed my sternum again.

   I lay down. She reached her hand toward my head and pulled it back by tugging my hair, and I could smell her.

   “I know what you want,” she said and straddled me, bent legs on either side, tits hanging in my face. She took one of them with her hand gingerly. “This is what you want, isn’t it.”

   She’d found me. There was nothing to say.

   She held herself for a moment, then stood brusquely as if nothing had happened and walked across the room. She picked up her tobacco and rolled a cigarette in silence, moving toward her balcony.

   In the doorway, she stopped and turned around, as if she’d remembered something. Her face had a different expression now. I was still flat on the bed, pushed into the cushions.

   “You never say no to me,” she said in a careful voice. “Do you know that? You only ever agree. Anything I want. You never say no.”

   She went out on her balcony and smoked, naked in the hot night, her cigarette a little red heart burning near her face. I watched her. I felt loved.

   John William Godward, a neoclassicist who painted gauzy women in flowing robes, committed suicide in 1922, leaving a note that said the world was not big enough for both him and Picasso.

   In October of our third year of art school, Zinat found me after class, her face twitching with excitement. I’d never seen her look like that, bare with feeling. She was going to have a solo show, “My first solo show!” It was going to be in a curator’s house. “Which curator?” I asked. An independent curator, “Very important,” she said, “Where?” “In his house. I just said that.” “His house?” “Never mind.” She was impatient with me. “I’m having a solo show! Be happy for me! You must come to the opening, the show is about you! You’re my muse!”

   She said those words. It was about me. I was her muse.

   She took me to buy something to wear. For her show. So I would look the part, belong there. We went to a boutique that had a fluffy, white shearling rug in the center of it and an enormous chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The clothes were hundreds and hundreds of dollars, dry-clean only, all in educated color combinations, plum with butter yellow, teal with puce.

   I had my first credit card in my wallet, I could feel it smoldering in there. I’d never used it before. It was a student card with a credit line of two hundred and fifty dollars. It was so much money, it made me dumb. I’d decided on the way there to spend the entire amount on whatever Zinat picked out for me.

   Zinat brought Taj into the boutique without hesitation, which made the face of the saleswoman twitch, then crease into a smile. “What a magnificent animal!” she exclaimed.

   Zinat ignored this, dipped her hands in the clothes, texted on her phone, pointed at pieces she thought were good for me. She took half a dozen dresses off the rack and handed them to the saleswoman without looking at them.

   “Do you want to try these on?”

   “No, I’ll take them,” Zinat said. “I bleach them and paint over them with my own images.”

   The saleswoman made a face as though her foot had been stepped on. “Very well.”

   I could tell Zinat was gratified at this response, her face haughty as she made more piles. I floated around, voiceless, dizzy with the wealth around me. I had a vision that I was a rat, sniffing for a crack in the wall.

   Zinat picked out a simple silk blouse that looked like a man’s pajama shirt. It was aquamarine with the pattern of a willow tree sprayed over it in vermilion. “This,” she said, holding it up to me. “It goes with your eyes.” The blouse was five hundred dollars. “Where are the trousers?” Zinat called without turning her head, and the saleswoman brought them. Zinat said that she would buy both pieces for me. “It’s not my money.” She shrugged.

   I insisted I pay half for the blouse, my little student credit card offered like a stack of pennies dropped into a hole. I wouldn’t be able to pay it off for several years, not until I was my own artist with my own gallery, money, career, which would happen, but I didn’t know that at the time, I had no idea how I could pay off such a sum. With interest, the total would end up being more than seven hundred dollars. But what I knew then was only that I wanted what I wanted and that it hurt, which means it made sense to me that I would have to pay, so I did. I still have those two pieces. I only wore them once.

   The house of the important independent curator was in Los Feliz. His living room, where the show was installed, was as large as a gymnasium with ceilings nearly twenty feet up, the walls so immense and white that they seemed like panels of light. I’d never seen so many people at an opening before, the crowd was thick and I couldn’t see whatever was hanging on the walls, but I started to feel glittery with anticipation of what Zinat might have made about me, of me.

   She came through the crowd like Moses. I watched how she looked at everything, her eyes frolicking at herself, though her face was still set in its marmoreal mask. She was wearing an electric-pink coat with voluminous shoulders, though I saw the hem of one of her regular dresses peeking out by her feet. I thought of all her proclamations of fame and success, her determination that was also casual, of course I’ll be famous, but also, I want it so bad. I tried to congratulate her, I think I said, “It’s starting, Zee, you’re on your way!”

   But she turned to me, her eyes serious. “Please do me a favor.” She gripped my shoulder. “Watch Taj tonight. He will be nervous if he can’t see me, but if he is with you, he will be calm. He knows you. Please keep him close.”

   “Okay,” I said, and then she was gone, swallowed back into her evening. The crowd closed around me, I couldn’t find Taj, how was I supposed to watch him in this place? He didn’t have a leash, he was the size of a man. We’d have to sit outside, I decided, we’d smoke alone, wait for her, keep a vigil. But I wanted to see the art first, I wanted to see me.

   When I got close enough, I saw that the pieces on the walls were composed of cut paper and photographs collaged into circular shapes of bright primary colors. They were distinctly Zinat, they looked like her sculptures and dresses, but, I saw then, it was easy, they were not very good. They looked naïve, whimsical, too symmetrical. It is difficult to say where the boundary to kitsch is, but Zinat had passed through. The bluntness of it sat on my chest, an ugly little creature squatting on my sternum. I felt embarrassed for Zinat. But also for me.

   I watched the crowd, did they know the show was about me? I came to one that formed a face or a shape that inferred a face. There was nothing between me and the work, I was a narrow dirt path beneath her beautiful shoes, but it was not me. It was of Zinat, a self-portrait made of cut-up photographs. I stared at its pieces. I could make out a familiar texture, an uneven, earthy surface I’d seen before.

   It was from one of my paintings. It was a photograph of one of my paintings.

   Were they all made from my paintings? The label next to it gave its title—my name, then a colon, then The Lovers.

   A lie.

   Why did she think she was great? I tasted something gross. I went around the room again, looking, all of them made from my work, looking again, but they didn’t look like my paintings cut to pieces, they were just photos of dirt. It gives you everything else, but does wealth also allow you the freedom to make bad art?

   I lurched out of the room and found myself in a less crowded hallway, scraps of conversation snapping in my ears, “feminist,” “heavy-handed,” “visceral.” More than once, “visceral,” which was the art world’s way of saying it was made by someone who is not a white man. I remember distinctly hearing a guy say, “Zee-gnat Ey, the new self-appointed guru.” I found the bar and drained a plastic cup of sugary wine, then another. I looked around, I touched my hair, I breathed with comfort that it was still there.

   I noticed that no one was looking at me, no one was looking at me, no one. I thought of my mother, her dark house, her aloneness, the paintings she’d labored over, how she made so much that was never seen by anyone, except herself and me. We were seen, we saw. What is an artist. It was her world, then mine, willed into existence through the sheer force of her aim. What she wanted became what I wanted.

   That’s how it works: what is yours first belonged to someone else.

   I hid in the bathroom, splashed water on my face, went upstairs. I found a dim room, a relief after those huge panels of light. I slipped through clusters of people, but I closed my ears to what they were saying. My head was underwater. Did I let this happen? Was it my fault? I was trying to get to something to lean on, then I heard a voice, Zinat’s voice, coming from the room next door. It was raised, sharp, a chant of spitting sounds and flashes of yelling. The room was like this one, murky people and sunken furniture, I wished I could find one of its walls, but they were far away. I moved toward her, the voice, and found her spread on a sofa. There were two or three men around her, crowded like onlookers to a crash. When I got close enough, I heard her saying names of women, St. Catherine of Siena, Simone Weil, Karen Carpenter, and then her own name, “Zinat Fatemah Asgari!” which she yelled much louder than the rest, and I assumed she was delivering another one of her lectures on overlooked women and how we would one day be famous. Then I saw light come from her face. It undid all my certainties about her. I pushed the men away and knelt. She wasn’t looking at any of us and her face was still the smooth stone, but there was water pouring down it, “Then they took me to the hospital again, the fourth time! I was so sick of it by then, I was in a trance, I somnambu … somnambu … oh, what is the word, I was in a trance! But at last I dove into my body with extraordinary accuracy, you see, and I lived—lived—so sweet it was to be like that, in silence, the silence erupted from within me, I created it, me, from nothing! Listen, listen now,” she reached out to grab someone, my hand darted up and caught her arm at the same time that the men leaned backward, like they were too close to a fire that had started to take. A wave of nervous chuckling passed through them. “Whoa, now,” one of them said. Then Zinat hissed, “Listen,” and tugged my arm and pulled me into her lap, “I was surrounded by light.” Her eyes were starry, with the look that drunk people get where they look confused and angry about being confused. One of the men gave a snide laugh and said, “Fuck, this chick is fucked,” and the rest of them laughed, loose and loud, relieved to have an explanation. For at least an hour I stayed with her, clenching her arm as it waved around, all my weight on her lap, keeping her prone on the sofa, while beneath us the city had gathered to look at her bad work that wanted so earnestly to be great. I noticed that her shoes had fallen off and her big pink coat was gone and there was a wine stain on the front of her dress, huge and brown. It was immeasurably sad to see, one of those beautiful hand-painted dresses ruined, her feet bare without their maypole ribbons, oh, where was Taj? She kept speaking in the same monotonous, hissing chant, it floated in and out of my ears, I didn’t know what she was talking about. She talked about her body “quaking,” she talked about “the protest of appetite,” I flattened my hand on her chest and felt the thudding of her blood. In between words, she made gurgling noises of suffering. Finally, she leaned over, pushing me out of the way, and vomited a flood of red onto the floor. The wine stench hit as she grabbed at my face and said, “I didn’t eat today, not one thing, it’s coming back, the silence! The light!” And I finally understood, I understood, and then she shrank right there, she became a girl wilted into her illness, as my mother, too, had withered, bent beneath the icy-black ghost that sat in her brain and sang to her, just to her, the hymn of how she is not who she wants to be.

   At some point, she stopped making noise and seemed to fall asleep. By then, the room was empty, except for the two of us. I peeled myself off her and went to wash my hands. They were flecked with vomit and wet with her sweat, then I saw there was a brown stain on my own blouse. I felt exhausted at this, crushed. I went downstairs. The crowd down there had thinned but not by as much as I wished.

   I looked at the work Zinat had made, the vanity and pride of it, and I thought of her pushing her manicured fingers down her throat.

   Zinat—whose name is no longer Zinat Fatemah Asgari but Zoe Benedict.

   I’ve seen her picture on the social media pages of fashion magazines, at an opening, at a benefit in the Hamptons. Her hand-painted dresses have been replaced by designer gowns. She holds her young blond children in her arms, holds the hand of her white British husband, an art collector and philanthropist whose name is everywhere, they have a foundation together. In the captions, she is listed as his wife, never an artist on her own, and she grins, something I never saw her do in the years I knew her. Her smile is happy, safely happy, still sure of its value.

   I tilted away from the wall and started to walk through the crowd, looking for her dog. The house was huge. Taj was nowhere. There was another room next to the room with her work. It was somehow as large as the gallery room, and I was lost. The walls of this room were bare, but it had dozens of people in it, where had they all come from? I leaned against a wall that had materialized, mercifully, and rested my head against it and felt empty. The faces of the crowd were smudges of gray, brown, dirty white. Where was Taj?

   Then I heard a scream, a full-throated woman’s scream, like in a horror movie. It came from outside. It made everything become a movie. We didn’t want that so late into the evening, we all turned lazily. When the scream repeated itself, we had to allow the room’s composure to cave in. We listed toward the front door, dribbled onto the lawn. Even more like a movie, the screams came one after the other now. “Jesus, what?” a woman said. Someone stumbled drunkenly at a ninety-degree angle to a flutter of chortling. The drunk person laughed the loudest.

   And then it was Zinat, kneeling in the driveway in a halo from a car’s headlights at her back. How did she get down here? She was viciously awake, her eyes wild with fury. A man was leaning over her, the bottom half of her was black. She was howling, the climax of the movie, but wrong, it was wrong, too shredded, someone laughed at it. She bent over the black in her lap, wrapped her arms around it, pulled it toward her. It was her crown jewel lying still, sprawled in the road. He was too heavy for her to lift, but she still tugged at him. A voice behind me calmly said, “Is that her dog or something?” and there were murmurs in the crowd. I saw the man leaning over her, frantic. “It just jumped in front of the car! I couldn’t see it! It’s night! No one would’ve seen this thing!”

   Zinat kept making her dirty, violent noises, rocking the big dark body back and forth. I pushed through the crowd, called her name. She jerked her head up, and the serpent let its tail fall from its mouth. The end. Her eyes landed on me, and she lifted her arm and quaked a finger. Her hand was shining with blood. I tried to speak, to apologize, but I only felt a fast, slimy rush of humiliation spread across my face. She said one word next, it sounded like an egg getting cracked, I didn’t know what to do but to turn around and go away from it, her serrated voice shooting it like an arrow, I felt it land in my back, the last word she ever said to me: “You—”
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