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If I am honest, I don’t remember the first time I saw him because this is not a fairy tale. At first, he was only a detail suppressed into the background. I photographed his work for agents, auction houses, websites. We moved in connected circles: artist and documenter. The truth of him was hidden among the tangle of his installations, the busy days of shooting several pieces. I saw him only through a professional distance. I would look over his sculptures the same way I looked over all the art I photographed, noting only the play of light over shape and form, composition, space and blocking. At first, he was hardly more than a figure that cast a shadow. He deflected light traced over tattooed skin when he rolled up his sleeves, he moved silently in the background while agents hovered around the lens, tossing light around. 

We barely spoke, mostly words relating to position in space. Left. Right. Forward. Thirty degrees, forty-five. Brighter. Darker. Over. Under. Entire conversations in single words. Cryptic to anyone listening: the account managers and agents, maybe even some of the interns. We didn’t speak at all. Perhaps I should have noticed our easy understanding. It’s so rare to not need to say very much to be understood. But I didn’t. I liked his art more than most though. Quality or personal subjective opinion was always beside the point of my presence, but sometimes a piece would stand out. Shine. And his would glimmer.

Once I shot a headshot of him for an auction brochure featuring contemporary works. Innocent of the future’s intentions, I watched him through the jaw snap of my shutter, arms crossed or tattooed hands in motion, the twist of rope and shadow as he strung up his sculpture, a flock of cow skeletons, blown apart in exploded isometric diagram. Suspended. He was beautiful, he moved well. But I saw him, at the time, much the same way I saw one of his pieces. I watched the space he took up. I didn’t know the hands I watched would one day tie me to the sky, put me on my knees, force me there, that I would kiss his palms, warm from slapping my face. 

How could anyone know something like that was waiting for them… 




• • •




Every now and then you go somewhere, or you do something, and you don’t know you are beginning a series of events that will change your life, change everything about you. It was an Artist’s opening in the Brickworks’ dilapidated back rooms, hidden in a hollow valley of Toronto. Large, vivid canvases on thin stands screaming out in splashes of neon paint, photos lashed to wood with heavy strokes of varnish. The naked brick walls were warm and red, the open space filled with voices in a low simmer of sound. I wandered around with my camera. 

Along the factory’s northern wall crumbling old brick ovens, long narrow spaces separated by thick walls, the arching ceilings and chimneys long vanished or crumbling. At the end of each tunnel, films were shining from projectors. I chose one that looked not too crowded and wandered in, leaning against the wall near the back, as far away from the rows of chairs as possible.

Except in this one, there wasn’t a film. There was him.

Dressed in a black collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, moving around with coils of rope, ignoring the audience who were sitting around on a tufted leather sofa and thick fur rugs. At first, I took out my camera and simply held it on the two bodies he was tying. He moved in and out of frame on the end of the rope tether, winding it around the bodies of two people dressed in spools of silk. I wondered if he tied them into the dresses as well. I held the tied bodies in the center of my frame. 

As the tie went on, I focused less on the finished product of the bind, on the women now embracing, and more on him. As the rope moved through escalating complexity I focused more on the motion of the material, the bend and fly of the rope, the process of movement and touch. After a while, though, I put down the camera and simply watched. I hardly saw him before. But I liked what he did, the things he made and this, taut lines around flesh. 

I lifted the camera again and watched him more carefully through the snap of the shutter of the lens. The twist of rope, the fall of light and shadow as he strung one of the models up in the air, made her a decorative object, held aloft by rope like a floating isometric diagram, skin and jute origami. Hindsight calling in her siren voice, a trick of memory and time. 

When I developed the photos, they were striking, busy and angular. Dark. They were some of my best photos in a long time. No matter what their sensuality suggested, I didn’t know the hands I watched would one day so soon touch me, tie me, make me cry. As I took the photos, it didn’t even occur to me to wonder.

Eventually, though, I’d find out we’d been circling each other around the city for years. We went to the same tattoo parlor, visited the same cafe when we wanted to be alone, we once shared an unknowing dinner in a late-night neon diner in Toronto after a concert we both attended. The coincidences spilled over into other cities. We both made sure to visit MarieBelle’s chocolate shop every time we were in Manhattan, went to the same English bookstore in Berlin. Coincidences scattered around us. There are more, I’m sure. Ones we don’t know and will never discover. I should have known, watching him tie bodies into space.

I should have known.

He found me after the performance was over. I’d moved back toward the wetland trails behind the brick ovens, wandering on the boardwalk, he appeared behind me just when I thought myself alone, his voice low in the din. 

“I know you…”

I turned, heart pounding, trying not to seem startled. 

“I saw you while I was…” he gestured over his shoulder. “Well. I liked working with you. You photographed 7744, remember?”

I nodded as though only just remembering, but I could never forget 7744, a powerful sculpture. A piano in 7744 pieces hanging in a tense mid-explosion. It took sixteen hours to assemble. 

“You shot everything dead straight. You hardly moved. I remember one of the agents saying it was as if you were only interested in the perspective of the most unimaginative person of the room.”

I laughed; I hadn’t been expecting to and almost tripped over the sound, trying to hide it behind a nod. 

“He wasn’t wrong,” I said, and he laughed then as well and nodded. 

“It was a pleasant change. Most of the photographers I see for these types of things want the photo to represent the feeling of the work. Making art from art.” 

I shook my head.

“I’m just there to operate a machine; the work needs to be itself, not what I think it is. The photos are disingenuous otherwise. Dishonest. Your piano wasn’t going to work, anyway. No matter how creative I was, I wasn’t going to be able to get the piece in a photo.”

“How so?”

Sometimes, you get lucky and hit on some hidden secret combinations of words that make someone open up. Nothing about him changed, but he was paying more attention; I could feel it like a shift of the current in the air.

“The piece was about perspective,” I said carefully. “The thing isn’t a piano from any perspective. You have to walk through it to see it, to understand it. Motion is implied.” 

I took a sip of water, unable to think of anything else to say, but this seemed to be enough. He looked over the crowd behind us, but everything about his gaze was internal. We were silent for a long time. I thought of something to say. 

“Pianos have over 12,000 individual pieces.” 

“Pardon?” He looked at me, and his gaze made me feel uneasy, too aware of myself somehow.

“I looked it up after. 12,000 pieces.”

“I know. It’s just…that’s interesting. That you looked it up” He smiled. “When did you know you wanted to photograph art. It must be a constricting field.” 

“I didn’t decide. It was something I started doing to be close to the community without actually being in it. It just became this whole thing.” I waved my hand dismissively. “An accidental career.” 

“How do you mean?”

“There is a period of accommodation, you know, after university but before you are formally and officially the thing you do. A real job, a real place to live, instead of doing what you really want to do.”

I raked my hand through my hair, phishing it off my face and then used both hands to hold my glass. 

“And what did you really want to do?” 

“What I really wanted to be was an artist.” I waved my hand dismissively again, closed it in a fist when I realized I’d just done that, tried to close the conversation by lowering my voice. I hated this admission, and I worried his first impulse would be patronizing. It was a difficult and complex thing to admit to this man, to an artist, that I wasn’t an artist, that I wanted to be one. 

“Art is a verb. It is something you do.”

The expression on his face was serious. I wondered at the life that brought this man into existence, what tangle of events and timelines could have created him, brought him here, wandering in a manicured swamp, on the edge of a party he seemed to have forgotten. 

“You must tell me about your work.” 

“No.” I smiled softly, carefully. “I want to hear about yours. We can talk about me another time,” I said, feeling bold enough to presume there might be another time. And I realized, in saying it, I wanted very much to see him again.

“I am thinning of starting something new. But my next project it needs to be something.” He hesitated, looked me overcarefully and then out over the dark wetlands. He sighed. “Something really beautiful. And well, it’s on a different scale.” 

“Scale?” 

“More personal, maybe.” He looked at me for a long time again. “I’m looking for space, and I’ll need new tools.” His copper eyes sparkled in the dark as he smiled, focus still intent. He produced his phone from his breast pocket with a simple gesture; a fold of his wrist, the kind of motion that suggested a weapon. 

“I’m sending my contact info to the number I had for you from the agency. I want you to call that number in three days. At five.” His voice dropped an octave, took on the sound of sandpaper, thorns. My phone buzzed in my pocket, the incoming contact waiting for my approval to nestle itself in my phone, find its place in the rank and file of the alphabet.

“Do you understand?” 

I nodded, my throat so dry I doubted I would be able to speak. I had no idea what just happened to me. 




• • •




Three days. And how to fill them. Summer was slow at work. The people who liked art auctions also enjoyed horse racing and garden parties, social functions under tents with summer wines and sailboats. I travelled less and found the sudden attention on three days, open and empty before me, glaring. In the ease of our conversation, I’d forgotten while we talked what drew us together, and remembering made my body come alive. My hands tingled with a kind of shock, like someone whispering you’re name when you think you are alone. 

I tried to be logical about it, to break up seventy-two hours into smaller and smaller pieces. Reducing it to measurable fragments of time. And even in doing so, knocking off hours for sleep and dinner, extended visits with friends, a few hours with my camera. I knew I would sleep poorly, that I would be distracted over cups of coffee, distant, quiet, that I would sit at my computer editing my photos but unable to focus on the work. 

I hated the phone and longed to send a text instead. Neatly stacked pixels doing what my voice could not. But he said call, and I waited for five to appear on my clock. I thought of the rope, the stark nakedness of its lines, the sound of his voice just behind me, dark, moving like a stingray.

—I know you…
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He walked into the dark cafe as hot chocolate slid off my spoon into my mouth. He smiled, and I wondered later if it was because I did. He was beautiful, he moved like a cat through the dark cafe. It was the strangest feeling, relief and alarm at once. An unmistakable but mysterious moment of recognition. What went through my mind, as clearly as if I said it aloud, was:

Of course. I should have known.

At first, I could hardly speak. He talked about his work, his last project, a lush garden, a jungle made out of glittering shards of mirrors: elaborately carved birds with bodies made of dripping labia and splayed lilies and tulips, trees and mirrored flowers fashioned out of scrap metal, silvery vines of varnished clothesline and handwoven silver chains, everything precisely and impeccably made. A vision of hell and paradise, the otherworldly, the beautiful.

I could tell he was confident, passionate about the idea. But he was also wary, observing me carefully. His hands were scarred, curled around a mug of hot chocolate, the lick of a tattoo crossing up over his thumb.

“Can I see what you’re working on?” 

He shook his head. “My next project isn’t really started yet. It’s only and ideas. Things I’m imagining.” He smiled at me, and it made my heart race a little faster. “Keeping me sane.” 

I thought about the slanted plane of darkness where I developed film, the shape of my body in the photos I make, my body and the image folded carefully into existence. Secrets. I nodded. 

I’m the same. I wanted to say, but I didn’t. I didn’t have the courage to compare myself to him. Instead, I asked, “What other things keep you sane?”

“I do what you saw before. I tie. I make people feel things.”

With a perfection motion he grabbed my wrist, and I was caught in his fist. He squeezed, not hard but firm so I could feel the edges of my bones against his grip. He smiled a wicked wolf’s grin. That smile. Brutal and terrifying and beautiful all at once. As if he actually wanted to hear me whimper, hurt me. And then it was gone, a flash of something glimpsed in dark water and let me go, rested his hand on my wrist gently for a moment. 

“Tell me about you. About your art. That’s twice now you deflected my question.” 

I flexed my hand on the table. I practiced my answer to this question, but now had no idea what I wanted to say. 

“I used to paint massive canvases. But they got smaller and smaller. Eventually I stopped painting when I started working with a camera. Now I take self-portraits, stark, minimalist. Mostly black and white.” I wanted to say so much more, about using the photos to find the limits and boundaries of myself, trying to see myself from everywhere at once. But I worried it would make no sense. So, I said nothing. 

Instead, I talked a little about my photos of buildings, the minimal abstract landscapes. Origami photos of light, large scale printed photographs of architecture I took when I travelled for work and edited into complex patterns of symmetry that sometimes looked like spaceships. I showed him some of the finished photos on my phone. 

“They are huge, though,” I said. “And I make the composites by hand, paste up like old newspapers. No computers at all.”

“I can see it, the scale. The way you describe them. You will have to show me some of the finished pieces. Where are you showing them?”

I blushed, looked away. “I don’t.” I said, my voice closed like a fist, and he nodded. We sat in the cafe, drinking hot chocolate, stumbling over unexpected common ground. Soon, I was so lost in conversation I felt as though I could crawl across the table and lick words off his lips as he said them. His voice was cut clean, as though slashed into space with a knife. It was night by then, deep into it, and I was not spared from night’s hallucinations. 

Lust. 

Blood lust.

Excusing myself for a moment I slid out of the pew and left the table, made my way down the restaurant’s too narrow stairs to the basement bathroom. Pressing my hands against the cool tile wall in the little bathroom I felt it warm under my flushed palms. I wanted to come right there, slide my hands down… 

I wondered how only a voice could make me so wet, flush with want. Ready, even then, for a man who was basically a stranger. If he walked into that tiny bathroom, I would not fight him. I would not stop him. I would let hm take me and come in that hard profound way you can when you get exactly what you need. My mouth tasted like chocolate. 




• • •




“I am thinking of renting a space.” He said when I got back to the table. “But the one I like is too big, too much space for one person. It’s better to share, perhaps?” 
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