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      Nassim Ahmed sat the bar, gazing through the windows of the New Garden Hotel at the Manhattan skyline, recreating the curved lines and glowing lights on a napkin with pen strokes that never left paper. He paused for a heartbeat as his name resounded muffled and electric through double doors standing closed before the lobby, a golden space carpeted forest green with red fringe. Applause erupted, dwindled, and then the speaker spoke his name once more, cheerfully extolling that the “Best New Comic Book Artist of the Year” should be a little more punctual. Nas resumed drawing, shaping the 59th Street bridge from empty space so he could connect with the unseen.

      The bartender placed a tumbler of whiskey before him, glanced at the drawing, and frowned with good humor.

      “That’s really good,” he said.

      “Thanks,” Nas replied, smiling sadly.

      “Maybe you should be in there.”

      “Technically, yeah.”

      The host called his name again, voice sagging with awkwardness.

      Nas looked back, laughed to himself, shrugged.

      “Wait,” the bartender said, frowning for a different reason. “Is that you?”

      “Guess so.”

      The bartender regarded him for a moment, then threw up his hands.

      “Dude, go get your award,” he said, laughing.

      Nas shook his head and raised the glass with his free hand.

      “I would,” he replied, taking a sip. “But you make a mean drink.”

      The bartender stared, bafflement morphing into bemusement.

      They called his name a few more times, before a woman Nas had never met accepted the award on his behalf. He barely listened as he completed the drawing, the flow of his pen carving buildings, bridges, and dynamic lights into being. He smiled down at the image, lost in the space it opened within his heart, a reverie of something intangible that promised that maybe the beautiful things he cherished would never fade, were endlessly real someplace, somewhere. Then he looked at the phone’s screen beside the drawing, where Penelope’s messages waited, an aggregate of bubbles that compiled into a single meaning:

      Goodbye.

      Nas took another sip and caught his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Early thirties, Pakistani, features angular, hair dark. He wore a blue suit and black shirt without a tie, seeming to blend with the Manhattan skyline and the East River shining without as if he were not a man but a composition of city lights.

      He saw himself. He saw the city. Behind both man and place was a longing he could not quantify. Tremulous with possibility. A menagerie of endless realities shimmering against the embracing dark.

      Time ticked. He drank. The auditorium doors opened and released the flood of award winners, nominees, industry professionals, and family members. It was only then, before the deluge of questions and confusion, that he read Penelope’s messages. That he found within them all the accusations he could not deny. That he understood that their time together was well and truly at an end.

      They came in a long line: Gabby, his producer, a gallant figure in sharp orange angles, slapping the trophy on the bar, yelling at him, and pounding the back of her hand in that way that she had. Jimena, his agent, back straight and neck straighter, extolling him on the importance of not pissing off the entire comic book industry. Theo and Russ, both the inverse of the other in dark red and bright pink, his company’s agents who nervously laughed off the stunt and kept telling him how “punk rock” he was. And Hernan Olivio, the only other nominee in his category to come and congratulate him. Nas bought him a drink and exchanged idle chatter and was grateful when other industry people sucked Hernan up and left him to sit at the bar and look at the drawing on the napkin and ignore the phone for there was nothing more to take from her messages save that they were freedom and condemnation, relief and pain, further evidence that the need in his heart could not be filled by just anyone.

      But absence thundered. A tower of loss born not from her leaving, but from his own disappointment.

      She was gone. They were done. He would move on.

      A hand tapped his left shoulder, and Nas smiled and looked even though he knew its owner would already be sitting on his right. He found Barry Fairweather, tall, Black, muscular but round in the middle, leaning the edge of the barstool with his perfect posture, laying a hundred dollar bill on the bar, and asking for a club soda. The bartender smiled and did not have to be told twice.

      “So you’re that special kinda asshole,” Barry said, cradling the drink under his fingers as he received it. “I always knew you were an asshole. But being the special kind: that takes talent.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” Nas replied, in a singsongy way.

      Barry nodded.

      “I could. That’s a good idea.”

      Nas laughed and nudged him. But he continued to stare down at the napkin. He gripped the phone with the other hand. Barry noticed.

      “Penny?” he said.

      Nas shook his head.

      “Well, what you looking so sad for?” Barry said. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

      “I guess.”

      People milled about them. The city shone through the window like bejeweled shadows.

      “So that’s it?” Barry said. “You missed something you’ve been working for your entire life, so you can feel sorry for yourself over a girl you didn’t even wanna be with anymore?”

      “It ain’t that simple.”

      “It ain’t?”

      “It’s not that I didn’t want to be with her. It’s that something vanished. That spark, that…I don’t know. When we met, I felt this pull, this...fuck, homie, it was everything. All I could do was think about her, and when we were together everything was beautiful. Everything was ours.”

      Barry blinked.

      “Nas?” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re a dick.”

      Nassim nodded.

      “Probably,” he said.

      “You were together, what, three months? Of course it was all flowers and sunshine. That’s how it is in the beginning. You think Tracy and I are like that after all these years? Fuck no. We’re not supposed to be. We can’t maintain that. No one can. Nothing would get done.”

      Nas wagged his finger. Barry tried to slap it. Nas dodged, kept wagging.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “And if you ain’t, then you should be.”

      “You’re about the stupidest motherfucker⁠—”

      “Be real. You wanna spend the rest of your life with one person that you tolerate, when there’s so many incredible women in the world?”

      Barry took a drink.

      “You don’t ‘tolerate’ the person. If you understood that, you’d know how insulting you’re being.”

      “I’m not…I love Tracy. She’s amazing.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “I’m just saying, though, there’s…there’s so many…I mean…”

      Barry watched him. He pursed his lips, nodded, snorted.

      “Nas, if you’re just after sex, say so. You need to be real about that.”

      “It ain’t that.”

      “It’s not?”

      Nas took a drink, shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “I know I could…if I wanted…Shit, I have. But that gets old. I don’t have to tell you. It ain’t about that.”

      “Then what’s it about?”

      Nas regarded the drawing. He lifted it up, turned on his stool, and looked at the skyline shining in its infinite lines and permutations. He held out the drawing and squinted one eye.

      “See that drawing?” he said. “Not bad, right? I can say without arrogance that I can make a pretty good doodle in a little bit of time.”

      “You still sound like a dick.”

      “I’ve worked hard on that. I’ve earned that. But no matter what I do…” He crunched the napkin and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. “It’ll never compare to the real thing. Look at that. Look at that view. I don’t think human beings have ever made anything so beautiful. And it’s permanent. It’s forever. You can look at it at any time and get this sense of…”

      He drifted, unable to capture the longing in his heart, the awe with no name, the hope that such feelings could exist forever.

      At the other end of the bar, a woman with red hair leaned towards the bartender.

      Nas turned to his friend.

      “That’s what a relationship should be. That’s what I want. You and Tracy, that’s awesome. It works for y’all, and I can see the respect. I see that. All the work y’all handle, seriously, it’s impressive how long y’all have kept your marriage going. Not many people can run a firm with their significant other. And I’m not questioning whether or not what y’all have is real.”

      “Sure as shit sounds like you are.”

      “I ain’t. I swear. It’s real for you. But it ain’t real for me. I want something different. I want that feeling to last. I don’t want it to ever go away.”

      Barry shook his head. He made to speak, when the bartender laid a shot between them, layered red, silver, and gold. It seemed to glow in the warmth of the space.

      “Courtesy of the lovely lady at the end of the bar,” the bartender said, refilling Barry’s seltzer water and walking away. Nas and Barry looked, and Nas caught the flutter of red hair trailing into the crowd like a current of liquified starlight.

      “You see her?” Nas said.

      “Nah,” Barry replied. “Thought I did for a second. Either way, you shouldn’t drink that.”

      Nas raised the glass.

      “Why not?” he said. “Ain’t like she poured it.” He gestured for the bartender. “Pardon me, brother. You made this, right?”

      “Yep,” the bartender replied. “It’s a Slippery Nipple. Nothing fancy. Just grenadine, sambuca, and bailey’s. Said she wanted you to have something ‘dreamy.”

      “What in the fuck does that mean?” Barry said.

      The bartender laughed.

      “No idea.”

      “Well,” Nassim said, raising the glass. “Here’s to dreams.”

      He took the shot, smiled sadly. Barry shook his head.

      People dwindled into blurs. Nas and Barry remained at the bar, uncoiling the past, squinting at the future, and sometimes sitting in comfortable silence. Barry eyed every drink Nas had, but stayed quiet. He drove him home and saw the strange look in his friend’s eyes as streetlight and stoplights stretched orange, green, blue, and red over his features, painting him like a character from his comics.

      Nas told Barry to text him when he got home, and then entered his Long Island City apartment building. He greeted Jose, the doorman, rode the elevator up, and stood before his apartment door. He hesitated, remembering the last time he and Penelope had come in together, the silence a gulf between them, fueled by their first and last great argument.

      He opened the door, and for the faintest moment he hoped she would be there.

      He entered and found painted shadows. As if another world awaited its moment to pour through. His modern furniture and stylish layout was bereft of anything resembling feeling. Aesthetic a pantomime, a crying face behind a smiling mask.

      Nas poured himself a drink and sat before the window, staring at that same skyline, that same river, from the opposite side. He took a drink and knew he should be drunk and knew he wasn’t. He took the drawing from his pocket and once more stretched out his hand and compared the city to his work. He saw less of the skyline’s true beauty in the doodle and more of himself, his desires and longings filling every pen-stroke. A desperation to keep things as they always were. As they always should be.

      Rain drops streaked against the glass, a faint mist that barely did anything to obscure the spirals and spires of the city’s light. He saw a new layer of color and dimension in that soft mist. He got up, got his tablet, and began to draw.

      Barry texted him:

      “You forgot your award, asshole. I’m home, btw.”

      Nas would laugh in the morning. But now he drew, lost in the feeling, the sadness that had filled the end of his time with Penelope. A voice laughed in his mind, questioning. Just Penelope? Before her had been Iram. And Maribel. And Ivonne. And Noelle. Every last one of them ghosts in his recollection, avatars of love until that feeling diminished, revealing them to be imposters.

      He drew, capturing color and rain and longing. Night lightened into the blue radiance of dawn.

      He peed and washed his hands and splashed his face with cold water. That’s when he saw Penelope’s hair tie, blue with black polkadots, strands of her hair clinging to it. He picked it up and remembered pulling it off the last time they made love, and he grabbed his phone to text her because he knew she would want this back.

      He shook his head. He put down the phone without texting. He went to bed, dreaming of a woman he had never met.
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      Off the 7 train, down the stairs, one among a parade of souls. Nassim stepped out from the 74th Street train station and stood bathed in serrated shadows of the tracks above Roosevelt Avenue. A street vendor dipped churros into a vat of oil. Mariachis loaded their equipment and made for their next venue. A woman cried as she spoke on the phone, breakdancers ran from the owner of a beauty salon on the corner of 75th Street, and an ambulance enjoyed a quiet moment as it inched through a crosswalk teeming with pedestrians.

      Home. Nas’ childhood a harem of wraiths ever copulating among the corners and concrete of the Queens neighborhood. Jackson Heights was humanity, every shade and color, stretching east and west until the Goliath of Manhattan and the waste lands of Long Island claimed their territories and enacted their laws. Nas watched memory unfold in vagrant tapestries moving with color and emotion. Yet he could not see himself. Something constrained him. A great and narrow passage that promised revelation at its end, but pain on its journey through.

      He checked his phone. Then he watched the girl in the green dress, her hair black and wet, skin alabaster, a princess from a gothic fairytale, and he could already see their love blooming in sheathes of passion that could only end as his relationships always ended.

      She crossed towards 73rd, and he let her go, and never thought about her again.

      Through 74th Street, between Roosevelt and 37th Avenues. Through that artery of Indian jewelers and restaurants, where gems and gold intertwined with saris in endless color. Past 37th with its supermarkets, shops, restaurants, and coffee houses, heading towards 35th Avenue where tall brick buildings grew from the earth in a long enclave of greens and dirt reds, an urban village, home to countless lives.

      Into one of these buildings, jostling with his keys, muttering because he could never get them right. Into the lobby, up the stairs, sliding the keys once more and this time using the right ones the first time around, only to push the door open against a bolt that resounded throughout the hallway like a gavel’s fall.

      “Ugh,” he said.

      “Hello?” his father replied from behind the door.

      “It’s Nas.”

      “Hello, yes?”

      “Abbu, it’s Nassim!”

      He heard the clink of the peephole, saw the bright hazel shade of his father’s eye. Then came the hiss and thunk of the bolt being thrown back as his father opened the door.

      Asfour Ahmed leaned through the opening, a neat man in a buttoned down cream shirt, brown pants, and slippers. His mustache shone black and white against the hallway’s light, and he looked his son up and down with those bright eyes.

      “The little bird returns,” he said.

      “Abbu,” Nas replied, not hiding his annoyance. “I literally called you an hour ago. Like, I just called.”

      “Yes?”

      “So why is the door bolted?”

      “A lot can happen in an hour.”

      “You gonna let me in?”

      “Did you bring gifts?”

      “Did I—what?”

      Asfour sighed.

      “For all your talents,” he said. “You never bring treats. What kind of father am I, that my only son does not bring gifts when he visits.”

      “I was just here last week!”

      “And you didn’t bring gifts then, either.”

      “Do you want me to go to the bakery?”

      Asfour shrugged.

      “I don’t want to be an imposition.”

      He went inside and pushed the door open for his son to follow.

      Nas caught the door and glared after him, sent back once more to childhood, wondering how he had survived it.

      He walked in after his father.

      Asfour sat a La-Z-Boy, glanced at the soccer game on the screen, tutted, and swiped open a tablet on his lap. He admired a picture of two black vultures.

      Nas looked at the TV, rolled his eyes, and looked at the birds on his father’s tablet.

      “Those are the ugliest things I’ve ever seen,” he said.

      “They’re honorable,” his father replied, not looking up.

      “Honorable?”

      “Yes. They provide a valuable service to life, and they stick together.”

      He looked at his son sidelong.

      “Is that not how I taught you?” he said.

      Nas stood quiet.

      “Nassim?” his mother said, calling from another room.

      “Hi, Ammi,” Nas replied. He went towards her voice, pointing at the television in an absent way and addressing his father. “Soccer is friggin stupid.”

      “Liverpool is life!” his father said, glaring after him.

      He found Nabihah Ahmed in her office, a stack of travel brochures on her desk beside her open laptop. She squinted through a list of hotels, clicked one, and read. Then she looked at her son, smiled, and transformed that smile into a mixed expression of anger, concern, and understanding that only mothers are capable of.

      “No snacks?” she said.

      Nas blinked, said nothing.

      “Well, that’s you,” she said. “Always flying away.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “You’re here, yes, you’re here. And already you are leaving. If you bring nothing with you, then that means you are not willing to stay.”

      “That ain’t true.”

      He sat the chair beside the desk where her father usually sat, giving a satisfied sigh towards the ceiling and then smiling at his mother.

      “How are you, Ammi?”

      “Oh, you know. There’s a couple looking for an Italian honeymoon. I’m finding them some great deals.”

      “They never heard of the internet?”

      “No, and thank goodness. You like this apartment, yes? I like this apartment. People like this help me pay for it.”

      “Nice racket.”

      “Speaking of which,” Nabhiha said, turning to him and crossing her legs and folding her hands in her lap. “I spoke with Mrs. Munoz, and she said she can get you an interview at Jewel Excursions.”

      “Ma. I won an award.”

      She blinked.

      “Last night,” he said, continuing. “I won an award last night for Best New Comic Book Artist. I got a huge bonus from Cell Shade, and a contract renewal.”

      “But is that steady?”

      “For the love of…I’m good, ma. I don’t need a job.”

      “Nassim: These drawings. They’re beautiful. You do beautiful work. But is it respectable? Who do you meet at these places? Barry, okay, but you will not marry Barry. Marry Barry, ha. That’s funny. You will not marry him. I almost wish you would. But Barry will not give us a grandchild.”

      Nas leaned forward and buried his head in his hands.

      “Ammi, please⁠—”

      “Where is this Penelope? You were with Penelope, what, three months? You said it was beautiful. And now what? Where is she? She was very pretty. You said she was very smart. But now she’s gone—poof. I think I know why.”

      Nas ticked his fingers together between his knees, smirking and shaking his head.

      “It didn’t work out,” he said, flinching as his mother silently mimicked his words as he spoke them.

      “Of course it didn’t,” she replied. “I think it’s because of those drawings. That job—there’s no stability. Take this interview. You’ll work with good people. You’ll meet a good woman. Someone kind, yes? Someone smart. Someone you can build a life with.”

      “I’m building a life, Ammi. Built a pretty good one. Why would I worry about finding some perfect woman, when I got you and that one out there.”

      “We are not supporting you forever!” his father said, yelling from the living room.

      “You ain’t supporting me now!” Nas replied. He turned back to his mother. “I’m okay.”

      “I worry, bacha.”

      “I know.”

      “I want you to be happy.”

      “I am.”

      She measured him with a look.

      “No,” she said, standing up. “You are not. Come. Let’s eat. We don’t have dessert, but since you didn’t bring any, I guess you won’t mind.”

      Nas remained for a moment, catching his reflection in the bookcase before him, seated alone among layers of shadows like caressing smoke.

      They sat to dinner. Zarda, haleem, and chicken karahi. Nas watched night awaken through the dinning room windows, rectangles of yellow light erecting luminescent scaffolding to keep out the dark. He enjoyed his food, then sipped tea and made a point not to look at his watch or phone so his parents could not claim he was in a rush.

      Of course, they did anyway.

      “You are already going, yes?” his father said.

      “He’s won an award,” his mother said, as if that explained it.

      “Oh yes? They give awards for children’s drawings now?”

      “They’re not children’s drawings,” Nas replied. “And I’m not in a rush. Would’ve been nice if you guys had come.”

      “Then you should have invited us,” his father said.

      “I did.”

      “Yes, but Penelope didn’t.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “They are no longer together,” Nabiha said to Asfour.

      Asfour blinked with indignant surprise.

      “What’s this?” He wheeled on Nassim. “Another one?”

      “What difference does that make about you coming to my award ceremony?”

      “When I escaped the Madrasa in Islamabad,” Asfour said, causing Nas to lean back in his chair and groan. Asfour leaned towards his son, astonishment speaking for how offended he was. “I see, I see. You have better things to do than to listen to your father⁠—”

      “Stop,” Nas replied, shaking his head at him. “Stop it right now. I know the whole story. It’s been preached to me a million times, and this is a million and one. You went to the madrasa, got beaten for questioning the teachings, realized religion is bullshit, nearly got killed escaping, made your way to Queens, and met mom.” He gestured at Nabhiha. “We both agree you’re the luckiest bastard alive. That marrying her was the best thing you’ve ever done. But I ain’t you.” He looked at his mother. “I ain’t either of you. Okay? I haven’t met anyone who moves me like that. Who makes me want the life you two have. You want that for me? Great. Maybe I do, too. But it can’t be a lie. It can’t be with just anyone. It’s gotta mean something to me. Maybe that’s different for what it means to you. Maybe it’s something you can’t understand. Whatever. It’s my life. You say you want me happy, Ammi? I’m the only one who can figure out what that means.”

      Nabhiha and Asfour looked at each other, the shared memory of their baby, their boy, and all his potential, conflating with the man seated before them. Asfour raised his spoon, mixed his remaining haleem, and took a bite. Nabhiha regarded her son. Then she shook her head.

      “Big words,” she said, “for such a simple thing.”

      She went to take a bite of food, found her plate empty. Asfour wordlessly spooned food from his plate onto hers, and they both continued to eat.

      Nassim watched them in silence, knowing he had hurt them. Knowing he could do nothing about it.
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      Nas watched night breathe its first and sigh its last over the edges of his tablet as he worked through the night, carving lines and inking colors into figures in a desert landscape fleeing for their lives from an army of shadows. Hands held. Faces firm. Only when their eyes met did something of them shine, an inner light that spoke of how they felt about each other.

      Dawn crept blue and rosy through his windows, and he smiled to himself with derision, thinking of nothing more stereotypical than for an artist to portray his parents in a far more heroic sense.

      He made himself tea, drank, and slept the early morning. Late morning sunshine raised him from a dream where he floated in a warm haze, and as his eyes opened he heard a voice within saying “Mine.”

      The dream dissolved with a few blinks, and he was up, running, showering, and dressing before clouds unfolding from the west fanned rain over the city.

      He sucked at his teeth. He checked his email and remembered that he was officially on his own schedule. He went out, unable to stop the rain.

      He paused for a moment outside of his building to look at the skyline cutting through the clouds beyond the river like glyphs shorn into the fabric of creation. He thought of all the hands that had broken and bled to build it, and that led him to his parents and all they had been through to give themselves a better life. Guilt billowed, the constant throb all children of immigrants feel—that they cannot be what their parents had hoped for, trading known for unknown in the hope that something more waited on veiled shores. Nas looked up at his building, standing clean and luxurious in a sought-after neighborhood in New York. He was a success by every metric. He had drawn himself out of obscurity to live the life many of his friends were still struggling to achieve.

      And yet there had been that defeated air from his father. That lack of respect from his mother. As if they both knew he was lying to himself.

      He walked to the Vernon Jackson stop on the 7 and just made the train after pushing through the turnstile.

      A transfer at Grand Central, and then he rattled along with the 4 train on its way uptown, pouring over X-Men: God Loves, Man Kills, when he looked up and spied a woman with dark hair, Eastern European features, and a black dress glancing up at him from her book. She gestured at the graphic novel in his hands and made a playful tutting gesture. But her eyes sang with attraction, and she looked away, turned a page, looked back at him, and smiled.

      He smiled back, closed the comic book, and was about to approach her when the train screeched, slowed, and pulled into 86th Street. He looked with mild disappointment, got off, and looked at her as he walked the platform and the doors closed.

      She smiled at him and gave a playful wave.

      He walked west towards 5th Avenue, taking in the oppressive opulence of the Upper East Side, the beautiful but cold architecture casting mental images in his mind of hyper-active villains stroking cats and challenging spies. Boujee shops and uphill streets increased the impression that this was a place not fit for life, meant to be observed behind glass and tended only by unsmiling men and women in starched clothing.

      Yet when he passed by a coffee shop with a black and white awning on the corner of 86th and Madison, he locked eyes with a blonde woman at her laptop, and her measuring gaze was not disinterested, and Nassim forgot about the woman on the train and his melancholy over what was potentially lost for here was Aphrodite claiming her throne in his heart and promising a world of soirees and fancy restaurants and high culture and love making among the crystalline palaces of New York’s elite.

      She kept watching him, expectation growing.

      He smiled and kept going.

      You could turn back, a voice said in his mind.

      He knew.

      She’s waiting.

      He knew.

      He walked on.

      He stood within the Met Museum. His feet had guided him to Gallery 811 as if they were reclaiming their own prints in time, knowing every inch of the way to his favorite painting. He was there, standing before Gustave Courbet’s “Woman with a Parrot,” her disheveled and splayed body and delirious smile mirroring the mad expanse of the green-yellow parrot perched on her fingers, staring down at her as if it understood her, understood her more than anyone ever had, in that moment human and creature one-and-the-same in extolling the wondrous madness of existence.

      Nas stared at her with a kind of need. As if she understood something he didn’t. As if all he had to do was listen a little more carefully, and she would reveal to him everything he would need to silence the searching in his heart.

      “All you gotta do is be upfront with her,” a familiar voice said. Nas smiled. He looked to his right and found Vera beside him, dressed in her red security jacket and loose fitting black pants. She kept looking at the painting. “You keep coming here, staring at her. She thinks you’re getting weird. Just speak your mind. It’s not complicated.”

      “It’s not?” Nas replied.

      “Nah. You’re overthinking it. Just ask her out already. Have some fun. Take care of each other.” She clapped her hands together. “The end.”

      Nas smiled sadly.

      “Never that easy,” he said.

      “Yeah, probably not.”

      “How you doing, V?”

      “I’m cool. Cool. I’d complain, but who’d listen?”

      “I do. All the time.”

      “You don’t count. You’re supposed to listen.”

      “I am?”

      “Oh yeah. Otherwise I’d start charging you rent. For real, man, you know there are other paintings at the, y’know, Met.”

      “There are? Huh. Hadn’t notice.”

      “That’s cause you’re nuts over little-miss-crazy-tits over here,” she said, nodding at the painting. She smirked. “Nuts being the operative word.”

      “C’mon, gimme a little more credit than that.”

      “Mm. Nah.”

      Nas laughed.

      “That’s fair,” he said. “How’s night class going?”

      “Oh, terrible,” she replied, matter-of-factly. “I’m convinced my physics professor is an alien spy.”

      “Alien?”

      “Or robot. Or something. She keeps talking about people like we’re an anthropological experiment. All, ‘humans discovered,’ this, and ‘humans are confounded by,’ that. Never, ‘we’, always ‘human.’ It’s  so—Hey! No touching!”

      She whipped around on a group of college kids getting close to the man and dog in, “After the Hunt”.

      “Yeah, not interactive,” Vera said, waiting for them to back away. “Thank you!” She turned back to Nas. “I love my job.”

      “I can’t get over you working here full time and going to night classes.”

      Sadness dropped her gaze, and she looked at him as if she hadn’t been able to speak to anyone in a long time.

      “I’m tired,” she said.

      “Of course,” he replied.

      She looked away, smiled, shrugged.

      “Hey,” she said. “What do you expect? Ain’t no other way to become a vet. Puppies and kitties ain’t gonna heal themselves.”

      “It can still suck. You’re allowed to complain.”

      She lost herself again, as if she were on the cusp of some realization.

      “Vera!”

      Nas and Vera both turned around to find Rufus standing at the opposite end of the gallery. He tapped his watch.

      “Dang,” she said. She looked at Nas. “Alright, stalker, you be good.”

      “Yeah, you too,” he replied as she hurried away.

      He turned back to the painting, considering Vera and all she was dealing with. Trying to better herself while also trying to survive. A kind of madness in and of itself, reflected in the eyes of both the woman and the parrot, a breaking of sanity that freed them from the necessity to struggle against such unfair calculus. He sighed and shook his head and wished it could be different for her. Then he lost himself once more in the curves and shadows of the painting. Standing there, framed between two open doors at either side of the exhibit, minutes expanding into contemplation, contemplation billowing into nameless emotions like rain clouds covering the city.

      Longing again. The desire to connect. To see through impermanence for the mirage that it was.

      Scritches and scratches brought his attention back to the gallery. He turned around.

      She stood there, afro gold and brown, black skin freckled on her cheeks, eyes light as they looked up from her sketchpad at Nas, her olive jacket and green dress still damp from the rain.

      Her pencil streaked, lifted, stopped.

      “You’re moving,” she said.

      “What?” Nas replied.

      “Stop moving.”

      “Stop..?”

      She blew air through her lips.

      “How am I supposed to finish this if you don’t stand still?”

      Nas caught sight of the sketchpad in her hand.

      “My fault,” he said. “I’ll get out of your way.”

      “I’m not drawing the painting.”

      He glimpsed her drawing-in-progress: a sketch of him standing before the painting, perfectly framed by the open doors that she had infused with a jungle of flowers. Those same flowers frothed beneath his caricature’s feet. The scene beat with vibrant urgency, as if she had been seized by inspiration and guided in that moment by a liveliness no one else could see.

      She snatched the image away before he could take it all in. Nas smiled with appreciation.

      “That’s really good,” he said.

      “It’d be better if you turned around,” she replied.

      He frowned with humored consternation. Then he really saw her. Lithe in the light, regal in her stance, slender fingers curling over pencil and pad, curves creating contours beneath her dress. Beyond that was the glow in her eyes, a confidence that spoke of self-awareness, ambition, and a certainty of all she wanted.

      Those eyes locked onto his, and her demanding demeanor broke with the faintest admission of interest. As if she were daring him to ignore what was obvious between them.

      Nas’s heart leapt.

      “How could I be so silly?” he said, turning around.

      The scratch of her pencil resumed. He licked his lips, standing with the ease of a man who knows when someone is waiting on him, wants to be waiting on him.

      “That’s gonna take you awhile,” he said.

      “That a problem?” she replied.

      “Nah. But in my experience, posing’s a lot of work.”

      “So is drawing when your subject won’t be quiet.”

      Nas pursed his lips with appreciation.

      “True,” he said. “But you started it.”

      “Playground rules.”

      Nas laughed.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Playground rules. That means you owe me a drink after this. Or at least a fruit punch.”

      Her pencil scratched, hissed, streaked. But her silence radiated anticipation, a slow build of electricity crackling from a smile he did not have to turn around to see.

      “I only got one juice box,” she said.

      “I don’t mind sharing,” Nas replied.

      “That a fact?”

      “It is.”

      “Hm. Good to know.”

      She drew. He stood. The woman and her parrot smiled as though they were watching, and they dissolved as Nas traded one sight for another, his inner eye aware of the woman behind him, the smell of her cocoa and shea butter, the feel of her a growing warmth against his back. For a moment he remembered Penelope, and then she diminished into unimportance, their time together a faint flickering on a screen. Here and now there was the scratch of the woman’s pencil, the focused and sure silence of her attention, and the growing certainty that she had inched just a little closer.

      He did not count the minutes. Did not mind the twinges and aches in his body urging him to move. He saw beyond his favorite painting to something deeper, anticipation a balm for loneliness, blotting out the turmoil that stormed in his heart.

      Her pencil fell silent. The rustle of her clothing revealed her movement. He gave her a sidelong glance, found her still there, standing with one hand on her hip, the other holding the closed sketchpad close to her breast. Watching him. Eyes alive.

      He glanced at the closed book, and then looked at her.

      “I wouldn’t show it to me either,” he said. “Not yet.”

      She shifted with interest, surprised.

      “When would you?” she replied.

      “Whenever I want.”

      She pressed her lips together.

      Her name was Melanie Hall. When they shook hands, she gripped his with purpose, openness. She was not shy about touching him for as long as she wanted. Did not demure to lead him to her favorite paintings and stand before them and tell him what she loved about them. But she listened when he spoke. She heard his thoughts and countered when she disagreed and hummed with considered interest when she agreed. They debated meaning and intent. They argued whether “Jo, La Belle Irlandaise” was disappointed in herself, as Melanie professed, or was seeing her self-worth for the first time, as Nassim felt. She stayed quiet with a sort of critical intensity as Nas brought them back to “Woman with a Parrot,” and listened as he struggled to express how her madness was a beatific thing, a clarity that made his heart glad and his soul comforted. Melanie did not reply when he was done. She looked at the painting as if seeing it for the first time. She did so for a long time.

      Then:

      “Better 	get you that juice box.”

      They scorned the cafeteria with its overpriced food, opening the door to their shared experiences growing up in New York, Nas in Queens surrounded by immigrants, Melanie in Brooklyn with her well-to-do parents, mother in advertising, father in commercial fragrance manufacturing, both coming from successful families whom had lived in Brooklyn for generations.

      “That makes you sorta like royalty,” Nas said, standing in line at a deli at 82nd and Lexington.

      “How you figure?” Melanie replied.

      “Well, look at it this way: cities are defined by their people. Families. Royal families are those who inhabit a place for a long time. Like it’s their duty. Yours goes way back. Gives you, I don’t know, a kind of authorship to this place. An understanding I don’t have.”

      “You’re a New Yorker.”

      “True. But I’m the seed just in on the wind. You’re the flower with all the roots.”

      “Did you just call me a flower?”

      “I heard it as it came out, but it was too late.”

      She laughed.

      “Boy,” she said, “you talk a lot of nonsense. You know that?”

      He shrugged.

      “Like you said,” he replied. “Playground rules.”

      He went to pay for their chips and water, but she snatched them out of his hands and pulled out her card from a purse ordered and clean and smelling of citrus. Her keychain gleamed in the growing light of the deli’s lamps against the grey air outside, and Nas noticed a green ribbon coiled through its loops.

      They found themselves back at the Met, sitting its steps, aware but uncaring of the drizzle, popping chips and drinking water, Nas careful to cover his mouth with every chew, Melanie staring at him with mouth closed and eyes wide with every bite, as if challenging him to see her as she was. Melanie took his X-Men graphic novel and placed it into her purse without prompting, sliding it beside her sketchbook, moving as if she had done this a thousand times before. He listened as she spoke about art school, of the professors whom she felt were well meaning but bitter without realizing it, of how she did not expect to do much with her own art, except she didn’t know how to do anything else. Years of working multiple jobs had taught her that. Going back to school in her late twenties had taught her more. About herself. About what people wanted.

      “It’s weird,” she said. “We all think we’re after success. But I don’t think most of us would know what to do if we had it. I think it scares us.”

      “Does it scare you?”

      “Yeah. And that’s a motherfucker, because I can’t tell whether that’s stopping me from getting what I want, or if I don’t really want it at all. And I like getting what I want.”

      “That doesn’t seem like a problem for you.”

      She gave him a knowing look.

      “It’s not.”

      They walked through the rain and watched a group of kids in shorts and skirts race towards the museum and smelled the clean musk of concrete washed by fat drops splashing color reflected from awakening streetlights. Their feet carried them, neither picking a direction, floating on the flow of their conversation and unspoken desire not to part or speak of parting.

      “Comics are a smart trade for an illustrator,” she said.

      “That’s a first,” he replied.

      She laughed.

      “I’m saying: there’s a practicality to it. Even with all the bells and whistles. It’s steady work.”

      “It can be. If you’re lucky.”

      “And good.”

      He smirked.

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “Neither do I. But I got an inkling. You got good taste, at least.”

      “I don’t know about that, either. I like what I’ve seen so far of your work, so how discerning can I be?”

      She smiled up at him in a threateningly playful way, pointing a long finger that he wanted to feel against his cheek.

      They found themselves at an outdoor cafe further south, the rain diminishing and clouds parting to reveal a sky deepening with purples and blues. Nas searched panels from his comics on his phone, careful to avoid websites extolling him for his recent award, and leaned in to let Melanie scroll through the images, smiling to himself as her hand cupped his and her thumb traced the borders of his own.

      “You got a romantic streak in you,” she said. “No wonder you like Courbet. There’s desire in every color. Even the empty spaces.”

      “You mean around the big dudes with guns shooting lasers, or the manic chicks looking all depressed?”

      She smirked. But when she looked at him there was accusation in her glance. As if calling him out on his self-deprecation.

      “All that’s just there,” she said. “That’s just you paying the bills. But the backgrounds. The surroundings. That’s you. Damn, boy. I think you’re in love with the world.”

      Nas smiled. Within her gaze he felt like a child calling out to an unseen angel, standing with wide eyed wonder as she actually appeared and spoke with certainty of what he knew in his heart to be true.

      She looked at her phone and frowned, tapping the screen with a rising sense of regret.

      He walked her to the train, her evening class calling her downtown. They stood between the two green orbs of the train’s entrance, exchanged numbers, and lingered for an immeasurable moment, looking at each other, not having to speak.

      “Can’t wait to see that drawing,” he said.

      “I think it’ll be sooner than you think,” she replied.

      She made to give him back the graphic novel.

      “Hold onto that,” he said. “There’s some good work in there.”

      She smiled. She adjusted the collar on his jacket. She turned and descended the stairs, and in his eyes she was a queen reclaiming light in the underworld, brightening every shadow, infusing every scent with the regal vibrancy of her being.

      He took the train back home in a daze, head thrown back, tracing constellations on the rattling ceiling and measuring harmonies in the chuff and screech of the train’s throttle.

      He walked Gantry State Park, not seeing the deepening lights reflecting in the East River, moving through the crowds from the crimson of the Pepsi sign down to the stands on the other end, back again, all to distill the minutes and hours of her absence into a fragment of time he did not have to endure.

      He opened the door to his apartment and did not see the skyline and its glittering geometries. He went straight to his sofa and made to unlock his phone to consider when to reach out to her.

      Melanie’s message was there in a bubble on the screen, curving her name into sacred calligraphy.

      “I found another juice box,” the message read, bringing a huge smile to Nas’s face, blotting out everything—his parents and their pressures, the emptiness he had felt at the award ceremony, blotting out everything for she was there, Melanie, a name composed of magic and heartbeats, enfolding him into a world where loneliness and longing held no meaning for they never existed to be defined.

      “Nice,” he replied, feigning nonchalance. “Fruit Punch?”

      Dots frothed on the screen, and he imagined her lying back, self-assured and satisfied, at ease with her comeback.

      “Grape. And I never said I was sharing.”

      “Guess I gotta convince you.”

      “That shouldn’t be hard.”

      They texted back and forth all night.

      Morning parted the curtain of night in blue creases, folds of daylight tunneling across the horizon and cradling the last traces of light from the skyline. Nas drowsed on his sofa, phone in hand, smile crinkling the corners of his mouth. He turned and peeked through heavy lids at the lock-screen, at her last message unanswered:

      “I’ll sleep when you do.”

      Nas twisted around with a satisfied smacking of lips and pressed into the sofa.

      Rain fell softly through wisps of sunlight smearing the windows.
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      Love erupts in three movements.

      A first date.

      Meeting at Union Square the following Saturday. Afternoon heat overflowing the streets, people gathering and moving about as if they have always been here, always will be here, ghosts who will never be anything but what they already are. Nas stands before the fountain at Union Square West, confident in his white collared shirt and dark blue jeans, smiling as Melanie approaches in a loose dress of olive and gold, hefting her purse and sipping from a juice box through a straw.

      Before he speaks a word, she places the straw to his lips. He drinks.

      “Grape,” he says.

      “Might have fruit punch for you later,” she replies.

      They walk north through Broadway, bright points in a throng of living gems, both commiserating on their experiences as only children, the independence of being on their own, the loneliness of having no one to share the things that matter most to them.

      “I don’t mind it anymore,” Melanie says.

      “Nah?”

      She shakes her head.

      “I got to figure myself out. A lot of people, their biggest problems is themselves. They go around pissed off and confused because they don’t know who they really are. They’re too busy trying to be what other people want them to be.”

      “Not you.”

      “You didn’t frame that like a question.”

      “Because it’s not.”

      She smiles.

      “I figure the only way to draw the right people into my life is by being honest. That way I always fit. I never understood people who feel otherwise. Who always feel like outsiders. I’m right at home anywhere I am, because I know who I am.”

      “Like I said before: royalty.”

      She examines him, sidling expertly and in true New York fashion around a babbling homeless man trying to erase ancient gum from the sidewalk with the end of a broken pencil.

      “I’m just a woman who knows what she wants.”

      They reach Madison Square Park and wait on line for burgers and shakes, both admiring the color combinations of people’s outfits, the flowers in bloom, the layout of the paths swaying like living rivers beneath trees sighing in the wind. Both fall into their own mind’s eye of how they would paint or draw the surroundings, and Melanie smirks and brings out the X-Men graphic novel.

      “This shit is crazy,” she says.

      “You read it?”

      “Cover to cover. But I ain’t gonna front, I was admiring the artwork more than anything. How archetypal it all is. Every character was set in a pose that was mad evocative. Biblical, almost. It reminded me of some of your work.”

      “You calling me a ripoff, now?”

      “Most award winners are.”

      “Ah,” Nas says, rolling his head with a guilty grin. “You found me out.”

      “I ain’t gonna share my fruit punch with just anyone.”

      They order. Nas leaves a big tip, and he cracks jokes about the food-is-ready-buzzer, making up a story on the fly about how it’s the progenitor of a sentient robot race that’s going to destroy them all. Melanie looks up at him in that way she does, head tilted down, eyes rolling up, an expression that can mean only one thing:

      “You’re an idiot.”

      They eat burgers and drink shakes, and Melanie dribbles vanilla on her chin, laughs with embarrassment, then goes quiet as Nas wipes the mess away with his thumb.

      East, then South, following the East River Walk from 20th down to the Seaport, talking the whole way: on their ideas that college is a scam. On the necessity for artists and writers to find a balance between social relevance and creative independence.

      “It can’t always be about the times,” Nas says.

      “Oh no?”

      “No. That’s fucking boring. The best works transcend whatever’s en vogue. The timeless stories, the timeless art, they’re their own thing.”

      “Hm.”

      “You don’t agree?”

      “Didn’t say that. Just saying, I’ve seen art be relevant for social movements.”

      “True. But does that stand the test of time?”

      “That’s you. Trying to be permanent.”

      “That’s the real point, right?” Nas says. “Moving above all this. Standing the test of time. That’s what’s so beautiful about our skyline. All that concrete, steel, glass. It lasts. It’s there. It’s always there.”

      “A whole lotta people gotta work on it to keep it like that.”

      Nas nods, sensing a strange foreboding. Not of Melanie’s making, but something he can’t see yet. Something there, always there, unacknowledged.

      She asks about his past, and he abandons melancholy for the chance to be heard.

      He tells her that he was alone a lot as a child. Waves lap and froth from the stern of the Staten Island Ferry as they lean against its railings, catching a free boat ride and watching downtown sink into the curve of the horizon. He tells her of his grandfather’’s passing and quickly moves on to how he drew more after that, finding himself lost in his sketchbook, drawing buildings, streets, then mountains and forts from history books.

      “Anything that lasts,” she says, tapping her slender fingers against the metal.

      He shrugs.

      “I guess. Never thought of it that way.”

      They’re quiet as they watch the sea.

      They collapse into laughter after they run through the Staten Island ferry terminal for the departing boat back to the city, caught behind a large man screaming:

      “Shit! Shit! Wait and shit!”

      They lean into each other as they laugh, and they sit a bench and she rests against him, and he stretches his arm about her, and they feel the hot air turning cool by the speed of the ferry on the water.

      They cab in the late afternoon for West Houston, immediately find themselves stuck in traffic. They check their phones and recognize that making the movie they want to see is becoming an impossibility.

      They exchange a look. They smirk.

      “Glad you ain’t paying for this ride,” Nas said.

      She points at him.

      “We’ll split this.”

      “Nah, I got it.”

      “Hey—”

      “You cover the flick. We’ll split dinner.”

      She smiles.

      “Well, I hope it’s something we’ll both like,” she says. “Cause we ain’t making this one.”

      They watch a samurai movie in a narrow theater that reverberates and rumbles from the train underneath their feet.

      They walk out into the early night and make for Washington Square Park, both quiet until they exchange a look and Melanie points and laughs.

      “Boy, you should see your face,” Melanie says.

      Nas laughs, too.

      “What the fuck was that about?” he replies.

      “You asking me?”

      “You paid for it.”

      “I didn’t make it!”

      They press together as they cut through the park.

      They stop before an older Black gentlemen in a tweed jacket and white pants, a board at his feet promising he’ll tell an interesting story.

      Nas asks if they may sit, and he gestures for them to do so, and he tells them about the time in New Orleans that he encountered an ex-voodoo priestess claiming she was repenting for her crimes after having died and come back with a message of universal love for all. She had taken him to a shack behind a bar, where countless valuables glittered under candlelight, and she offered any of them free of charge, if only he would tell her of a time he did something good without gaining reward from it.

      When he asked her why, she told him it was because every new story proved love was real, and the next morning she would always find a new treasure waiting for her.

      He had answered that by asking, ‘Wouldn’t he be telling someone of the good deed, negating its purpose?’

      She had smiled.

      The storyteller holds up cufflinks in his shirtsleeves, and they are emeralds that glow with pale silver-gold light at their centers.

      “She gave me these,” he says. “She said their light is the Breath of God.”

      Nas gives him all the money in his wallet, and the man blesses them and looks away for there is nothing more to say.

      Nas and Melanie walk West 4th Street, surrounded by throngs of nightlife.

      “You did see that he was purposely sitting right by the lamplight, right?” she says. “For sure he aimed those cufflinks at that thing.”

      “Oh yeah,” Nas replies. “But the story was worth it.”

      She leaves it, seems to stand straighter, walk lighter.

      They eat in a hideaway restaurant on Charles Street, less eatery and more someone’s lavish den glistening with firelight and cramped tables surrounded. Nas knows the place from Barry, and he proceeds to tell Melanie about his best friend, about their struggles in the comic book industry, about the constant stream of artists Barry Fairweather has had to guide through the machinations of publishers. Their meals are delicious. Every bite heightened by the presence of each other, huddling in the small table and not minding at all. Both are full when the offer of dessert comes, milkshakes still roiling in their systems. But they share creme brûlée because they must, and when they’re done they tap their spoons against each other’s lips.

      They walk out holding hands.

      The late night creatures are out, and Nas calls a cab. They wait on the curb and neither speak. The car rolls up, the driver calls out his name. Nas gestures for the driver to wait, matches the license plate with the number on his phone. He and Melanie continue to stare. She kisses him as if it’s her right, not a single moment of hesitation, leaning up and embracing his lips in hers. Then she enters the car, and the driver is smiling and nodding to himself as if remembering such a kiss, and Melanie does not look back as the cab rolls away, and Nas knows it’s because she’s savoring the moment, waiting, knowing what’s to come.

      

      They are together, and the world is sweet.

      Nassim climbs the steps of the Dekalb Avenue train station, and Melanie materializes at the top like the pinnacle of womanhood, an ancient statue unearthed to stand proudly and bless all she chooses with her wry smile. She pulls him into a kiss and takes his hand and they talk as they peruse the wares and wonders of the farmer’s market on Dekalb and Washington Park, brownstones built decades before watching over sidewalks as if shaped by the Earth to stand vigil and remember all who pass beneath their gaze. They buy a butter pecan cookie and split it, both joking about watching their weight, both chowing down like children after playtime. People swirl around them, and Melanie tells him how the neighborhood has changed, how she feels like a ghost among its streets. Yet she cannot bear to pull away, abandon the blocks her family has called home well before she’s claimed them with her own steps.

      They cut through the park and come out the other side on Myrtle Avenue and find construction boards surrounding a work-in-progress on the corner of Myrtle and Ashen Place. There Melanie stops and stares at a sign announcing a future wine bar, and her eyes see beyond time and through the past where this corner had once been a bodega that she and her friends had bought quarter waters and cheap cap guns that were all bright green, chasing each other down Myrtle and back to the park where they whooped and shot and collapsed laughing with twenty-five cents worth of sugar spilling over their chins and shirts.

      “You alright?” Nas says, seeing in her look the wistful, the longing, the dangerous.

      “Your parents came here with nothing, right?” she replies.

      “That’s what they tell me.”

      She nods, rummages in her purse, and pulls out a marker. She draws on the construction boards, well-off White people passing to and fro and ignoring her as if they can sense a moment of reclamation, a fire rekindled.

      She steps back, and there on the grainy green is the approximation of a stoop, rough but clear, with kids sitting the slanted steps and a haze of nostalgia radiating through the granulated mist surrounding the scene. She gazes, then turns to Nas and offers him the marker. He takes it without a word, and with a deft hand adds to the scene, delving into his past to conjure an ice cream truck and tiny figures running after it, and a building on the side where women sit and smoke on the fire escape and watch after their children, for they are all their children, conceived and born of the neighborhood.

      Nas steps back, and Melanie is smiling. She takes the marker and slips it into his pocket, and then takes his hand and guides him back towards the park, through it, out onto Dekalb, and they walk down South Oxford street and stop just before Lafayette Avenue, climbing three steps of a brownstone before Melanie sits with a clumsy flourish, laughs, and rummages once more through her purse.

      Nas admires the building for a moment, its arches and buttresses jutting out as if in defiance to the condo built on the corner opposite. Then he sits, and Melanie fakes a demure pose, slender fingers steepled over one another, covering something. She spreads them with a flourish and reveals a juice box. Fruit punch. She pokes a hole with a straw, sips, then offers it to Nassim. They drink in the afternoon and talk on the stoop, and then they train it back to the City and kiss long as they separate at Union Square before a crowd of people dancing to drummers beating their buckets beneath a yellow and black banner, and all Nas can think about when he gets home is when they’ll be able to spend another day together, uninterrupted by classes or engagements.

      That day comes the following Friday, and Melanie tells him to bring pencils and brushes and paints.

      He ascends the steps on South Oxford and Lafayette, and Melanie opens the door before he rings the bell, parting the shadows in a long green dress, her hair contained by a cream colored bandana, her feet bare. A kind of sternness carves her features into resolve, and she does not kiss him or say hello, but takes his hand and leads him up to the second floor, passing portraits of prominent figures in suits and dresses, grouped together and solo. They come to the second landing and Melanie’s door is covered in old snapshots of her as a child, lanky in silver shorts and mint green tank tops, cradling her knees on the very stoop below, running with her friends through a fountain, standing with her parents before a family portrait at a gallery.

      “Oh my god, you were so cute,” Nas says, looking at the old polaroids, before she covers his mouth with her hand and leads him in.

      They enter a spacious apartment with teal curtains adorning free standing mirrors, hardwood gleaming in diagonal panels on the floor, and old furniture pocked and tattered yet still inviting. She locks the door and leads him to her workspace, surrounded by reddish walls and no windows, and easels stand across from one another.

      Nas takes her intention.

      “We’re painting each other,” he says, and she rolls her eyes as if this is obvious, but smiles as she sits him on his stool and goes to her own.

      They draw. They paint. Looking over their easels, not speaking, taking in the other with an artists’ appreciation and intention, seeing past everything they desire to that form and function that reaches into their vision and calls to be transposed onto the page.

      Hours drift. The scratching of pencils, the lapping of paints.

      Finally Nas stands back, making a point not to look at his canvas. Melanie looks up mid-stroke, and she brushes carefully, lays the brush down, and comes over.

      There she is. Melanie Hall seated on a rough chair against a black background, like a queen posing for her lover in a hovel. She is erect, regal, sure. Only a single strap lying loose over her slender shoulder reveals a hint of vulnerability. Her eyes shine like dulled amber, and her bandana radiates with a hint of fire, the comic book flourish that Nas could not resist.





