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      RAVES FOR GEORGE DAWES GREEN AND THE JUROR


      “A heart-pounding, blood-chilling, page-turning tour de force… with a villain so perfectly evil, he makes Hannibal the Cannibal

         look like a vegetarian.”

      


      —Scott Turow, author of Presumed Innocent and Pleading Guilty


      “Swift… entertaining… will leave you feeling jangly and vindicated.”


      —Boston Herald


      “A classy, romantic horror tale… The author knows how to simultaneously seduce and petrify an adult reader.”


      —Glamour


      “Marvelous… stylish and literate. It is set apart from a very crowded field of thrillers by the high quality of Green’s descriptive

         prose, his dead-on dialogue, and his character development… Well-drawn characters will remain in your mind long after the

         book is finished… Green has proven himself a master storyteller with an enormous talent for inventing compelling plots filled

         with interesting and unusual characters.”

      


      —Seattle Times


      “Timely and fun.”


      —San Francisco Chronicle


      “A remarkable stylist.”


      —New York Times


      “A powerful writer.”


      —Katherine Dunn


      “The tension is nearly unbearable… a gem of deft plotting, given added luster through its rich characterizations. Annie is

         an especially fine creation… The plot, jittering from one brutal, clever twist to the next, will keep readers in a cold sweat.

         Green pushes buttons without remorse.”

      


      —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

      


      “If you’re looking for a taut, well-crafted thriller, deliberate no further: pick up a copy of THE JUROR.”


      —West Coast Review of Books


      “I’m impressed… Green takes what is essentially a familiar theme and, with a few distinctive touches, turns it into something

         more.”

      


      —San Jose Mercury News


      “An ingenious, scary, and captivating novel brimming with psychological terror that captivates from start to finish… Green

         keeps the suspense burner turned on high right to the novel’s denouement.”

      


      —Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel


      “A smashing read that grips the reader like an ever-tightening vise. With a flair for provocative plotting and stylish prose,

         Green shows himself to be a hot young writer to watch.”

      


      —Flint Journal


      “A titanium version of the thriller, highly polished, hard-edged, coolly efficient, designed for speed… Stylistic brevity

         serves to intensify the story’s tense, staccato pace.”

      


      —Seattle Post-Intelligencer


      “Ruthless to the core, plausible to the last gunshot—and a whole lot of fun… The beauty of the story is that everyone has

         brains. Everyone’s one step ahead of everyone else. The reader just has to sit back and let it unfold. None of the usual second-guessing

         applies.”

      


      —Dayton Daily News


      “Sparkling… deliciously original… The story rushes to its inevitable and thrilling conclusion, conveyed through a host of

         brilliantly sketched characters. Dawes brings his poet’s ear for dead-on dialogue and an artist’s eye for deftly drawn scenes…

         A compelling view of the passions and compulsions that rule us, wrapped in a page-flipping story.”

      


      —Lexington Herald-Leader


      “Fast-moving, violent, and totally unpredictable… shows readers there’s more to scrutinize in a courtroom than the theatrics

         of dapper attorneys in their expensive threads.”

      


      —Greensboro News & Record


      “George Dawes Green is as good as they come.”


      —Andrew Klavan, author of True Crime


      “Gripping… Take a deep breath, find a nice reading spot, and go for it.”


      —San Mateo Times


      “An excellent novel of suspense.”


      —Daily Telegraph


      “An exceptionally talented new writer.”


      —Marcia Muller, author of Burn Out


      “Rush out and buy it…a gripping courtroom drama…Green’s Teacher is easily the most chilling psychotic since Hannibal Lecter.”


      —Times (London)

      


      “Emotionally sophisticated, powerful, angry, sarcastic, written with great verve.”


      —Guardian


      “Green does a fine job… His juggling act is expert enough to make you laugh out loud… You won’t be disappointed.”


      —Kirkus Reviews


      “Terrifying… If you buy THE JUROR for a weekend’s read, don’t make any other plans.”


      —High Point Enterprise (NC)

      


      “An edge-of-the-seat second novel.”


      —Winston-Salem Journal


   

      ALSO BY GEORGE DAWES GREEN


      The Caveman’s Valentine


      Ravens


   

      For my father,
 always wandering the oak grove,
 playing pibrochs on his bagpipes

      


      For my mother,
 always radiating love

      


      And for my beloved brother and sisters—
Rob, Om, Burch, and Alyce,
 always pickin on me
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      Varnish, putty, char, clay, moss Fur, wax, turpentine, ink, cedar


      EDDIE, in the spectators’ gallery, leans forward. Prospective Juror 224 has just said something that he couldn’t hear. That in fact

         nobody in this courtroom could hear. Judge Wietzel asks her to move the mike closer.

      


      Juror 224 takes the neck of the mike and pulls it up to her. Then gives it a quick choke. Strong rough scratched-up farmwife

         hands she’s got—they don’t match the rest of her. They don’t match her gentle gray eyes, which now sweep softly across the

         courtroom, and light upon the defendant, Louie Boffano.

      


      She says, “I don’t think so. No:”


      “Are you sure?” says Judge Wietzel. “You’ve never seen Mr. Boffano? In the newspapers? On TV?”

      


      “No sir.”


      Wietzel casts her a withering look. “Do you read newspapers, ma’am?”

      


      This gets him a chuckle from his toadies up front. Fuckin Wietzel, thinks Eddie. Shit on toast he thinks he is. That look

         he’s giving the juror. The arrogant way he flicks his gavel to quiet the laughter.

      


      But Juror 224 doesn’t rattle. She says softly, “I read the paper when I have the time.”


      “How often is that?”


      “Never.”


      Eddie likes this woman. Kind of weary-looking, but she takes no crap from Wietzel, and Eddie likes the way those big gray

         eyes slide along sort of slow and then suddenly pounce on something—as though there were lots of wonderful things to catch

         sight of in this courtroom. Though as far as Eddie can see it’s just the usual floating courtroom sewage.

      


      She tells the court, “I’m a single mother, Your Honor. And I’m trying to be a sculptor? I have, well, just a job in the day,

         and when I get home I take care of my son. Then at night, at night with whatever time I’ve got left I work on my pieces. I

         mean it’s tough to find any free time. I feel ignorant saying I don’t keep up with the news, but that’s how it is, I don’t.

         I don’t have time.”

      


      She must come from some other planet, thinks Eddie. From some place where they’ve all got eyes like that, and they all work

         hard and take care of their little boys and make art at night, take out their chisels and make sculptures for Christ sake—until one day one of them gets in her rocketship and comes halfway across the universe and lands here in

         this pit of shit and doesn’t even know enough to be scared.


      I mean here she is, Eddie thinks, surrounded by all these vipers in three-piece silk suits, by barracuda whose hearts run

         on grease, who would tear her apart with their teeth if someone gave them the word—and she just blinks those big gray eyes at them and that’s it—that’s her whole defense, take

         it or leave it.

      


      But Wietzel frowns at her. “Ma’am, you’re saying you’ve heard nothing about this case?”

      


      224 turns and lifts her eyes to him.


      “Well, no. I have heard… something.”


      “And would you share that with us?”


      “Yesterday I told my son I was going to be on jury duty today. So I might not be able to pick him up. I mean when I usually

         do. And he said, ‘Hey, Mom, maybe you’ll get on that big Mafia case.’ And I said, ‘What big Mafia case?’ And he said, ‘You

         know, Louie Boffano—they’re gonna try him for popping these guys.’”

      


      Rising swell of greasy laughter from the gallery.


      Eddie checks on his boss. Louie Boffano’s back is to the gallery. All Eddie can see of him is a sliver of cheek. But that

         sliver fattens out some, and Eddie figures that Louie’s flashing one of his famous devil-damn-me grins at the prospective

         juror.

      


      But she doesn’t seem to notice. She plows right on. She says:


      “My son told me that popping was, when you pop somebody, that’s the same as killing them. And I said, ‘OK, I got that, but who’s Louie Boffano?’ And he

         said I was really dumb not to know. I said, ‘OK, I’m really dumb. Who is he?’ He said, ‘Mom, come on—he’s the big Spaghetti-O.’”

      


      Wietzel gets his gavel going pretty quick, but it sounds like a drummer’s rimshots after a comic has landed a stinger. The

         laughter resounds. The lawyers, the media assholes, the gawkers—all that scum is in bliss. Wietzel himself is having a wrestling

         match with his lips, trying to pin them down. And at the defendant’s table, Eddie’s boss is roaring. He’s got his head thrown

         back so far you can see his face upside down. He wants us all to see what a good time he’s having. To see the sumptuous pleasure

         Louie Boffano draws from being called the Big Spaghetti-O.

      


      The only one not laughing is Juror 224 herself. Her gray gaze is still drifting around the room, and drinking up the scene,

         and what plays on her face now, Eddie thinks, is not amusement, it’s pride. She’s simply proud of her kid’s cleverness. Sort

         of the way Eddie himself felt that time last year when his daughter won Honorable Mention in Domestic Science at Mamaroneck

         High.

      


      Wietzel pounds down the uproar. “If we have any more of these outbursts,” he says, “I’m giving you all fair warning, I will

         not hesitate to clear this court.”

      


      Oh Wietzel, thinks Eddie. You’ll never clear this court. You crave an audience every bit as much as Louie Boffano does. I mean if we were having a food fight in here, if we were all mooning each other, still it would break your heart to clear the court. So stick your bullshit back up your ass where it belongs.

      


      When at last the judge gets the gloomy pindrop silence he’s waiting for, he asks, “Do you think that what your son told you

         will influence your verdict in this case?”

      


      “No.”


      “No prejudice for or against the defendant?”


      “My son is twelve years old, Your Honor.”


      Eddie glances at the prosecutor’s table. Michael Tallow, the DA for Westchester County, is whispering to one of his pawns.


      Eddie sees him lift one shoulder just a notch.


      Sort of a shrug.


      It means he’ll take her. Christ.


      Nine murder trials out of ten, a white single mother from Westchester, that’d spell acquittal. And an artist? That’d put it in caps. And that goofy South American handbag she’s carrying? Ah, Jesus, that’d put it in whimpering

         yellow on a big white flag of surrender: PLEASE, YOUR HONOR, OH PLEASE LET THE POOR OPPRESSED MR. SPAGHETTI-O GO FREE.


      Nine cases out of ten, the DA wouldn’t go anywhere near the bleeding heart of a babe like this.


      But this is a mob trial.

      


      This is one time Tallow will be looking for weepers. For anybody old-fashioned enough to think a syndicate hit is still murder, and not just an unpleasantness among hoodlums. For anybody who might actually bemoan the passing of that gutter-rat Salvadore

         Riggio and his spoiled grandson, anyone sucker enough to shed a tear when the guy’s widow takes the stand and the gnashing

         of teeth begins.

      


      Tallow’s assistant nods back at him—the slightest nod.


      It’s done then: they’ll take 224.


      Which pisses Eddie off. He likes this alien. Stupid, but there it is. He doesn’t see why she should have to swim in this slime. So what if there was once a little bad blood between Louie Boffano and Salvadore Riggio,

         what the hell does that have to do with her? Why not let her go home to her kid and her art and her own little workaday worries?

      


      Why should those great gray eyes be obliged to absorb this pollution?


      Let her go.


      And by God Wietzel seems to hear Eddie’s silent plea. For once in his life Wietzel does something fair and just and good.

         He looks down upon 224 from his high altar and he says, “You may be excused, ma’am. If you like.”

      


      A silly grin starts to go up on Eddie’s face.


      The judge goes on, “I’ll try to keep this trial short, but I’m sure it will last several weeks at the least. And during deliberations,

         you will be sequestered. This court is well aware that a trial of this nature can present unreasonable hardships for some

         jurors. You’ve told us that you’re a single mother, that your economic situation is somewhat strained. That’s enough for me.

         If you say it would present a grave hardship for you to serve on this jury—I’ll excuse you.”

      


      Why, Wietzel! You know, Wietzel, I was looking forward to erasing your ugly bucket face someday—but now maybe I won’t. On

         account of this little rag of mercy you’ve extended to my sweet 224.

      


      But 224 isn’t getting up and going. She’s still sitting there. She has her eyes lowered, and clearly she’s thinking this over.

         Thinking hard.

      


      Oh Christ. Get out of here now.


      She looks up and asks the judge, “If I did serve, would I, um, would I be safe?”


      Wietzel frowns. Seems surprised himself that she isn’t scurrying on her way, but he collects himself and says, “Of course.

         You’ll be perfectly safe. In fact, let me say again that no juror has ever been harmed in a trial in Westchester County. That doesn’t mean that we won’t take precautions. For example, although I don’t

         think it’s necessary to sequester you throughout the trial, I have instructed that all the jurors are to be driven to and

         from this courthouse daily from some location known only to yourselves and your driver. Your anonymity will be treasured here. No one will know your name. I won’t even know your name. But I will always be available to you. And in the event that anyone does try to influence your verdict on this case, you have only to say a word to me, in private, in my chambers, and those persons

         will be dealt with to the fullest extent of the law. So in this regard you can feel perfectly secure.”

      


      Oh, bite me, Eddie thinks.


      Wietzel, you son of a stinking turd, bite me.


      Juror 224 is thoughtfully pursing her lips, and her alien gray eyes are glimmering and she says, “Well, then, then I think

         I could get someone to take care of my son. For when I’m sequestered.”

      


      “And you would like to serve?”

      


      “Um. Yes. I would. Yes.”


      It dawns on Eddie that here we’ve got the dumbest woman ever to walk the face of the earth.


      Says Wietzel, “I commend you for your good citizenship, and I ask that you return tomorrow for further examination by the

         prosecution and by counsel for the defense. Thank you, you’re excused for now.”

      


      Juror 224 rises. She seems exhausted. It hasn’t been easy for her, arriving at that noble bonehead resolution. She’s confused

         and doesn’t know which way to go. The bailiff beckons her, and she follows him. She’s a small woman. Her walk is plain but

         with a wisp of a wobble. A holdover maybe from when she was a kid trying to act like a starlet. Or maybe she’s just unsteady

         from sitting around all day waiting to be called.

      


      Whichever, that walk gets to Eddie.


      He watches her go, watches the nice flip side of that wobble.


      And then he sees Louie Boffano turn. Just for an instant, to glance at someone sitting way over on the other side of the spectators’

         gallery.

      


      Louie Boffano has his lower lip tucked under his teeth. It’s as thoughtful a look as you’ll ever get out of the guy. He wants

         someone back there to see that look.

      


      Then he looks away again. And no one knows that Louie has flashed a sign with that glance.


      It’s OK by me if that’s the one you want. She’s yours.


      Eddie swivels his head.


      The man Louie was signaling to is all the way back near the corner of the gallery. Surrounded by trial freaks, a nobody. He

         wears a bland turtleneck and moony tinted glasses and a furry fake blond mustache. He has no presence at all. He’s gazing

         at nothing. At vapors. He looks to be lost in what you’d guess—if you didn’t know Vincent the way Eddie knows him—were the

         most trivial and commonplace of thoughts.

      


      Suddenly he gets up.


      Eddie glares at his own fist in his lap and he thinks, OK then you brain-dead bitch, this is what you wanted? OK you got it.

         Who’s going to help you now?

      


      When he looks back, the space where Vincent was sitting is now empty.


      Eddie silently counts to twenty. Then he rises and pushes his way down the row of spectators out to the aisle. He keeps his

         head low, and he nods to the guard and pushes open the huge door, and he leaves the courtroom. He passes quickly through the

         ugly jagged-edge Buck-Rogers lobby.

      


      He goes to do what he’s paid to do.


      



      ANNIE sits in the old Subaru and waits on her son Oliver, who’s studying the buckle of his seat belt. He’s always studying things.

         He stares too long at even the simplest tasks before he gets down to work. Sometimes he’ll stare so long he forgets what he’s

         supposed to be doing.

      


      Dreamland. He drives her crazy.


      “Oliver. Let’s go.”


      He gets the belt snapped in.


      She backs out of Mrs. Kolodny’s driveway and turns onto Ratner Avenue.


      “Hey guess what,” she says. “You were a star today.”


      “Bull. I was the zero kid today. You know where Jesse is on DragonRider? Fifth Dome—he did it last night. I can’t get into the Second Dome without some Troll-Slave clobbering my ass. Jesse and Larry say

         I’m a retard ’cause I can’t find the Invisible Potion.”

      


      “Maybe the Invisible Potion is in the Fallen Keep?”


      “Wrong again,” says Oliver. “Larry says it’s in the Western Shire. The freakin Western Shire.”


      “Maybe Nintendo’s not your forte and you should concentrate on something else.”


      “It’s not Nintendo, Mom. It’s Sega.”


      “Maybe you should take up some other specialty. Like school-work.”


      “Yeah, right,” he says. “No doubt.”

      


      “Or maybe Jesse’s trying to throw you off the track. Maybe there isn’t any Invisible Potion.”


      “The kid’s a lying weasel all right.”


      “You shouldn’t say that about your friends.”


      “No doubt.”


      They come to the lake and take a left on Old Willow Avenue. They pass the town library, which used to be a chapel. Autumn’s

         starting to take hold. Jolts of rust and ruby in the sycamores along the lake.

      


      Oliver pulls from his pocket a piece of Booger Bubblegum. He stares at the wrapper. Unwraps it. Studies the wad. Pops it in

         his mouth.

      


      “Anyway,” she tells him, “you were the star today. Star of the county court. They asked me if I’d ever heard of Louie Boffano and I told them my son had called

         him the big Spaghetti-O and that got a big laugh.”

      


      “Wow. You’re really on that case?”


      “If they take me.”


      They pass Cardi’s Funeral Home.


      “And you’re going to do it? You’re gonna be a juror on that case? Are you nuts, Mom?”

      


      Good question.


      There was that moment, on the stand, when she was on the verge of asking the judge if she might be excused, considering she’s

         got a son to raise and a boss who’s threatening to lynch her if she doesn’t get out of jury duty. Plus a show going on at

         Inez’s gallery for her sculpture.

      


      Then, when she said she’d do it, everyone must have figured her for a lunatic. That’s how she figures it herself. What other

         conclusion can she draw?

      


      “I don’t know,” she says. “Well, you know it wasn’t just the old godfather who got killed. They got his grandson too. Fourteen

         years old. I guess I was thinking about you. I guess I thought it was my duty. I’m always telling you about being responsible and all. Right?”

      


      “Sure.”


      “You see what I’m saying?”


      “Sure.”


      “Well OK, you want the truth? Maybe I thought it’d be exciting. I think I’m getting a little worn out with the grind. I mean…

         it really wasn’t such a bright idea, was it?”

      


      “Mom, is this for real? You’re on the Louie Boffano trial? Wait’ll Jesse hears this.”

      


      “No. Jesse’s not hearing nothing. Neither is anyone else. I mean I shouldn’t have told you. Listen, Oliver, it’s a secret that I’m a juror on this case. Nobody knows my name. Not even the judge. They call me by a number. I’m completely anonymous—you

         know what that means?”

      


      “Sure, it means they won’t put your picture in the Weekly World News. That won’t stop Louie Boffano. If he wants to find you—”

      


      “Oh quit it. He wouldn’t dare. They’ve got a word for that, you know, it’s called tampering. You know what would happen to

         him if he were caught tampering with a juror?”

      


      “What?”


      “He’d go to jail.”


      “But he’s already in jail. Probably for the rest of his life. So what’s he got to lose?”

      


      “Oliver. This is serious. This isn’t a game. The reason I’m a lunatic to do this isn’t because it’s dangerous—it’s not. It’s

         just that it’s such a nuisance. Mr. Slivey’s going to kill me for taking the time from work. And when the TV’s on I’ll have

         to be careful that I don’t see anything about the trial. And anything in the Reporter Dispatch? You’ll have to cut it out so I don’t see it.”

      


      “But you never read the paper anyway, Mom.”


      “I know, but still.”


      “You just wrap things in it.”


      “I just want to be sure. You know? And when the trial’s over and we start to deliberate, I’ll be sequestered. Means I’ll have

         to stay in a motel for a while. You’ll have to stay with Mrs. Kolodny.”

      


      Oliver nearly chokes on his gum. “Mrs. Kolodny? You mean overnight? Mom, tell me you’re kidding.”

      


      “I tell you I’m not kidding. Yes, overnight. More than one night.”

      


      “How long?”


      “Don’t know. However long it takes to reach a verdict. Maybe a week. Or, I don’t know.”


      “A week? Why? You go out, you come back in, you say ‘Guilty.’ You say, ‘Fry the sucker.’ How long can that take?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Six seconds?”


      “Maybe. Or maybe a week.”


      “A week with Mrs. Kolodny? Momba, why are you doing this to me?”

      


      Annie shrugs.


      The road forks and she takes Seminary Lane up the hill away from the lake. A pair of big three-story Queen Anne elephants

         to the right, with a view to the water. On the left are homelier cottages. She slows and turns at their own small bungalow.

         She tells Oliver, “OK, you got two minutes to change your clothes, then I’m taking you to work with me.”

      


      “Mom!” Panicky whine. “I’m supposed to meet Jesse at the churchyard—”


      “Can’t help you. I promised Mr. Slivey. Got to post some orders, that’s all. Only an hour or so—”


      “Mom, in an hour it’ll be dark. Jeez, I trashed the whole freakin afternoon at Mrs. Kolodny’s and now you tell me—”

      


      “Two minutes, you miserable little snot. Hustle.”


      



      THE TEACHER waits in the red Lotus S4. He’s got Vivaldi’s Concerto Grosso in A Minor coming over the Magnus. He’s parked on a side street,

         which runs into Seminary Lane two hundred yards ahead of him. His car sits under a linden tree, under a razor-blue sky. He

         has the speaker turned up on the cellular phone, and his friend at DMV is telling him:

      


      “License JXA-385 is registered to an Annie Laird. Address: 48 Seminary Lane, Pharaoh, New York. Anything else?”


      The Teacher speaks above the violins. “This woman has a son. He’s twelve years old, I presume he’s in elementary school or

         middle school somewhere around here. Could you find out something about him?”

      


      “I can try.”


      “Don’t push, don’t force it. Drop it if you can’t finesse it.”


      Skirl of wind. Leaf-shadow trembling on the red hood before him. A girl sails past on her bike. Liquid-limbed, maybe sixteen.

         Her near haunch is piston-straight as she coasts past. She seems to admire his red car. Am I too conspicuous, he wonders,

         in such a vivid red Lotus on such a plain street? Am I taking unnecessary risks?

      


      I am, yes.


      He whistles along with the flute.


      The cellular phone buzzes, and he touches the panel.


      “Yes.”


      Eddie’s voice: “Vincent. She’s coming out of her house now.”


      “With her child?”


      “Yeah. With.”


      “They don’t see you?”


      “No. I’m parked way down. OK, they’re getting in her car.”


      “Careful. I think she sounded somewhat frightened in court today. She might be looking for a tail. If she comes your way—”


      “She’s not gonna. She’s going up your way, Vincent—and she’s in a fuckin hurry.”

      


      “Up the hill?”

      


      “Yeah.”


      “Get on her, Eddie.”


      “Yeah.”


      “But give her plenty of room. If you lose her, that’s no tragedy, we’ll pick her up some other time—but don’t let her spot you.”

      


      Then the Teacher waits.


      A moment later, he sees Annie Laird’s car blur by, on Seminary Lane. Only one glimpse of her. Her worn-at-the-edges loveliness.


      Next, Eddie’s car passes by.


      The Teacher pulls out, but he doesn’t follow them. He drives the other way, back down the hill. To his right a few houses,

         then a long stand of woods, and then he comes to her rusted mailbox. He eases up, his eyes prowling.

      


      Across the road is another stand of trees, sloping down toward some big houses and the lake. Must be a stunning view in the

         pitch of winter, with the trees bare, but for now there’s still some feeling of seclusion. On Annie’s side of the street the

         next bungalow is a hundred yards down, and there’s a prim wood fence in between.

      


      He pulls into her drive. Takes his car all the way to the back, to the space between the bungalow and the old wood barn behind

         it.

      


      Quiet back here.


      He attaches the phone to his belt. Takes his Heckler & Koch P7 from the glove compartment and slips it into the shoulder holster

         under his jacket. He reaches under the seat and draws out his doctor’s bag.

      


      As he walks up to the bungalow a male mockingbird opens up in the big Indian bean tree above him. Mimus polyglottos, the Teacher’s favorite.

      


      Two cracked-concrete steps up to the back porch. The screen door whimpers as he opens it. Wasps’ nests over the lintel—that

         clay-pot smell of old wasps’ nests. Then the clutter of the porch. An old sofa, eruptions of stuffing. Carcass of a freezer,

         tires, lacrosse stick and lacrosse mask. Two bikes in fair condition. One with the masculine crossbar, the other without.

         Therefore they take bike rides together, mother and child. OK. Maybe we’ll ride with them someday.

      


      It takes him less than half a minute to pick the lock with his lock-gun.


      He steps into the big airy kitchen. Sets his bag on the enamel-top kitchen table and withdraws from it a Mustek page scanner

         and a Toshiba notebook computer.

      


      He scans into memory the list of numbers by the telephone. He rummages in the tall desk and finds some letters, some bills,

         invitations to gallery openings. These he also scans.

      


      But he simply purloins the loose, scattered pages of an old telephone bill. She’ll never miss them.


      He uses his Phillips to remove the cover on the wall phone. Behind the printed circuit board he sets a small black device

         with two pairs of wires coming out of it: an “infinity bug.” For monitoring both the phone and the kitchen. One pair of wires is already hooked to the supersensitive Lartel microphone. Using wire nuts, he parallel-connects

         the other pair to the telephone wires.

      


      While he’s working, Eddie calls him on the cellular.


      “She stopped up at the top of the hill, Vincent. Couple of miles from you. Big old building, got a sign out front says ‘Devotional

         Services, Inc.’ Parking lot’s empty. I guess everybody’s gone home by now. She went in with the kid. Used a key.”

      


      “Where are you?”


      “Up the road from her. Turned around. I’m ready.”


      “What do you suppose she’s doing?”


      Says Eddie, “I dunno. Must be some kind of church. Maybe she’s praying. Maybe she’s some kind a religious freak. You know?”


      The Teacher grins. “She’s at work, Eddie.”


      “Yeah, right. Working for some guru who dicks her every Tuesday afternoon. Vincent, you ought to let this one go. You can’t

         read fuckin religious bozos. They get weird on you, they don’t think straight—”

      


      Then I’ll tame her, the Teacher thinks, with the simplicity of the Nameless.


      Says Eddie, “I’m telling you, she’s bad news, I smell trouble.”


      “Eddie, I think what you’re smelling is your own fear.”


      The Teacher disconnects.


      In the homey, sloppy TV room, he shoves aside a pile of old newspapers and Art in Americas and finds a wall socket. He unscrews the cover and installs a Hastings 3600 mike linked to a parasitic transmitter.

      


      He notices a photograph on the wall. Some hound-eyed guy looking soulfully toward the camera. Behind him is a thatch cottage

         and goats and a cornfield. He’s wearing a shirt with a Guatemalan ikat design.

      


      Her brother? Her lover?


      The Teacher recalls that Annie carried a Guatemalan handbag into court with her.


      He soaks up the photograph with the scanner.


      Then he takes his bag and goes upstairs, to the bungalow’s broad-shouldered garret, to where Annie and her child have their

         bedrooms.

      


      



      ANNIE has a mantra for times like these:

      


      If I’m a data processor now, a data processor and nothing but a data processor, I can be an artist two hours from now.


      She thinks it again. She shuts her eyes. She concentrates.


      If I’m a pure and immaculate vessel for data processing…


      She laces her fingers together and stretches them. Then she opens her eyes and goes to work.


      She becomes a fiend, a speed-trance demon, and she enters one order in one minute thirty-seven seconds, and the next in fifty-six

         seconds.

      


      Mostly the orders are for Knockin’ the Devil WAYYYY Back!—the new dual-cassette album featuring the hyperenthused Reverend Calvin Ming.

      


      Other orders ask for the Rev.’s golden oldies:


      You Need a POWER-Scrub for Those Sins!


      Say Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! YES! To Jesus!


      One scoop of the wrist to slice the envelope open, a quick jerk to slip the order out. Some of the handwriting is atrocious,

         and only by reading the addresses with her gut and not letting her brain get involved can she decipher them. Her fingers skim

         over the keys like a horde of gnats.

      


      Eighteen more orders and I’m gone, I’m the wind blowing out of here.


      She doesn’t pause to consider how much she loathes this job. Knowing that if she stopped to reflect on that for even an instant,

         she’d be obliged to get up and pace around and fume and pound the desk and shriek Say No! No! No! No! NO! To This Shitwork! And scare the hell out of Oliver, who’s sitting peacefully in the corner pondering his math homework.

      


      And what good would it do? She’s never going to get out of here. She needs the flexibility of this job. Slivey may be an asshole,

         but he lets her set her own hours, and because she’s come to know the business better than he does himself, he grudgingly

         tolerates her many zone-out screw-ups.

      


      So she types, she rides those keys, she gathers momentum. When bored Oliver asks her an odd kid question, she furnishes her

         odd adult reply without any thought at all. Without slowing a beat. When Oliver gets up and starts playing some game that

         involves taking three one-footed hops then turning and launching a wadded-up sheet of notebook paper at the benign image of

         our most Reverend Calvin Ming, she only murmurs, “Oliver. Sit. Math.”

      


      She loses no time, and soon she has only four orders left.


      Then the phone rings.


      “Damn.”


      Slivey.


      He starts, “I left you a stack—”


      “I’m doing them now, Mr. Slivey. I’ll leave them on your desk.”


      “All right. And what time will you be rolling in tomorrow?”


      “I won’t be rolling in at all. You know that. I’ve got jury duty.”


      “Oh, you’re kidding. I thought I told you to get out of that.”


      “You did. But I didn’t. It’s my civic responsibility, Mr. Slivey.”


      “Your ci-vic re-spons-ibili-ty?” He sniffs. Big disdainful snort of air. “Uh-huh. And have you forgotten your responsibility

         to the Lord?”

      


      “I never forget the Lord, Mr. Slivey.” He pays my wages.


      “Who’s going to get out the orders? Who’s going to figure out your filing system—”


      “Corinna can—”


      “Corinna? Corinna’s a fucking idiot.”


      “Mr. Slivey.”

      


      “Claim hardship. I mean it. Tell the judge about the Lord’s work here. Tell—”


      “I’ve got to go.”


      “Annie—”


      “Praise the Lord, Mr. Slivey.”


      She hangs up on him.


      She blazes into those last orders.


      And when at last she has keyed in and printed out, she carries the whole mess over to Corinna’s desk and dumps it there.


      I’m free. Sort of. For a little while.


      She steps over quietly to where Oliver is sitting and writing intently. She looks over his shoulder. First-Shield Auxbar and

         his faithful lizard-steed Rog are racing through the Tunnel of the Accursed.

      


      Oliver looks up at her. Blinks. “What?”


      “Math.”


      “This is, this is for English. English homework.”


      “Yeah, a likely story. Let’s go.”


      “So soon, Mom? You sure you don’t want to stay longer? I mean this place is such a Blast-O-Rama….”


      



      THE TEACHER opens the door to Annie’s barn-studio. As he feels for the light switch he gets a whiff of her materials. Varnish, putty,

         char, clay, moss. Fur, wax, turpentine, ink, cedar: he picks out the scents one by one. Breathing, quietly, in the dark. Then

         at last he finds the light.

      


      The place is bedlam. Works-in-progress everywhere. Tools running wild.


      His gaze roams randomly till he sees the sculptures on the far wall.


      They don’t look much like sculptures. They’re simply a row of crates, like orange crates perhaps, except that the spaces between

         the slats have been sealed, and the wood has been stained and lacquered all over. And beneath each crate is a brief coquettish

         skirt.

      


      As the Teacher approaches, he sees that above one of the crates, taped to the wall, is a newspaper headline:


      
CARDINAL O’CONNOR ASSERTS: GOD IS MALE.

      


      He puts his hand under the skirt of this crate. He reaches up into the darkness until his fingers encounter something heavy

         and globular and furry. As big as a grapefruit, hanging there in the dark. He feels along the fur and comes to another great

         globe, in the same sac as the first.

      


      Two huge hairy testicles.


      God’s balls?


      He laughs out loud. He squeezes one of them. Our juror, he thinks, has a sense of humor.


      Then Eddie calls and tells him, “Vincent, she’s out the door. With the kid.”


      “All right.”


      The Teacher gives God’s balls a last playful squeeze, and he moves on to the next crate. He asks Eddie, “If she comes this

         way, how much time will I have?”

      


      “Two, three minutes.”


      Above the next crate is a piece of sketch paper that says, “Alzheimer’s. For Mom.” The Teacher reaches under the skirt. His

         hand finds a chamber shaped like the inside of a skull.

      


      Says Eddie, “OK, now she’s pulling out of the lot. She don’t see me. She’s coming your way.”


      There’s some sort of testiness in his voice.


      “Eddie?”


      “What?”


      “What do you think of her?”


      Moment of silence.


      “What do you mean, what do I think of her? I don’t think nothing of her.”

      


      “You seem protective of her.”


      “Protective? I just think she’s bad news. I think she’s a fuckin nun.”


      “But she couldn’t be an absolute nun, could she? She has a child. She’s had some kind of sex life. Don’t you think she’s sort

         of sexy, Eddie?”

      


      “Come on. She’s a fuckin mommy.”

      


      “Those eyes? You don’t find them sexy?”


      “Vincent, you getting out of there? She’s coming pretty fast.”


      The Teacher’s fingers are running along the cracked delft tiling of that skull-chamber. Something grows in the cracks. It

         feels like moss. And shreds of gossamer netting tickle the hair on the back of his wrist. Alzheimer’s. Falling into dereliction,

         falling apart.

      


      He tells Eddie, “I think she’s sexy and I think she’s also brilliant.”


      “Yeah? Hot shit.”


      “She makes sculptures that you can’t see. That you can only feel.”


      “Hot steaming shit,” says Eddie.


      There’s another box called The Dream of Giving Notice, and this title piques him, but there’s no time to give the box a grope. Another visit then. Something to look forward to.

         He steps away.

      


      It takes him less than a minute to set an “infinity bug” into the phone extension.


      When he goes out he shuts the door softly behind him.


      He backs the S4 out of the driveway and heads down Seminary Lane. Down, and then up a little rise, and then before he dips

         again he checks his rearview mirror and gets a glimpse of Annie Laird and her child in their old Subaru, on their way home.

      


      



      ANNIE and Oliver, that evening after supper, are up in Oliver’s room in the aquarium glow of his computer monitor. Oliver is working

         on his bowl of ice cream. Annie’s at the game controls.

      


      “What is this place?” she asks.


      “Castle Keep.”


      “Right, I know that. But what’s a keep?”


      “I don’t know, Mom. It’s in a castle. It’s the keep. You know.”


      “Oh God, who are they?”

      


      “Don’t panic. They’re Troll-Slaves. No sweat.”


      “I have the impression these gentlemen want to hurt me.”


      “They’re retards, Mom. They’re real slow. Use your sword, they won’t hurt you. No! Don’t go that way!”


      “Help! What’s that?”

      


      “It’s a trap door! Don’t!”


      “What? Where do I go?… Oliver!”


      “Just chill, Momba. They come to you? You waste em.”


      “Where? Where? What do I, they’re coming!”


      “This button. Here, hit this button!… Yes! Now get the other one! Nail the fucker!”


      “Oliver.”


      “I mean sucker, hit him! Mom! Where are you going?”

      


      “I don’t know! Help! How do I turn around?”


      “Here! This! Get him! Yes! Yes!”


      “Yes!”


      “All right, Momba!”


      “They’re dead?”


      “They’re dead.”


      “I did it?”


      “You’re OK. How do you feel?”


      “I feel good.”


      “You should feel good.”


      “I’m not thinking about the widows of these Troll-Slaves here. I know that little Troll-Slave children will be crying for

         their fathers tonight, but I feel good. Very clear-headed. HOLY CHRIST! What’s that!”

      


      “It’s a spider, Mom. Just chill. It’s only a Death-Spider.”


      



      THE TEACHER crouches and studies the lights of her house.

      


      Then he hears that mocker again, slightly hoarse, a quick knifeplay of notes. He looks up. The bird’s song seems to come from

         a nearby beech tree. Here at the edge of the woods, at the edge of Annie Laird’s lawn. He looks up. Studies the dark branches

         of that tree.

      


      He judges it to be a good climbing tree.


      So he starts to climb.


      The bird’s shadow flits away.


      He ascends, spiraling around the trunk nimbly—though he has two heavy boxes strapped to his back. Two olive-drab 50 caliber

         ammo boxes, each of them fitted into a bed of twigs and clay and leaves, so they look something like squirrel’s nests.

      


      He climbs till he’s twenty feet up with a clear view of the bungalow. Then he shinnies onto a limb and hangs one of the nests.

         This nest holds a battery pack. He runs the power cord from this battery farther out along the limb, and then he hangs the

         other ammo box.

      


      As he works, the mocker sings again. It’s a better tune now than the one it sang this afternoon. More ethereal, more pulse

         under the melody line. Night always brings out the mocker’s highest art.

      


      He opens the lid on the second box. Inside are five ICOM 7000 receivers, tuned to pick up the three “infinity bugs” in Annie’s

         three telephones and the parasitic transmitters in the TV room and the child’s bedroom. He feeds the five pliable antennas

         through a hole in the ammo box, and runs them out along the branch he’s clinging to, securing them with bungees.

      


      The four receivers are tied into a Motorola multiplexer. He fits an earplug in his left ear and jacks the cord into the multiplexer,

         and on the digital tuner he summons up channel one: 143.925 megahertz. The kitchen.

      


      He listens. He hears a soft occasional pinging. Leaky faucet.

      


      He touches the channel selector. The boy’s room.


      The right place.


      He hears the mosquito whine of a video-game theme song, and Annie’s voice:


      “Kill it? How am I going to kill it! It’s bigger than I am!”


      Then the kid, laughing: “Death-Spiders, you got to cut off all their legs.”

      


      Annie: “What!”


      Then the snick-snick of some video-game weapon.

      


      Peals of laughter in the Teacher’s left ear. Meanwhile his right ear picks up a little of the real thing, the kid’s actual

         laugh, coming directly, faintly, from the house.

      


      “Die!” shrieks Annie. “Why don’t you die?”

      


      “All its legs, Mom!”


      “I can’t!”


      “Watch out! Troll-Slaves!”


      “Oh, for God’s, help!”


      Snick-snick. Snick-snick.


      Annie crying out, “Aaaaiiiieeeeee…”


      The music plays a slow dismal dirge.


      Oliver says, “You clown.”


      Still, he begs her to stay and play another game.


      She will not, though. She says she has to work. The Teacher sees movement at the bungalow’s upstairs window. The flash of

         her maroon shirt, and then he hears her clopping down the stairs.

      


      He adjusts the channel selector and picks up the kitchen. He hears her humming that video-game tune. He sees her in the yellow

         light of the kitchen window. She pauses at the fridge. Three leaves go tumbling past the windowframe, the frame of light.

         She takes a long pull from some bottle. She stands there, not moving. She looks out the window into the absorbing dark. He

         hears her sigh. Even from this far, he can see a wooziness in the way she’s standing—she’s utterly worn out.

      


      Then she collects herself. And with her weight on her toes, forced jauntiness, she steps outside. Letting the screen door

         slam behind her, she moves into the darkness of the driveway. The light comes on in her barn-studio. She goes in and shuts

         the door.

      


      A minute later a Joan Armatrading song comes pouring from her boom box.


      The Teacher pulls the earplug from his ear, and from its jack.


      In the ammo box beside the multiplexer is an industrial cellular phone. He lifts the receiver, punches in a number.


      His lover, Sari, answers on the first ring. “Yeah?”


      “Sari. How are you?”


      “Horny,” she says. He hears a slight rustle over the phone, and he pictures Sari lying back against the pillows. She asks,

         “How about you?”

      


      In almost a whisper he tells her, “The same. But since you’re always in my thoughts, I’m always horny. So this isn’t news. The news, the real news… the news isn’t good.”

      


      He’s straddling the limb, breathing this cool loamy air, watching the single slender window of Annie’s studio. He can’t see

         Annie, though. Only flickers of her shadow as she works.

      


      Sari asks him, “What is it?”


      Her voice is drooping. She’s guessed what it is.


      He says, “I can’t come tonight. I have an immense presentation tomorrow, and tonight I have to research a client.”


      “Where are you?”


      “I miss you,” he says.


      “Where are you?”


      “On the road. Near the village of Pharaoh, I think.”


      “It sounds quiet.”


      “Well, I’ve pulled over. I’m sitting outside. I’m sitting here with trees all around me, and there’s a light on in somebody’s

         window and it’s making me a little lonely. I’m thinking about you lying in bed and I know your eyes are getting narrow now

         and I know you’re pissed as hell and listen, I’m really sorry. You’re absolutely the most stunning woman in the world and

         if anyone hears me talking out here they’re going to think it’s a burglar and they’ll come out with a shotgun and the line

         will go dead suddenly and I’ll never get to meet your mother—”

      


      She tries to laugh.


      “And I’m sorry,” he says.


      He waits a moment, to give his voice time to sink into her, then he asks, “Is it, Sari, is it OK?”


      “Not really. I shouldn’t let you do this to me, Eben. You just work all the time.”


      “I do… love… this work,” he says slowly and softly. Just then Annie Laird, pacing, thinking about her own work, passes her

         studio window. Repasses. “But Sari, I miss you. What we need to do is figure out a way that I can stay inside you and meet

         with clients at the same time.”

      


      This time she does laugh some. Some of the tension lifts.


      “We’ll try Thursday?” he says.


      “How about tomorrow?” But she bites off the tail end of “tomorrow.” Maybe she hears the clingingness in her voice.


      “Tomorrow? I’m sorry. Tomorrow I’ll be having dinner with this same client.”


      The light from Annie’s window, rippling. He does love this work. This night, that thrush, the sharp spicebush, the fine-tuned

         power of his own pulse, all the leaves stirring around him…
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      You must keep showing her you love her.


      ANNIE can’t find parking anywhere in SoHo. Now and then there’s a gap in the cars but the space is always guarded by a jealous

         hydrant. Finally she gives up and leaves the old Subaru with its butt nudging a crosswalk. Take a chance. How often do I get

         off like this, I’m going to waste the whole sunny day cruising for a place to park?

      


      The gallery is over on West Broadway. She walks east by way of Spring. Clocking along. She peers into the bric-a-brac boutiques,

         the chichi pet shops. She checks out the latest sidewalk stencil-graffiti. She slows when she passes a bakery, and again at

         a shop for exotic coffee.

      


      Now that she no longer lives here she loves this city.


      A pair of lovers at a sidewalk cafe. Sitting side by side, reading. Their novels tipped toward the raking sunlight, the man

         absently stroking the woman’s forearm with the tips of his fingers. Annie checks herself for signs of envy. For any nostalgic

         pining.

      


      Perhaps she does sense a small subterranean shift or shudder.


      And later she gets another tremor when she’s coming up West Broadway and some beautiful city guy with gothic cheekbones passes

         her and gives her the eye, and she finds herself giving it right back. After he passes she drags her feet and even considers

         taking a quick look behind her—just to see if he’s looking back.

      


      But tremors like these fly quickly.


      The real ache hits her when she goes by a toy store for rich kids and gets a glimpse of a complex mechanical dragon. A blast

         of smoke from its blue-green nostrils. To possess such a creature, Oliver would sign over his soul. She almost veers to go

         inside to ask the price. Almost goes seeking that chastisement.

      


      If you have to ask, lady, we don’t mind humiliating you.


      But she averts her eyes and picks up her stride, and by the time she gets to Prince Street she’s forgotten the toy, she’s

         forgotten the lovers and the looker, she’s carefree and playing hooky again. She crosses the street, then turns into a big

         iron loft building. She breezes up to the third floor, to Inez Gazzaraga’s gallery. Where Annie has three pieces on one wall

         of the front room, part of a group show called Hermetic Visions.


      She nods to Lainie, the intern, at the desk, and heads for Inez’s office in the back.


      But a flutter of red troubles the edge of her vision. She stops.


      Over by her pieces, her Grope Boxes on the wall, a smattering of red spots. Her heart takes a bound. She shuts her eyes.


      No. Can’t be. Didn’t see what I thought I saw.


      She opens her eyes again. Beside each of the boxes is a small red disk. Her eyes move from one to the other. Three disks in

         all. Not equivocal half disks, not this piece is perhaps spoken for. But full flaming red suns.

      


      Sold.


      Follow the bouncing red ball and sing along: “Sold! Sold! Sold!”


      The song clanging sweetly in her head in time to the rushing of her blood till she hears Lainie laughing behind her, and then

         Inez comes lumbering out of her office and says into her other ear, “So you made a fuckin sale. About time, too. Come.”

      


      She leads Annie into her office.


      “His name is Zach Lyde.” Inez lights a cigarette, wheezes into a hanky and wipes her chin. She leans back in her chair. She

         was once a Vogue model. She was the belle dame sans merci of beat poets and abstract expressionists. Now she’s two hundred eighty pounds and tough-skinned and nasty when she needs

         to be. In her shaggy quack of a voice, she tells Annie, “I’ve seen him around, I’ve heard stories. He’s respected. He’s a

         bit, I don’t know, he’s very polite but he intimidates people, know what I mean? He knows his shit. He’s sweet on some of the minimalists. Marden. Some Neo-Geo. Alice Aycock. Lately he’s done some Christy Rupp.

         He does not care for the big-dick marble cowboys. They say he’s got a fairly brilliant collection for himself, but mostly he buys for

         friends. I mean for big collectors, honey. Big big big shits.”

      


      “Like?”


      “People you wouldn’t have heard of.”


      “But if they’re such big collectors—”


      Inez frowns. She looks down at the yellow notebook on her desk.


      “Sat[image: art] Yus[image: art]ke? Heard of him?”

      


      “No.”


      “Yoshida Yasei?”


      Annie shakes her head.


      Says Inez, “Well, OK, how about the ever-popular Mor[image: art] Shoichi?”

      


      “I’m getting the drift,” says Annie. “My stuff’s going to Japan?”


      Inez shrugs. “I can’t say for sure. These are just names he mentioned.”


      “You didn’t find out where my—”


      “I asked him, he gave me vague. You know? Like, ’Well, I have to do some exploring. Find the right home.’ That sort of runaround—”

      


      “And that was OK?” Annie asks. “That was good enough for you?”


      “Well, that and a check for twenty-four thousand dollars—of which twelve is yours. Yes. That was plenty.”


      Inez grins. Annie tries to grin back, but the worry is still on her brow.


      Says Inez, “Look, kid, maybe you’re not getting this. You’ve just sold three of your boxes to a power. You ought to be squealing like a pig. You ought to be creaming your jeans.”

      


      “I’m, I’m ecstatic,” says Annie. “It’s just, I want to know where my pieces are going. I don’t understand who this guy is.

         Is he a collector? A dealer? Is he, what is he? What does he do for a living?”

      


      Inez shrugs. “I understand he manages a commodities fund. He has an office on Maiden Lane—but I gather he’s not a slave to

         it. I know he does this. Collecting. That’s all I know. Oh, and he takes trips sometimes. He saw my prayer wheel up on the wall there and he talked

         to me about Nepal and I mean, Annie, when this man talks…”

      


      “What?”


      “Well, you forget your questions. You wind up just… watching him.” Inez laughs. “You’ll see. You’ll meet him. He told me he

         wants to work with you.”

      


      “What does that mean?”


      “Beats me. He said it. Just do me a favor, OK? You’ll be dealing with him directly, that’s OK. But don’t screw me.”

      


      Annie is astonished. “Inez, I love you.”


      “Oh, that’s so touching I don’t know what the fuck to say. But maybe when you’re on your way to your opening at the Louvre,

         maybe eternal devotion will slip your mind—”

      


      “Inez.”


      “Everything through me.”

      


      “Yes. Inez.”


      “Or I mean I will run you over. I will flatten you.”


      She makes a face. She pushes her lips out, which pulls taut her slabby cheeks. She rises up in her seat and puts her fists

         on the desk and leans forward, and Annie is put in mind of the prow of a John Deere tractor. Flattening is conceivable.

      


      Then Inez laughs and hands her the check for twelve thousand dollars.


      And Annie’s unmoored. Afloat. She talks with Inez for a few more minutes, but she hardly knows what she’s saying. She’s got

         twelve thousand in her purse. She’s got more money coming. She’s got a career. She’s kissing Inez goodbye and then Lainie,

         and she finds herself in the elevator and then the lobby, and amid swirls of fresh air she steps out onto the street. Sunlight

         jumps up off the sidewalks. She’s got twelve thousand dollars in her purse and her head is stuffed with cotton, the utter

         incomparable bliss of success—

      


      “Annie Laird?”


      She turns.


      It’s the man with the gothic cheekbones.


      He says, “I passed you a while ago—”


      “I remember.”


      “But by the time I decided it was you, I was all the way to Broome Street. And then I had to stop at Paula Cooper. But as

         soon as I could, I ran back here.”

      


      He also has brown irises flecked with yellow. He also has a charming lopsided smile.


      He says, “I’m glad I caught you.”


      She regards him quizzically. He tells her, “I’m Zach Lyde.”


      My patron?


      This babe is my patron?


      He says, “I bought a few of your things.”


      “Yeah,” she mumbles. “I have a, um, a check in my purse.”


      She feels like the youngest, simplest sister in a fairy tale. At the happy windup, with her pockets full of gold.


      He says, “I know I didn’t pay what they’re worth, not nearly, I know that. But then I didn’t set the price. I might like to buy others, though, and I’m prepared to offer much more—”

      


      Annie asks him, “How do you know me? We haven’t met, have we?”


      “Inez showed me your picture. In the catalog.”


      “Oh.”


      “It does not do you justice.”


      She forgets to say thank you. She simply nods and lowers her eyes. Awkward silence. On the sidewalk, next to his soft Italian

         loafers, there’s one of those senseless “running beans” that some street-artist keeps stenciling all over SoHo. Annie squints

         at it. How can any of this make sense? Twelve thousand dollars. A patron who’s a work of art himself. Her boxes flying all over the world—

      


      Which reminds her.


      “Japan?” she asks him. She lifts her eyes again and asks, “Are you really sending my pieces—”


      “Likely.”


      “So will I ever see them again?”


      “Oh, of course.” That skewed, reassuring smile. “Would you like to talk about it? Would you have time for lunch?”


      “Now?”


      He keeps looking at her. She checks her watch. “It’s eleven-thirty,” she says. “I have to be upstate by two. I have jury duty.”


      He groans sympathetically. Then grins. “I wouldn’t want to make you late for that.”

      


      “But just a bite of something? Why not? Sure.”


      So he takes her for some simple Pacific fare at a hidden vine-trellised courtyard off Sullivan Street. They sit under an ornamental

         maple with crimson leaves. The waiter seems to know Zach Lyde well. Is there anything that can be done, he asks, about his

         poor ailing phalaenopsis at home?

      


      Zach looks concerned. “What’s the matter with it?”


      “The leaves getting kind of yellow?” says the waiter. “At the edges?”


      “Sounds like you’re drowning it,” says Zach Lyde. “I suggest you relax. Neglect it a little, let it alone, leave it to its

         own devices, watch what happens.”

      


      The waiter nods solemnly and slips away.


      Then it’s just the two of them in that courtyard. The breeze doesn’t get down here but the sunlight does. It blazes on the

         bricks behind him.

      


      She tastes the ahi poki on crostini with chili pepper aioli. It’s probably magnificent but how can she give it her full attention? Zach Lyde is telling her:

      


      “OK. You want to know where your art’s going. Inez must have told you about my Japanese friends. They’re businessmen—of a

         sort. I often buy for them. Nine times out of ten, they like what I buy.”

      


      Annie asks, “They buy—what, for their homes? Their offices, what?”


      “Sometimes they buy for their warehouses. Or sometimes, sometimes I simply send them pictures and they leave the art here.”


      This baffles her. “They don’t even see it?”


      “I want you to understand. You should clearly understand the nature of this sport. These men are not what you’d call art lovers.

         They have good eyes, they’re canny, they’re shrewd. But they’re businessmen. Do you know Japan at all?”
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