
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

            Copyright © 2021 by Elizabeth Brundage

Cover design by Lauren Harms

Cover photograph by Igor Ustynskyy / Getty Images

Author photograph by Edward Acker

Cover © Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
littlebrown.com

            First Edition: May 2021

            Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBN 978-0-316-43036-4

LCCN 2020945987

            E3-20210402-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Epigraph

   	
Part One: Portraits of Adults
      
      
	Julian

      



   	
Part Two: The Decisive Moment
      
      
	Rye

         	Simone

         	Rye

         	Magda

      



   	
Part Three: Act Natural
      
      
	Theo

         	Julian

         	Theo

         	Magda

         	Julian

         	Magda

      



   	
Part Four: Illumination
      
      
	Theo

         	Rye

         	Theo

         	Rye

         	Simone

         	Rye

         	Theo

         	Rye

         	Theo

      



   	
Part Five: The Aperture
      
      
	Rye

         	Magda

         	Julian

         	Magda

         	Theo

         	Rye

         	Simone

         	Rye

         	Simone

         	Julian

         	Rye

      



   	
Part Six: Raw
      
      
	Simone

         	Rye

         	Magda

         	Rye

         	Epilogue

      



   	Acknowledgments

   	Discover More

   	About the Author

   	Also by Elizabeth Brundage




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            For my children

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Little Brown logo]


   


   
      
         
            All photographs are time exposures of shorter or longer duration, and each describes a discrete parcel of time…Uniquely in the history of pictures, a photograph describes only that period of time in which it was made. Photography alludes to the past and the future only in so far as they exist in the present, the past through its surviving relics, the future through prophecy visible in the present.

            —John Szarkowski, The Photographer’s Eye

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Part One

            Portraits of Adults

         

         
            A portrait is not a likeness. The moment an emotion or fact is transformed into a photograph it is no longer a fact but an opinion. There is no such thing as inaccuracy in a photograph. All photographs are accurate. None of them is the truth.

            —Richard Avedon, In the American West

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Julian

         

         It was on the subway that night, heading home from work, when he discovered the news about Rye Adler. Peering over the shoulder of a fellow commuter, he saw his long-lost friend looking back at him. Under his gloomy, unsmiling portrait read the headline: Rye Adler, Photographer of the Rich and Infamous, Is Presumed Dead at 52. Shaken, he stepped off the train at 86th Street and climbed up from the din of the underground into the late March dusk, taking the damp air into his lungs. For a moment he stood on the sidewalk, bearing the wake of irritable strangers, then started west as a cold rain began to fall. He remembered a bar he’d gone to a few times over on Amsterdam, and he walked the few blocks without an umbrella, ducking under ledges and awnings. The place wasn’t crowded, and once he’d crossed its dark threshold, entering a sanctuary of bloodred booths and muffled chatter, he doubted his ability to ever leave. He sat at the bar in his coat and ordered cheap bourbon because that was what he’d drunk with Adler back in the day, when they were grad students in Philadelphia and in love with the same woman.

         Unlike his old friend, Julian hadn’t made it. Not like he’d hoped. His mother always consoled him that it took longer than anyone predicted, but now that he was almost fifty, the prospect of any true recognition seemed doubtful. His friends all had the impression that he was doing well, better than they were, even, but this perception was entirely superficial, based on his skillfully curated social media pages and the sound bites he used at cocktail parties and gallery openings. Early on, he had, like Rye, achieved a certain distinction for attending the famed Brodsky Workshop, known among photography insiders as a breeding ground for the best talent, but for reasons that remained mysterious to him, things hadn’t turned out like he’d planned. Out of pride, he’d convinced himself that he wasn’t a failure; he was simply more suited to commercial work, and by anyone else’s standards he’d had a fine career. He’d made plenty of money. But advertising was a whole different animal, or maybe mindset was the better word. You had to narrow your focus and put the needs of others before your own. Others: that vast, proverbial melting pot of humanity. Whenever he lost track of what that was, he took a field trip to Walmart and roamed the aisles. He and Rye were on opposite ends of the anthropological spectrum: where Rye exploited his subjects in the name of high art, Julian promoted the products that kept them alive.

         He finished his second drink and thought of calling his wife, a habit he had yet to break. He had to assume she’d seen Adler’s obituary. He pictured her wandering around in a morbid daze, crashing into things. He would never forget their last night together out in Westchester, how she’d sat on the back steps in her mother’s old coat, smoking like a teenager. And later, after he’d held her for the last time, how she’d cried in his arms. He knew it was mostly his fault. As his therapist liked to say, he had trouble committing to things. While he’d succeeded in staying married to the same woman for exactly twenty-one years, he’d never actually felt committed—just the word made him feel wrapped in a straitjacket—and he could admit to being a shitty father even though he still couldn’t talk about it, couldn’t even say his son’s name out loud without breaking a sweat, that was the truth of it. How he would ultimately resolve this in his mind, he didn’t have a clue; maybe he never would. He felt really bad about that, but, to be fair, it wasn’t Julian who’d asked for the divorce. Ever since the thing with his assistant, she’d stopped talking to him. Shortly thereafter, he’d been served with divorce papers at his office, and Vera, his assistant, had gone into the bathroom to cry. It was kind of a scene. Embarrassing him like that in front of the people he worked with hadn’t been nice. But his wife could be ruthless when she set her mind to it. Under the circumstances, he was glad he’d insisted on keeping the apartment. This was where he belonged. Here in the city, alone.

         He sat in the bar till closing, then walked home in the cold, pulling up his collar. The lobby of his building, with its deco floors and granite walls, seemed morbidly serene, and the lonesome elevator, as it rose to the fourteenth floor, was like a rattling cage. He shuffled down the corridor to his door and retrieved the paper from his mat. As he stepped inside, he encountered the screaming emptiness of his apartment. There was no longer any evidence of their life together. Even their wedding photograph, which had long reigned on the surface of the credenza, was absent. After that last night, when he knew it was over with her, he could no longer bear to look at it and threw it into the incinerator.

         He poured himself a drink and stood for a moment in the silent living room, staring out at the night, the city’s cold geometry. The vacant streets seemed to ache with a prescient gloom. He spread out the paper on the coffee table and reread the article about Adler, which listed his numerous awards and accolades, his long-standing Magnum membership, and his gift for capturing the inner lives of celebrities, quoting some of the editors he’d worked with, none of them able to comprehend how he’d met with such a fateful end. It was a tragic little story, really. As previous articles had alleged, he’d possibly taken his own life, hurling himself off a bridge somewhere upstate, but his body had not been found, and nobody was really sure if it was suicide. To anyone who knew Adler as well as Julian did, suicide was certainly not an option. They were having a memorial service on Sunday up in Hudson. He knew he had to go.

         He wasn’t especially tired. He lay on the couch, its fabric like cold asphalt and its architecture equally unyielding, remembering that September of ’98 when they first met, back when they were still equals and nearly feral with ambition. The Brodsky Workshop was competitive; it took only twelve students a year. Unlike the others’, Julian’s CV was pretty unremarkable. He’d gone to Rutgers, then worked a couple years at the Star-Ledger, Newark’s stalwart chronicle of the times, covering mostly sports and local elections, the occasional crime. He was still living at home, working out of a darkroom he’d built in his mother’s basement, when he’d decided to apply. He could vaguely recall the work he’d submitted to get in: stark black-and-white shots of his neighborhood out in Jersey, the unbearable stillness of the houses on the cul-de-sac, the overgrown lot behind the Pathmark, where, at thirteen, he’d gotten caught shoplifting, the window of the pizza parlor in the village, piled to the ceiling with slim white boxes.

         As proud as he’d been of those images, it soon became obvious that Rye’s were better. When they tacked up their assignments on the wall, Adler’s stood out. They were street scenes, mostly. People you might see every day but captured with a certain unapologetic tenderness. The woman in the pink kerchief, for example, standing on the corner, smoking a cigarette, accusing you of not noticing her just like all the other people in her life, the husband she couldn’t trust, the mother who drank, indifferent teachers blind to her potential, all evident in the premature lines on her forehead, the shabby, slightly dirty white handbag clutched under her arm, the fraying collar of her coat. Adler didn’t just look at someone; he looked into them, without judgment, with the sort of empathy they couldn’t find anywhere else.

         By the end of the first week, everybody knew Rye Adler had something special. Everybody wanted to be around him. To know what he knew. To see how he saw. Even then, when he was still in his twenties, people who mattered were calling him a visionary.

         
              

         

         Almost by chance, they shared an apartment that year. Julian had been living out of his suitcase in a cramped, seedy motel room when he saw a ROOMMATE WANTED notice in the workshop lounge. You might say that everything that followed was set into motion the second he pulled off that tab with Rye’s number on it. It was one of those older walk-up buildings around the corner from the university. The apartment was on the second floor over a hardware store that featured, in its large storefront window, a cat named Nicholas who dozed all day in the sunlight and patrolled the aisles by night; occasionally they’d wake to a murderous disruption. Of the two small bedrooms, Rye’s was slightly larger and had built-in shelves stacked with books of all kinds. Thumbtacked to the wall were assorted black-and-white pictures he’d taken of his parents in their Marrakech home, his mother’s glance of expectation as she fondled her beads, his father peering up over a French newspaper, and a poster from his favorite film, Blow-Up, which Julian hadn’t seen. Julian’s room was narrow and spare, with a twin bed and a dresser and a window that looked out on an alley. It suited him just fine. In the living room were a couple of mismatched chairs Rye had pulled off the street and a plant with leaves like elephant ears that clung to the dirty bay window. From the moment he moved in, Julian concluded that as roommates they were incompatible. Where Julian preferred a quiet, nearly monastic existence, Adler had a sort of impromptu celebrity that attracted a nightly brigade; it wasn’t unusual to find strangers sleeping on the floor the next morning. Even though it sometimes annoyed Julian, he never complained; he knew that living with someone like Rye was, for him, an accident of destiny. As a result, he didn’t mind being the one to clean up the mess, the countless beer bottles, ashtrays, dirty plates, and when Rye would emerge hours later still in his boxers, his hair mussed, surprised to find the apartment clean, he’d tease him for being such a neat freak. Julian didn’t let it bother him. Rye often treated him with measured tolerance, like he was a slightly annoying little brother. And in turn he put up with Rye’s idiosyncrasies, the ever-present containers of takeout in the refrigerator or Rye’s dirty laundry getting mixed with his own. Once, at the Laundromat, he’d discovered one of Rye’s Hawaiian shirts at the bottom of his pile and, as a symbol of his devotion, washed and even ironed it and, with great satisfaction, presented it to Rye like a gift, but his roommate only shrugged and said thanks, as if he’d just handed him the newspaper or something, and it occurred to Julian that Rye was used to people doing things for him. Unlike Julian’s Levi’s and JCPenney sweaters, Rye bought his clothes at flea markets and secondhand shops, preferring, he said, the life-worn threads of dead men. He rolled his own cigarettes with cheap pipe tobacco and smoked like a drifter, pinching the butt between his two stained fingers, but as much as he personified a man on the skids, he had an arrogance only bought with money. One night, a little drunk, he admitted that his father had made a fortune as a civil engineer, an architect of bridges. They’d moved around a lot. No matter where they lived, he told Julian, his mother always insisted on fresh flowers. In contrast, Julian’s father was a mid-level executive for a women’s clothing company. He’d worked in the city on Seventh Avenue until he dropped dead of a heart attack when Julian was fifteen. Julian grew up an only child in a split-level house in Millburn. They had a Ping-Pong table in the basement and a white poodle named Lulu. His widowed mother had taken a job at Lord & Taylor, at the perfume counter, to make ends meet. She’d come home reeking of hyacinths.

         Rye had a girlfriend from college, Simone, his soul mate, he’d bragged to Julian, who occasionally made the trip from Manhattan, where she was getting a PhD in English at Columbia, and would arrive beleaguered, with a bulging sack of books that would end up scattered around the apartment, defaced by coffee rings, Post-it Notes, and crumbs that would sprinkle from the bindings, and, for the duration of her visit, there was evidence of her presence on every possible surface, her knitting projects, rarely finished, bunched on the couch, her sloppy, malodorous vegetarian concoctions lining the refrigerator shelves, and strands of her hair in the sink and on the bathroom floor, not to mention the occasional pubic hair—Julian was always relieved when she left.

         Unbeknownst to Simone, Adler had come down with a fever for one of the girls in the workshop, Magda. He wasn’t the only one; everyone was a little in love with her, even Brodsky. She was like a girl you happened to glimpse in a moving car, detained by some awful consequence, the type you wanted to save. She was local, from Port Richmond, the Polish neighborhood. Her parents had come over in the seventies, when she was a toddler, and along with an accent, she’d retained a certain reticence, unwittingly engineered by her Eastern Bloc roots. In stature, she was not delicate, and had a face that might have been drawn with thick crayon, the round bones in her cheeks, the wide mouth, the hungry, dark eyes. She dressed like a gypsy in baggy men’s trousers and outsize sweaters that concealed her sizable breasts and wore clunky shoes with straps, trawled out of Salvation Army bins. Her only vanity, it seemed, was the waxy ruby lipstick she drew on her lips. She seldom spoke up in class; perhaps she was intimidated—the women, three in all, had it rough. During the weekly critiques she’d stand in the back, lurking thoughtfully, her arms crossed over her chest. When her own work was critiqued, her back went rigid with defiance, like a Resistance fighter in front of a firing squad. She was good, and some of the men were jealous. Things were said to stir a reaction; they didn’t. She was stoic, unhindered. She worked as a figure model at the art school to make extra cash. One time he accidentally pushed through the doors of the studio where she was modeling naked on a platform. He remembered the cold look on her face as their eyes met across the enormous room. He backed out gently, before anyone else saw him, but something was established in that moment, something dark and indelible, seared into his memory like a brand.

         When he finally mustered the courage to ask Magda out, he came home one afternoon to find her and his roommate coiled in the sheets.

         It was another reminder that Adler was always a step ahead of him.

         
              

         

         One weekend toward the end of the year, Rye invited Julian out to his mother’s summerhouse on Long Island, an old saltbox on the tip of Montauk. There were a few other Brodsky people there: Marty Fine and his boyfriend, Lars, Magda, of course, and Rye’s sister, Ava, who’d driven down from Boston. Ava was still in college, a junior at Harvard, studying metaphysics. She was a smaller version of Rye, but shy, pale as sour milk, the sort of girl who preferred the company of books to people and rarely left her dorm room. The house had been closed up for a while, some of the furniture covered with sheets, but it was an extraordinary old place, wood-paneled, musty, overlooking the ocean. Rye and Ava shared the pretense of being average—his scruffy, secondhand clothes, her worn-out green-suede loafers (they were Gucci)—but they had an undeniable exclusivity that set them apart. It was what money did to you, he guessed, allowed you to believe you didn’t need anyone, gave you permission to be aloof. They wandered around the house with its narrow hallways and large, drafty rooms, the smattering of priceless antiques, sun-faded couches, oil paintings of sailboats and the sea. He could only imagine what it must have been like growing up here in the summer. Julian’s own summers had been limited to the local Y camp, where, at fourteen, he’d started as a CIT, with a whistle around his neck and a jumble of lanyard in his pocket. Nobody in his neighborhood had a pool; they’d relied on sprinklers to cool off during the hottest months. But this place, you had the ocean calling to you from every single room.

         It rained most of that Saturday and they dug out some old board games, Clue and Scrabble and even Twister, and listened to a stack of Sinatra albums. Finally, when the sun appeared, they piled into the wood-sided station wagon and drove into town to buy oysters; Rye had a shucking knife with his initials on it. He paid for everything, tossing his money onto the counter like a gambler buying chips. Back at the house, as the windows grew dark, they drank iced Stoli and smoked his mother’s stale Pall Malls in the small, outdated kitchen, the cabinets warped from the sea air. Opening the oysters, Rye cut himself, and some of the blood ran into one of the shells. Nobody noticed, but Julian chose that one. He swallowed the oyster whole, like a wad of phlegm, relishing its metallic taste.

         After they ate, they climbed down the rickety stairs to the beach. The wind was cool off the water, and they were all a little drunk and shivering. They dug a pit and built a bonfire and circled around it like some kind of a cult, silently watching the flames. Magda was standing across from him, the firelight coating her bare arms, her neck. She had the hard, irreverent beauty of a goddess, he thought, and found he could look at nothing else. She met his eyes over the flames in what seemed to Julian a signal of collusion, for they were interlopers here, kindred by their middle-class roots. But the moment didn’t last. She took Rye’s arm and draped it around her shoulders, securing their underhanded alliance at least for the weekend.

         They stayed up late, watching a monster movie on the old TV set, drinking whatever was left in the liquor cabinet. At some point, like thieves, Rye and Magda crept upstairs. He could still remember watching her slim, pale calves as they disappeared into the darkness. A little later, Marty and Lars drifted off to their room. He knew he wouldn’t sleep and stayed up with Ava, smoking too many cigarettes. They were both pretty drunk and he could tell that, like him, she was suspicious of the prospect of true contentment. They lay on the musty couch together with her feet near his head and his feet near hers, and she told him how their mother had died recently and the place wasn’t the same without her, and she kept thinking any minute her mother would be coming downstairs to tell her to go to bed, and how without any parents she felt all alone in the world, aside from her brother, who was usually too busy for her, and he said that even though his mother was still alive, he, too, felt alone, and they both fell asleep listening to the roar of the ocean, and when he woke up the next morning she was gone and she’d covered him with a blanket. He knew he’d never forget that kindness.

         
              

         

         A photograph is a kind of death, Sartre said, a moment, taken like a prisoner, never to be again. Was the photographer, in essence, a coroner of time? They were reading the best minds on the subject, Szarkowski and Sontag and Berger and Barthes, and would gather nightly at The F-Stop to drink and argue the medium’s purpose and their role as photographers: Were they merely documenting the mundane evidence of life, or was a photograph the result of some inferred context? Were they looking out a window or looking into a mirror, as Szarkowski suggested?

         In those days, they were still shooting film, mostly black-and-white, which was easier to process than color and cheaper and stood apart with its built-in austerity from ordinary snapshot photos. Julian was using the same SLR he’d had for years, a Canon AE-1, but Adler had acquired an arsenal of used equipment, including an old R. H. Phillips 4 x 5 view camera that he’d lug around the neighborhood on its tripod, persuading people to let him take their picture. While everybody else was home sleeping, he’d be up all night in the darkroom, producing luminous Cibachrome prints—a janitor, a busboy, a street preacher, various panhandlers, including a blind woman (an homage to Paul Strand), grifters, hookers, working people of all variety—packing all the pathos of a Dickens novel into one startling shot. He had a painterly hankering for saturated colors—the egg-yolk yellow of a waitress’s polyester uniform or the weedy brown of a mechanic’s coveralls—and bestowed his subjects with a dignity they seldom experienced in real life. When Rye put up his photos, a solemn reverence would descend on the room.

         Julian didn’t make portraits. He didn’t like people in his shots. Instead, he was drawn to empty lots, condemned buildings. To him, there was a silent poetry in the sky over a vacant city park or the rubble of a razed building. Or a parking lot at dusk, the chorus of streetlamps, the empty carts inert as cows in a field. His images, he felt, were pure, almost religious—not that he was or ever had been at all religious; in fact, for all intents and purposes, he was agnostic—but, uncannily, he believed there was an aspect of God in his work. He didn’t know why this was. It certainly wasn’t deserved. For one thing, he was the product of a mixed marriage. As a result, his parents had forsaken religion and, unlike his friends growing up, he had not been forced to endure Sunday school. When people asked about his faith, he’d developed his own excuses for not taking part. Mostly, he didn’t feel he belonged. Whenever he found himself inside a church or a temple, he felt like an outsider. He couldn’t get beyond the rhetoric. He didn’t feel the presence of God. At the very minimum, God as a concept seemed pretty far-fetched. But when he took a photograph of some barren place, some sad and lonesome aftermath that reflected the indignities of man, the routine apathy displayed in the lurid destruction of a city playground, for instance, the resulting image seemed to shimmer with some unseen light, the promise of another dimension beyond what Julian could perceive with his own eyes, as if God were playing a trick on him. It wasn’t anything he talked about, but it caused a certain amount of private confusion, and sometimes when he was very drunk and behaving badly, courting the very edge of civility, he would feel a yearning to repent.

         At his final critique, it was Rye Adler who spoke up, as if they’d all decided beforehand. In his vague, roundabout analysis he seemed to suggest that Julian’s photographs were vacuous. Your work has no soul was how he put it, delivered with such earnest gravity that no other student dared refute it. Not even Brodsky, who only gazed at Julian with brutal indifference, as if condemning him to a life in exile.

         In his final collection of prints, Julian had tried to emulate Atget’s Paris—the mystery of a lonesome staircase, an unpopulated alleyway, an abandoned dinner table—but no one detected the comparison.

         You’re an impartial observer, Rye concluded. There’s nothing at stake for you. I don’t know how to feel when I look at one of your pictures.

         Why do you need to feel anything? Julian asked.

         Rye looked at him cautiously but did not reply.

         As they filed out of the room, Julian stood there with his hands in his pockets, staring at the floor. He felt like a failure. That’s when Magda came up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. Don’t listen to them, she said. It’s not what’s there that matters. It’s about everything that’s not.

         He clung to those words, even though nobody really cared what the women thought.

         Over the years, he reflected on that single afternoon, the flat gray light of the studio, the rain streaming down the windows, the faces of the other students watching as Adler’s comments took effect like a dangerous drug, disabling some essential organ, a death sentence conferred in a single, impulsive moment.

         
              

         

         When the program ended, Julian moved to New York and rented a gloomy one-bedroom apartment in a rent-controlled, prewar building on Riverside Drive. Intent on working for the magazines, he made the rounds with his portfolio. Editors would stare at his pictures, glumly, and say nothing. None of them seemed to understand what he was trying to do. Eventually, when he ran out of money, he took a job as a junior account executive at a small advertising firm known for pharmaceutical marketing. As the new hire, he got stuck with all the boring accounts nobody wanted. He didn’t mind. He liked the routine, working alongside the pros, the long hours, the sense of importance he felt when he’d finally leave the office late at night and sit alone at his kitchen table, drinking a cold beer. And he liked the money. He appreciated the fact that he didn’t have to be a creative genius. It was good work, and he was good at it. For the first time in his life, he actually felt useful, like he had a purpose. Every now and then he’d run into someone from the workshop and they’d grab lunch and commiserate over their struggles, agreeing that things hadn’t exactly turned out as they’d planned. It was on one such occasion, sharing a table with Marty Fine at a deli near his office, that he learned Adler was on assignment for National Geographic, thus knighted by industry royalty. As Marty droned on, Julian sat there, gritting his teeth. A few weeks later, idly turning the pages of the yellow-bordered magazine in his therapist’s waiting room, he came upon an article about a cholera outbreak in Somalia, the result of tainted water, with two startling photographs credited to Adler of children orphaned during the crisis, with eyes that confronted you and demanded your attention. Eyes that had seen too much. They stared out at Julian with inalienable longing. He found he couldn’t stay for his appointment. He had to leave. He had to get out. He walked along the park, reproaching himself for wasting his life. Adler was putting himself out there. He was doing important work. And what was Julian doing? Selling stool softeners! He didn’t have the connections, was the problem. Adler knew people. And Julian didn’t know anyone, at least no one who mattered.

         In a morass of self-loathing, he walked thirty, maybe forty, blocks before he realized there were tears streaming down his face.

         Soon after, there was no escaping the evidence of Rye’s success. It seemed like every distinguished magazine in the country had a shot or two of his, and he was described at certain parties as the eye of a generation.

         Adler wasn’t just getting paid. He had made it.

         
              

         

         On the day of the memorial, he woke at dawn, the sky pale as newsprint. He glanced out at the neighboring buildings. Most of the windows were still dark. The trucks were just rolling in to make their deliveries and the streets were relatively empty. His head ached. He had drunk too much the night before. He filled a glass with tap water and swallowed a couple aspirin. He took his time getting ready, putting on a good suit, buffing the tips of his shoes with a shoe brush. You never knew in life, he thought vaguely, when it would all end.

         He looked around the apartment, the sullen arithmetic of the furnishings. It resembled a suite in an airport hotel, impersonal and forlorn, and it occurred to him that his marriage was the exhausting trip he was recovering from, stuck in this in-between, this ascetic cubicle of regret. You couldn’t go back, he understood that now. You had to press on. You had to forge ahead.

         He pulled on his overcoat and walked down to Penn Station in the wind. The station was crowded with commuters, and his train was delayed. He bought a cup of coffee and an egg sandwich and stood at the counter, trying to ignore his increasing ambivalence about making the trip upstate. He knew he had to do it, to show his face. It would be awkward, yes, but it was necessary. It could not be avoided.

         When he finally boarded the train, he sat by the window in the nearly empty car, aware of his obscure reflection in the dark glass. The train moved slowly out of the tunnel into the suddenly sharp light of the city. They passed the old yellow-brick tenements with their small windows lined up like the holes on a punch card. Finally the river appeared, the brown marshes, the occasional hawk. The river was black, the sky dull and white. As the train moved upstate, the distant Catskills took on a shuddering majesty. Old, once elegant homes stood along the shore. The melancholic view pleased him and, as the train gained in speed, conveyed the convoluted abstraction of a dream.

         He dozed off for a few minutes, and when he woke, the train was pulling into Hudson, an old-fashioned depot stuck in time. He stepped off the train and watched it pull away. He stood there, looking in both directions, up and down the track. A few men were waiting by their cabs, smoking. Julian nodded at one, and the driver opened the back door. He was an Indian, with dark, kind eyes that seemed to glitter in the early light. They drove up the main street, passing brightly lit storefronts. The wind came in gusts, ruffling the awnings, swirling scraps of litter. People on the sidewalks had to shield their eyes. One woman put her hands to her face as the wind disrupted her hair.

         Rain is coming, the driver said in a delicate accent.

         It sure looks like it, Julian said.

         The driver let him off at an old grange on the outskirts of town. You could see the fields stretching behind it. A small plaque identified the building as a Reconstructionist synagogue. Inside it was dim and dank, the wood floor scuffed, the old pews from a church. A lectern served as the bimah, and the eternal light was a flickering candle suspended by macramé ropes. He surveyed the small crowd, surprised there weren’t more people. Other than him, not a single person from the workshop. Well, that didn’t necessarily surprise him. He assumed Adler had left those people behind. He had risen to another stratosphere, Julian thought. One reserved for a privileged few.

         A damp draft circulated, and like the others, Julian kept on his coat. He took a yarmulke from a wooden box and fondled it into place on his head, then sat in a pew by the door. As the rabbi approached the bimah, the room filled with a sudden darkness. In the clerestory windows he could see the wild treetops and the slowly moving black clouds. He looked over at the empty space beside him and imagined Rye sitting right there, winking at him. The thought made him shudder.

         He scanned the rows of heads and saw Simone up front, sitting with her daughter, the Somalian child they’d adopted as a toddler who was now in her twenties. Julian had always found it puzzling that, with all the gorgeous women at Rye’s disposal, he’d chosen a rather unassuming wife, the sort who disdains the usual feminine trappings for political reasons. He supposed Simone had an earthy attractiveness; her hair was starting to gray and she wore very little makeup. He imagined she was the kind of woman who could assemble a great meal with only a few ingredients. Or the person you’d think to call in an emergency. Unlike Julian’s impulsive wife, she had stayed the course. She was an academic, he knew, a poet. A few years back, he’d seen a piece on the two of them in the magazine section with pictures taken on their farm—the old country house, the big green field, the dogs—a lifestyle, it seemed to him, of reckless indulgence. He’d burned the article after he read it.

         The rabbi read in Hebrew, then translated the 23rd Psalm. Just now it seemed to be very apropos—the one line in particular: Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies…

         Wasn’t that the truth. Even back then, there were people who wanted to knock you down. The world really hadn’t changed all that much. They were all still wandering the desert, taking what they could, trying to survive.

         Simone’s daughter rose and approached the bimah. She had a small, heart-shaped face. Unhurriedly, she unfolded a piece of paper, then traced her thin fingertips along the page.

         Rye was a great and unusual man, she said. He was my father, and my best friend.

         She told the story of how Adler had found her alone in a makeshift tent with her dead parents. She had memories of indescribable hunger. You went into another place, she said. It was abstract and consuming. Even now she could summon that terror.

         Rye saved my life, she said. He nurtured my existence. And I will never forget him.

         She began to cry and stepped into her mother’s waiting arms. They parted, and Simone took her place at the bimah. In a low, halting voice she spoke about Rye’s work, his dedication to excellence, his high ethical standards, et cetera, et cetera. Julian was getting bored.

         She paused a moment, staring out at them, tears rolling down her cheeks. He was an adventurer, she said. That’s how he saw life. And he never stopped looking for his people. He never stopped telling their stories.

         Overcome, she stumbled, and the rabbi took her by the arm and ushered her back to her seat. The group watched as he comforted her, reassuring her in whispers that scratched the silence. A few rows ahead of him, a cell phone vibrated, and a young woman with short auburn hair and a shiny black raincoat rose and liberated herself from the pew, stepping over knees and feet, mumbling apologies. She started down the aisle, moving with the purposeful devotion of an employee. As she pushed through the door, a draft rippled across his back and a momentary brightness filled the room. He could smell the perfume that lingered in her wake. Tea rose.

         Please rise for the Kaddish, the rabbi said.

         When the service ended, everyone stood around for several minutes, blinking like people who’d come out of the dark after a tedious movie. Some began to file out, while others hovered around Simone, offering their condolences. He didn’t feel ready to see her.

         He stepped outside into the drizzling cold. The girl with the auburn hair was standing under an overhang, smoking. Below her raincoat he could see the wrinkled hem of her skirt, thick gray tights and clunky black boots she’d likely found in a consignment shop. Something about her sad eyes and knobby knees gave him hope. She resembled the St. Pius girls he often saw on his lunch hour who clustered at the chain-link fence in their uniforms and rumpled knee socks, sneaking cigarettes.

         Is this the smoking section?

         It is now, she said.

         Can I bum one?

         She retrieved a pack of unfiltered Camels from her pocket and gave it to him. Help yourself.

         You don’t mess around.

         She smiled. That’s true. I don’t.

         He cupped the flame as she lit it for him.

         I’m Julian Ladd. He waited to see if his name registered; it didn’t. Rye and I were in the Brodsky Workshop together.

         Of course, she said. I’m Constance. I’m—was—his assistant. She reached out her pale little hand, and he shook it.

         Is it true what they’re saying?

         Sorry?

         About Rye. That he—

         She looked at him with annoyance. That’s the conclusion.

         I never knew him to be depressed.

         She shook her head. It’s horrible. They found his shoe—

         It’s always just the one, isn’t it?

         She nodded as if the thought had never occurred to her.

         One shoe in the road, never two, or in this case, one shoe in the river. It’s almost Lacanian.

         Her phone chimed. She looked relieved and glanced at the text. I have to go. She took a final drag on her cigarette and dropped it to the ground. You’re coming to the house, aren’t you?

         He hadn’t planned to, but he told her he was and needed a ride.

         You can ride with Louis.

         Who?

         Over there.

         She pointed at a bear-size man with a thick beard who was getting into a vintage red Mustang. Julian walked over and introduced himself.

         Nice wheels.

         My tribute to Eggleston. Need a lift?

         Thanks. Julian got in. Very nice. What year is it?

         ’Sixty-five. Bought her at a police auction. She runs pretty good considering her age. It was an interest we shared, me and Rye. There’s a nice old Porsche in his garage. What do you drive?

         I live in the city. I bought my wife a Range Rover to drive to the supermarket.

         Louis glanced over at him and smiled. That’s pretty funny. That kind of says it all, doesn’t it?

         Yes, it certainly does.

         They both chuckled.

         We’re getting divorced, Julian said.

         Welcome to the club, my friend.

         There wasn’t much traffic on the Taconic, and you could feel the wind gusting against the car. In the short time since they’d left the grange, the sky had grown dark. The clouds looked yellow.

         Louis peered up over the wheel. That can’t be good.

         Hail was always a surprise. A million little white balls pummeled the hood of the car. Jesus, Louis said, slowing down. Holy shit.

         Some of the other cars pulled over to the shoulder, but Louis kept going. The land looked battered. When the hail finally stopped, the white sky seemed to throb in the aftermath.

         Well, that was fucking weird, Louis said.

         They drove in silence, like soldiers after a battle, their tank riddled with bullets. After a while, they turned off the highway onto a two-lane road flanked with open fields.

         I used to print for him, Louis offered soberly. Back in the day. When he was still shooting film. At one point, we even went back to doing dye-transfer prints. Very time-consuming. But nothing really compares. Are you a photographer?

         We met in the Brodsky Workshop.

         Ah, the infamous Czech visionary.

         I’m in advertising, actually. I gave up photography a long time ago.

         Smart move. Tough to make a buck these days. I’m lucky if I get hired for one of the catalogues. It’s not the same anymore.

         No, it’s not the same.

         I blame the downfall of western civilization on Steve Jobs.

         You can’t stop progress, Julian offered ironically.

         When they shut down Polaroid, I went into a dark place. Back in 2010, I actually made the trek out to Kansas to Dwayne’s Photo with fifty rolls of unprocessed Kodachrome a couple days before they stopped developing it.

         Really? How was that?

         Sad. About a hundred times more morbid than this—and our friend Rye would agree. Kodachrome made the world a lot easier on the eye.

         Julian nodded. I didn’t shoot much color.

         Ah, a purist. I hear some people are going back to film. That’s what the editors tell me. But the business has changed; there’s no money in it anymore. Not for dweebs like me, anyway. You can barely get by on what they’re paying these days. Freelance—it’s free all right. And I get it, you know. The technology’s outsmarting us. I suppose there’s no going back.

         It doesn’t matter, really, Julian said darkly. The world’s ending.

         Yeah, Louis snorted. That’s what I hear.

         Julian looked out at the wet, barren landscape. It appealed to him. He wondered if the weather was so bad in the city. He thought of his apartment, the sound of rain filling the empty rooms. And then he thought of his wife and was momentarily paralyzed by the realization that, even now, after everything she’d done to him, he still loved her.

         
              

         

         They turned into a narrow lane so thick with pine trees it was like going through a car wash. They crossed a bridge over a wide stream, then followed a circular gravel driveway up to the house. It was an old stone Colonial, one of the earliest homes in the area, Louis told him, circa 1670. There was a large red hay barn, and a three-bay carriage house with a light over a doorway, a blur in the hard rain.

         This is some place, Julian said.

         Yeah, this is real money.

         I didn’t know they were so well off.

         It’s all hers, Louis said. Her father owned Hogan Foods.

         Ah, Julian said, as if he knew. That explains it.

         I guess we should park over here. Louis pulled off the driveway onto the grass alongside a few other cars. The rain was thrashing down. As they got out, two drenched dogs lumbered over to greet them, their tails wagging.

         Hey, boys, Louis said, Hey, Pal, Rudy. That’s a good boy. You, too, Rudy. Come on, now, let us get inside.

         They tramped through the muddy grass to a small side porch. The air smelled of woodsmoke. Julian could feel the rainwater seeping into his socks. They entered a mudroom and hung their wet coats on pegs and wiped their shoes on the mat. He slid his hands through his wet hair and followed Louis into the living room. They’d become fast friends, and Julian was reminded of high school, when, through some anomalous act of cordiality, he was invited to a party. Some of the other mourners were standing around, eating off paper plates. They were an esoteric little group, Julian thought, obviously New Yorkers, and he assumed they were people Rye had worked with. You could always spot the editors. They looked underfed. They were wearing dark, expensive clothes, the women in shawls and high heels, the men in designer suits that looked a bit snug, the jackets short and boxy. The room smelled of perfume and leather, wet wool. Simone and her daughter were ensconced on the sofa in front of the fireplace. It was a rather austere room, he thought, sparsely furnished with antiques, the wide-plank floors scratched and worn. It occurred to him that he was famished. He found Louis in the dining room, navigating a trestle table laden with deli platters.

         Some spread, he said, helping himself to a bagel and smoked salmon.

         Jews, Louis whispered. They do good funerals.

         They stepped up to the bar, where Adler’s assistant, Constance, was making the drinks. What’s your pleasure?

         Well, there’s a loaded question. Some of that scotch, I guess.

         As she poured the drink, he noticed a tiny tear tattooed on her wrist. Cheers, she said, and handed it to him. Here’s to dead friends.

         Yes. Dead friends.

         They seemed to be kindred spirits, he thought. She had a slight overbite and a little mouth crammed with teeth. He guessed she was in her twenties.

         To happier days, he said.

         She looked off into the room for a moment, her eyes watery and dull. They’re her friends mostly, she said, motioning around the room. He didn’t have many.

         That doesn’t sound like Rye.

         How well did you know him?

         I’m not sure, actually.

         You’re not alone, she said darkly. Nobody knew Rye. Not really. When was the last time you saw him?

         It’s been quite a while, he said, and left it at that.

         He stepped away from the bar and took in the view of the brown fields, the twisted black trees. It was still pretty raw up here. The rain had let up for now, and he could see the white sky, the distant Catskills. He swallowed the last of his drink and shook the ice around in his glass. One more, and then he’d go.

         He went back to the bar, but Constance wasn’t there. He spotted her across the room, talking to a gray-haired man in an expensive suit. It was Henry Cline, the famous curator. They seemed engrossed in conversation, he thought, already drunk enough to feel a little possessive of her. She was a thin girl with the emphatic stature of a fashion model. Like the Degas ballerina, she stood with her hands clasped behind her back, a look of utter fascination on her face. Here was a girl who lived on ramen noodles and Smirnoff, just pretty enough to garner a few strategic favors from an old pervert like Cline.

         He found the scotch and refilled his glass. There was a muffled energy in the room, as if they were all inside a giant balloon. It was a grand old place, drafty and damp. Books everywhere. Big painted chests and cupboards crammed with pottery. Abstract paintings on the walls—not his taste. Arranged over an antique bench was a group of family photographs: their daughter at various ages, Rye’s parents when they were young expats, and one of Ava, the moody academic in a black turtleneck, staring into the lens with an unsettling intelligence, as if she were looking right at him. There was a black-and-white shot of Rye at Deerfield, his hair long enough to curl around his ears, his hands pushed into the pockets of his khakis, a button pinned to his corduroy blazer that said DIVEST NOW and a smile on his face of pure, unadulterated privilege.

         Even now Julian envied it.

         As he stepped into the large foyer and encountered his own reflection in the hall mirror, he was embarrassed to see that he’d broken a sweat. He wiped it off with the sleeve of his jacket. He had no business being here. He needed to make his exit, and soon.

         But he stood there a moment longer, in no particular hurry, his gaze drawn to the top of the staircase, where a greasy light poured in through the Palladian window. Somehow, he couldn’t stop looking at it, his eyes tearing from the glare.

         
              

         

         After his third drink he approached Simone. She looked almost startled to see him. Julian, is that you? She rose from the couch, extending her arms.

         Hello, Simone.

         How good of you to come. They hugged, and he could feel the bones in her back under his fingers. How long has it been?

         Many years, he said. I’m so sorry, Simone.

         She held on to him tightly. When they broke, she analyzed his face. You look exactly the same.

         Do I? So do you.

         They were just words, he thought. Because in truth they had both changed. They weren’t the same people now.

         Have you met Yana? She turned to her daughter, who rose from the couch and ambled over. Yana, this is a friend of your father’s.

         Yana crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him with unambiguous distrust.

         Good to meet you, Julian said.

         I’m suddenly very thirsty, she told her mother, and left them alone.

         Simone smiled apologetically. This is very hard for her. I’m sure you understand.

         Of course it is. It’s a terrible thing.

         She was squinting at him as if he’d been obscured by some strange light, some disfiguring aura. Tentatively, like she didn’t really want the answer, she asked, How are things going for you, Julian?

         Well enough. I’m in advertising.

         Is that so?

         Pays the bills.

         More than that, I’m sure.

         We do ads for some of the big pharmaceuticals. One of our accounts is Motus.

         She shook her head, unaware of it.

         It’s an OTC laxative.

         OTC?

         Sorry. Over the—

         Oh, right. Of course.

         The preferred remedy of opioid addicts. Needless to say, we’ve had a banner year.

         How sad. She shook her head. This world is—

         He nodded in agreement. Yes, he said. It is.

         They looked at each other a moment. He coughed. I was hoping to see Rye’s sister. We met once—

         Ava. She’s stranded at O’Hare. Electrical storms, apparently.

         Pity, he said. It would have been nice to see her.

         Simone asked if he was married, and he told her he was getting divorced.

         I’m sorry to hear that. Any kids?

         We have a son.

         She studied his face, perhaps understanding that he wasn’t going to talk about the boy, at least not here, not now.

         Tell me, she said, shifting gears. What ever happened to that awful girl in your class?

         He stood there, frowning with confusion. He could feel the pounding of his heart. Which awful girl?

         Rye photographed her that year. It nearly ruined us. He sold it to the Met. It’s still hanging there somewhere, I’m told.

         I’m not sure who you mean, Julian managed to respond.

         The Polish girl—

         Just then, her cell phone rang, a welcome intrusion. Excuse me, she said, and turned, cupping her ear, allowing Julian to politely recede and head back to the bar. He needed another drink. Of course he knew the photograph she was referring to.

         It was a few years after the workshop when the news of Adler’s show started circulating around the city. As hard as it was to deal with his friend’s success in relation to his own failure, he’d been happy for Rye at the time—an exhibition at the Met was a big deal—and he made himself go. He’d left work early, claiming to have a dentist appointment. Like a thief, he roamed the galleries, skirting the peripheries, his head down, hoping he wouldn’t see anyone he knew. It was unsettling to be surrounded by so many of Adler’s portraits all at once, a whole chorus of humanity, but there was no photograph that affected him more than the one of Magda. She was sitting unclothed on a wooden chair near a window. The room was dark, save for the window light on her skin. Her body was sculptural, exquisite, and the expression on her face was one of longing, a smoldering discontent, as if in that moment it had become clear to her that she could never possess Rye, that whatever they had together would be over the moment he took her picture.

         Julian stood there a long time, stirred by the image—her eyes, her breasts, the open window, the sheer, almost ghostly curtain—conscious of the people lurking behind him, trying to get a look. In a matter of seconds, he’d turned into what Berger called the sexual protagonist, eyeing her nakedness as though the photograph had been made just for him. Of course he knew all too well that was not the case.

         Bereft, he drifted out into the street.

         Compared with Adler, he was nothing more than a well-meaning amateur. He deserved the solemn purgatory of the advertising world. He left the museum that afternoon with a clear understanding of his own inadequacies and went home and packed up his cameras and drove them out to a storage place in Queens. It was like a burial, he remembered. He’d gone out afterward and gotten drunk, and he hadn’t taken a picture since.

         Constance refilled his glass. You look like you need it.

         Thanks, I do.

         She’s good at that.

         What?

         Undoing people. Finding your weakness, whatever it is. She drills straight for the heart. Boring into it until you bleed. You can’t hide anything from Simone.

         Julian shook his head as if he didn’t know what she was talking about.

         At least you get to go home, she said.

         Some of the guests were pulling on their coats. The thought of his empty apartment made him anxious. It was so terribly quiet.

         Constance took out her cigarettes and motioned for him to follow her outside. They grabbed their coats from the mudroom and stepped onto the small side porch, then crossed the grass to a large slate patio with an awning and rain-soaked Adirondack chairs. The rain had slowed to a misty drizzle, but it was colder now, and raw. They stood under the awning, and he watched as her delicate fingers worked a couple cigarettes out of the pack as if they were preparing to draw straws.

         You’re a very bad influence, he said, taking one.

         You’re not the first person to tell me that. She smiled.

         It was nearly dark. The sky looked bruised.

         I’m finding this whole thing very depressing, he said finally. But in truth he wasn’t unhappy to be here. The situation, unfortunate as it was, allowed him the coveted agency of an insider. Ironically, he felt closer to Rye than ever before.

         Poor Rye, Constance said, and he noticed a single tear running down her cheek. I hate to think of him floating around in all that cold water.

         He put his hand on her shoulder. I’m all right, she said, and gently shrugged him off. I suppose I was a little in love with him. But everybody was a little in love with Rye. He was such a genius.

         He nodded, but the comment annoyed him. He dragged hard on his cigarette and blew the smoke down to his feet.

         They were having problems. He was basically sleeping up there. She jerked her chin toward the carriage house.

         What kind of problems?

         The usual stuff. She thought he was cheating.

         Was he?

         She shrugged. Not with me.

         Julian watched her smoke. She had very pale skin and freckles, and he could see how young she was, and how sad.

         I can’t say I’d blame him, she said. She’s kind of cold.

         He smiled, a little surprised by her candor.

         Sorry, she said. I’m just honest.

         They stood there smoking together like kids cutting school. A strange glow fluttered behind the clouds.

         It sure is quiet out here, he said.

         The winters are very long. I’m thinking of moving to L.A.

         My wife lives in the country. Not the real country, Westchester.

         I didn’t know you were married.

         We’re getting divorced. She doesn’t love me anymore. I’m coming to terms with it.

         I’m sorry, she said.

         When you’re in it, you can’t see. Then suddenly it’s over and you see everything.

         Thunder rumbled. He could feel the ground shaking under his feet. Then the sky filled with light so bright it might’ve been noon. He vaguely entertained the notion that this was The End. What if it was? he thought almost hopefully. He imagined the reports on TV, people running through the streets. This weather’s crazy, he said.

         Get used to it. It’s only going to get worse.

         Another blast shuddered through the clouds, and the house suddenly went dark.

         Great, Constance said. Just what I need.

         Inside, they were lighting candles, and you could see the tiny flickering flames reflected in the old panes. It was almost like being back in the seventeenth century, when the Dutch were still here, and the world wasn’t ruined yet.

         It began to rain, a celestial tumult.

         I have to go in, she said. She took a final drag of her cigarette and tossed it to the ground. I have a feeling it’s going to be a very long night.

         Wait, he said. Look at that—

         They stood there together behind a curtain of shimmering glass. He’d never seen such a hard rain. He wondered how he’d ever make it home.

         
              

         

         It was after midnight when the lights finally came back on. They’d been sitting around the fireplace, resigned to the darkness, maybe even grateful for it. There were only a few of them left, and they were all grabbing their coats, getting ready to go. He knew he had stayed too long.

         I’m sorry, Simone, he said uneasily. I should have left hours ago. I’m afraid I’ve missed my train.

         No, I’m glad you’re here, she insisted, really I am—this she added as if to convince herself. She looked at him, and he could see the day on her, the weariness in her eyes. You can stay in the studio. There’s a futon up there.

         I don’t want to impose.

         She shook her head. Please, she said. I want you to.

         Constance took him out to the carriage house, carrying a folded blanket and shuffling along in a pair of untied Bean boots. They stepped inside the three-bay garage, where Rye’s old black Porsche was parked. They both stared at it. There was something eerie about the dull shine on the steering wheel, the tongue-red of the leather seats.

         Up here, Constance said.

         Julian followed her up the narrow stairway. Constance was his Virgil, leading him through the dark woods. He didn’t know what they would find.

         On the landing, she took a key on a string from around her neck and unlocked the door. They went in, and she kicked off her boots and dropped her coat to the floor. He took off his loafers and set them neatly by the door. It was cold and drafty and there were many windows covered with old yellow shades. She turned on a small lamp. Here, she said. There’s a—

         Let me, Julian said.

         He pushed some old newspapers into the woodstove, then a couple pieces of wood, and struck a match. Almost immediately the flames sprang to life. He closed the stove’s door and looked up at her in the golden light.

         Not bad for a city boy, she said.

         I have many unexpected talents.

         She dug around in a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Jameson’s. She handed him a glass and took one for herself, and they sat on the old couch, its oxblood leather scratched to shreds by the dogs.

         He asked how long she’d been working there, and she told him two years. She’d gotten the job through a professor at Vassar.

         That’s the only way you can get these jobs, she said. Rye had me printing, keeping track of his files, corresponding with editors. We’d sit together in front of the computer. It was a tedious process. He was never satisfied. I don’t think he ever fully adapted to digital. He was pretty old-school. But mostly I work for her.

         Doing what?

         Taking care of the dogs. Going to the market, cleaners. She’s fussy.

         Really?

         Prone to tantrums.

         He nodded like he understood.

         People with money, she said bitterly. They’re just different.

         He asked her where she stayed.

         Just down the lane, she said in a mock-British accent. There’s a farm down the road with a little guesthouse.

         Will you stay on? Now that he’s gone.

         I don’t know.

         They sat for a moment, drinking their whiskey.

         So, this is where he worked?

         Yes. She looked around as if the past two years had been nothing more than a dream. Do you want a tour?

         It was like the scene of a crime, the futon in the corner, its filthy sheets strewn on the floor. A few old glasses out on the tables, dust. The smell of the dogs. As he looked around at the disarray, he felt an oddly appealing sense of déjà vu, for the space was not all that dissimilar to the apartment they had once shared.

         She showed him the office, the towering flat file, a large mid-century Bauhaus-style desk, a pair of Barcelona chairs. She dropped into a desk chair on wheels that squealed like a barn animal whenever she moved.

         He wasn’t here all that much. He was always going somewhere. Her voice trailed off. I think that was the trouble between them. He’d go away, then come back. They’d fight. He’d come up here. He’d be in here all night, working. And then he’d leave again.

         She opened the door to the darkroom and switched on the light. Newly printed photographs hung from a line.

         That was Tokyo, she said. Right before. He was there for Vanity Fair.

         He glanced at the pictures coolly. Nothing special, he thought.

         I should go, she muttered. It’s very late.

         He found her coat and held it up for her, and she turned around and pushed her arms into the sleeves, and for just a moment, he laid his hands upon her shoulders, admiring the downy little hairs on the back of her neck. Slowly she turned and looked up at him. I’m sorry I stayed so long, she said.

         You have nothing to be sorry about.

         They were speaking in code. He felt sure there was something between them, some obscure and essential connection. They were like operatives bound by information that was at once incriminating and revelatory.

         At the door she stepped into her untied boots and gazed up at him with wet eyes. He wasn’t satisfied. In his work, I mean. He said he’d lost his edge.

         Haven’t we all, Julian thought.

         He was searching for something…

         What do you mean? Like what?

         She shook her head, trying to find the right word. Transformation, she said finally. He said he was tired of all the bullshit. He couldn’t trust anyone. He was tired of not believing in anything.

         What, like God?

         She nodded. It was only then that he noticed the cross at her throat. For some reason he thought of his wife’s pale neck, her own disassembled devotion.

         What if there isn’t one? What then?

         She considered the question and countered, darkly, What if there is?

         He offered, but she wouldn’t let him walk her home. He watched her crossing the yard, her hair blowing around her face, hugging herself in the cold, until the darkness absorbed her and she completely disappeared.
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