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TO GAVRI




True art is always found where we least expect it, where nobody is thinking about it or saying its name.

 
Art hates to be recognized and greeted by name.

 
It flees instantly.

 
-Jean Dubuffet


 
 
... a mirror of smoke, cracked and dim in which to judge himself . . .

 
-The Book of Odd Thoughts 13:15





ONE

In the beginning, I behaved badly. I’m not going to lie to you, so allow me to get that on the table right away: while I would like to believe that I redeemed myself later, there’s no question that - in the beginning at least - I lacked a certain purity of purpose. That’s putting it mildly. If we’re being honest, let’s be honest: I was motivated by greed and, more important, by narcissism: a sense of entitlement that runs deep in my genes and that I can’t seem to shake, no matter how ugly it makes me feel, some of the time. Part of the job description, I suppose, and part of the reason I’ve moved on. Know thyself.

Christ. I promised myself that I’d make an effort to avoid sounding like a pretentious prick. I ought to be more hardboiled; I’d like to be. I don’t think I have it in me. To write in clipped sentences. To employ gritty metaphor in the introduction of sultry blondes. (My heroine’s a brunette, and not the especially sultry kind; her hair isn’t jet-black and dripping; it’s medium chestnut and, more often than not, pragmatically tied back, workmanlike ponytails or flyaway buns or stashed behind her ears.) I can’t do it, so why bother trying?

We each get one story to tell, and we have to tell it the way that comes naturally. I don’t carry a gun; I don’t get into car chases or fistfights. All I can do is write down the truth, and truthfully, I might be kind of a pretentious prick. That’s all right. I can live with that.

As Sam is fond of saying It is what it is.


Generally, I don’t agree. A more appropriate rule of thumb - for my life, my line of work, and this story - might be It is what it is, except when it isn’t, which is most of the time. I still don’t know the whole truth, and I doubt I ever will.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

All I mean is that, having lived a long time in a world of illusions, a costume-party world, wink-wink and knowingness and quote marks around everything everybody says, it’s a relief to speak honestly. If my honesty doesn’t sound like Philip Marlowe’s, so be it. It is what it is. This might be a detective novel, but I’m no detective. My name is Ethan Muller. I am thirty-three years old, and I used to be in art.

 
 
OF COURSE, I LIVE IN NEW YORK. My gallery was in Chelsea, on Twenty-fifth Street, between Tenth and Eleventh avenues, one gallery of many in a building whose identity, like that of the city around it, has been in flux more or less since birth. A row of stables; a garage for hansom cabs; then a corset factory, whose downfall coincided with the rise of the brassiere. The building lived on, though, subdivided, reunited, resubdivided, condemned, uncondemned, and - finally - rezoned as residential lofts for young artists, some of whom had taken to wearing corsets as a protofeminist throwback. But before the first struggling MFA filmmaker could sign her lease and get her boxes out of storage, the entire art world decided to drag its sagging ass uptown, creating a neighborhood mini-boom.

This took place in the early 1990s. Keith Haring was dead; the East Village was dead; SoHo was dead; everyone had AIDS or AIDS ribbons.

Everyone needed a change. Chelsea fit. The DIA Foundation had been there since the late 80s, and people hoped that the move would redeem art from the rabid commercialization that had metastasized the downtown scene.

The developers, nosing out an ideal opportunity for rabid commercialization, took their newly prime piece of real estate and had it rezoned yet again, and in May of ’95, 567 West Twenty-fifth reopened for business, accepting into its white-walled bosom a few dozen smallish galleries and several large ones, including the airy, double-high, fourth-floor space that would eventually become mine.

I used to wonder what the corset-maker or the stablehands would make of what transacts on their former plot. Where horseshit used to turn the air sulfurous and rank, millions and millions and millions of dollars now change hands. So goes the Big City.

Because of the number of tenants engaged in the same activity - i.e., the sale of contemporary art - and because of the nature of that activity - i.e., frantic, jealous, shot through with schadenfreude - 567 frequently feels like a beehive, but a hip and ironic one. Artists, gallerists, assistants, collectors, consultants and assorted flunkies buzz up and down its smooth concrete halls, nectar-heavy with gossip. It’s a schmoozer’s paradise. There are openings to attend, a sale to scoff at, a resale that makes the first sale look like a bargain - plus all of New York’s standard social touchstones: adulteries, divorces and lawsuits. Marilyn refers to the building as the High School, for her a term of endearment. Marilyn was homecoming queen, after all.

There’s no lobby, as such. Three concrete steps lead to a steel gate, opened by a numerical keypad, which has about as much thief-stopping power as a twist tie, or perhaps a banana peel on the floor. Everyone relevant knows the code. On the off chance that you’d recently arrived from Mars or Kansas and, never having seen an art gallery before, that you took the first taxi you could find to 567, you would have little trouble gaining  admittance. You could wait for an intern to come toddling in, balancing four cups of coffee, all prepared with extreme precision, one for herself and three for her employer. Or you could wait for an artist to show up lugging a hangover and the new canvases he promised eighteen months ago. Or for a gallerist himself, someone like me, getting out of a cab on a cold and windless January Monday, phone pinned between head and shoulder, negotiating with a private party in London, fingers going numb as I count off the fare, filled with a sourceless and dreadful certainty that today was going to be one hell of a day.

 
 
FINISHING THE CALL OUTSIDE, I let myself into the building, hit the button for the freight elevator, and savored my solitude. I tended to show up at about eight thirty, earlier than most of my colleagues and a full hour before my assistants. Once work began, I was never alone. Talking to people is my strong suit, and the reason I’ve been successful. For the same reason, I treasured those few minutes to myself.

The elevator arrived and Vidal pulled open the screeching accordion gate. As we exchanged greetings, my phone went off again. The caller ID read KRISTJANA HALLBJÖRNSDOTTIR, confirming my hell-of-a-day premonition.

Kristjana is an installation and performance artist, a behemoth of a woman: six feet tall, thick-limbed, with a drill sergeant’s crew cut. She manages to be somehow dainty and enormously heavy-footed, like a bull in a china shop, except that the bull is wearing a tutu. Born in Iceland, raised all over the place: that’s her provenance as well as her art’s; and although I admire the work deeply, it’s barely good enough to justify the headache of representing her. When I took her on I knew her reputation. I knew, too, that other people were rolling their eyes at me. It had become a point of pride that I’d kept her in line, putting up her most successful show in years: reviewed well and sold out for well above asking, a feat that  left her literally weeping on my shoulder with gratitude. Kristjana is nothing if not demonstrative.

But that was last May, and since then she had gone into hibernation. I’d gone by her apartment, left messages, sent e-mails and texts. If she was angling for attention, she failed, because I stopped trying. Her call that morning was our first contact in months.

Cell phone reception in the elevator is spotty, and I couldn’t make her out until Vidal hauled open the gate and that huge, panicked voice came bursting across the airwaves at full bore, already deep into an explanation of her Idea and the material support she required. I told her to slow down and start again. She drew in a wet, heavy breath, the first sign that she’s about to go haywire. Then, seeming to reconsider, she asked about the summer. I told her I could not show her until August.

‘Impossible,’ she said. ‘You are not listening.’

‘I am. It can’t be done.’

‘Bullshit. You are not listening.’

‘I’m looking at the calendar as we speak.’ (Not true; I was looking for my keys.) ‘What are we talking about, anyway? What am I committing myself to, before I say yes?’

‘I need the whole space.’

‘I—’

‘It’s not negotiable. I need the full space. I am referring to landscape, Ethan.’ She launched into a highly technical and theoretically dense discourse on the disappearing Arctic ice pack. She had to show in June, at the absolute peak of summer, opening on the night of the solstice, and she wanted the air-conditioning off - the heat on - because that underscored the notion of dissolution. Dissolfing she kept saying. Everything is dissolfing. By the time she got to post-post-post-critical theory, I had ceased listening, absorbed by the problem of my keys, which had migrated to the bottom of my attaché. I found them and unlocked the gallery doors as she outlined a plan for destroying my floors.

‘You can’t bring a live walrus in here.’

Wet, heavy breathing.

‘It’s probably not legal. Is it? Kristjana? Have you even looked into that?’

She told me to go fuck myself sideways and hung up.

Knowing that it was a matter of time before she called back, I left the phone on the front desk and began my morning routine. First voicemail. There were six from Kristjana, all between four and five thirty in the morning; God only knew who she had expected to reach. A few collectors wanted to know when they could expect their art. I was currently running two shows: a series of lovely, shimmery paintings by Egao Oshima, and some of Jocko Steinberger’s papier-mâché genitalia. All of the Oshimas had presold, and several of the Steinbergers had gone to the Whitney. A good month.

After phone came e-mail: clients to touch base with, social machinery in need of grease, arrangements for art fairs, arrangements to look at new work. Much of dealing art consists of keeping one’s plates spinning. A friend of mine in the business wrote to ask if I could get ahold of a Dale Schnelle he lusted for. I replied that I might. Marilyn sent me a macabre cartoon one of her artists had drawn of her, depicting her as Saturn eating his children, à la Goya. She found the image delightful.

At nine thirty, Ruby showed up, coffees in hand. I took mine and gave her instructions. At nine thirty-nine Nat arrived and resumed typesetting the catalogue for our upcoming show. At ten twenty-three my cell phone rang again, a blocked number. As you’d imagine, most of the people I liked selling to had blocked numbers.

‘Ethan.’ A voice like flannel; I recognized it immediately.

I’d known Tony Wexler all my life, and I considered him the closest thing I have to a father that I didn’t despise. That he worked for my father, had worked for him for more than forty years - I’ll leave the psychoanalysis up to you. Suffice it to say that whenever my father wanted something from me, he sent Tony to go fetch.

Which had happened with increasing frequency over the last two years, when my father had a heart attack and I didn’t visit him in the hospital. Since then I’d been getting calls from him, through Tony, every eight or ten weeks. That might not sound like much, but given how little communication we’d had prior to that, I had lately come to feel a tad assaulted. I had no interest in bridge-building. When my father builds a bridge, you can bet there’s going to be a toll on it.

So while I was pleased to hear Tony’s voice, I didn’t especially want to know what he had to say.

‘We read about the shows. Your father was very interested.’

By we he meant himself. When I started at the gallery nine years ago, Tony got himself subscribed to several of the trades; and unlike most art-mag subscribers, he reads them. He’s an authentic intellectual in an age when that term has come to mean nothing, and he knows a shocking amount about the market.

He also meant himself when he said your father. Tony tends to pin his own sentiments on his boss, a habit designed, I believe, to conceal the absurd fact that I have a closer relationship with the payroll than with the man who sired me. Nobody’s fooled.

We talked art for a little bit. He asked me how I felt about the Steinbergers in the context of his return to figuration; what else Oshima had planned; how the two shows communicated. I kept waiting for the request, the sentence that began Your father would like.


He said, ‘Something has come to my attention that I think you should know about. Some new work.’

It’s always open season on art dealers. Quickly one develops strict submission policies. In my case, impenetrable: if you were good, I would find you; otherwise I didn’t want to hear from you. It might sound elitist or draconian but I had no choice. It was either that or face the endless pleading of acquaintances convinced that if you would take the time to come to their sister-in-law’s best friend’s husband’s half-brother’s debut show at the  Brooklyn Jewish Community Center you’d be bowled over, converted, dying to showcase their genius on your obviously bare walls. Et tu, Tony?

‘Is that a fact,’ I said.

‘Works on paper,’ Tony said. ‘Ink and felt-tip. You need to see them.’

Warily, I asked who the artist was.

‘He’s from the Courts,’ Tony said.


The Courts being Muller Courts, the largest housing development in the Great State of New York. Built as a postwar middle-class utopia, drained of its founding intent by white flight, it holds the ignominious title of most crime-ridden area in Queens; a blight on an already blighted borough; a monument to wealth, ego and slumlordship; two dozen towers, fifty-six acres and twenty-six thousand people. Bearing my surname.

Knowing that the artist hailed from that hellpit awakened a sense of obligation in me, one that I had no right to feel. I didn’t build the damn thing; my grandfather did. I wasn’t responsible for its poor upkeep; my father and brothers were. Nevertheless I began to rationalize. There wasn’t any harm in having a look at this so-called art by this so-called artist. Provided word didn’t get around that the Muller Gallery had flung open its doors, all I stood to lose was a few minutes of my time, a sacrifice I would make for Tony. And he had a decent eye. If he said a piece had merit, it probably did.

Not that I intended to represent anyone new. My roster was full. But people like to have their good taste confirmed, and I supposed that even Tony, who I considered the picture of self-composure, was not immune to the need for validation.

‘You can give him my e-mail address.’

‘Ethan—’

‘Or he can come by, if he’d like. Tell him to call first and use your name.’

‘Ethan. I can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I don’t know where he is.’

‘Who.’

‘The artist.’

‘You don’t know where the artist is?’

‘That’s what I’m telling you. He’s gone.’

‘Gone where.’

‘Gone gone. Three months he misses rent. Nobody’s seen him. They start thinking he might have died, so the super opens the place up, but instead of finding the tenant, finds the drawings. He had the good sense to call me before tossing them.’

‘He called you directly?’

‘He called the management company. They called up the tree. Believe me, there’s a reason it got this far. The work is out of this world.’

I was skeptical. ‘Drawings.’

‘Yes. But they’re as good as paintings. Better.’

‘What are they like?’

‘I can’t describe them.’ An unfamiliar note of urgency came into his voice. ‘You have to see for yourself. The room itself is essential to the experience.’

I told him he sounded like catalogue copy.

‘Don’t be snarky.’

‘Come on, Tony. Do you really think—’

‘Trust me. When can you come?’

‘Well. It’s a busy couple of weeks. I’m going to Miami—’

‘N-n-n. Today. When can you come today.’

‘I can’t. Are you kidding? Today? I’m in the middle of work.’

‘Take a break.’

‘I haven’t even gotten started.’

‘Then you’re not interrupting anything.’

‘I can come up - next Tuesday. How about then?’

‘I’ll send a car for you.’

‘Tony,’ I said. ‘It can wait. It’ll have to.’

He said nothing, the most effective rebuke of all. I held the phone aside to ask Ruby for a slot in my schedule, but Tony’s voice came squawking from the receiver.

‘Don’t ask her. Don’t ask the girl.’

‘I’m—’

‘Get in a cab. I’ll meet you there in an hour.’

As I gathered my coat and bag and walked to the corner to pick up a cab, my cell phone rang again. It was Kristjana. She’d done some thinking. August could work.




TWO

All twenty-four Muller Courts towers are named for gemstones, a stab at elegance that misses its mark by some distance. I had the driver circle the block until I spotted Tony waiting for me in front of the Garnet unit, his tan camel-hair coat vivid against the brick, sniffing distance from a heap of trash bags bleeding into the gutter. Above a concrete awning fluttered the three flags of country, state and city, and a fourth, for the Muller Corporation.

We entered the lobby, overheated and fumy with institutional floor cleaner. Everybody in uniform - the security guard inside his bulletproof kiosk, the handyman prying off baseboards near the management office - seemed to know Tony, acknowledging him out of either cordiality or fear.

A reinforced glass door led into a dark courtyard, hemmed in by Garnet behind us, and on three sides by the Tourmaline, Lapis Lazuli and Platinum units.

I remember once asking my father how they could have named a building Platinum, which even I, at age seven, knew was not a stone. He didn’t  answer me, and so I repeated myself, louder. He kept reading, looking supremely annoyed.

Don’t ask stupid questions.

All I wanted to do from then on was to ask as many stupid questions as possible. My father soon declined to look up at me when I approached, finger crooked, mouth full of imponderables. Who decides what goes in the dictionary. Why don’t men have breasts. I would have asked my mother but she was already dead by then, which might help explain why my questions so irritated my father. Everything that I did or said served the same purpose: to remind him that I existed, and that she did not.

At some point I figured out why they chose Platinum. They ran out of stones.

Seen from high above, the courtyards from which Muller Courts draws its name look like dumbbells. Each consists of a pair of hexagons, four sides of which are residential towers and two of which taper into a rectangular stretch of community property - the bar of the dumbbell - that features a playground, a small parking lot and a grassy patch for sitting when weather permits. Between them, the various courtyards also contain six basketball hoops, a volleyball net, an asphalt soccer field, a swimming pool (drained in winter), a handful of unkempt gardens, three small houses of worship (mosque, church, synagogue), a dry cleaner and two bodegas. If your needs were simple enough, you could get by without ever leaving the complex.

As we crossed the hexagon, its towers seemed to loom inward, weighed down by air conditioners painted in pigeon shit. Balconies served as overflow storage for decrepit furniture, moldy carpet remnants, three-legged walkers, charcoal grills abandoned in mid-assembly. Two kids in oversized NBA jerseys played a rough game of one-on-one, driving toward a basket whose broken rim drooped at a thirty-degree angle.

I pointed this out to Tony.

‘I’ll write a memo,’ he said. I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic.

The so-called artist lived in the Carnelian, on the eleventh floor, and on the way up I asked Tony what efforts he’d made to get in touch with the man.

‘He’s gone, I told you.’

I felt uneasy waltzing into a stranger’s apartment, and told Tony as much. He assured me, though, that the tenant had forfeited all rights when he stopped paying his rent. Tony had never misled me in the past, and I didn’t think him capable of doing so. Why would the thought have crossed my mind? I trusted him.

Looking back, I might have been a tad more careful.

Outside the door to C-1156, Tony asked me to wait while he went in and cleared the way. The entry-hall fixture didn’t work, and the rest of the place was very crowded; he didn’t want me to trip. I heard him moving around inside, heard a soft thud and a muttered oath. Then he emerged from the gloom and pinned an arm across the door.

‘All right.’ He stood back to allow me in. ‘Go nuts.’

 
 
BEGIN WITH THE MUNDANE, the squalid. A narrow entrance opens onto a single room, no more than a hundred and twenty square feet. Floorboards worn down to the bare wood, dried out and shrunken and splitting. The walls waterstained and pricked with thumbtack holes. A dusty lightbulb, burning. A mattress. A makeshift desk: inkstained particleboard balanced on stacks of cinderblock. A low bookcase. In the corner, a white enamel sink, archipelagoed with black chips; underneath, a single-burner electric hotplate. The windowshade permanently down, unable or unwilling to retract. A gray short-sleeved sport shirt on a hanger hooked around the bolt of a heat pipe. A gray sweater draped across a folding chair. A pair of cracked brown leather shoes, soles pulling away from uppers, making duckbills. A doorless bathroom; a toilet; a sloped tile floor with a drain underneath a ceiling-mount showerhead.

All of this I saw later.

At first I saw only boxes.

Motor oil boxes, packing tape boxes, boxes for computers and printers. Fruit crates. Milk crates. 100% REAL ITALIAN TOMATOES. Boxes lining the walls, tightening the entryway by two-thirds. Smothering the bed. Tottering in stacks like elaborately vertical desserts; on the sink; in the shower, crammed in up to the ceiling; boxes, bowing the bookcase and bricking up the windows. The desk, the chair; the shoes crushed flat. Only the crapper remained exposed.

And in the air: paper. That rich smell somewhere between human skin and bark. Paper, decaying and shedding, wood pulp creating a dry haze that eddied around my body, flowed into my lungs, and burned. I began to cough.

‘Where’s the art?’ I asked.

Tony squeezed in beside me. ‘Here,’ he said, resting his hand on the nearest box. Then he began pointing to all the other boxes. ‘And there, there, there, and there.’

Incredulous, I opened one of the boxes. Inside was a neat stack of what appeared to be blank paper, sour yellow and crumbling at the corners. For a moment I thought Tony was playing a joke on me. Then I picked up the first page and turned it over and everything else disappeared.

I lack the vocabulary to make you see what I saw. Regardless: a dazzling menagerie of figures and faces; angels, rabbits, chickens, elves, butterflies, amorphous beasts, fantastic ten-headed beings of myth, Rube Goldberg machinery with organic parts, all drawn with an exacting hand, tiny and swarming across the page, afire with movement, dancing, running, soaring, eating, eating one another, exacting horrific and bloody tortures, a carnival of lusts and emotions, all the savagery and beauty that life has to offer - but exaggerated, delirious, dense, juvenile, perverse - and cartoonish and buoyant and hysterical - and I felt set upon, mobbed, overcome with the desire to look away as well as the desire to dive into the page.

The real attention to detail, though, was concentrated not in these characters but in the landscape they populated. A living earth, of wobbling dimensions: here flat, there exquisitely deep, inflated geographical features, undulating roads labeled with names twenty letters long. Mountains were buttocks and breasts and chins; rivers became veins spilling purplish liquid nourishing flowers with devil’s heads; trees sprouting from a mulch of words and nonsense words; straightrazor grass. In some places the line was whisper-fine, elsewhere so thick and black that it was a miracle the pen had not torn straight through the page.

The drawing pushed at its edges, leaching into the murky air.

Electrified, unnerved, I stared for six or seven minutes, a long time to look at a sheet of of 8½-by-11 paper; and before I could censor myself, I decided that whoever had drawn this was sick. Because the composition had a psychotic quality, the fever of action taken to warm oneself from the chill of solitude.

I tried to place what I was seeing in the context of other artists. The best references I could muster at the time were Robert Crumb and Jeff Koons; but the drawing had none of their kitsch, none of their irony; it was raw and honest and naïve and violent. For all my efforts to keep the piece orderly - to tame it with rationality, experience and knowledge - I still felt like it was going to jump out of my hands, to skitter up the walls and spin itself into smoke, ash, oblivion. It lived.

Tony said, ‘What do you think?’

I set the drawing aside and picked up the next one. It was just as baroque, just as mesmerizing, and I gave it the same amount of attention. Then, realizing that if I did that for every drawing in there, I’d never leave, I picked up a handful of pages and riffled them, causing a sliver near their edges to disintegrate. They were all dazzling, all of them. My chest knotted up. As early as then, I was having trouble coming to grips with the sheer monomania of the project.

I put the stack down and returned to the first two drawings, which I set  side-by-side for comparison. My eyes went back and forth between them, like those games you do as a child. There are nine thousand differences, can you find them all? I began to feel light-headed. It might have been the dust.

Tony said, ‘You see how it works.’

I didn’t, and so he turned one of the pages upside down. The drawings aligned like puzzle pieces: streams flowed on and roads rolled out. Faces half-complete found their counterparts. Then he pointed out that the backs of the drawings were not, in fact, blank. At each edge and in the center, lightly penciled in a tiny, uniform script, were numbers, like so:

[image: 001]

The next page was numbered 4379 in the center, and then, clockwise from the top: 2017, 4380, 6741, 4378. The pages connected where the edge of one indicated the center of the other.

‘They’re all like this?’

‘As far as I can tell.’ He looked around. ‘I haven’t made much of a dent.’

‘How many are we talking about?’

‘Go on in. See for yourself.’

I squeezed into the room, covering my mouth with my sleeve. I’ve inhaled plenty of unnatural substances in my day, but the sensation of paper in my lungs was entirely new and unpleasant. I had to shove boxes out of the way; dust leopard-printed my slacks. The light from the hallway dwindled, and my own breaths seemed to have no echo. The eight feet between me and the door had effectively erased New York. Living here would be like living ten miles below the earth, like living in a cave. I don’t know how else to describe it. It was supremely disorienting.

From far away, I heard Tony say my name.

I sat on the edge of the bed - six exposed inches of mattress; where did he  sleep? - and took in a stomachful of dirty, woody air. How many drawings were there? What did the piece look like when assembled? I envisioned an endless patchwork quilt. Surely they could not all fit together. Surely nobody had that much mental power or patience. If Tony turned out to be correct, I was looking at one of the larger works of art ever created by a single person. Certainly it was the largest drawing in the world.

The throb of genius, the stink of madness; gorgeous and mind-boggling and it took my breath away.

Tony shimmied between two boxes and stood next to me, both of us wheezing.

I said, ‘How many people know about this?’

‘You. Me. The super. Maybe some of the other people at the company, but they were just passing on the message. Only a few people have seen it firsthand.’

‘Let’s keep it that way.’

He nodded. Then he said, ‘You didn’t answer my question.’

‘What was the question.’

‘What do you think?’




THREE

The artist’s name was Victor Cracke.

 
 
ROSARIO QUINTANA, apartment C-1154: ‘I didn’t see him a lot. He came in and out a couple times a day, but I’m at work, so I didn’t see him unless I was home sick or I had to come back for some reason, to pick up my son when his father drops him off too early. I’m a nurse. Sometimes I passed him in the hall. He left early in the morning. Or, you know what, he might’ve worked at night, because I don’t think I saw him after six o’clock. I think maybe he drove a taxi?’

 
 
ROSARIO’S SEVEN-YEAR-OLD SON, Kenny: ‘He was weird-looking.’

How so?

‘His hair.’

What color was it?

‘Black.’ [rubs nose] ‘And white.’

Gray?

‘Yeah. But not all of it.’

Long or short?

‘. . . yeah.’

Which one. Long?

[nods]

Or short?

[rubs nose]

Both?

[nods, makes gesture indicating spikes in every direction] ‘Like that, kind of.’

Like he stuck his finger in an electrical socket?

[look of confusion]

 
 
JASON CHARLES, apartment C-1158: ‘He talked to himself. I heard him all the time, like a party goin on.’

How do you know he was alone?

‘I know cause I know. He never talked to nobody else. Unfriendly dude.’

So you never really spoke to him.

‘Hell naw, man. What we suppose to talk about, the Nas-daq?’

What did he say when he talked to himself?

‘He had, like. Different voices.’

Voices.

‘You know, different kinds of voices.’

Different accents?

‘Like. Like a high one. Yiiii yiii yiii. Then low. Like hrmahrmahrmm. Yiii yiii yiii, hrmmhrmmhrmm . . .’

So you couldn’t understand him.

‘No. But he sounded mad.’

Mad about what?

‘All I hear’s him screaming at t’top of his mufuckin lungs. Sounds mad to me.’

He was screaming.

‘Sometimes, yeah.’

What about a job? Do you know what he did?

[laughs]

Why’s that funny?

‘Who’s gonna give him a job? I wouldn’t.’

Why not?

‘You want some crazy-ass crazy-lookin dude running around your restaurant scaring the fuck out the customers?’

Someone said he was a cabdriver.

‘Shit. All I know, I get in a cab and it’s him, I’m gettin out.’

 
 
ELIZABETH FORSYTHE, apartment C-1155: ‘He was lovely, just a lovely, gentle man. Always he said hello to me when I saw him in the hall or the elevator. He used help me carry my groceries. I may be an old woman - don’t shake your head, you don’t think I believe you, now do you? Well aren’t you a flirt . . . What was I saying? Oh, yes, well, however old I may be, he was hardly in a position to help me, at his age. He lived in that apartment longer than I can remember. I moved in in 1969, and he was already living here, so that should give you an idea. My husband passed in 84. He wanted to leave because he said the neighborhood wasn’t the same anymore. But I used to teach right around the corner - at the high school? Math. So we stayed put.’

Do you know how old he was?

‘My husband? He was - oh, you mean Victor. Well. Around my age.’ [sees questioning look] ‘You’re not supposed to ask a lady that, you  should know that.’ [smiles] ‘Now let me see. Well, I remember on V-E Day, going with my sister to meet her boyfriend, who had just come home from the Navy. She left me alone, right there in the middle of the street, so they could go off and neck. Sally was five years older than me, so you can figure it out. But I never knew exactly how old Victor was. He wasn’t too chatty, if you get me. It took a while for him to warm up to us. Years, I imagine it was. But once he became familiar with us, we came to see that he was very gentle, not at all the person that he seemed at first.’

How could you tell?

‘Oh, well, you should have seen him. You know things about a person the first time you look at them. You just look at their hands. Victor had the smallest hands, like a boy’s. He wasn’t much bigger than a boy, only an inch or two taller than I am. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. And he was very religious, you know.’

Was he?

‘Oh yes. He went to church all the time. Three times a day.’

That’s a lot.

‘I know. Three times a day, for Mass. Sometimes more! I go to the First African Methodist on Sundays, but before I knew Victor I wasn’t aware you could go that often, that they would keep on admitting you. When you buy a ticket for the movies you can only go to one show, after all. My husband and I used to watch the double features, back when they still had them.’ [sighs] ‘Well. What was I saying?’

About church.

‘Yes, church. Victor liked to go to church. That’s where he was headed, darn near every time I saw him. “Where are you off to, Victor?” “Church.”’ [laughs] ‘Our Lady of Hope, I believe that’s where he went. It’s near here. He had that look that Catholics have, you know the look? Like they’re about to be punished.’

Guilty.

‘Yes, guilty, but also resigned. And afraid. Like his own shadow might jump up and bite him. I think the world was a bit much for him.’

Does he have a job?

‘Well, I’m sure he must have, but I don’t know what it is. Is he all right? Has something happened to him? From the way you were talking before, I thought he might have passed, but now you’re making it sound as though he’s still around. Is he? I haven’t seen him for months.’

It’s not terribly clear.

‘Well, you find something out, you let me know. Cause I liked Victor.’ One more question, if you don’t mind.

‘Go right on ahead. You can stay as long as you want. But you have to leave at six, that’s when my girls come over. We play Scrabble.’

Did you ever hear him talking to himself?

‘Victor? Goodness, no. Who told you that?’

Your neighbor across the hall.

[makes face] ‘He’s one to talk, with the music that he plays. He plays it so loud that I can hear it, and I’m half deaf. It’s true.’ [indicates hearing aids] ‘I complain to the superintendent, but they never show up. You know, my husband was probably right: we probably should have left a long time ago. I keep hoping things might get back to the way they used to be. But. They never do.’

 
 
PATRICK SHAUGHNESSY, superintendent: ‘Quiet. Never complained and I never had a complaint about him. That’s the kind of tenant you like to have, although he was so damn quiet you have to wonder how a person could stand to hold it in for so long. When I saw the state of the place, that’s when I figured it out. I said to myself, “Patrick, that’s where all his talk is going.” Sight to behold, I tell you.’ [spreads hands three feet apart] ‘Incredible.’

Yes.

‘I said to myself, “Patrick, what you’re looking at is art. You can’t g’wan and throw it out like it’s garbage.” I know it when I see it, am I right? You’re the art dealer, so you tell me: am I right?’

You’re right.

‘Right, then. Hey, now: do you think those paintings are worth anything? ’

Do you?

‘I would think so. I would think so. But you tell me. You’re the expert.’

It’s impossible to say just yet.

‘I sure hope so.’

Do you know where he went?

[shakes head] ‘The poor fellah might’ve gone off anywhere. He might be dead. What do you think, he’s dead?’

Well—

‘How do you know, you’re not the police, right?’

No.

‘Okay, then. That’s who you should be talking to, if you want to find him.’

Would the police know?

‘They’d know better than I would. That’s their job, isn’t it?’

Well—

‘You want to know what I think, I think he decided he didn’t like it here anymore. Can you blame him? Got his money saved up and went to Florida. That’s where I’m going. I’m getting prepared. The nest egg and more coming, I tell you. If that’s what he did, then good for him. More power. I hope he has a good time. He never seemed too happy, I will say that.’

Unhappy in what way. Depressed, or guilty, or—

‘Most of the time I remember him looking at the ground. Straight down at the ground, bent-over-like, weight of the world ’n’so forth. I used to see him and think that he wanted to look up but couldn’t stand what  he’d see. Some people might keep quiet but get along fine, cause they don’t have anything to say. Him, though. He had a lot to say and no way to say it.’

 
 
DAVID PHILADELPHIA, upstairs neighbor: ‘Who?’

 
 
MARTIN NAVARRO, Rosario Quintana’s ex-husband, now moved eight flights below: ‘I can tell you what I remember. Wait a minute, though, you talked to Kenny?’

Kenny?

‘My son. You said you talked to him.’

Yes.

‘What did he look like?’

Like—

‘I mean did he look happy. I know what he looks like. He looks like me, you don’t need to tell me that. She keeps saying that he looks like her  father but, trust me, she doesn’t know what end it’s coming out of. Not a  clue. So whatever she told you about your guy, you can bet it’s wrong. What did she tell you?’

That he was a taxi driver.

‘Okay, first of all, first of all, that is wrong. No way that guy could drive. He couldn’t even see. He was always bumping into the walls. That’s what used to drive us crazy, because he was always dropping things and bumping into the walls at two in the morning. You should ask the neighbor downstairs, I’m sure they can tell you about that.’

So what was he, then?

‘I don’t know, but he wasn’t driving no taxi. What kind of job does somebody like that have? Maybe he was a bus driver.’

You said he couldn’t see.

‘Have you ever been on a bus in this city? Maybe he was one of those guys that sold the pretzels.’

He seems a little old for that.

‘Yeah. You’re right. I didn’t think about that. How old was he?’

What do you think?

‘He was old. How old did Rosario say he was?’

She didn’t say.

‘Whatever she said, add ten years. Or twenty. Or subtract. Then you’ll have the real answer.’

 
 
GENEVIEVE MILES, downstairs neighbor: ‘It sounded like he was kicking sandbags up there.’

Her husband, Christopher: ‘Yeah, that’s about right.’

What does that sound like?

‘What do you think it sounds like.’

Like - thumping?

‘Uh-huh. Like thumping.’

 
 
HOW DO YOU DISPLAY TWO ACRES OF ART? That was the question facing me as I began to claw through the Victor Cracke oeuvre. By our estimate, there were around 135,000 drawings, each on the same type of 8½-by-11 paper, low brightness, cheap and readily found - enough paper to cover 87,688 square feet. We couldn’t very well hang the entire piece, unless the government of China decided to lease us the Great Wall.

I advanced a year’s rent on Victor’s apartment and brought in a photographer to document the placement of every item inside. I hired two temps, whose sole mission was to number the boxes, record their general contents, and haul them down to a truck. After the apartment was empty, I had it scrubbed and vacuumed to clear out the rest of that  choking dust. Then the operation moved from Queens to Manhattan, where I set up a makeshift laboratory in a storage facility three blocks from my gallery. With the boxes piled high in one locker, I outfitted the adjacent locker with a desk, chairs, a high-powered surgical light, a plastic tarp that I spread on the floor, cotton gloves, a magnifying glass, a space heater, floodlamps and a computer. Nightly, through the end of winter and all of spring, Ruby and I sat with two or three boxes, sorting their contents as rapidly as possible while still noting pieces of exceptional quality, racking our brains to figure out how in the world to put up a show.

In theory we could have - I don’t know - laminated them all. I suppose we could have done that. We could, I suppose, have laid them all out in a field in western Pennsylvania or the Hudson River Valley and affixed them to the ground, invited people to walk around the perimeter, like some big conceptual piece by Smithson. That would have been one option.

But the logistics upset my stomach. Once sheathed in plastic, how well would the drawings align? Standing at the edge of the piece, would you be able to tell anything about its center, a hundred feet away? Was there even a center? What about glare, or wind, or warping? How could I possibly get people to make the drive?

At the same time, I had to acknowledge that shown individually, the drawings lost much of their power. Which is not to say that they weren’t still arresting - they were. But splitting them up undermined what I believed to be one of the piece’s essential themes: connectedness, the unity of everything.

I drew this conclusion soon after bringing the first box out of storage and laying out fifty or sixty of the drawings. When I had pieced them together, I saw immediately the true nature of Victor Cracke’s monumental work: it was a map.

A map of reality as he perceived it. There were continents and boundary  lines, nations and oceans and mountain ranges, all labeled in his meticulous handwriting. Phlenbendenum. Freddickville. Zythyrambiana, E. and W. The Green Qoptuag Forest, sending its fingers down into the Valley of Worthe, in which gleamed the golden cupola of the Cathedral Saint Gudrais and its Chamber of the Secret Sacred Heart - KEEP OUT! he warned. Names ripped from Tolkien, or Aldous Huxley. Adding more panels, zooming out, you encountered other planets, other suns and galaxies. Wormholes led to distant parts of the map, alluded to by their numbers. Like the universe itself, the edges of the piece seemed to be speeding away from its unfathomable center.

It was not just a map of space; it was a map of time as well. Places, figures and scenes recurred in adjacent panels, moving in slow motion, like a comic book photocopied a thousand times, torn up, thrown into the air. Walking alongside the piece, reading its repetitions, one sensed the frustration at being unable to record everything, seen and imagined, in real time - the lines on the page always a few seconds out of date, and Victor sprinting to keep up.

 
 
DOES ANY OF THAT MAKE SENSE? I’m not sure that it does. Great art does that: it cuts out your tongue. And Victor’s art is especially hard to describe, not just because of its size and complexity but because it was so damned weird. Everything was out of whack; everything repeated ad nauseam, giving rise to two unsettling sensations. On the one hand, once you got used to his visual vocabulary - the creatures, the wild proportions - you began to feel a profound sense of déjà vu, the strange becoming familiar, the way jargon starts to sound normal when everyone around you speaks it. On the other hand, the moment you stopped looking at the drawings, you were besieged by jamais vu, the familiar becoming strange, the way a regular word starts to sound wrong if you repeat it enough. I would look up from the drawing and notice Ruby playing with her tongue stud and the  sound of it, the glint of it - her whole face - her knees tucked under her - her stark shadowed shape on the locker wall - all of it would somehow seem wrong. That is to say: the drawing was so massive and encompassing and hypnotic that it had a hallucinogenic effect, distorting our perception of the real world to the extent that I sometimes felt like Ruby and I were figments of Victor’s imagination - that the drawing was reality and we were characters inside it.

I fear that I’m not making sense again. Let me put it this way: we had to take a lot of breaks for fresh air.

 
 
SO THAT WAS THE PARADOX I FACED: how to exhibit an artistic Theory of Everything in fragments.

After a lot of thought and struggle, I settled on showing ten-by-ten segments, a decision that yielded ‘canvases’ approximately seven feet by nine. The gallery could not accommodate more than fifteen or so - or about one percent of the total work. I would suspend the canvases away from the wall, allowing viewers to walk all around them, to see the drawings’ luminous fronts as well as their systematic backs, which I came to interpret as a war between Victor’s right and left brain.

He had done his best to create a work of art that thwarted the notion of public exhibition; however, I am not easily put off, and I hate to fail once I’ve begun. In short, I didn’t give a damn about the creator’s intent.

I told you I behaved badly, didn’t I? I did. You were warned.

 
 
HE DID MORE THAN DRAW. He wrote as well. A few of the boxes contained thick, faux-leather-bound journals dating back to 1963. In them he had recorded the weather, his daily intake of food, and his church attendance, each category filling several volumes: thousands of entries, many of them identical. The food journal, in particular, was mind-numbing.
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His meals never varied, with the exception of Christmas, when he ate roast beef, and one week in January 1967, when he ate oatmeal for breakfast - an experiment that must have failed, because by the following week he was back to scrambled eggs, a habit dutifully recorded for the next thirty-six years.

The weather journal, while it varied every day (containing information on temperature, humidity and general conditions), conveyed much the same effect.

They made for dreadful bathroom reading. But I saw a kinship between the journals and the drawings, the same obsessiveness and strict adherence to routine. You could even call it love; for what is love, if not the willingness to repeat oneself?

Whereas the church journal made the idea of a benevolent, present God seem absurd. If you prayed every day, three times a day or sometimes more, wrote down all your rosaries and Hail Marys and trips to the confessional, and yet nothing changed - your meals remained the same, the weather kept on being gray or slushy or muggy, just like it always had been - how could you continue to believe? ‘Mass’ began to sound like just that and no more: a bulk of useless activity that added up to nothing.

Lest you think I was reading too much into the work, let me tell you  that I was not alone in finding something awe-inspiring about the journals. They were Ruby’s favorite part of the installation, much preferred to the drawings, which she found somewhat overbearing. At her behest I decided to display the journals in their own corner, without explanatory text. We would let people decide for themselves.

We put the opening on the books for July 29. Usually I run shows for four to six weeks. I slotted Victor Cracke in for eight, with a mind to let him run longer if I so chose. We hadn’t even touched the bulk of the work, but I simply could not wait to get the pieces up. I called Kristjana and told her that her Arctic ice pack installation would have to wait. She swore at me, threatened me, told me I’d hear from her lawyer.

I didn’t care. I was lovesick.

For those six months I barely went out. Marilyn would come by the storage locker after work, bring me a panino and a bottle of water. She’d tell me I looked like a homeless person. I’d ignore her and eventually she’d shrug and leave.

While Ruby and I labored to compile the catalogue raisonné, Nat handled the front end of the gallery. He consulted me on important decisions, but otherwise he had total control. He could have stolen anything he wanted, sold pieces for half off, and I would not have noticed. The lone apostle has a full-time job.

 
 
AND THE PROPHET HIMSELF?

To tell you the truth - and here begins my confession - I stopped looking for him. Before very long I thought that I might be better off never meeting the man.

I conducted the interviews excerpted at the beginning of this chapter, as well as a handful of others with people who claimed to have noticed Victor roaming the halls of Muller Courts. All their stories turned out to be fragmentary, anecdotal and self-contradictory. One of the security guards  told me that Victor had been a drug dealer. Others suggested janitor, cook, writer and bodyguard.

A physical description proved slippery as well. He was tall; he was short; he was average. He was gaunt; he had a big belly; a scar on his face, a scar on his neck, no scars at all. A moustache. A beard. A moustache and a beard. That everyone remembered him differently made sense; he had never been in one person’s presence long enough to leave a distinct impression.

He tended to stare at the ground rather than look you in the eye. On that people agreed.

With Tony’s help I learned that Cracke had been a tenant since 1966, and that his apartment was heavily rent-controlled, the monthlies low even for the slummiest part of Queens. Until the time of his disappearance, in September 2003, he had never missed a payment.

There were no other Crackes in the phone book.

Father Lucian Buccarelli, of Our Lady of Hope, had never heard of Victor. He recommended that I talk to his colleague, Father Simcock, who had been around the parish a lot longer.

Father Allan Simcock didn’t know any Victor Cracke. He wondered if I had the right church. I told him I could be wrong. He made a list of all the neighborhood churches - a list far longer than I expected - and, wherever possible, gave me the names of people to talk to.

I did not follow up on them.

I am not a detective. And I owed Victor nothing. He could have been dead; he could have been alive. It didn’t matter to me. All that mattered to me was his art, and that I had, in spades.

 
 
PEOPLE DON’T APPRECIATE the creativity of dealing art. In the contemporary market, it is the dealer - not the artist - who does most of the work. Without us there would be no Modernism, no Minimalism, no movements  at all. All the contemporary legends would be painting houses or teaching adult education classes. Museum collections would grind to a halt after the Renaissance; sculptors would still be carving pagan gods; video would be the province of pornography; graffiti a petty crime rather than the premise behind a multimillion-dollar industry. Art, in short, would cease to thrive. And this is because - in a post-Church, post-patronage era - dealers refine and pipeline the fuel that drives art’s engine, that has always driven it and always will: money.

These days especially, there is simply too much material out there for any normal person to be able to distinguish between good and bad. That’s the dealer’s job. We are creators, too - only we create markets, and our medium is the artists themselves. Markets, in turn, create movements, and movements create tastes, culture, the canon of acceptability - in short, what we think of as Art itself. A piece of art becomes a piece of art - and an artist becomes an artist - when I make you take out your checkbook.

Victor Cracke, then, was my definition of a perfect artist: he created and then he disappeared. I couldn’t have imagined a greater gift. My very own tabula rasa.

 
 
SOME OF YOU MIGHT DEEM my actions ethically squishy. Before you judge me, consider this: plenty of times art has been dragged into public without its creator’s knowledge - even against his will. Great art demands an audience, and to deny that is itself unethical. If you’ve ever read a poem by Emily Dickinson, you will agree.

Moreover, it’s not as though I lacked precedent. Consider, for example, the case of the so-called Wireman, the name given to the creator of a series of sculptures discovered in a Philadelphia alley on a trash night in 1982. I’ve seen them; they’re eerie: thousands of found objects - clock faces, dolls, food-containers - cocooned in loops of heavy-gauge wire. Nobody knows who the artist was; nobody knows what motivated him to produce.

We don’t know for certain that he was, in fact, a he. And while the question of whether the pieces were intended as art is open to debate, that they were pulled out of the garbage would seem to indicate quite clearly that they weren’t intended for public consumption. This misgiving, however, has not stopped galleries from selling the pieces at commanding prices; it has not stopped museums across the United States and Europe from mounting exhibitions or critics from commenting on the work’s ‘shamanistic’ or ‘totemic’ properties, speculating about its similarities to African ‘medicine bundles’. That’s a lot of talk and cash and activity generated by what might have ended up as landfill, were it not for a sharp-eyed passerby.

The point is that in creating his objects, the Philadelphia Wireman did only some of the work, and I would argue not the majority of it. He made  things. It took dealers to make those things into art. Once anointed as such, there’s no going back. You can destroy, but you can’t uncreate. If the Wireman showed up tomorrow and began shrieking about his rights, I doubt anyone would listen to him.

And so I regarded as more than fair my vow that were Victor ever to turn up at my door, I would pay him according to the traditional artist-dealer split: fifty-fifty. In fact, I congratulated myself on my generosity, knowing that few of my colleagues would have made such an outlandish and indulgent promise.

 
 
I’LL SPARE YOU THE GORY DETAILS of prepping the show. You don’t need to hear about rail mounts and track lighting and the procurement of mediocre pinot. But there is something I don’t want to leave out, and that’s the strange discovery Ruby and I made late one night at the storage locker.

We had been working for four months. The space heaters were gone, replaced by a series of fans strategically placed so as not to send piles of  paper flying. For weeks we had been searching for panel number one, the point of origin. The boxes had gotten mixed up in transit, and we’d start on one that seemed promising - whose top sheet numbered, say, in the low hundreds - only to find that the page numbers went up, not down.

We did eventually find it - more on that later - but on that night it was a different page, from the 1100s, that caught Ruby’s eye.

‘Hey,’ she said, ‘you’re in here.’

I stopped working and came over to have a look.

Near the top of the page, in slashing letters three inches high:

 
MULLER

 
All the warmth went out of the room. I can’t say why the sight of my own name terrified me the way it did. For a moment I heard Victor’s voice shouting at me over the whirr of the fans, shouting at me through his art, clapping his hands in my face. He did not sound pleased.

Somewhere, a door slammed. We both jumped, I against the desk and Ruby in her chair. Then silence, both of us embarrassed by our own skittishness.

‘Odd,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘And creepy.’

‘Very.’

We looked at my name. It seemed vaguely obscene.

‘I guess it’s reasonable,’ she said.

I looked at her.

‘He did live in Muller Courts.’

I nodded.

She said, ‘Actually, I’m surprised you’re not in there more often.’

I tried to resume work, but I couldn’t concentrate, not with Ruby clicking her stud against her teeth and that drawing radiating ill feelings. I  announced that I was heading out. I must have sounded paranoid - I certainly felt paranoid - because she snickered and told me to watch my back.

Normally, I take a cab straight home, but that night I ducked into a bar and ordered a soda water. As I sat there watching people trickle in, gasping and cursing the sultry night, my uneasiness began to change shape, to soften and turn to encouragement.

Ruby was right. Victor Cracke had been drawing the universe as he knew it. Naturally, the Muller name would loom large.

The bar had a jukebox. Somebody put on Bon Jovi, and the place filled with off-key singing. I got up to leave.

I gave the cabbie directions and sank back into the sticky vinyl. If anything, I reflected, my name in Victor’s art could be interpreted generously. I was no intruder. Quite the contrary. I had every right to be there. I was there all along.




INTERLUDE: 1847.

Solomon’s cart has many miles on it, and holds the entire world. Cloth, buttons, tinware. Tonics and patent medicines. Nails and glue, writing paper and appleseeds. So many different kinds of items, unclassifiable except perhaps as What People Need. He works a kind of magic, showing up unexpected in some dreary Pennsylvania town, drawing a crowd with shouts and theatrics, laying out his wares, defying the townsfolk’s attempts to stump him. I need a hammer. Yes, sir. Glass bottles, about so big? Yes, ma’am. People joke that the cart is bottomless.

He understands much more English than he speaks, and when forced into a particularly heated negotiation he will resort to the use of his fingers. Seven cents? No, ten. I’ll give you nine. Okay? Okay.

Everybody speaks bargain.

The same rigamarole applies when he needs to pay for a room, although he avoids that if he can, preferring to sleep outside, in a field or an open barn. Every penny he saves will bring his brothers over that much sooner. When Adolph comes they will be able to earn twice as much money, and  when Simon comes, three times. He plans to bring them over in that order: first Adolph, then Simon, and last, Bernard. Bernard is the second oldest; but he is also the laziest, and Solomon knows that they will achieve much more, much more quickly, if they leave him behind for now.

But sometimes . . . when it is so cold outside . . . when he craves the dignity of a roof . . . when he cannot face another night on the dirt, in a pile of hay, bugs crawling all over him like an animal . . . Too much! He caves in, wasting an entire day’s earnings on a featherbed - only to spend the rest of the week chastising himself. He is not Bernard! He is the eldest; he should know better. Their father sent him first for a reason.

The crossing nearly killed him. Never had he been so sick, nor had he ever seen so much sickness around him. The fever that took his mother could not be compared to the horrors he witnessed on that boat, people dissolving in piles of their own waste, wracked and groaning bodies, the wet stench of physical and moral failure. Solomon took care to eat alone; against his nature, he did not socialize with his fellow passengers. His father had commanded him to keep to himself, and he obeyed.

Once he saw a woman go mad. Solomon, alone on deck, up from the hold for fresh air, joyous to feel the light rain, saw her come up the stairs, shaky, green, bloodball eyes. He recognized her. The day before she had lost her son. When they pried the body from her arms she had let out a noise that stood Solomon’s hair on end. Now he watched her stumble to the bow where she did not hesitate but leaned over the railing and dropped into the churning sea. Solomon ran to where she had existed a moment ago. He looked down and saw nothing but whitewater.

The shiphands came running. She fell! Solomon said, or tried to say. What he said was Sie fiel! But the crew came from England. They did not understand him, and with his babbling he was getting in the way. They ordered him belowdecks, and when he protested, four of them picked him up and carried him away.

By the time the Shining Harry dumped its human cargo at Boston  Harbor, Solomon had been at sea for forty-four days. He had lost twenty percent of his body weight and had developed a painful rash on his back that would persist for months, making his nights spent on the ground all the more miserable.

At first he lived with a cousin, a cobbler, their relation so distant that neither of them could quite pinpoint where their blood mingled. Right away Solomon could tell that the arrangement would not last. The cousin’s wife hated him and wanted him out of the house. While he tossed and turned on the workbench that served as his bed, she would tramp around upstairs in wooden shoes. She fed him rotten fruit and made his tea with muddy water and let bread stale before cutting him a slice. He planned to leave as soon as he had enough money and English, but before he managed to get there she came downstairs one night and bared her breasts to him. Early the next morning he loaded what little he had in a burlap pack and set out walking.

He walked to Buffalo, arriving in time for an awful winter. Nobody bought his odds and ends. Chastened, he hurried south, first to New Jersey, then into the heart of Pennsylvania, where he met others who spoke his language. They became his first regular customers: farmers who came to depend on him for specialty items that did not justify a long trip into town, indulgences such as a new razor strop or a box of pencils. He filled his burlap sack to bursting, but soon it could not hold enough to meet his clients’ demands, and he got another, one as tall as he was. As his inventory grew, so did his route and his clientele; and despite his limited vocabulary, he revealed himself as an able salesman: quick to laugh, firm but fair, and always aware of the latest trends. The second sack did not last long. He bought himself a cart.

On its side he painted

 
SOLOMON MUELLER DRY GOODS

‘Dry goods’ has always sounded wrong, as some of the items he sells are not, in fact, dry. He merely copied what he saw on the sides of other carts, belonging to other men - the competition. He is not the only Jew walking these back roads.

He knows that he has plenty to be thankful for, having exceeded his own expectations. When he dons his tefillin, he praises God for sustaining him through these dark days and begs for yet more assistance. So much remains to be done. In April he turns eighteen.

 
 
WITH ADOLPH’S BIRTHDAY COMING UP, as well, Solomon has decided that the time has come to send for him. In Punxsutawney he starts a letter, in Altoona he mails it. The thought of having his brother with him brings a lightness to his step that carries him humming over the Appalachians, though his cart and back creak with fatigue.

York, Pennsylvania, sounds like the place to treat himself to a night indoors. Though he knows that he really should wait until he needs a bed, wait for a night of blistering cold or pounding rain, rather a balmy evening that predicts spring. But what good is life if you cannot enjoy it? He has been prudent, perhaps too much so. Luxury reminds us of the purpose of toil. With his remaining money he will allow himself a taste.

Taverns glow along the main thoroughfare, which is rutted and damp with urine. He pushes his cart and thinks about beer. His mouth waters with the remembered taste of yeast. He misses his home. He misses his sister, who makes the most delicious cakes, tender and light, recipes their mother passed along before she died. The coarse bread and beans on which he currently subsists make him want to weep. He has not eaten meat in four months. The most available - not to say affordable - is pork. That he refuses to touch. He has his limits.

Some of the taverns offer rooms, and when he steps inside one to inquire about vacancies, a wave of hot air and body odor breaks over him.

In one corner a piano roars. Every table is full. He shouts his request at the bartender, who misunderstands and brings him a glass of beer. Solomon considers giving it back, but his thirst gets the better of him. The bartender comes back to collect the glass and offer another, but Solomon shakes his head and points to the ceiling. Upstairs?

The man shakes his head. ‘Silver Spoon,’ he shouts.

Solomon waves his hands around, indicating I’m lost. The bartender walks him to the door and points down an alleyway. Solomon thanks him, unties his cart, and heads for the Silver Spoon.

The alley is dark, spilling onto another wide road. Cicadas fiddle. His limbs feel half connected to his trunk. Perhaps he should stop right here, go to sleep . . . It is tempting. How bad could it be? Then he steps in a pile of dung and, having regained his purpose, goes up the street one way, back down it along the other side. The wheels on his cart have begun to squeak; he should oil them. He finds nothing. Sighing, he heads back toward the alley. Three men approach, singing, their arms linked.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/jess_9780748109197_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE BRUTAL
ART

Jesse Kellerman





OEBPS/jess_9780748109197_oeb_002_r1.gif
breakfast  scrambled cggs
lunch apple ham & cheese
dinner apple ham & cheese





OEBPS/jess_9780748109197_oeb_001_r1.gif
2016
4377 4378 4379
6740





OEBPS/jess_9780748109197_oeb_003_r1.gif
breakfast  scrambled eggs
lunch apple ham & cheese

dinner  apple ham & cheese





