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			Praise for The Museum of Modern Love

			 

			‘The Museum of Modern Love is more than just that rare treat, a book that requires something of the reader – it is a book that painstakingly prepares you for its own requirements. In a playful way, this bold new novel by Heather Rose is an astute meditation on art, bravery, friendship, love, how to live, and on dying . . . Once the novel is closed there is so much left to consider, leaving the reader at the start of a journey but well-equipped’

			Louise Swinn, The Age

			 

			‘One of my stand-out Australian reads from 2016 . . . A glorious novel, meditative and special’ 

			Hannah Kent, author of Burial Rights 

			 

			‘Framing a love story around a long-durational performance work, where the passage of time is essential, is a profoundly original idea. I loved this book’ Marina Abramović

			 

			‘If Heather Rose’s audacious and beautiful new novel were adapted for the stage, it would require a theatre-in-the-round treatment . . . That Rose’s novel evokes such a vivid mental staging is a testament to her powers as a storyteller. One of the delightful surprises of The Museum of Modern Love is discovering that the all-knowing storyteller is not your distant, narrative god descended from Dickens and Austen, but an intimate voice, someone we all recognise from our own struggles and lives. Pondering the parameters of this storyteller turns out to be almost as tantalising in this book as mulling its deeper questions: What are we? What is art? How should we live?’ 

			Dominic Smith, author of The Last Painting of Sara de Vos

			 

			‘From its conception to its last page, this book challenges our perceptions of where life ends and art begins . . .’The Australian

			 

			‘The narrator’s voice gives the novel a quiet power, as if the universe was filled with a non-meddling benevolence. There’s a cinematic quality too, with even minor figures sketched in with sure and affecting touches. The Museum of Modern Love is alive with the surprise and challenge of presence in many of its forms – it is a very generous book indeed. Images and storytelling have been intertwined since the first human beings gathered by a painted wall to tell tales in the firelight. Heather Rose’s The Museum of Modern Love works with these ancient ghosts with exquisite care and intelligence. Positing grief and art as deep echoes that corroborate the transitory nature of our lives, Rose brings the reader to a place of acceptance despite the inevitable darkness. With rare subtlety and humanity, this novel relocates the difficult path to wonder in us all’The Christina Stead Prize 2017

			 

			‘A moving book that invites the reader to revel and re-evaluate’

			Booktopia

			 

			‘Rose brings a skilled and at times almost mischievous artistry, not least in effecting narrative surprises that both disorient and persuade’ Sydney Review of Books

			 

			‘The Museum of Modern Love is that rare and lovely thing: a novel of ideas that blooms into a persuasive illusion of real life . . . The lapidary brilliance of Rose’s sentences is never overblown and her style is one of prescient, unflustered beauty’ 

			West Weekend Magazine
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			There are seven steps in every project:

			1. Awareness

			2. Resistance

			3. Submission

			4. Work

			5. Reflection

			6. Courage

			7. The Gift

			Marina Abramović

			 

		

	
		
			 

			PART ONE

			Life beats down and crushes the soul, and art reminds you that you have one.

			Stella Adler
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			He was not my first musician, Arky Levin. Nor my least successful. Mostly by his age potential is squandered or realised. But this is not a story of potential. It is a story of convergence. Such things are rarer than you might think. Coincidence, I’ve heard, is God’s way of being discreet. But convergence is more than that. It is something that, once set in motion, will have an unknown effect. It is a human condition to admire hindsight. I always thought foresight was so much more useful.

			It is the spring of the year 2010 and one of my artists is busy in a gallery in New York City. Not the great Metropolitan, nor the Guggenheim, serene and twisted though she is. No, my artist’s gallery is a white box. It’s evident that within that box much is alive. And vibrating. But before we get to that, let me set the scene.

			There is a river on either side of this great city and the sun rises over one and sets over the other. Where oak, hemlock and fir once stood besides lakes and streams, avenues now run north–south. Cross streets mostly run east–west. The mountains have been levelled, the lakes have been filled. The buildings create the most familiar skyscape of the modern world.

			The pavements convey people and dogs, the subway rumbles and the yellow cabs honk day and night. As in previous decades, people are coming to terms with the folly of their investments and the ineptitude of their government. Wages are low, as are the waistbands of jeans. Thin is fashionable but fat is normal. Living is expensive, and being ill is the most costly business of all. There is a feeling that a chaos of climate, currency, creed and cohabitation is looming in the world. On an individual basis, most people still want to look good and smell nice, have friends, be comfortable, make money, feel love, enjoy sex and not die before their time.

			And so we come to Arky Levin. He would like to think he stands apart from the riffraff of humanity, isolated by his fine musical mind. He believed, until recently, that he was anaesthetised to commonplace suffering by years of eating well, drinking good wine, watching good movies, having good doctors, being loved by a good woman, having the luck of good genetics, and generally living a benign and blameless life.

			It is 1 April, but Levin, in his apartment on Washington Square, is oblivious to the date and its humorous connotations. If someone played a practical joke on him this morning, he would be confused—possibly for hours. The morning sun is spilling into the penthouse. Rigby, a grey rug of cat, lies sprawled on her back on the sofa with her paws stretched high above her head. In contrast, Levin is curled forward over a Model B Steinway, his fingers resting silently on the keyboard. He is so still he might be a puppet awaiting the first twitch of the string above. In fact, he is waiting for an idea. That is usually where I come in, but Levin has not been himself for many months. To write music he must hurdle over a morass of broken dreams. Every time he goes to leap, he comes up short.

			Levin and I have known each other a very long time, and when he is like this he can be unreachable, so caught on the wheel of memory he forgets he has choices. What is he remembering now? Ah yes, the film dinner from the night before.

			He had expected questions. It was why he’d avoided everyone, hadn’t attended a function since December. It was still too raw. Too impossible. For the same reason he’d ignored emails, avoided phone calls and finally unplugged the answering machine in February after one particularly upsetting message.

			And then last night, in a living nightmare, three of them had got him at one end of the room and harangued him, berated him. Outrageous claims of abandonment and lack of responsibility.

			‘You don’t seem to realise I had no choice in this,’ he had told them.

			‘You’re her husband. If it was the other way around . . .’

			‘Her instructions are perfectly clear. This is what she wants. Do I have to send you a copy of the letter?’

			‘But, Arky, you’ve abandoned her.’

			‘No, I haven’t. If anyone has been abandoned . . .’

			‘Please tell me you are not suggesting, Arky, that you have the raw deal here?’

			‘You can’t just leave her there.’

			‘Well, what exactly did you have in mind?’ he had asked. ‘That I bring her home?’

			‘Yes, for God’s sake. Yes.’

			They had all seemed stunned at his reluctance.

			‘But she doesn’t want that.’

			‘Of course she does. You’re being unbelievably blind if you think anything else.’

			He had excused himself, walked the twenty blocks in a rage, aware also that he was weeping and grateful for the handkerchief he never went anywhere without. The bitter taste of helplessness lingered on his tongue. He scratched at the rough patch on his hand that might be cancer. He thought of the night sweats too. Waking drenched at 3 a.m. Having to change his soaked pyjamas and slide over to the other, empty side of the bed where the sheets were dry. He wondered if it was his heart. If he died in the apartment it could be days before anybody noticed. Except Rigby, who would possibly settle on his corpse until she realised he was not getting up to feed her. It would be Yolanda, their housekeeper, who would find him. Yolanda had been in their life for years. Ever since they were married. Lydia had thought it as normal to employ a maid as keeping milk in the fridge. She had stayed on, Yolanda, through the move to Washington Square. Levin never liked to be home when Yolanda came. Lydia was good at small talk with shop people and teachers and tradespeople. Levin was not.

			Levin thought that if he died, the trees on the deck in their tall glazed pots would almost certainly die too for lack of water. He got up and made another pot of coffee, sliced an onion bagel and lowered one round into the toaster. Within minutes it was smoking and blackened. With the second half he assumed complete vigilance, spearing the thing with a knife when he sensed it was ready, hoisting it up and reinserting it in a slightly different position. Why had Lydia bought this particular toaster and not a version that didn’t destroy his breakfast every morning? How was it possible they could invent drones to kill a single man somewhere in Pakistan, but not perfect the toaster?

			Leaving his plate and cup in the sink, Levin washed his hands and dried them carefully before returning to the piano. On the music ledge was an illustration of a Japanese woman with long blue-black hair and vivid green eyes. He wanted to write something spellbinding for her. A flute would be good, he had decided a few days before. But everything he came up with reminded him of The Mission. He felt like a beginner again, searching through old melodies, attempting transitions that didn’t work, harmonies that tempted and then became elusive.

			And so for the next few hours Levin immersed himself in the process, moving from the Steinway in the living room where so many of his ideas began, to his studio in the western end of the apartment with its Kurzweil keyboard, Bose speakers and two iMacs giving him every variation of instrument at his fingertips. He took the ink drawing with him and put it back on the corkboard where storyboard sequences in the same distinctive style were pinned. There were also more illustrations of the same Japanese woman. In one she was bending over a pool of water, her dress the green and shimmer of fish scales. In another she was reaching out to touch the nose of a huge white bear. And in another she was walking with a child along a snow-laden path, red leaves the only touch of colour.

			Levin switched from flute to violin on the keyboard, hearing the same transitions from C to F to A minor. But violin wasn’t right. It was too civilised for forest and river. I suggested the viola, but he dismissed me, thinking it too melancholy. But wasn’t melancholy what he was looking for?

			I had encouraged him to take this film score because solitude may be a form of contentment when you live in a fairy story, but not when you are an artist in New York who believes your best years are still ahead of you. Artists are stubborn. They have to be. Even when nothing is happening, the only way through is to work and work.

			I drew Levin’s attention to the day outside. He went to the window and saw sunlight dazzling the fountain in Washington Square. Purple tulips were blooming on the walkways. He looked again at the audio file on his screen. I reminded him of the previous evening, before the women had pinned him against the table. He had sat with his old mentor, Eliot, who had told him of the Tim Burton exhibition at MoMA. It was not the Burton I wanted him to see, but it was a way of getting him there. For all he wasn’t listening to my musical suggestions, he was amenable to an interruption.

			‘You will have to wait,’ he said to the Japanese woman, but he might as well have been talking to me. In his bedroom he chose a favourite blue Ben Sherman jacket and his dark grey Timberland sneakers.

			He took the E train and got off at Fifth Avenue, crossed the street and walked into the Museum of Modern Art. With the membership Lydia bought them each year, he skipped the lengthy line for tickets. The narrow corridor to the Burton exhibition was jammed with people. Instantly he was surrounded by the warmth of bodies, the gabble of voices. Within a few minutes the illustrations of stitched blue women, their wide-eyed panic and long-limbed emptiness, mingled with the odour and proximity of warm bodies, began to make Levin nauseous. He saw with relief an exit sign. Pushing open the door, he found himself in an empty corridor. He stopped, leaned against the wall and breathed.

			He intended, at that moment, to go downstairs and sit in the sculpture garden to enjoy the sunshine. Then the murmur from the atrium drew him in.
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			In the atrium of MoMA, visitors were observing a woman in a long red dress sitting at a table. It was a blond wood table with blond wood chairs, as if it had come from IKEA. Opposite the woman in the red dress, a younger woman sat wearing a lightweight beige coat. The two women were gazing into each other’s eyes. 

			Levin noticed white tape on the floor marking out a square. People rimmed this square. Some were standing, others were sitting cross-legged, and all of them were watching the two women at its centre.

			Levin heard a small girl ask, ‘Mom, is that lady plastic?’

			‘No, of course she’s not,’ the mother replied in a hushed voice.

			‘What is she, then?’ the girl asked. ‘Mom? Mom?’

			The mother had no answer and her gaze did not leave the spectacle in front of her.

			Levin could see the child’s point. The woman in the red dress was like plastic. Her skin looked as if the floodlights had bleached her to alabaster.

			Suddenly, without any cue, the young woman got up and left the table. The woman in the long dress closed her eyes and bowed her head, but remained seated. After some moments a man sat down in the empty chair. The woman now raised her head and opened her eyes to look directly at him.

			The man had a crumpled face with untidy grey hair and a short hooked nose. He looked small opposite the woman. The two of them gazed into each other’s eyes. More than gazing, Levin thought. Staring. The woman did not smile. She hardly even blinked. She was entirely still.

			The man rearranged his feet and his hands twitched on his lap. But his head and eyes were very still as he looked back at the woman. He sat like that for maybe twenty minutes. Levin found himself absorbed by this spectacle, unwilling to leave. When the man finally left the chair, Levin watched him walk to the back of the atrium and lean his forehead against the wall. Levin wanted to go ask the man what had happened as he sat. How had it felt? But to do so, he realised, would be like asking a stranger what he prayed for.

			By then another woman—middle-aged, broad-faced, tortoiseshell glasses—was sitting. Levin moved towards the black lettering on the wall that read: The Artist Is Present—Marina Abramović. The text beneath was obscured by the crowd entering and exiting the room.

			A professional photographer appeared to be documenting everyone who came and went from the table through a long lens mounted on a tripod. Levin nodded to him and the young man smiled briefly. He wore black pants and a black turtleneck, a three-day growth on his perfect jawline. When you lived in the Village you could be forgiven for thinking that cantilevered cheekbones and sculptured bodies were taking over the world.

			The middle-aged woman sitting opposite the person Levin assumed was Marina Abramović had never been beautiful. She left after only a few minutes and the crowd took the opportunity to dissipate. Levin heard comments as people made their way to the stairs.

			‘Is that all that happens? Does she just sit?’

			‘Don’t you want to see the Picassos?’

			‘Do you think there’s any chance we’ll get a table? My feet are killing me.’

			‘Do you really want to try to get to M&M’s World today?’

			‘Have you seen the Tim Burton? It’s so crowded.’

			‘Is there a restroom on this floor?’

			‘What time was she meant to be here?’

			Levin returned to the side of the square where he could see both people in profile once more. He sat down on the floor. A young man now sat opposite the woman. He was strikingly handsome with luminous eyes, a wide mouth and shoulder-length curls, the face of an angel sent to visit dying children. Levin was interested to see if the woman would respond to this aesthetic but she didn’t, as far as he could see. She maintained the exact same gaze she’d been giving everyone else. She gazed gently and intently. Her body didn’t move. She sat very straight with her hands in her lap. From time to time her eyelids blinked but nothing else.

			A hush descended on the atrium. It became evident that the young man was weeping. It wasn’t a dramatic gesture. Tears were running down his face while his glistening angel eyes continued to gaze at the woman. After some time, the woman began to weep in the same silent passive way. The weeping went on as if they could both see they must settle for losing something. Levin looked about and realised the atrium had quietly filled again and everyone was staring at the two people.

			Levin thought there ought to be music. The woman in red was surrounded by the crowd and she was alone. It was utterly public but intensely private. A woman beside Levin pulled out her handkerchief, wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Catching his glance, she smiled self-consciously. Along the row of faces watching the performance, Levin saw that many eyes were wet with tears.

			Time went by and the man at the table was no longer weeping. He was leaning in towards the woman. Everything between the man and the woman became microscopic. Levin felt that something was lifting right out of the man and creeping away. He didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but it was unfolding. The woman seemed to become enormous, as if she stretched out and touched the walls and stood as tall as all six floors of the atrium. Levin closed his eyes and breathed. His heart was racing. When he opened them again, she was once more a woman in a red dress, the right size, no longer young but full of virility and elegance. Something about her was as alluring as polished wood or light catching a sleeve of antique silk.

			The afternoon passed. Levin didn’t want to leave. The man on the chair stayed too and the gaze between him and the woman never wavered. People moved in and out of the room, their mingled voices rising and falling. At 5.15 p.m. an announcement over the loudspeaker informed them the gallery would be closing in fifteen minutes. The suddenness of it made Levin jump. People leaned away from walls and looked about. Men and women rose from the floor, stretching out knees and hips and calves. Gathering their belongings, they smiled at one another, lifting their eyebrows in looks of mutual curiosity. Others shook their heads almost imperceptibly, as if they had quite forgotten where they were and how late was the hour. Soon there was just a smattering of onlookers keen for the last moment.

			The man and the woman remained motionless in the centre of the room, their gazes still locked. At 5.25 a MoMA official walked across the square and spoke quietly to the man. He bowed his head to the woman and stood up. Some people clapped.

			‘The gallery is closed,’ another official said. ‘Please leave.’

			Levin stood and stretched. His knees ached and numbness became pain as he walked towards the stairs. The woman was alone at the table, her head bowed. Only the photographer remained. Levin looked for the man with the angel eyes in the emptying lobby, but he had disappeared.

			Emerging onto West 53rd, he heard a woman remark to her female companion, ‘She must be dying for the restroom.’

			‘What day is this?’ the friend asked.

			‘Day twenty-three, I think,’ the woman replied. ‘She’s got a long way to go.’

			‘I expect she has one of those tubes,’ the companion offered. ‘You know, and a bag. I mean, who could wait all day?’

			‘You mean a catheter?’ the first woman asked.

			They disappeared into the subway entrance. Levin headed east to Fifth. He walked hearing nothing but the hush of the gallery crowd and the silence between the man and the woman. It was an oboe, he thought. An oboe that played off against a viola.

			 

			Once home he wished that Lydia was there. He wanted to tell her about the woman in the red dress and the crowd and the walk home. But the apartment was silent. He sat at the Steinway and, working up and down the keyboard, he teased out the melody he had glimpsed. He played as the city grew black and neon suffused the sky.

			I watched him. There is nothing more beautiful than watching an artist at work. They are as waterfalls shot with sunshine.

			Night crowds ebbed and flowed across Washington Square below. Levin’s shoulders and hands grew weary. At last, in an act of utter tenderness, he let his hand drift across the black sheen of the piano before closing the lid over the keys.

			In bed, he turned onto his right side, imagining that at any moment Lydia would slip in beside him and hold him, and darkness would wing them to sleep.

			There I left him and went back to MoMA. I stood in the atrium and considered the two empty chairs and the simple table. Every hour of the day an artist falls to earth and we fall beside them. I fell a long time ago with Arky Levin. But I fell before that beside Marina Abramović.

		

	
		
			 

			3

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Jane Miller was not an artist. She noted Levin’s dark pants, white shirt and blue linen jacket, his wavy silver hair and round glasses, the slip-on shoes and manicured hands. She would have liked to speak to him but he seemed lost in thought and she did not want to interrupt. The lunchtime crowd about her was swelling along the boundaries of the square. A boy of maybe sixteen was sitting opposite Marina Abramović. Jane observed the great mop of brown hair above the boy’s elfish face. The sweet turned-up nose. The oversized jacket the boy wore and his long feet. He slouched in the chair as if Abramović was a school principal about to lecture him on his behaviour. But he did not take his eyes from hers.

			Earlier that morning Jane had strolled through the lobby of her hotel and out onto Greenwich Street, catching sight of the silhouette of a man standing high on the edge of a nearby building. She had squinted, puzzled, ready to be alarmed. But then with a thrill she recognised it as one of the Antony Gormley sculptures dotting New York’s skyline through spring. On rooftops uptown and down, the city was being visited by watchful beings who appeared to speak not to the mortals moving on the pavements below, but to the space beyond the building. Take one step and fall twenty, thirty, fifty storeys down.

			What was the space beyond? Jane wondered. What did the rush of air between life and death taste of? Did crashing to the ground at velocity move you deeper, faster into death than simply dying in your sleep? And if you were under the influence of morphine did you go whole or did you depart in pieces, leaving fragments of yourself floating about in the room? She had wondered a lot about that after Karl’s death. How could she ensure all his best parts went with him? Little bits of him seemed to remain. In her head she said his name over and over, as if making up for the fact that she rarely said it aloud any more. She missed him achingly, gapingly, excruciatingly. Her body hadn’t regulated itself to solitude. She’d needed extra blankets all winter. Now that she was in New York, she wanted to talk to him more than ever. She hadn’t realised travelling alone could be such a quiet experience. Other than the hellos she exchanged with the staff at reception, or the short conversations with a waiter, there was no one to tell about the things she was seeing for the very first time. I’m here! she wanted to tell everyone. I’m here in New York!

			Perhaps it was really Karl on the tops of all those buildings; not thirty-one sculptures in cast iron and fibreglass, but her husband watching out for her as she moved across the city. Impulsively, she had waved up at the sculpture and smiled.

			She had taken the E train from Canal to 53rd, liking how it had become familiar in the past three days. Passing the Dunkin’ Donuts store wafting hot baked goods, climbing the stairs. The pavement was patterned with years of discarded gum which at first she had mistaken for confetti. The noise of traffic, the movement of people, it was all intense. But there was also the surprise of sea air blowing between buildings. This time she wasn’t ferrying a bunch of students on an excursion. She wasn’t trying to explain anything to Karl. She had only herself to consider, and it had been a long time since life was that. Better still, she had two more weeks in which to do whatever she liked.

			Jane considered again the words stencilled on the wall of the atrium that she had now read several times:

			 

			The Artist Is Present distorts the line between everyday routine and ceremony. Positioned in the vast atrium within a square of light, the familiar configuration of a table and chairs has been elevated to another domain.

			Visitors are encouraged to sit silently across from the artist for a duration of their choosing, becoming participants in the artwork rather than remaining spectators.

			Though Abramović is silent, maintaining a nearly sculptural presence with a fixed pose and gaze, the performance is an invitation to engage in and complete a unique situation . . .

			 

			She frowned at the line: distorts the line between everyday routine and ceremony. Rather like Karl being dead, she thought. His death had distorted the everyday routine. He could not be called to supper or asked to please fix the broken lock on the back door. Yet she wanted so badly to believe he could still hear her, see her. She had spent every day for weeks saying, Please, God, let him get better . . . please don’t let him die. And then, Please, God, let him die. Please don’t let him suffer any more. But God had proved useless other than being the person to whom she could direct such requests.

			She had likewise begged the flowers in her garden, the oak tree at the start of the driveway, clouds above the greenhouse. Even the lilies in the Monet print on their bedroom wall. She had looked for any kind of power that might make the everyday something more than a battle of time and biology. But nothing had made a stick of difference. He had died, her Karl, and not pleasantly. Reluctant. Frustrated. Frightened. Desperately wanting there to be more life.

			She kept a candle burning by his photograph on the hall table, and every time she left the house or returned, she said, Hello, Karl. She continued to set a place for him at dinner. She didn’t serve him food—she wasn’t mad—but she laid a knife, a fork, a plate and a water glass and that felt entirely natural. She wasn’t ready to let him go and she didn’t think he was ready to go either.

			Sometimes she was certain Karl was sitting in his chair. So they spent the evening like that, her reading, him just quiet. Sometimes she put a ball game on for him and he seemed to like that too. She was somewhere between everyday routine and ceremony. A ceremony for the letting-go of life. It was called mourning, but it was much more like the farm at night. Smell and sound were heightened, and other senses came into play. Texture, memory, scale. Mourning had its own intense, pungent intimacy.

			A woman’s voice behind Jane said, ‘If she was painted she would be a Renoir.’

			‘Without the dancing or the spring flowers,’ a man’s voice replied.

			‘God, don’t you think she must be bored?’ the woman said.

			Abramović was now sitting opposite a woman in a soft blue top. They were of an age and they looked into each other with an acute regard.

			Then Jane heard the woman say, ‘Is it art, do you think, what she’s doing?’

			‘How do you define art?’ the man asked.

			Jane glanced back and saw the man and woman wore matching trench coats. And the woman was possibly his third wife. At least twenty years younger.

			‘I don’t want to argue with you,’ the woman said.

			‘But I’m not arguing,’ he said, in a midwestern drawl. ‘What you have to understand is that art is irrelevant. If everything goes to crap, it won’t be art that saves us. Art won’t matter one iota. You can’t write your way alive, or paint your way out of death. Sitting is not art, no matter how long you do it for.’

			‘Then what is it?’ the woman asked as she continued gazing at the two people in the centre of the room.

			‘It’s sitting,’ the man said. ‘Nothing changes that. Like running or eating.’

			‘Maybe it’s meditation,’ the woman said.

			The man chuckled. ‘Who wants to see a Bosnian meditate?’

			‘Serbian.’

			‘Still the last people in the world anyone should take advice from.’

			‘But she’s an artist.’

			‘Double whammy,’ the man said. ‘Serbian artist.’

			‘She’s doing something, otherwise all these people, they wouldn’t stay.’

			‘Yeah, and Warhol painted tins of soup and sold them for millions. Rothko painted big red squares. And someone put a shark in formaldehyde. You put anything in a frame, call it art, get enough publicity, and people will think it has to be important.’

			‘People are stupid, right?’ the woman said.

			‘Most people,’ the man conceded.

			‘Except you?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Shall we go?’ the woman asked.

			‘Okay. Let’s go.’

			Jane wanted to follow the couple and argue with the man. She wanted to insist that he was wrong. Instead, she turned to the silver-haired man beside her and said, ‘I think art saves people all the time.’

			The man on her left was, of course, Arky Levin. He blinked, and looked confused. Jane saw she had disturbed him.

			‘I know art has saved me on several occasions,’ she said. Quickly she reprised for him the conversation she had overheard, that she had assumed he too must have overheard. Levin offered her a slightly baffled smile.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ Jane said. ‘I interrupted your thoughts. It just alarmed me.’

			‘Maybe he’s right,’ said Levin. ‘Maybe what we do isn’t that important.’

			Jane nodded, hearing the ‘we’ and wondering what sort of artist he was. ‘But you only have to come here to see what pleasure art brings,’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ said Levin. ‘Excuse me.’ He got up and went to the bathroom. When he returned Jane saw him choose a place farther along—no doubt, she thought, so he didn’t have to talk to a complete stranger.

			Jane watched as a black woman left the table and was replaced by a young Asian man. As time passed he slid sideways in the chair, but his gaze remained unwavering. She wanted to tell him to sit up straight.

			Jane wondered how many times she had looked into Karl’s eyes for more than a few seconds. In twenty-eight years of married life, what was the sum total of eye contact they had ever made? What might they have seen in each other, if they’d really looked? Her restlessness as she marked another batch of essays, folded another load of towels, did another round of dishes, planned another week of food? Had he been restless too? Might she have seen deep in his eyes some coastline he wanted to visit? Some little house overlooking a beach that required only the barest upkeep and no paddocks or fields? Sometimes he had talked about going big-game fishing in the Gulf, but they’d never been. Once a year he’d taken five days off and gone hunting deer with old school friends.

			In ten years I will be as old as Marina Abramović, Jane thought. In twenty-five years I’ll be as old as my mother. Twenty-five years ago I was just twenty-nine. There’s still time. Please let there still be time.

			Earlier that morning she had pretended that in fact she lived here in New York. She had made the bed and smoothed the quilt. She ran her hand across the carved beading of the headboard and imagined spending Christmas here. She would walk in the snow in Central Park, see the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, choose gifts at Barneys. She would be a person with friends who had interesting pasts and they’d invite her to their favourite restaurants.

			It was not the time to be making decisions. Everyone told her that. Three different people had given her copies of Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking as if that would solve everything. She knew people meant well, but she hadn’t been able to read it. She hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything. She was too busy listening for Karl.

			She imagined him lying on the bed reading the papers at the hotel, fully dressed for the day, his sagging boat shoes, his cable cardigan. He would be happy for her to be off trawling her galleries. He would spend the morning finding a diner where he could have a second breakfast and watch the world go by. He would be sure to find someone to talk to. That was Karl. It was one of the things they’d had in common. The way each of them would come home with conversations they’d had with complete strangers.
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			Much to his surprise Levin found himself going uptown to MoMA almost every day. He walked across the lower lobby and deposited his raincoat and umbrella at the members’ end of the cloakroom, then checked himself through the electronic gates. The lobby was crowded today. Perhaps it was the blustery weather. The place looked like it was full of students.

			He stared up at the big blue Tim Burton balloon. At the foot of the stairs, leaning against the white wall, he overheard a girl describe her sister’s wedding cake and for a moment he was in Mexico with Lydia on their honeymoon. The sound of mariachis prowling for custom, the scent of the night and the dreadful sky.

			His mother had bought him a telescope for his seventh birthday, but the abyss of the night had terrified him even then. He had worried about clinging to the earth by just his feet. It didn’t seem enough. And all that matter, spiralling towards him, light and dark racing at him through millennia and so much of it utterly unknown. His father had died when he was four years old after only a few weeks of illness. ‘A headache, some vomiting, and then he was too sick to move,’ his mother had told him. The vagueness of this had haunted him all his life—that simply a headache and vomiting could lead to death.

			His mother had taken him every year to see the little plaque in the white concrete wall where his father’s ashes resided. But his father’s spirit, she said, was out there, somewhere, indicating the sky above. There was nothing to be afraid of. Didn’t he, like she, feel that other beings lived out there? This couldn’t be the only habitable planet in the entire universe. They didn’t have to be scary or blue or have strange powers. They wouldn’t abduct him. There were forces at work, unseen forces that were there for good. They would look after him. Yes, these same forces had loved his father too, but maybe they had needed him back. Eventually everyone went back. It was nothing to worry about.

			Nothing she said had ever reassured him. He was on a planet that had undergone cataclysmic events on a regular basis. Human life was a sort of genetic accident. The world was spinning in an inconceivable infinity and life, every form of life, was a fragile experiment.

			During his teenage years he was prescribed various anti-anxiety medications. None of them numbed or deluded him enough. When he was sixteen, his mother died. What do women who have drunk chamomile tea each night before bed, believed in invisible forces and played Chopin études before breakfast die of? A falling tree in a storm.

			He’d dispersed her ashes on the rose garden at the crematorium. Whatever those gritty remnants of bone and skin were, they were not what he remembered. Her music wasn’t there. Her expectations of him. The things she disagreed with. The things they’d argued over.

			His aloneness was confirmed. He went to live with his father’s parents. It had all happened fast. They came to help him take what he needed before the house was sold. He had packed a bag with his clothes wrapped around every record he’d ever collected, said goodbye to the house, the winding road that led past his school, past the wholefood store where he’d worked stacking organic fruit and vegetables, bagging almonds, weighing granola.

			They’d flown into LA and on the trip to Santa Barbara he’d found that the light of the city obliterated the void beyond. He resolved that wherever he ended up, it was going to have to be somewhere big. So when he moved to New York a few years later, and found the stars in their gaping darkness were nowhere to be seen, eclipsed by SoHo apartments and Midtown high-rises, Chinatown neons and flashy Fifth Avenue commercial buildings, by coal-consuming giants in the Financial District, stately old ladies on the park and brown-brick boxes on the East River, he felt he had won. That humanity had won. New York was brighter than the universe bearing down on them. For this alone he had decided that he could live here forever and entirely expected to.

			He still wondered often about his health. An ageing body was an unreliable mechanism. What was happening to his cells? He knew everything was meant to renew every seven years, or every thirty days—he couldn’t remember which. He never did get sick. He didn’t get colds, he didn’t get headaches and he had only once had food poisoning. But he had regular medicals.

			‘As fit as a buffalo,’ his doctor liked to say to him. ‘Blood pressure one ten over seventy, pulse sixty-five, bloods are good. You’re doing fine for a man your age, Arky. Just fine.’

			The buffalo nearly died out, Levin thought.

			For a brief moment in the lobby, across the crowd, he caught the gaze of a woman leaning on the wall away from the stairs. She looked vaguely familiar. She held his gaze for a moment, gave him the briefest smile, and he realised she was the woman from a day or two ago. The one who had started talking to him about being saved. Nothing was going to save her from her shirt, he thought. She had the look of a tourist from the Deep South. The kind who might tend her garden in a large hat. The crowd was swelling towards the stairs and he lost sight of her.

			He wasn’t sure why he needed to keep returning to the sidelines of this strange performance, but he kept finding himself taking the train, walking in the door, climbing the stairs, taking his place by the white line. The atrium was a magnet, or maybe it was Abramović. Something about this was important, but he couldn’t say why.
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			Jane Miller transferred her gaze to the rather shabby lawyer she had met on her first day at MoMA. She knew that ever since the Abramović performance began back in March, the lawyer had come to the gallery almost every day at lunchtime to sit and watch. Matthew? Matthew, that’s right; that was his name. She made her way over to him.

			‘Why, you’re early today.’

			‘I suddenly had the urge to see how it all starts,’ Matthew replied, looking a little awkward.

			‘Well, hold on to your hat,’ Jane said.

			The guard standing on the stairs indicated to the crowd that there was one minute to go. She put a hand on Matthew’s arm.

			‘There’s no hurry. Unless you’re planning to sit with her.’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘Not today.’

			‘Then let’s let these eager bunnies hustle and bustle and we can just take our time, find a nice place on the side of the room and be the observers that we are.’

			She didn’t know why she’d begun to talk like someone from a Tennessee Williams play. She observed in a flash Matthew’s dusty brown loafers, the suit that didn’t match his shoes or work very well with his shirt. The plain tie and the blue kindness of his eyes. Karl was everywhere.

			At 10.30 they watched as fifty, sixty people took flight up the stairs, running, stumbling, pushing each other, fleeing towards art. Racing to join a line to make eye contact with an artist.
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