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Praise for


The OPPOSITE of ART


“The Opposite of Art draws the reader in a way seldom accomplished in a novel. A powerful, moving story of reconciliation and redemption. Dickson has written another page-turner.”


—Eric Wiggin, author of Blood Moon Rising


“Masterful imagery, unforgettable characters, and a compelling journey in search of answers to the fundamental questions of life. A book to be savored, themes to be discussed with friends, and a story to treasure for years to come.”


—Stephanie Grace Whitson, novelist, public speaker, and historian


“Dickson’s novel shimmers on the page like a work of art itself, inviting readers to step beyond the evocative prose into the deeper truths within its pages. At once suspenseful and captivating, The Opposite of Art is impossible to put down and impossible to forget.”


—T. L. Higley, author of Petra: City in Stone and Pompeii: City on Fire


“Athol’s passionate, lyrical storytelling reminds me a bit of Salman Rushdie’s Shalimar the Clown. Sheridan Ridler’s artistic search for Glory is a journey into hope, and I’m profoundly grateful for the privilege of going along.”


—Elizabeth White, author of
ACFW Carol Award–winning Controlling Interest


“The Opposite of Art is mesmerizing, intriguing, and inspiring; a story that stays with you long after the last page.”


—Nancy Moser, author of An Unlikely Suitor and Masquerade


“The Opposite of Art pulled me in from the first page and held me captive. Characters that are richly drawn, a plot that twists and turns. What a stunning read!”


—Traci DePree, author of Into the Wilderness


“Athol Dickson has created an elegant and gritty masterpiece, nuanced by allegory and delivered in resplendent prose. This lyrical novel can’t be rushed; it must be sipped, savored, and pondered to attain the lasting afterglow.”


—Kristen Heitzmann, award-winning author of
Indivisible, Secrets, and The Tender Vine


“Once again Athol Dickson proves his skill as a writer as he takes his readers on a pilgrimage. The story spins through continents and characters but never leaves the reader behind. This is more than a novel. It is an experience. Once again, Dickson triumphs.”


—Marcia Lee Laycock, author of One Smooth Stone
and devotional columnist at www.noveljourney.blogspot.com


“Athol Dickson pens an honest, gritty story of an artist tormented by love. He takes the reader into the world of art, greed, murder, and mystery. If you value art, mysteries, and a wild ride across time and around the globe, you’ll enjoy The Opposite of Art!”


—Nora St.Laurent, founder of
The Book Club Network, www.bookfun.org
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Whoever heard of a bad poet committing suicide?


—WALKER PERCY,
LOST IN THE COSMOS


The opposite of art is not ugliness . . .


—ELIE WIESEL,
OPENING CONVOCATION SPEECH,
CENTRE COLLEGE, DANVILLE, KENTUCKY




The OPPOSITE
of ART





PART ONE





Now I want
Spirits to enforce, art to enchant;
And my ending is despair,
Unless I be relieved by prayer,
Which pierces so that it assaults
Mercy itself and frees all faults.
As you from crimes would pardon’d be,
Let your indulgence set me free.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
THE TEMPEST





1.


Sirens called him from his dreams. When the racket stopped, he rose and crossed the little bedroom of his hotel suite to lean out into the night, trusting his life to the freezing wrought iron railing just beyond the window so he could gaze down into the alley where a couple of New York City’s finest had thrown some guy against the bricks. Even from five floors up, even in the dark, Ridler recognized the lust for violence and the fear down there, but that was nothing compared to the play of the police car’s lights on the wall across the alley.


Shivering, Ridler watched the blood-and-bruises rhythm of the red and blue, red and blue, the flashes regular against the dirty masonry, worlds colliding in the patterns of lights and bricks. He saw cryptic shadows slash across the wall, carved from the flashes by a few bricks which stood out to cast empty voids across their fellows like witches conjuring a pitch-black portal to a future or a past. Lately he’d been interested in portals. He sensed a presence waiting beyond time in them, something no one else had painted. Gazing at the wall, Ridler ignored the policeman down below pummeling the screaming fellow’s kidneys with methodical jabs—left, right, left, right. Although that too was a pattern in its way, there was no color in it, and certainly no transcendence.


When the guy dropped facedown in a puddle of oily rainwater, Ridler tucked his long black hair behind his ear to better consider the rotating colors rippling in the glistening pavement around the man’s body. Steam arose like ectoplasm at a manhole cover, transubstantiated from ghostly grays to primary colors by the police car’s flashing lights. It occurred to Ridler they would switch off the lights at any moment.


Turning from the window he ran into the sitting room, which he used as a studio, his easel standing on a paint-splattered tarp in one corner, finished paintings hanging everywhere, stacks of waiting canvases against the walls. From the dining table he gathered his sketch pad and some pastels. Seconds later he was back in the bedroom, haunch against the window jamb, half in, half out, colored chalks and charcoals on the sill beside him. While his fingers dashed back and forth over the pad, he kept his eyes mainly focused on the bricks across the alley, ignoring the cold in his desperation to memorize the image on the wall in case he couldn’t get it down before they killed it off forever.


The lights went out. The brick wall was just a wall again. Ridler leaned dangerously far into the frigid air beyond the wrought iron railing, teetering five stories up to shout, “Turn your lights back on!” The policemen down below ignored him, focused as they were on dragging the inert man over to their car. Ridler’s breath turned into clouds, drifting off into the night. “Give me back my lights!” The policemen drove away without bothering to look up. Pulling back in from the brink, Ridler muttered, “Pigs.”


He tossed the sketch pad onto a chair cushion and went to the small table beside the bed. He switched on the reading light and poked with chalky red and blue fingertips among the pile of cigarette butts in the overflowing ashtray. He found a roach. He lit it and inhaled deeply, sucking in pastel dust and marijuana smoke, closing his eyes to savor the gentle buzz that quickly calmed his mind.


“I thought you weren’t going to do that anymore.”


Opening his eyes, he saw Suzanna standing in the doorway, her tall and slender figure silhouetted by the light beyond. He exhaled the calming smoke and shrugged. “Are you feeling better?”


“Would you please just put it out?”


The roach was too short to handle anyway. He dropped it back into the ashtray. “I thought I heard you throwing up.”


“Must have been something I ate.”


As she entered the bedroom he thought of her across the table from him at Max’s Kansas City, steaks and salads between them, her skin a smooth burnt umber in the dim lights. After dinner they had headed for the Bowery and CBGB’s in the hope that Patti Smith or someone good was playing down there, but it was just some cover band. Still, they had hung around awhile, her drinking a little white wine, him drinking scotch and sneaking a few hits off a joint in the men’s room and trying not to think about the reason why she had been acting so distant and unhappy all evening. When the people at a table beside them started staring—the usual hassle about a white guy and a black chick being together—he had almost felt relief. It was an excuse to go someplace quiet where they could talk, his place being the obvious choice, since hers was way up in Harlem.


“So, seriously,” he said. “Are you better now?”


“I guess.” She sat down on the bed.


“Well, as long as you’re here, how about taking off your clothes so I can paint?”


“I told you I’m not going to do that anymore.”


He tried to hide the disappointment. Over the last few months, Suzanna had become his favorite model. He had painted her so often he already knew how he’d have her pose this time. Naked on the bed she’d lie almost on her belly, her left leg and left arm straight down, her right arm cocked underneath her chin, and her right leg bent so that her ankle lay upon her calf. He imagined how the open window’s draft would raise goose bumps to cast tiny shadows in the oblique bedside light, her brown curves assuming surrealistic forms, a mountain range, a field of dunes. His eyes would roam across the shapes and masses as they would across a landscape, the slightly upraised shoulder as one peak, the buttocks as two others, the graceful spine curving between them like a hanging valley. The play of light would impose intriguing shades upon her dark skin. Shadows within shadows. Something beckoning, that same elusive quality he had almost seen within the streaks of black across the bricks.


“Please, baby,” he said, “I really want to paint you tonight.”


“That’s not all you want to do to me.”


He smiled. “Well, that too. But first I want to paint.”


“Only if I leave my clothes on.”


He sighed. “Oh, all right.”


Nearly two hours later, standing at his easel in the sitting room, he said, “Hold still, why don’t you?”


He only wished to keep looking at her, so beautiful in the chair, more beautiful by far than any professional model. Still lifes, landscapes, cityscapes . . . models had always fallen into the same category for him, objects to be captured. But for some reason, Ridler saw complexity beyond the sum of arms and legs and torso in Suzanna. While she held her pose fitfully, staring at a blank spot on the wall, he wondered if she thought of him, of the two of them, of their past or future moments. Or did she think of something else, someone completely different, a part of life without him? Ridler drew a dry brush across the canvas, pretending to trace out her form. He realized she had a life beyond the time they spent together—other people, other places, other things he did not know. Alone of all his models, the magnitude of Suzanna’s life confronted Ridler every time he tried to paint her. She intrigued him. She challenged him. Sometimes, she frightened him.


“Seriously,” said Ridler, “hold still.”


She broke the pose completely. “I’m feeling sick again.” She rose from the chair and walked around behind him to look at the painting. “You painted me without my clothes on.”


“I think of you that way.”


She sighed. “How long has it been finished?”


“I don’t know.”


She slapped his shoulder lightly. “How long?”


“Half an hour, I guess.”


“And you just let me sit there?”


He forced himself to smile, although the fear was almost overwhelming. Everything had changed.


“Oh, Danny,” she said.


Moments later, she was in the bathroom. He had followed her through the bedroom and stood outside the door. “You could spend the night,” he said. “We could grab breakfast at Louie’s and go to that Japanese woodcut exhibit before it gets too crowded in the morning.”


Through the door he heard no reply. It opened. She walked past him in her peasant dress with the broad leather belt and matching high-heeled boots. Around her neck was the little golden cross inset with sapphires, the one she refused to take off, even during sex.


Suzanna paused to look at the canvas on the easel again. “So you just pretended you were painting?”


“Only toward the end.”


“Why?”


He shrugged.


She touched his arm with the back of her fingers, lightly, and then removed her hand. “I can’t stay.”


He felt his jaw set with a sudden rush of anger. Turning, he strode out of the bedroom into the little sitting room. He leaned against the white enameled kitchenette and lit a Marlboro, knowing that annoyed her almost as much as marijuana. She followed him, stopping in the middle of the sitting room, one foot on the edge of the tarp beneath his easel.


“Please don’t be mad,” she said.


He took a deep drag on the Marlboro and stared at the ceiling. “I’m not mad.”


“Of course you are.”


Still looking away from her heartbreakingly beautiful face, he exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Whatever you say.”


“It’s not that I don’t love you.”


“Who said anything about love?”


“Danny, please.”


The tremor in her voice broke through his resolve. He looked at her and immediately regretted it. It was hard to be angry when she stared at him all doe-eyed, but still, he had his pride. “I just don’t get you. Sex is beautiful.”


“It’s not about the sex. That’s just the way it comes out between us.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“It’s not that hard to understand. I love you, Danny. I fell really hard for you. But I lost myself.”


“Lost yourself?” Flicking the cigarette butt into the kitchenette sink he said, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Making love and not being married . . . it isn’t who I am.”


“Oh, I see. It’s not you. So who was that other chick?”


“I’m just trying to—”


“Seriously, who was she? I’d like to know, because she seemed like she was having a great time, and I’d like to get her back in here.”


“Please, I—”


“I remember a couple of weeks ago she was over on the bed screaming, ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ and I sure got the impression she meant every word.”


“It’s not that we weren’t—”


“In fact, I remember a few times when she couldn’t seem to get enough.”


She stared at him with those eyes which were the only thing he had ever doubted he could capture on canvas, and he basked in her beauty, and he longed to get down on his knees and worship her, beg her to reconsider everything, just be with him without conditions, but he knew it wouldn’t work. Something in him fought all that.


He walked over to the easel and pretended to examine the painting there. It had no face. He never gave them faces, but maybe in Suzanna’s case . . .


He lit another cigarette. It made him nervous, thinking what he was thinking.


After a minute he heard a rustling sound and turned to see her putting on her coat.


“Where are you going?”


She would not look at him.


“Hey, baby,” he said. “Come on.”


She picked up her purse, a huge macramé thing filled with the most amazing collection of unexpected objects. Whenever they went out, it seemed like she had whatever he needed, no matter how weird it might be. Slinging the bag’s strap over her shoulder, she went to the door. Still she had not looked at him. She turned the latch. She put her hand on the doorknob. Everything was out of control. He wanted her the same way she wanted him. Why couldn’t he find a way to explain that?


“Marry me,” he said.


At first she stood motionless, gripping the door; then she released it and turned. “Why? So we can sleep together again?”


“Not just that.”


“What else then, Danny?”


The words just wouldn’t come. He tried, but in the end he could only wave his hand between them, the cigarette trailing smoke. “You know.”


She covered her mouth with a palm. Staring at him with those amazing eyes, which had begun to well, she shook her head. She took a shuddering breath. She lowered her hand and faced him squarely. “You don’t really care at all.”


After the door had closed behind her, he turned back toward the painting on the easel and spoke to empty air. “That’s not true.”


He cocked his head, smoke drifting toward the ceiling from the cigarette between his lips. He tried to think about the painting. Something about the energy in the legs was wrong. He tried a few light pencil lines, looking for a better way to compose the legs, and then put the pencil down and began to pace the little hotel suite, back and forth between the sitting room and bedroom, thinking of Suzanna. Against his better judgment he paused to stare at the snapshot she had pinned to the wall above his bed a few weeks before, when she got him to admit he slept around a little.


“I dare you to leave it there,” she had said, “while you do it with some stranger.”


It had been just a guilt trip of course, so he had left the photo there to spite her. Even when he was alone he pretended to ignore the image of her smiling at the camera, but in truth he could not seem to avoid looking at it, whether he was in his bed alone or not.


Moved by a sudden impulse he leaned over, pulled down the snapshot, and stuffed it into his hip pocket.


He didn’t want a snapshot.


He wanted Suzanna, even if he had to beg.


Ridler paused only long enough to pull his parka on over his T-shirt. Ten seconds later he was running down the hall. He ignored the elevators, which were ancient and notoriously slow, and took the hotel’s ornate stairs, boots pounding on the treads and echoing against the plaster, brass handrails and vaguely art nouveau–patterned iron railing to the right of him, other tenants’ unimportant paintings on the walls along the left. He himself had paid for three months’ lodging with oils the management had not yet hung.


He descended round and round the spiraling staircase past the work of lesser talents, until he reached the ground floor hall, and then the lobby and finally he charged out through the front doors onto West 23rd. He turned first toward the synagogue on the left, but she wasn’t there. He turned the other way and saw her short Afro silhouetted in the rear window of a departing cab. He turned back toward the synagogue. No taxis in that direction. He set out running after her. He didn’t notice the cold, or the harsh whistle of his breath—too many cigarettes, too many joints—as he chased the cab. All he could think of was Suzanna getting away, his mind on nothing else until, half a block up the street, he ran straight out into 7th Avenue without looking.


A southbound cab locked its brakes to avoid him, horn blaring and all four tires screaming on the pavement. Its right front fender stopped an inch away. The driver rolled his window down and cursed him. Ridler ran to the rear door and opened it. The cabbie was still cussing when Ridler got into the backseat, so he yelled to make himself heard. “Twenty bucks on top of the fare if you shut up and go east on Twenty-third! Step on it!”


The driver closed his mouth and took off with a squeal of rubber.


Leaning forward, Ridler searched the traffic ahead for her cab. He saw only one, passing under the next streetlight. It had to be her.


“Where to, kid?” asked the driver, gaining on them.


“Follow that cab,” said Ridler, pointing forward.


“Get outta here. Seriously?”


The taxi ahead drove steadily, passing Broadway, Madison Square Park, Park and Lexington. At the river it turned north under the South Street Viaduct. The traffic light went red.


“Run it,” said Ridler.


“No way.”


“Another twenty.”


The driver slowed a little, glancing left, then charged on.


They paralleled the viaduct then merged onto FDR Drive, with the Brooklyn lights across the river on their right. Ridler reached into his parka’s pocket, looking for a hair band. His fingers touched a dime-size baggie with some grass and papers, also an old prescription bottle which contained a few pills he had picked up at a bar, black mollies, reds and ’ludes. He found the hair band, gathered a ponytail at the nape of his neck, slipped it through the band, which he twisted with a practiced motion, and then passed back through a second time. His long black hair now hung down his back, out of his way. In the driver’s rearview mirror he caught a glimpse of himself when an oncoming car’s headlights illuminated the inside of the cab. From the front he looked like he had short hair. He remembered something Suzanna had said while he was painting her one time, before things went wrong.


“I like your hair that way.”


“Yeah? How come?”


“It makes you look more civilized.”


He remembered deep blue violet on his palette. He always painted Suzanna in blues. “Civilized? That’ll be the day.”


“Seriously, Danny, have you ever thought of cutting it?”


“Why do you call me Danny?”


“Sheridan’s too stuffy. Sheri is a girl’s name, and Dan just doesn’t fit.”


“You could call me Ridler, like everybody else.”


“That’s not who you are.”


Of all the people on the planet, only Suzanna thought that.


“Hey, kid.” The driver turned a little in his seat, staring back at Ridler in the mirror with a pair of large dark eyes on either side of a nose the shape and color of a Bosc pear. “Forty bucks don’t buy a lot of trouble. What’s the deal?”


It never crossed his mind to admit he was following Suzanna to beg her for forgiveness. “The girl in that cab stole something from me. I need to get it back.”


“I could get dispatch to call the cops.”


“I don’t want to get her into that much trouble.”


They drove for blocks, below the Queensboro Bridge, past Roosevelt Island, then under the overhang at Carl Schurz Park. After a few minutes the cabbie said, “What color is this girl of yours?”


“What kind of question is that to ask?”


“Hey, no offense, but we’re gettin’ into Harlem.”


“Just stay with her.”


He couldn’t stop thinking of Suzanna. He saw how it would go in his mind. He’d catch up with her before she went into her building. He’d do the whole thing, get down on one knee, take her hand in both of his, tell her that he loved her and beg her to be his wife. He’d use his hair band for a ring, tell her they’d shop for a diamond tomorrow. He’d do it right there in her neighborhood. He’d do it even if there was a crowd of brothers around, even if it got him mugged.


They rolled under a footbridge and FDR Drive turned into Harlem River Drive. Ahead on the right, Ridler saw a bright orange glow in the sky. The driver shifted in his seat. “I don’t know where she’s goin’, but I ain’t drivin’ into Harlem. Ain’t goin’ into no South Bronx, either. Not this time of night.”


“What’s your problem, man?”


“You a tourist, kid? Don’t know where we is?”


“I know.” The truth was he had only been to Harlem a couple of times with Suzanna, and always in the daylight. He had never been into the Bronx. “It’s no big deal.”


“No big deal he says. You see the sky over there?” The driver waved the back of his hand toward the glowing sky across the river. “Like that Cosell said, the Bronx is burnin’, kid. Every night a different buildin’. This ain’t no neighborhood for a white boy like you. Not this time a morning.”


“I have a hundred-dollar bill here. It’s yours if you just shut up and follow that cab.”


“A hundred?”


“That’s right.”


“Lemme see it.”


Ridler reached for his wallet. His hip pocket was empty. In a flash he visualized his wallet in a drawer back at the hotel.


“Come on,” said the cabbie. “Lemme see the money.”


Ridler smiled into the mirror. “Don’t you trust me?”


With no warning, the driver stood on the brakes, throwing Ridler hard against the front seat as the car squealed to a stop. Twisting around to face Ridler, the man said, “You don’t got my money?”


“Sure I do. Just not on me.”


“Get outta the cab.”


“Come on, man.”


The cabbie leapt from the taxi and opened Ridler’s door. A car roared by, the driver laying on the horn. The cabbie reached in, grabbed Ridler’s coat, and yanked. “OUT!”


Moments later, Ridler stood alone on a narrow strip of dirt beside the road. The toes of his boots touched the concrete curb. The heels were against a chain-link fence. In spite of the late hour, cars rushed past him every few seconds, so close he felt the tug of their back draft. He stared up Harlem River Drive the way Suzanna’s taxi had gone. He tried to remember her address, but the few times he had been to her apartment she had always given the address to the cabbie and he had not paid attention, focusing instead on her profile beside him, her earlobe, her jawline, the corner of her eye.


Ridler turned his back on the street, curled his fingers through the fence, and stared in misery at a strip of gravel on the other side where construction trucks were parked. Apparently it was a temporary staging area for work on the Madison Avenue Bridge. Beyond the construction equipment the Harlem River slipped slowly toward the right, black and silent, and beyond the river loomed the derelict brick and concrete buildings of the South Bronx. As he watched, a giant tongue of flame uncurled between a pair of empty warehouses, rising in the night to lick the bulbous belly of the clouds. The fire’s reflection flickered in that pregnant sky as if the pent-up snow were radioactive. The Bronx was burning; wasn’t that what the cabbie had said? He had read about it: blocks and blocks of vacant buildings, landlords risking felonies for insurance money, failure lighting up the heavens.


The flame dropped down again to hide behind a row of buildings on the far side of the river, but Ridler could make out the devil’s palette through the warehouse windows, the orange and red and yellow squares, a grid of colors standing out against the black wall, much the same as what he had seen before from his hotel room, the red and blue revolving lights against the bricks, motion in the color, a still, black nothingness in the background. And in the blackness . . . what?


Staring, he refused to blink. There. It was there. The same thing again, in the blackness over there between the windows. A distance in it, something infinite around those fiery squares. As he watched, the pattern gathered. He saw as only artists see. A vibration in the air, a rhythm almost musical compressed his chest as if it were a drum, the city’s sounds in strange syncopation—horns, engines, hissing tires on pavement, distant shouts and barking dogs—all of it somehow merged together, and in that merging also was the crisp scent of metal and the stench of automotive fumes and the pungency of humans far too numerous to count, and sweat, and breath, and fear and joy and tears and laughter, tongues of light, burning color and the blackness, all of it combined in one transcendent wave of everything an artist might sense or feel, beckoning to him across the Harlem River. Even time had opened up before him. He stood at the frontier of something set apart, a model worthy of his skill. He had only to believe, and go.


A panel van thundered by, mere inches behind him, furiously stirring up the frigid air. He ignored his parka’s flapping at his ribs. He gripped the chain-link fence and climbed.


Dropping down on the other side, he ran toward the bridge. Normally the span would have been impossible to reach from down beside the river, but scaffolding had been erected around the columns. Ridler found a ladder and ascended. The steel bars burned with cold beneath his naked fingers.


Up on the bridge, the eastbound walkway had been blocked off. A long section of the concrete barrier between it and the traffic lanes was gone, and the usual inward-curving fence at the outer edge of the bridge was missing. He set out across the river anyway, working his way around sacks of concrete and a portable mixer and piles of metal reinforcement bars. He shouldn’t be there, but the crew was working on the westbound side and wouldn’t hassle him. Cars roared by. He felt the pavement shudder underneath the weight of passing trucks. He felt the frigid winter wind above the Harlem River. He didn’t care. In pursuit of something no one else had painted, he raised the parka’s hood over his head, jammed his hands into the pockets like a monk within a cloister, and hurried toward the feasting flames.





2.


Slouched behind the wheel of his Buick Electra, Talbot Graves ignored a beer commercial on the radio. He needed something more than liquid courage. Maybe it would help to think of all the reasons Ridler ought to die.


He decided to begin with Suzanna, his assistant for five years. He thought about her misery lately, whenever they spoke of Sheridan Ridler. The welling eyes. The quivering lips. Her obvious embarrassment.


The man must be a mesmerist. Graves would never understand how Ridler had conquered Suzanna otherwise. She was a levelheaded businesswoman, and she had seen the same abuses Talbot Graves had seen, yet somehow the painter had convinced her to model for him. After that she had inhaled Ridler’s lies as if they were oxygen and dined on his abusiveness as if it were the bread of life. Over the last three years Talbot had watched with growing distaste as Ridler had done the same with many other women. Talbot had warned Suzanna that the man gave no more thought to using women than he gave to eating lunch—Ridler was a Rasputin, a Svengali, a demon in the flesh—but she had kept her infatuation secret until the strange contagion was too far advanced, and in the end it had consumed her.


Talbot’s own chances with Suzanna had been a long shot before, what with him a quarter century older and of course the color barrier, but now with Ridler in the picture it was completely out of the question. All the women Ridler already had, and the greedy swine took dear Suzanna too. That alone was unforgivable.


It was so cold. Even with the Electra’s engine running and the heater at full blast the gallery owner shivered behind the wheel, pulling his overcoat a little tighter around himself and settling his chin lower in his scarf. He drew no warmth from the calculating rage which seemed to possess him, much as Suzanna had been possessed in her way.


It wasn’t as if Ridler had confined his thoughtlessness to women, of course. Thinking back over the last three years, Talbot found it easy to recall a long string of indignities he had endured at Ridler’s hands, beginning with the night the painter had missed the opening of his first exhibition at the gallery. Most of the important patrons had already left, but Ridler had walked in four hours late, as if he were a potentate instead of a nothing, a nobody from Nebraska or Ohio or some such awful backwater. After all the work Talbot had done to get the opening arranged, all the influence he had used to get the best people there, Ridler had never bothered to explain, much less apologize.


Talbot also thought about the faces. If Ridler would just paint facial features on his nudes, they would surely sell more easily.


“Why not?” he had asked. “It’s not as if you shy away from details.”


“I don’t paint faces,” had been the dilettante’s response.


“You paint fingers. You paint toes. Look at Nude 26. You put numbers on that clock in the background. Just a pair of eyes, a nose and lips. Why not?”


“Graves,” he said. (Ridler always called him Graves.) “Because it’s you, I’ll explain this just one time, and never again. I don’t paint faces, because the paintings are about me, okay? What I’m trying to work out. What I want to understand. If I gave them faces, it would be about the models. You have to get this straight if you’re going to represent me. I won’t paint for other people.”


“But the collectors say—”


“Enough!” the egomaniac had interrupted. “I don’t care what collectors say!”


How he hated the ingratitude. He would have dropped the little poseur long ago, but he had sold five paintings that first night, and the paintings kept on selling, so he had comforted himself instead by lying about the sale prices and pocketing the difference. It had been easy to do. For all his posturing, Ridler was a fool when it came to money. Robbing him had been a simple matter of typing two different price lists, one for customers, one for Ridler. There had been great satisfaction in keeping Ridler ignorant of his own success, especially when the pompous little dolt had come to him for loans, thinking he was broke. But of course it couldn’t last forever, not when Ridler’s immense talent supported such high prices.


Everything had begun to fall apart three weeks ago, when Zero Mostel had purchased eight canvases. It seemed the Broadway star was also an accomplished painter and collector. Purchases by such a famous patron could not be concealed. Ridler was certain to learn of Mostel’s interest, and he would probably find out what the man had really paid. That would lead to questions about the much lower prices Talbot had reported in the past, which would be the end of everything.


Talbot remembered the negotiations with Mostel, the comedian having already offered almost twice what any Ridler painting had commanded up to then, and Talbot asking for more. Mostel, thinking seriously about it, had asked the question, “How old is this guy?”


“Twenty-two or -three.”


“Then that’s my final offer.”


Talbot Graves had understood Mostel’s logic immediately, and with that understanding had come the idea. As vast as Ridler’s genius was—and he was indeed a genius on the order of a Manet or Picasso—still, his work could command more, much more, if the supply was limited. The decision was inevitable after realizing that.


Even worse than losing his gallery and possibly suffering legal prosecution of some kind for swindling the artist, Talbot Graves could not endure the thought of letting Ridler have the upper hand. So he would kill the egomaniac for the women—to avoid future heartache and to preserve decorum—and for the sake of common courtesy, self-defense, and profit.


Very little argued against it. The possibility of getting caught was chief among the reasons that gave pause, and that risk could be minimized. He would simply tell no one of his plans and involve no accomplice. He would do everything himself. That was the safest way.


Still, as he shivered in the car, Graves wasn’t sure that he could pull the trigger. He hadn’t fired a gun since he was a child. Even then it had only been an air rifle. As far as murder was concerned, the firearm on the seat beside him was perfect, an antique Webley-Fosbery automatic revolver handed down from his grandfather to his father, a gun nobody knew he owned. But the revolver had not been fired in more than thirty years. Who knew if it was functional? The thing might very well explode in his hand instead of putting a bullet where it belonged, in Ridler’s brain.


So he had dithered, sitting in the car outside the hotel, hoping to gather up the courage to go in. He had tried to visualize success: a knock on Ridler’s door, the artist opening it, seeing the revolver in his hand and smiling because he would not think Talbot capable of such a thing, and then the shocked expression when the gun went off, the smirk wiped from that handsome face, and Talbot tossing the untraceable revolver down beside the body and walking calmly to the elevators.


Several times Talbot’s gloved fingers had closed around the Electra’s door handle. Several times he had been half a second away from getting out and walking in and doing it, but other possibilities always came to mind. Someone in a neighboring room opening a door, a maid appearing, or a bellhop, or the revolver misfiring, or Ridler lunging for it—a struggle, heaven forbid—or his aim being off and Ridler living to tell who fired the shot.


At that moment, Suzanna emerged from Ridler’s hotel. Talbot’s rage swelled to a crescendo at the sight of her, knowing she had been up in the painter’s rooms. Then he realized what he had almost done, how close he’d come to going up there with the gun while she was with Ridler. He passed a palm over his forehead, feeling weak at the thought of what might have happened.


She stood at the curb for quite a while before a cab rolled by. He watched her hail it and get in, and just then Ridler charged out onto the sidewalk.


Seeing him there, staring wildly left and right, Talbot Graves was almost convinced the man had somehow read his mind. The painter certainly seemed agitated, even angry. Ridler searched the street, apparently looking for the cause of his displeasure. Graves settled lower in the seat, his eyes barely level with the Buick’s dashboard as he watched the artist set out running in the other direction.


Graves had the car in gear as Ridler dashed across 7th Avenue without looking, and a taxi nearly ran him down. Strangely, Graves felt himself flinching as the taxi slid toward Ridler, instinctively hoping the car would miss the man. How foolish, when an accident would so neatly solve his problems. But the near miss did inspire him. His thinking was too limited. The revolver was not his only option.


Talbot followed the taxi east on 23rd and onto FDR Drive, becoming more and more nervous as they went north. He didn’t want to go to Harlem at this time of night. Still, he stayed behind the taxi.


Fortunately, when the cab stopped suddenly in the middle of the road, Talbot was just approaching a temporary construction turnout. He reacted instantly, pulling to the right and parking. He sat just off Harlem River Drive, watching Ridler on the curb ahead and thinking now would be the perfect opportunity. There wasn’t that much traffic. He could get up to speed, swing to the right, hop the curb at the last second, and where could Ridler go, trapped there by that fence?


Do it. Do it now before you lose your nerve.


Talbot put the Electra into gear and glanced into his rearview mirror, waiting for a moment when the road was clear. Soon that moment came. No headlights in the mirror whatsoever. But when he looked forward, Ridler was halfway up the fence and out of reach. Talbot felt a great relief. It didn’t matter. Tomorrow would be soon enough.


He rolled on, turning from the gravel construction drive into the right lane of the Harlem River Drive, looking forward to reaching his apartment and some sleep. The feeling of relief annoyed him. He did not want to think himself a coward. He told himself tension in this situation was only natural, and it was natural to feel relieved when the reason for the tension disappeared over the fence. He had the courage to do this. He would do it. Tomorrow.


As Talbot approached the Madison Avenue overpass, he glimpsed Ridler climbing a set of scaffolding beyond the chain-link fence and he realized where the painter was going. Talbot knew if Ridler was going to cross the river on the bridge, there was still a chance.


He pressed the accelerator and the Electra’s eight cylinders roared. The car surged forward, speeding north as he searched for an exit. It was a long time coming, maybe four minutes, before he saw the sign for 8th Avenue. He took the off-ramp from the left-hand lane and then he was heading south again on 8th, past some projects on the right and a basketball court on the left, under the West 155th Street overpass.


The light ahead turned red. He slowed to a stop. Ten or fifteen black men stood below a streetlight on his right. He pretended to ignore them, watching from the corner of his eye. He saw movement in the periphery. He turned to see several of them stepping off the curb, heading his way. He pressed on the accelerator, running the red light. For twelve blocks after that he slowed at red lights, glancing left and right before driving on. If the police pulled him over he would just explain that he was lost and scared to stop.


Eight minutes after he had last seen Ridler, he turned left onto 135th Street, remembering it was the last exit off Harlem River Drive before the Madison Avenue Bridge. From there it was just three and a half blocks to the river. He turned left again, onto Madison. He slowed as he climbed the ramp, allowing a pair of cars to pass him. He saw no headlights in his mirrors.


He drove onto the bridge, and there, sure enough, was Ridler walking on the right. The man had the hood of his coat pulled up, but Graves would know that swagger anywhere.


It was the perfect chance. Not only were there no vehicles behind him, but he saw no headlights coming on the other side. They were alone on that side of the bridge. Even at four in the morning it was a miracle of sorts in New York City.


Talbot swallowed back the bile that threatened to rise up.


“Do it,” he whispered.


He wasn’t going fast enough. He sped up to nearly fifty, the dark figure ahead rushing closer, closer, until it was just there on his right and the moment was upon him, all he had to do was pull right just a little, only a couple of feet . . . but Talbot’s hands would not cooperate. He steered straight. Even before the chance was completely over, even while there was still time left to follow through, he knew that he would not. He would pass the man and drive into the Bronx, and find a place to turn around and go back home, because it seemed he was a coward after all.


Then Ridler stepped in front of him.


It was impossible to swerve away.


The impact was much louder than he had expected. The Electra shuddered with revulsion but kept rolling. With both hands on the wheel, Talbot turned his head to see the body soar as if in slow motion, Ridler hanging in midair beside the car, Ridler dropping down beyond the edge of the bridge, unencumbered by the guardrails and the fence which had been removed for repairs, dropping down into the Harlem River. Talbot would always remember that frozen moment, the way the painter’s form had hovered upon a fiery background, the Bronx behind him burning up with color, the artist nothing but a black and empty silhouette against it, and in the years to come the unreality of that image would take precedence and Graves would begin to question what had happened, to feel it had been only an imaginary episode, something so greatly desired that he had built it from thin air.





3.


Silent and alone, the boy slipped through the darkness between the western shore and the caissons below the Park Avenue railroad bridge. The dim light from a waning moon had turned the bridge’s spiderweb of powder-blue steel into a ghostly white. Stinking water gurgled against the tar which sealed the fabric hull of his little homemade boat. The oars in his hands, made of flattened coffee cans wired to broom handles, dipped into the river only occasionally to correct his course as the current carried him downstream. He sometimes shipped the oars in order to release them and blow into cupped palms. It was almost dawn, the coldest time of all. Although he hated for the night to end, he knew he must return the boat to its hiding place before he became too easily visible from the riverbank.


He had gone much farther that night than ever before, all the way up to the Hudson. In just over four hours he had rowed beneath ten bridges, maintaining a steady, methodical stroke upstream, warmed by the hard work, pausing often, careful to hug the shoreline lest the current farther out take hold of him. He had seen trees growing from the rusting hulks of long-abandoned barges. He had steered well clear of dark, mumbling forms seeking heat from a pile of burning garbage on a muddy bar. He had seen the larger flames across the river in the Bronx, the abandoned buildings an inferno there, as if hell had risen through the frozen sewers. He had rowed, and rowed, and dreamed of wider rivers, cleaner water, oceans, and escape.


He had timed it to arrive at about three thirty, low tide, when the slack would minimize the current. Even then, Spuyten Duyvil Creek had nearly overwhelmed him. The “devil’s spout,” which connected the Harlem River with the Hudson had been aptly named, for it was an evil amalgamation of eddies and swirling currents. The boy had nearly lost control rounding the point below the tenth bridge, the Henry Hudson Parkway, but with a minute or so of furious rowing he managed to maintain his headway, and then he was there, staring past the open swing bridge at the mouth of the creek, staring out across the black void of the Hudson River, toward the lights of New Jersey twinkling on the far shore.


He had worked the oars to stay in place at the mouth of the creek for almost twenty minutes, breath steaming from his nostrils. He lingered in the cold, watching that opposite shore, thinking of beds with mattresses over there, instead of blankets on the floor, and refrigerators filled with ham and cheese and chicken, and boys with fathers, and mothers who were not crack-addicted whores. Then he came about and let the current take him down again, down to Harlem and real life.


In all of that real life to which he must return, the boy cared for nothing but the river and his boat. He could barely read or write. He could not tell an elephant from a tyrannosaurus, but he could explain the difference between a schooner and a ketch, and he could instantly identify a bark or brigantine. He had one dream and one only, which was to leave his mother’s stinking apartment forever, to step onto a boat, and sail away.


He had no concept of the size of oceans. He had been aboard a vessel larger than his little boat only one time, long ago, when he had crossed the harbor with his Maman on the Staten Island Ferry. It was his finest memory, his Maman in her bright head scarf beside him holding his hand, and the water all around, and the idea that the boat was not on rails or wheels, was not bound to roads or tracks, but on the contrary the ferry could turn in any direction, could carry him anywhere and never stop.


But they had returned to Manhattan and to Harlem, and his Maman had died soon after, and since her death three years ago he had not cried, he had not laughed, he had known just the one emotion, the longing for the river.


The boy had built the little boat himself. It had not been hard to do once he had the right materials. A pair of bedsheets, stolen from a neighbor’s laundry line and stretched tightly over a frame he had formed from plastic pipes and wire, then thickly coated with hot tar and reinforced on the inside with pieces of corrugated fiberglass, all of which he had taken in a single night from a road construction site and from a pair of garbage bins in the alley by his building. He sat on a small wooden plank that spanned the boat. The broomstick oars worked in locks fashioned from wire coat hangers. At his feet he had a plastic milk jug with the top cut out, leaving the handle and a large opening, which he used from time to time to bail. Also in the boat was a small flashlight, stolen from the bodega on the corner of his block and very seldom used in order to preserve the batteries. He had some tap water in a plastic Coca-Cola bottle, and the remains of his dinner—half a bag of potato chips—also taken from the bodega.


Although it had required four hours of hard work to make his way upstream against the current, after merely an hour he had already returned to his starting point, a landing well downriver from the railroad bridge.


The abandoned wharf projected about thirty feet over the water, many of the pilings underneath it rotten and collapsed. Glancing over his shoulder often, the boy steered toward a pair of pilings on the upstream side. Behind them, below the overhanging wharf, a bar of mud and garbage had collected, piled up by floods and currents through the years until the top of it lay just about a foot above the high tide line. It was the perfect place to conceal his boat, completely out of sight from the Harlem side because of the rotten wharf above, and too far away and deeply shadowed to be seen from across the river in the Bronx.


He had little time remaining. With the pale glow of approaching sunrise already spreading high above the rooftops of Mott Haven, he slipped into the darker shelter of his secret place. He had to get out from under the wharf before the morning light began to glow more brightly. He could not take a chance on being seen as he emerged, lest someone become curious and discover his boat, or he himself be caught by the gang that controlled that neighborhood.


After three more dips of the oars as he drifted down among the pilings, he felt the bow shudder as it slipped across the bottom. The tide had been rising for only a few minutes, so most of the bar was still exposed. He shipped the oars and scrambled out. Gripping the bulwark of the little boat, he began to pull it up. Above the high tide line at the top of the bar where the bulkhead under the old wharf met the island of Manhattan, he tied it off securely. Giving his little boat an affectionate pat, he set out through the darkness, feeling his way toward the place where he had disguised an opening in the wharf overhead, his secret access to the hidden bar. With the concrete bulkhead at his elbow, he ducked beneath low-hanging beams until he stood below the opening. Then, in the growing light at the water’s edge nearby, he saw the man.


His first instinct was to run, but where could he go? The bar extended just a few yards beyond the end of the wharf at low tide, and then there was the river. Besides, the man was lying down, most likely passed out drunk. The boy froze in place, staring. When the chest did not rise or fall, and when no steamy breath emerged from the lips or mouth, he decided it might not be a sleeping man. It might only be a corpse.


Curious, he approached the body. It lay in the mud at the waterline with its legs undulating slightly in the river’s silent flow. The boy stopped about ten feet away, a little higher up on the bar, and squatted down onto his haunches. He wrapped his thin arms around his knees, propped his chin upon his arms, and watched some more. For ten minutes, he did not move. Neither did the man.


The water rose a little in that time, reaching the hem of the man’s coat. The boy thought it was a very fine coat, even smeared with mud. He especially liked the furry fringe around the hood. He decided it might bring as much as five dollars. He wondered what kind of shoes the man might be wearing. He wondered what might be in his pockets.


Still squatted on his haunches, the boy moved crablike, just a little closer. The rising tide began to lift the body slightly. The boy felt no sympathy. He felt no fear. He simply worried that the rising river might wash the man away before he could get the coat.


Suddenly the body moved. The boy stood up to run, but it was just the current.


He took one step closer and squatted down again. In the growing light he realized the dead man was white. That surprised him. He knew very little about white people, but it seemed to him they didn’t often end up in the Harlem River. He watched the nose and mouth very carefully. He saw no sign of breath, no steam whatsoever emerging in the cold. The eyelids never fluttered. After a full fifteen minutes, he was completely satisfied there was no life.


The boy stood up. He took the final steps down to the body. He bent and gripped the coat and pulled, but the corpse was very heavy, and he was too small to move it much. He decided to go through the pockets. Inside the coat he found a plastic bag filled with drugs. So that was probably what happened: some rich white guy thought he’d go up to Harlem and make a score, and lost his money and his life. But no, in that case why did he still have the drugs in his pocket? Who would throw him in the river while he still had drugs? It was an interesting question.


The boy put the plastic bag in his own coat pocket and resumed his search. He found nothing else, no wallet and no cash, but he did notice the man’s boots, which looked like they might also go for five dollars or so. The only problem was, the legs were still floating in the water, and he didn’t want to wade in after them. He put a knee in the middle of the dead man’s chest and a hand on the body’s upper thigh and leaned out as far as he could, reaching for the boots. Suddenly the body underneath him heaved. The boy leapt back.


Black river water spewed from the body’s mouth onto the mud, then it heaved again, vomiting onto the bar, and then the boy saw thin tendrils of steam begin to rise up from its mouth. The boy ran.


With three pilings and forty feet between him and the man, the boy stopped and turned around. For two or three minutes, the man remained exactly as he was, then he rolled onto his side. Poised to leap into the icy river if necessary, the boy hid deep in the shadows farther up under the rotting wharf. The resurrected man sat up. The boy watched him lean forward and vomit more water. The man sat hunched over for another minute, and then, slowly and with what appeared to be a monumental effort of his will, he stood.


Swaying on his feet down beside the river, the man began to mumble. He staggered up the bar, moving toward the downstream end of the wharf, away from the boy.


Careful to make no sound, the boy followed.


Beyond the overhang, the river was no longer black. The rising sun had painted it with reds and purples, yellows and oranges, the colors of an African flag. The man paused beneath the edge of the overhang, swaying slightly and looking down toward his feet. He bent and picked something up. From a distance, the boy thought it was a stick. If the man intended to go up against whoever had thrown him in the river, the boy did not believe the stick would be much help.


The man stepped out of the shadows, out under the dawning sky. He stumbled along the short slab of bar remaining, following the river’s waterline as it turned him toward the shore. In a few steps he reached the end of the little bar, where the mud slipped underneath the water and the river lapped against the concrete bulkhead.


The top of the bulkhead stood at about the same height as the man’s head. He faced the concrete wall and began to rub the object in his hand across it. The boy heard a hollow sound as the object scraped along the concrete, and then he realized it was a metal pipe. But what was the man doing? Trying to sharpen it into a point? Make it into a better weapon?


From underneath the abandoned wharf, the boy peered around a piling, watching as the man continued his strange motions. Scratching at the coating of sludge and mire that had turned the concrete bulkhead black over the years, the man’s movements were sometimes long and sweeping. At other times he beat the wall with short, staccato strokes as if tapping out the rhythm of a song.


Although the boy could not have said when the transformation started, he began to see a change. The man’s posture became more erect. He stood more steadily upon his feet. He bent at the knees, putting his whole body into his strange beating and scraping on the concrete. Sweeping his outstretched arm across the bulkhead, his breathing became powerful, puffs of steam ejecting from his nostrils in time to his arm’s motions. In the boy’s imagination, he became an angry bull snorting as it scraped the ground, or a wizard somehow drawing out the strength of the old bulkhead, channeling it into himself through the piece of metal in his hand, becoming solid with the power of that concrete wall which held the river back from Harlem.


The boy thought of stories he had heard from his Maman before she died, stories spoken in her Haitian accent of the hidden Powers in the world, the Ancient Ones who lived within the soil beneath the streets. In thinking of those stories, the boy felt a strange attraction, as if the man might somehow take him back into that time when his Maman had been alive, a time when he could still feel joy and sadness, hate and love and—


“NO!”


The sudden shout roused the boy from foolish daydreams.
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Agreatartist is cast into the icy Harlem River by a hit-and-run driver. His
heart stops, and he sees something that defies description. Presumed dead by
all who knew him and obsessed with the desire to paint the inexpressible, he
embarks on a pilgrimage to seek help from holy men around the globe. But is
it possible to see eternity without becominglost within it? After a quarter of a
century, when the world begins to whisper that he may be alive, two people
come looking for the artist: the daughter he never knew existed and the
murdererwho hit him on the bridge all those years ago.

"After reading the first chapter, I felt an overwhelming need to know
what happened next. Forget the ringing phone, never mind dinner, tell
the children to pipe down—I had to keep reading. And I discovered that
the powerful openingwas followed by a fully developed story, satisfying
in every way. The Opposite of Art is a beautiful novel.”

—Sibella Giorello, author of the award-winning Raleigh Harmon series

“The Oppositeof Art is classic Athol Dickson: a powerful, well-crafted story
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with thoughtful symbolism and deep A masterpi
Dickson had better clear a shelf for all the awards this book will win.”
—Rick Acker, author of When the Devil Whistles and Dead Man's Rule

~ Athol Dickson is the author of seven novelsand the bestselling
memoir The Gospel Accordingto Moses. His novels of suspense and magical
realism have been honored with three Christy Awards and an Audie
Award and have been compared to the work of Octavia Butler (by
Publishers Weeky) and Flannery O’ Connor (by The New York Time9). He and
hiswife live in Southern California.
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