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  “The heaventree of stars hung with humid nightblue fruit….”

  


  Ulysses

  James Joyce


  1

  Andie sat poised to reach for her portfolio; she was the next item on the agenda, set to follow Parking Lot. Not exactly star billing. All the more reason to get fired up, to look alive. The club’s private dining room had been turned into a boardroom for this meeting; midday sun glared hard against the French doors. She sat up straighter, breathed faster to get herself going. It takes energy to sell yourself.

  “Now,” said Tripp from the head of the table, in his warm- butter Southern-patrician accent, “let us move to the most delightful of today’s new business.”

  She put on her happy game face, prepared to be delightful.

  “At my request,” he said, “George invited in Ms. Andie Branson, the noted painter, who also claims the distinction of being a lifelong Pinehurst resident.” A flirty wink in his tone, but she couldn’t manage just now to glow back at him. She knew by sight most of this long tableful, had been in school with the guy, Richard, in the round horn rims.

  “Let me jump in here,” said George, the head pro, “and quickly tell the board…”

  She forced herself to wait. On the sheet before her: Spring 2002 in a fine-lined angular font, like tennis nets and racquet strings. The millionth in a line of hack jobs, this one, if she got it, would be far better than average: a mural on an outer wall of the tennis club’s pro shop. She so needed the money. In recent weeks she’d let work slide, ignoring phone calls, invitations to bid and the no-rush project that was all she had on her schedule. As if cash would simply appear. One house payment remained in her account, and nothing more.

  George was talking about posters she’d forgotten doing, and her one portrait of a college president, the watercolor of a Duke- Carolina game. She pictured a line-up of pet portraits and waiting room art, grimly repeating itself into the future, like the grapes-and-dead-fowl wallpaper border running around the top of the room. “She’s top-ranked,” George said.

  He was wrapping it up; again she readied herself. “Not to mention,” said whiskey-voiced Eloise Merrill, “that she’s the daughter of that glamorous pair, Zack and Daphne Branson.” Andie felt her scalp shift: prickly tone to that comment. But Eloise, stubby with a bulldog face, probably had suffered a lifelong crush on Zack. Everyone did. She too had a crush on him. In fact, she was in love with both of them, her parents.

  The ever-appropriate Tripp ignored Eloise’s interruption. “Andie?” he said.

  She was on, finally, her jaw muscles tense from waiting. “A generous exaggeration, George, and I thank you for it.” She unzipped her portfolio. They were scraping back chairs, crowding at her end of the table to look at the large photographs of her work, though she’d brought a small set of copies for each person. Tripp had said no need to set up the “PowerPoint, slide show rigamarole.” People pressed close. “This, you probably recognize, is the billboard of the 6 o’clock news team.”

  “I don’t like the idea of people you could identify,” Eloise said.

  Andie stifled irritation: she hadn’t been suggesting likenesses. “Generic figures are the best way to go, I do agree.” Faces and shoulders hovered, brushed against the ends of her stray hairs; the barely-there contact made her want to bat away gnats. “This is on a brick wall next to a playground in Charlotte. They wanted a natural background, trees, something to make the place look bigger and give it a little mystery.”

  “We don’t need any mystery,” said the man who owned beauty salons, his name she couldn’t remember. Her hand paused on the page; best not to risk a reply to that.

  “One thing we’ve got to have,” George said, “is for the figures to demonstrate proper form of each stroke.”

  “And showcase the lines we carry,” the shop manager said.

  Okay, it’s their wall, I’m used to this, it’s all reasonable. But she wanted to put her forehead down on the table. “That’s fine,” she said, not quite loudly enough. “I can do that.”

  People were starting to drift back to their seats. Had she wowed them? No telling how many artists they were considering. This was her livelihood, as well as what passed for her identity.

  “Andie, my dear.” Tripp’s voice had that warm sheen, like beautifully polished wood. Probably he’d say he loved life, as apparently one was supposed to do. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt that way; probably the first few minutes after coming out of a feel-good movie, however long ago that was. “How about bringing us an estimate?” he said. “Let’s include the mural and then one smaller project I almost forgot to mention. We’ll want all the little niceties, the paper goods, etcetera, to give a unified image or brand, if you will, a nice monogram adaptable for towels, cocktail napkins and such.”

  Cocktail napkins? She felt her face go slack. Is he serious?

  She cleared her throat to be sure she could speak. “That’s fine, Tripp.” She heard her tone, dead flat, and tried again. “I’ll put that together, thanks.” They set a time for her to come back and report to a committee.

  As she got up to go, Tripp said, “Tell that man of yours hello for me. He did beautiful work on my house.” Her gaze paused low on the side of a chair as she scrambled for what to say, and in front of all these people. Before she could get her mouth open, Tripp winced at his blunder: “Tell you what, I’ll say the hello myself.”

  She attempted a philosophical shrug, a smile: “All things fade,” she said. He looked so embarrassed she felt sorry for him. As she left, the conversation reverted to paving, gravel, ecological alternatives, with the man who didn’t need mystery insisting: “…I know for a fact, concrete will give you the best value….”

  Outside, she headed quickly down the steps. Rushing, as if she could escape the feeling about to overtake her.

  This is what my life has come to: napkin jobs. And nothing else.

  She’d done none of the work that was hers to do, in 15 years since school. How did I let this happen?

  A ball whammed against a backboard somewhere close by, bouncing off the court, the board, the court, the board… She wanted to scream at it to stop. She gripped the handles of her sample book, and hurried, pain pressing like a sharp knuckle at a spot between her eyes.

  The sun was barely down when she gave up and went to bed. The afternoon’s busywork had failed to distract her. Whether she got the tennis job or not, she’d failed herself. No point in staying up. Or in getting up tomorrow for that matter; nothing was going to change. Ridiculous to imagine she could get herself to do anything different; far less likely now that she’d realized she was 15 years behind. Tonight she hadn’t managed her usual routines: her crunches, the crossword in the Raleigh paper, getting the day’s Diet Coke cans out of the car… The pitiful drabness of the list, it was putting her to sleep….

  Moonlight was all over the room when she woke, the board floor grooved with shadows. She was in an instant fully awake. Surely such brightness didn’t come in at this hour every night, or every full moon, the air full of a wafting happiness that passed through her again and again. Tears sprang up in her eyes; such startling joy: she felt awash in liquid light.

  Last night’s clothes that she’d thrown over the back of the chair, jeans still holding the curve of her hips, blue-and-white top, dangling bra, together formed an image of falling water, a torrent seen from a distance.

  Her bed seemed floating in light as palpable as clear brilliant water. And in the center of the room a loose coil of shining blue spun. Spiraled upward. Gone. A trick of moonlight against the mirror? In the reflection there, she saw clearly her face, the full upper lip, almost smiling, wide-set heavy-lidded eyes, narrow shoulders, the tops of her breasts.

  She widened her gaze to take in the room. What she saw stopped her breath. The sharpness of every object, the jar of mascaras and eyeliner pencils, her canvas shoulder bag on the doorknob: astonishing, as if instantly made real from what had been merely a sketch. Her eyes lingered over each detail, memorizing its new face, awash in gratitude for its existence: the windowpanes, the half-open door to the closet, the woven light and dark of the straw hat she never wore.

  Her normal dry routine, daily work schedule, her silent house, the plodding line of clients and errands and repeating scenery had shrunk to no more than a vantage point, a place to stand to take in what was before her.

  Her body, naked against the sheet, thrillingly naked to the air, felt boundless. Weightless. Prickly desire to rub her mouth over all she saw, to drink the colors, to die of sex, made her stomach quake, the need in itself a pleasure. She wanted to dissolve into the sensation. She willed it, begged it, to push into her, enter her through every pore…

  When she woke again, the bedroom looked ordinary in the grey pre-dawn. Well, of course; what had she expected? The full- moon extravaganza had ended. What she could remember felt dream-like: bright light that was somehow exciting. She sat up, chilly, on the side of the bed, sheet clutched around her against the damp air. She was ungodly thirsty. Her hand, reaching for last night’s water glass, trembled.

  “Stop it. I mean it, stop.” Again she’d spoken aloud. To no one. No sleeping hulk waited to rouse and mutter a response. Not for almost 3 months now. No Charlie to reach half-blind from the pillow for the mug of coffee she’d brought him.

  Still 2 hours before the alarm would blast, sitting here wide- awake. Though in recent days she’d stayed in bed hours late, dozing and staring. She stared at the pillow; it didn’t beckon. Her legs were jumpy. The studio was starting to pull at her. First time in as long as she could remember. She’d already begun work in her mind.

  This itch to get there, to melt onto the canvas as if she were made of paint: it wouldn’t last. She should go, though, get something done before the rising urge faded, as it would.

  She pulled on yesterday’s clothes, the need to work intensifying, in her right hand and the length of her arm, in the dry- feeling rims of her eyes. Stepping bare feet into clogs, she put on glasses instead of contacts, grabbed the first thing, windbreaker with the broken zipper, for the April early-morning cool. No, she hesitated, then put it back; she wasn’t wearing this today. Reaching to the farthest hanger in the closet, she pulled out her old satin Shenyang jacket. She’d neglected this once-favored item: tart chartreuse with red lining; it had seemed to require more energy to wear than she’d recently had available. She slipped it on. Much better.

  No time now to make peanut butter toast; no more time to waste: she had to get to the canvas before this wave let her go and she lost her nerve. There was no question which picture; recently it had been afloat again in her mind.

  On the porch, the still night air felt moist against her flushed face. She drove a fast four miles to town, pictured her clunker of a car as lunar-powered, running on the night’s white moonlight. Her face, her cheeks had not begun to cool by the time she slowed through the meandering lanes of Pinehurst, then wheeled into the dirt parking lot.

  Inside her studio, she flipped on the overheads, making the windowed opposite wall into a dim mirror. Out of the corner of her eye, if she looked, she could see herself lift the wide horizontal canvas she’d feared so long, locking it into her easel; could see the rust-colored blur of her hair, her compact youngish shape moving quickly to get set up. She imagined her parents, Mom and Zack, hovering out there beyond the window, confidently watching. And she a nervous child before her first piano recital. She mustn’t get self-conscious now or she’d tighten up and wreck everything.

  She unscrewed a tube, squeezing yellow out onto the plate, unleashing the aroma of oils. In front of her, charcoal scratches crisscrossed the white. That much she’d done, long ago, years ago; she’d painted so many commissions since then. And done anything else she could do to avoid this picture. Now here she was, propelled out of bed to paint it; she’d say it was her calling from God, if she believed in such things.

  The picture itself was going to be ridiculously simple: an open yellow umbrella shot through with sunlight.

  She slopped the first wet color onto the middle of the canvas, reckless, as if she were throwing off weighty binding. Getting this done was going to bring her back to life; it already had. Something had. Some piece of the night’s strange uproar was back: she hadn’t felt so juiced-up and excited in years.

  A few strokes, and she’d fallen into the rhythm, hand in steady motion. The subject of an umbrella wasn’t innately upsetting, or shouldn’t be; it had no more depth or threat than the jobs she worked on every day. Yet she’d let this canvas sit, edge visible, taunting her from the far back of her rack for so long. She felt for her paint knife without pulling her eyes away. Sometimes she’d imagined that the rough sketch vibrated, or hummed, like an alarm heard from deep inside sleep. Now she was the one who hummed, but quietly, more like a steady light rain or a purr. As if she’d been literally “turned on”, an electric switch flipped in the night. She felt a calm and ease of heart that was shockingly unfamiliar.

  This switch was going to stay on; she’d make sure of it. It was her new purpose in life. The door clicked open behind her. “Go away,” she said, and heard the latch click shut. Then, after a moment, open again.

  “Go away?” Otis’s voice, but she didn’t turn. “Since when are you so unsociable?” he said. “Where’s the sarcastic wit?”

  She felt herself waver. But she didn’t dare look away from the canvas. What if she fell out of this state she was in? Lost her flood-tide momentum? The plate holding the blobs of paint felt like her shield, the color-loaded brush a laser.

  She waved him out without breaking her trance. “Later, Otis.”

  A couple or 3 hours must have passed, she guessed, as her hand continued to work, at least that long, based on how much she’d done and the angle of the daylight and the tube of chrome lemon she’d already squeezed flat. The image was taking on a peculiar striated effect, like the shadow of the louvers on the cement floor of the room in The Lover where the couple had sex in the afternoon, only the window slats separating them from the traffic of tongas on the street.

  Not until the canvas was covered did she pause, the usual low clatter, hallway voices, clashing music of CD players from other studios, breaking into her awareness for the first time.

  She stepped back to look at what she’d done. The tautness of the umbrella’s yellow nylon, you could feel the pull. She felt it in her body, as if the tug were reaching all the way around into her back.

  An odd sensation there.

  A slow ripping. Peculiar. As if parts of her were coming loose inside.

  She gripped her middle, with both hands, both forearms, trying to stop whatever was moving, see what it was. Now a prickle, rising in jerky motion, up through her center. A muttering, hissing stripe of neon buried in wet muscle, moving upward. She wanted to reach into her chest and grab it. She stood straighter to give it room to move. Heat! Such delicious heat! Climbing up her insides, last night’s light sharpened to a laser.

  And a wild feeling, a bird loose against the inner walls of her chest. God! Was she dying? But it felt better than anything…

  A damp spot of excitement in her crotch. Her heart beat as if she’d just sprinted a mile and could run ten more.

  Her hips moved, testing the sexual sensation that was starting to fade. Gone, her breath rushing back in.…

  She’d been hit by something invisible. Toxic fumes from her materials? It wasn’t a stroke: she could still move. In the mirror she looked the same, hair a mess, paint on her chin. She steadied herself against the lavatory.

  A spark of blue light popped just in front of her face, a tiny camera flash, a blip. Like static electricity. She waited, to see if there was more. A minute passed, or two. She gave up waiting, ran cold water on her hands and splashed it on her face, dripping dark spots onto the wood floor.

  From the corner of her eye she could see the easel. The gleaming yellow crescent of umbrella seemed to hover in front of the surface, on the edge of flashing into motion. She’d gotten down some portion, at least, of what she’d long imagined and dreamed in the night. The image was electric; she pictured it spinning demonically, slicing at the air.

  Looking again, she started to smile: this was what she’d hoped for, a seriously good start. Maybe after all it was possible, what her teachers had predicted long ago: she’d become someone people collected, not somebody they hired and bossed around.

  But it wasn’t just the picture. She dropped into a seat. The ferment, the sense of shaking loose inside – she could feel the engine of it still, an almost-physical vibration. She resisted the thought but couldn’t stop it: this was what people meant by “mystical”, getting swept up by the turbulent outer edges of some force. It wasn’t at all what she would have imagined.

  Out in the hallway, she banged both fists on Marian’s glass door, though it stood propped half-open, and she could see Marian was on the phone. She did a jogging victory-dance, both arms in the air. Marian, long-skirted and large, gliding the room with phone to her ear, made a deep nod of congratulation, not that she had any idea what this was about. Andie waved, started on down the hall. Marian was giving her a puzzled stare; she probably looked a wreck. Lights were off in Otis’s studio and Caitlin’s. Nobody home. Too bad. No chance of bumping into Caitlin’s sweet boyfriend, Tim.

  She burst out the front foyer of the building. With all that had happened, it was still barely mid-afternoon; she did a skipping step. The air felt perfect, a soft early-spring day, only a whisper of coolness, and she as clean and tender as a butter bean just shelled, as if she were 8 instead of the worn 38-year-old she had somehow let herself become. Maybe next she’d paint a close-up of a bean, the palest thinnest greens and new translucent skin stretched tight over the meat underneath. She’d use the tender grass green that made you think of Easter egg hunts, made you feel refreshed and alive. Easter had just passed; she’d ignored it, as usual. Though here she was, reborn anyway.

  A tiny silver plane passed over high above. What had hit her in the studio wasn’t ordinary and human-scale. That much was unmistakable. Pausing, she watched the jet drawing its widening white line of smoke stream across the sky. Two and a quarter years into the new century. She needed to make a note of the date of this day: her strange rebirth on April twenty-something, 2002, when she became someone who did disturbingly good work and felt strange and overwhelming sensations.

  She headed toward her own mud-brown Caprice. Big and outdated as it was, it looked like a wide raft, floating on four oilcans. A dog was barking, the sound muffled. Over there, in that backseat. She ambled toward the car.

  “Hey there, boy,” she said, approaching. The dog was barking himself hoarse. A mutt, part German shepherd, the poor fellow by himself.

  He stared hard at her through the glass, muscles so tight he was quivering. “There’s nothing to be scared of, poochie.” His black eyes fixed on hers. A big animal, though not as tough as he was pretending. “All you need is a good scratching, right there behind your ears.”

  She reached in through the opening above the window glass, slowly, to be sure not to scare him. He stopped his prancing and shaking, settling down pretty-as-you-please. Arm hooked awkwardly over the glass, she rubbed his head, scratched. “That’s a good doggie.” She smoothed the warm fur down to his collar and his eyes began to close as if he were falling asleep in the sun. She shifted her arm to get a better angle and her reflection caught her eye. Her hand fell still on the dog’s head as she looked at the image on the glass.

  Her face was positioned so it fitted over the eyes and mouth of the dog. The circle of her features, her skin verged into a thick neck covered with stiff black hair. And the ears, long and pointed, black. A wolf with the face of a woman.

  In the reflection, the lips pulled back in a grimace. Her lips! her face! on the head of this animal. She moved and destroyed the image. Yanking her arm out through the crack of open window, she felt a pull in her wrist as her hand bent wrong against the top of the frame.

  Pain moved fast, like something spilt.

  Her right hand was hurt, her painting hand. Behind the glass, the dog growled, head lifted, teeth bared. “Shut up, you,” the words choked off by a sob.

  Cradling the wrist, she ran toward her car, crawled in and, left-handed, shut the door. From behind her came the barking, the dog frantically aroused. Over the sound of the engine cranking, she could still hear the crazed animal. She pulled out without looking, skidded the car forward, bumped the radio up louder until it blotted out the yowl.


  2

  The tennis committee, which had turned out to be half the board, was gathered at the buffet, stirring coffees, surveying the cantaloupe bites and little sticky buns.

  Andie could feel the motions of the bodies around her all the way into her pores. She stepped away from the heat of the cluster. With her left hand, she managed her cup, her wounded right wrist held stiff by an old Ace bandage.

  “I certainly like what you presented here,” the tall strawberry blonde said, sidling up with her coffee. Anna, the architect.

  “Thanks. How soon might the committee take action?” She’d gotten the idea they’d decide at this meeting. But they could be interviewing a whole line-up of people.

  “Not today, I don’t think.” She looked a little startled at the question, as if a decision was simply too much to expect for a project roughly equivalent to the Sistine Chapel. An architect should know how frustrating this is, waiting to hear if you have the job.

  George, the pro, appeared to be giving a mini-lesson to a couple of men, other members turning to watch as he stepped into a backhand, repeated the motion. One guy was making slight, perhaps unconscious, movements over his whole body, a restrained imitation of George’s sweep: knees, shoulder, elbow, flick of wrist. The big sleeves and wide armholes of her loose “artsy” meeting blouse let the uppermost part of her arms brush against her bare sides: surprisingly rousing. The air of the room in this last hour seemed full of pheromones, faint arousal triggered by nothing. Doing without sex was unfamiliar, not that they’d ever set the bed on fire.

  People had drifted away from the snacks, leaving cups and crumpled napkins. Napkins! That could be my work lying wadded up there. “Folks,” Tripp said in a call-to-order voice, “let’s walk out and take a look from spots that will have a view of the mural.” Good. Maybe I’ll still come out of this meeting with a job.

  When they stepped out into the sun, Andie shaded her eyes. It was almost noon, perfect North Carolina blue sky. A shout went up from spectators at the sidelines of the most distant court, and a soft spatter of clapping. Tennis players in the morning, my own work in the afternoon: that would be the perfect balance.

  In ones and twos, the group followed the narrow path toward one of the fenced court enclosures, all pausing as Tripp did. Sun lit the back of the nearest player ’s knotty-muscled legs, the neat square of the man’s shorts; he raced forward across the white-on- green line. Her eyes followed. He paused at the net, wiry hair shone gold on one tanned wrist and forearm. Her head went woozy: the sudden feel of afternoon concerts in college, drinking vodka and pineapple outdoors in the heat, making out on a bedspread in broad daylight. She’d still had spirit in those days.

  She stepped closer to the fence, the metal links broke the players on the other side into bits and pieces: an elbow, a crouched leg, the curve of a racquet. Where the wire twisted close to her face. a metal hangnail. The metal almost touched her face, she could smell its tang, imagine it wrapped around her. She was caught naked in a coil of fencing, bare skin against the wire. Now lying in the path, her hair in the dirt, legs around the man with the knotty calves who was humping her into the ground. Standing at the fence, she forced herself to hold still, scared of moving or making a sound.

  The need started to ease, leaving a physical ache, plus a murmur of sensation at the bottom of her spine. A sense of danger skirted.

  This fantasy, so public, so degrading! She felt assaulted. As if a stranger had come out of a crowd and hit her, then run away.

  She glanced quickly toward the board members. “From this corner of the courts,” Tripp was saying, “we have a view that takes in not only the shop, but one arm of the pool.” All were turned toward Tripp. She kept her eyes pinned on him, as if listening. If she’d done anything weird or out of place, no one had seen. But she’d never done anything weird in her life; nobody would believe it if they did see.

  Upstairs again, as the others took their seats, Tripp put a hand on the back of her arm. “Could you stay for a moment? I’ve got something else I’d like to mention to you. We should be finished here shortly.”

  “Sure. That’s fine.” His hand slowly drifted off of her as he moved away, leaving a warm blurry imprint. Maybe the weeks without Charlie, the absence of any human physical contact, had led to this sensitivity, to the bursts of craving.

  She waited while the committee discussed how to handle prizes in the new little-kid competitions, how many port-a- potties for an upcoming demonstration match. Charlie would be at a construction site now in his mud-crusted boots with his clipboard, his hair so black and straight he was like a Cherokee. Good-looking. Sexy, if you liked impassive; every hard-muscled, farmer-tanned detail of him as familiar to her as her own short, paint-roughened hands. She’d stopped loving Charlie somewhere along the way, or at least that’s what he said had happened to them; and so he’d called it quits. All she knew was: for so long she’d felt herself winding down and down.

  The meeting was breaking up, she’d barely noticed.

  “Always a pleasure to see you, Andie,” Tripp said, pulling a seat closer to her as the room emptied. She and Tripp sat nearly knee-to-knee: faintly thrilling, but in a normal way, nothing out of the ordinary. “And I must say,” giving her a searching second look, “you are positively aglow today. You must tell me sometime where to find your fountain of youth.” He waved the subject of her looks aside before she could make any rejoinder. “Today we have business,” he said. “Here’s what I want to propose to you. There’s another project soon to be jobbed out by a panel I’m on. I’d like you to think about it.”

  She held his gaze, waited.

  “We want to hire you to paint a portrait of Senator Billy Sylvester.”

  Her head fell back. “You’re not serious.”

  “Of course I am.”

  She pictured Sylvester: his right-wing smirk. The man was a racist and had only recently bothered to hide it. They didn’t need a portrait; they could use one of his sanctimonious campaign photos: the wet-lipped smile, the yellowish-grey hair laid just so across his pate. Dear God! Billy Sylvester, a notorious North Carolina senator. Billy, as everyone called him. He’d publicly praised the Baptists who voted wives should submit to their husbands. She could feel a wild laugh building. He thinks I’m going to sell my very soul.

  “This will be an extremely high-profile undertaking,” Tripp said, “extremely desirable. The portrait is a much more pressing matter, frankly than the club projects.” Out of politeness, she let him go on. “I must count on you not to whisper a word to anyone. The senator has set a time to announce his resignation from the Senate, to tell the people he won’t run again. I’m trusting you to keep our secret until he’s ready to release the news. This painting, we feel, can be the monument to his legacy, a symbol evoking all that Billy stands for, like the Lincoln Memorial. The USA needs something like that right now.”

  He dares to speak of Lincoln in the same sentence.

  “This is no billboard, Andie. We’re looking at locations for a classical structure to house this portrait and his papers. This will be an enduring national landmark.”

  “Wait, Tripp.”

  But he lifted one long-fingered hand to stop her. “It doesn’t matter whether you’ve voted for him.” He smiled, wry and conspiratorial. “We all know artists tend to lean the other way, and that’s just fine.”

  “Was the work for the club just an excuse? To get me over here?”

  “No, no, we want that done, but the board tends to move very slowly, as you may have noted.” Again his beautiful Kennedyesque smile. “This project on the other hand, has, as I said, a shorter deadline, and being privately funded by a number of generous donors, it doesn’t have to go to bid. We want a first- rate job by someone experienced in this kind of work: we’re prepared to pay you $100,000.”

  She stared. “You’re joking.”

  “You need to develop a better poker face, Andie,” Tripp said, leaning back, his eyes shining with amusement.

  “Why are you coming to me with this?”

  “Because the senator particularly admires your work. He has an eye; you may not know, he collects, mainly those Hudson River boys, those waterfalls and lake vistas. Then too, for obvious reasons, he could only use a North Carolina painter. Of course you’re versatile, as I told them, you can handle any subject matter. There would be no problem.”

  She looked down toward the far end of the room: at the lighted case of trophies. Versatile, he’d told them, when what he meant was obedient, a trained poodle; she’d do anything they paid her to do. She felt creeping shame that they’d thought they could ask.

  “I believe when you’ve had a day or two to think this over, Andie, you’ll see what an opportunity it is.”
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  Andie veered out of the way of the crates at the freight elevator door, rounded the corner into the room: Elliott was sprawled like a 14-year-old on the sofa talking on his cell, Marian at work at her easel, as she rushed in. “I need y’all to help me with this.” Andie fell into a chair. She never should have driven away from there without giving Tripp her unequivocal no.

  “I’m listening,” Marian said.

  “I got an offer,” Andie said. “From Billy Sylvester. To do his portrait.”

  Marian’s brush stopped.

  “Belinda,” Elliott said into the phone to his girlfriend. “Got to go.” He sat up, in hiking shorts, long legs splayed. So young, he was barely 25. She felt a twinge of protectiveness toward him, but he was too serious and responsible to ever need it.

  “Andie, you’re not!” Marian came over, perched in the seat of her armchair instead of settling her substantial weight back in her usual serene way. Marian, the earth-mother-sexy Buddha, uncharacteristically perturbed. She also had a glop of magenta on one honey-blonde curl.

  “No. Of course not,” Andie said. Though the size of the fee had begun to sink in. She’d kept pushing it away during the whole speedy drive from the club. With such a large offer in hand, she felt suddenly more daring, more capable of anything. “Then what’s the question?” she said, as Elliott leaned forward with a paper towel, neatly wiping the paint out of Marian’s hair. His narrow face, still faintly acned across his forehead, was worried.

  “They’re offering a lot: $100,000.”

  “Whoa!” Elliott fell back. She saw his envy for seconds, then just as quickly the somber beginning of disapproval. The dorm fridge in the corner was making its little mosquito noise.

  “The senator sure knows how to bait a trap,” Marian said finally. “It’s probably worth it to him for the humiliation value alone, to be able buy himself an artsy liberal.”

  “He’d be buying a portrait, not an artist.”

  “It would be up on a public wall,” Marian said, “your name on what amounts to a piece of his advertising.”

  “Public wall? It should be that modest. They’re planning a Parthenon to hold it.”

  “He supports Milosevic,” Elliott said, “who just went on trial for genocide.” Mass graves found in Yugoslavia. She’d heard it on public radio. “Also,” Elliott said, “Sylvester ’s the one who’s made a crusade out of the playwright from Trinidad. Keeping him in jail and still no charges brought, no trial set.”

  Andie put her face in her hands, as if that would keep her from hearing or picturing the scene. In Boston to premiere his play that criticized U.S. wealth and warmongering, then attempting to board a plane home with a set of manicure tools in his carry-on. Akeem Desmond, a distinguished man in his seventies, black, mentioned for the Nobel, hustled to a waiting police car. Her underarms felt damp with sudden sweat.

  “It’s been weeks, I’m pretty sure,” Elliott said. “For questioning, they claim. I’ve heard that in person Sylvester is usually polite and courtly. To me, that makes him creepier.”

  Andie let her hands drop to her lap. “This much money,” she said, “would buy me nearly 3 years to do my own work. I’d like to see what either one of you would do with the same offer.”

  But she couldn’t face 3 years wide open to do her own work. It was too scary. Her bold start hadn’t lasted one full day. Then she’d managed to hurt her hand.

  “I can’t take this job,” she said, “and I can’t turn it down.” On the news as recently as last week, she’d seen Sylvester, smarmy and threatening: saying, “this Caribbean man’s brand of dangerous talk requires a gag...”

  Her throat locked, fighting imagined pressure. Desmond had had the guts to speak out at least; whereas she’d gagged herself, let years pass without doing a single piece of her own work. There lay the source of her long-running disgust with herself, or some of it anyway.

  Grunting with the strain of getting up, Marian went over and put the hot coil back in her teacup. This room, at least, was comforting: Marian’s homey embracing style. The tatty old armchair gave off the almond smell of her health brew. It’d be nice to stay on in this space, sitting quietly, instead of going back to work in her own. Her room felt full of straight lines and hard surfaces; nothing she did seemed to make it more inviting. Marian was talking: “Have you asked your friend Otis what he thinks about you signing on to work for a rabid segregationist?” Her friend Otis, who she could no longer flirt with, since Marian had hopelessly fallen for him.

  “Segregation is over, Marian. Billy is an old man, won’t be in the Senate forever.”

  “When is it they want to know?” Marian’s tea was boiling so hard you could hear it across the room, like pasta cooking. It would be difficult enough to do this job; she couldn’t stand it if everybody was going to be against her.

  “I think I have a few days.”

  “Have you already decided?”

  “No.” Which was true. Sitting with Tripp, she’d felt only shock after shock. She cast an eye at Elliott, his hard-set expression, jutting chin: no let-up in his stubborn opposition. “Don’t judge and condemn me yet,” she said, getting to her feet. “It hasn’t even been an hour since this was sprung on me.”

  Her wrist rested on the side of the tub in an ice-packed towel. It felt good: the warm bath, the ice-bathed arm, not to mention being home in the middle of the afternoon. Her arm needed babying, she needed babying, to get her bearings after the last 2 days, as well as some time to think, to steel herself to tell Tripp no. That was the only acceptable course, so really there was no need to think.

  What she should have asked Marian was about sudden electric surges hitting you out of nowhere. And sudden bizarre lust… She wanted those first surges of good feeling, in the moonlight and then in the studio, to come again, but without the weird backwash of dog-faces and debased sex beside a tennis court. Whatever had produced those first moments felt huge, she wanted to turn herself over to it, let it break her out of her tight mental container into the full-color open air where everyone else seemed to live.

  As a child was when she’d been happiest, most confident. Eight years old, at a theatre in London’s West End, her parents and their friends making a fuss over her at intermission: she’d felt heated by all the eyes on her, warmed, like a berry ripening. Now that was sexy; and she’d sensed it, almost known it, at the time.

  Being her parents’ child had been far too delicious: the glow of their extraordinary attention, and then the sophisticated nomadic life the three of them had led through Zack’s import business. Those years, the love, not to mention all the room service, the jungle riverboats, silk traders, streets roofed like tunnels, all the swarthy men, turbaned men with their dark watchful eyes, so much beauty and intensity, had ruined her for ordinary living.

  She was drifting: the three of them in India… Her dad, Zack…she loved calling him that…had been buying rugs on that trip. The air, rich with smells, had wrapped around her the moment they’d stepped off the plane onto heat-softened tarmac. She sat up in the tub, water sloshing. She’d almost let it happen again: her memories, the sweet drug of back-then, slipping over her, fogging out everything else. It had to stop, especially now that she was alone.

  But she could hear the sound of her footsteps in the halls of that big old hotel in Delhi, long marble corridors where, at almost eleven, she’d been too sophisticated to run. And the view from the window that first morning: those gardeners below in the yard of the hotel, one cutting roses, his head wrapped in a rag turban. And on the street, a man on the corner frying big puffed bread- things, big as a soccer ball, in hot oil, the tall bendy neck of a camel swaying over the crowd. The women in saris, grown-up women with their bare stomachs showing.

  Zack was still sound asleep, Mom taking a shower as Andie tiptoed in from her adjoining bedroom. With the window slats closed, their room was dim, shadowy grey-white, like the tangled sheets. She needed to tell them to look out the window. He was breathing slow and loud. One bare grown-up foot, all its bumps and hard places, stuck out from under the sheet. He looked too big for the bed, and his hair was standing up from the way the side of his face was pushed down into the pillow. She touched…no, almost touched the sole of his foot with the tip of her finger. Close enough to feel warmth coming from him, but not to wake him up.

  Her mother stepped out of the hotel bathroom, enveloped in steam, her hair wrapped up in a towel. She had on her little satiny robe. “Hey, sweetie,” she said. “You’re all dressed.”

  Zack rolled over on his back then, stretched his arms out wide, reaching past both edges of the narrow double bed. “Good morning,” he said. Then seeing Andie: “How’s my baby?”

  She pointed to the window. “Did you look out there?”

  “Not yet,” he was yawning. Mom sat down next to him on the bed, unwinding her hair. Zack put a hand up and started rubbing her back, his fingers going up and down the long dipped-in part where the backbone was. His eyes closed as if he was going back to sleep. Andie watched his hand rise and fall, slow and lazy, felt almost as if she was going back to sleep too, or swinging in a slow swing that carried her up so high…she felt the motion sway her insides.

  Then Zack was getting out of the bed, Mom going to her suitcase, everybody all at once getting ready to go. They were exciting, her parents, none of her friends had parents who were exciting. She was proud of them.

  “Little darling,” Dad had said as he passed her, hitching up his pajama bottoms, giving her a sideways kiss on her forehead. She could feel the imprint of the kiss, coolish and damp in the middle, warmer around the edges.

  As if waking, she found herself motionless in her tub. The bathwater, gone chilly again, curved downward ever so slightly along the line where it touched her skin, making a long oval around the knee that emerged into the air. The surface lay still, as if she were installed here permanently, entrapped in a clear gel. She might as well be. She was stuck, glued to her hometown, wasting her life in memories. She’d let herself fall back into it; it was irresistible, seductive.

  She again reached for that moment: soothing low light of the hotel room, the window louvers, sleepy rhythm of Zack’s hand, her mother ’s vast calm. She had never been at such ease with anyone else, friend or boyfriend. The scene fell away from her, fading out. Here she sat, in water she’d let get cold. She couldn’t get it back: the feel of being there, the cozy, and yet reckless, sensation of the three of them, folded into each other until she wasn’t even a separate creature.
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  Ordinary, complacent midmorning light shone on the driveway gravel and the dirt-patched yard. With her uninjured left hand, Andie managed to shift into drive. Two days, and she still couldn’t paint with this sprained wrist. Neither was she going to stay out here in silence.

  Her mind, in increasing ferment, kept flickering weird images at her. Last night she’d dreamed a wall of water, twenty feet tall and teeming with creatures, had rushed across the neighboring field and wrapped around her house, trapping her inside, leaks starting to push in through the cracks and corners. Whatever had fired her up to tackle the umbrella had completely turned on her.

  She hit the gas, hungry for noise and people, the usual back- and-forth in the hall, somebody other than herself to pay attention to.

  Up ahead at road’s edge a golf cart putt-putted slowly as the driver scanned the edge of the piney rough for his ball. In only minutes she was going to walk back into the room, look at the canvas and know in an instant it wasn’t anything special. Or worse, that it was good and she was faced with having to finish it without wrecking it. She could still turn around and go back home.

  She was procrastinating, taking the long way, driving these streets she already knew by heart, the picturesque little walls, oaks big with low-hanging branches, the order of the houses and who lived in a lot of them, parents of her friends who’d grown up and moved away, couples whose love for her since childhood still reached like a generous protective canopy over her head, though she never saw them except in passing. In her family, it was the parents, not the kid, who’d moved away; off to London, once they’d finished giving her a quasi-American childhood. She was the one still hanging around, as if there were something in particular to wait for.

  Almost there. the two-block “rough” side of town: the laundromat, the carwash, the beer joint, the studio building. This was where she belonged, in today’s dark mood anyway, with the night’s grisly images batting against the underside of her brain.

  She pulled into the parking lot. At the door to her space, she fumbled for the key. Through the glass, she could see the easel, from behind. Turning away, she leaned her back against the doorjamb, facing out into the hall. She could actually feel her heart beat. Ridiculous.

  Across the hall: Otis busily at work toward the back of his space. If he looked up… But he didn’t. A scorched smell leaked into the hall from the chemicals he used. She had no business interrupting anybody who was working.

  She shouldered open her door, keys in hand, walked across the high-ceilinged space to stand in front of it: wide yellow arc. A taste like a lemon zinc cough drop came up in her mouth, then a rush of hope that seemed to go all the way to the top of her head. She wanted to cry with gratitude that it could at least do that, could evoke in her mouth the sharp tang. The piece wasn’t close to finished. She needed to suggest more about the space underneath: the tight nylon should not only shelter, but needed to bulge with the force of whatever it was hiding.

  Her eyes skipped from rib to rib, checking each of the graduated shadows. Wait, what was she seeing? Blue? Hints of an undercoat of cobalt blue. She’d have sworn she hadn’t touched this canvas with blue, but it seemed part of what was giving the picture such force.

  Her hand throbbed. She sat down at the table. She was scared to pick up a brush. And she hadn’t begun the sketches for the Virginia school. In her current state, those too could turn into images that scared her, if an umbrella could.

  She checked messages, wrote down numbers.

  Didn’t reach for a brush.

  When she was a kid first starting to draw, being an artist seemed sure to be the best possible way anyone could ever live. A hurt arm couldn’t have slowed her. Sitting on her narrow bed in her little room, which was itself like one big window seat with a slanted roof, an alcove with a door, she drew over and over what she could see from her window: the oak tree, the gutter pipe and the overhang of the house next door, the abandoned tricycle on the bit of sidewalk visible in the Sanders’ front yard. Often, before she drew, she’d sit and stare, and then was shocked to see that 15 minutes or half an hour had passed. Curled up there on the bed, in her own room, her sketchpad propped against one knee, she felt surrounded by a layer of soft air as big as the house itself. It felt good against her skin. She’d wanted to draw even the air, to pull everything in the world closer to her with her pencil.

  Simply trying to feel that way didn’t work. The yellow canvas…she was scared of it. Facing the window behind her, it seemed to gather in the light from the room, leaving the rest of the space dim. Fatigue drifted over her. She could almost see a cloud of tiredness in the room: a fine haze of dust, familiar as her pocketbook. When did she start living inside this smog?

  Rousing, uncertain how long she’d sat, she got to her feet, flung her keys onto the table and crossed the hall, pressed herself, as if imploring, against Otis’s glass the way she’d done a thousand times. Pain ran the length of her forearm.

  Finally he turned and waved, his welder ’s glasses pushed up on his forehead.

  “What’d you do?” Otis said, coming to the doorway, nodding at her bound arm. His T-shirt, from Jimmy Walter ’s where he tended bar, stretched tight across his chest. You could faintly see his dark skin, almost African black, through the weave.

  “I don’t think a doctor wrapped that,” he said, smiling his slow way, certain of his gorgeousness. Marian suffered torments over him, never mind her 52 years to his 31; he never seemed to notice her longing.

  “It’s not a fracture. But I can’t use my hand.”

  He shook his head, giving her a dubious once-over. She looked down the wide cavernous hallway. “Is anybody going to lunch?”

  “Baby, it isn’t but 10 o’clock.”

  “I mean after a while.”

  He nodded. “In the meantime, you might want to look out down the hall. Elliott’s model cancelled. You could go sit, get him out of a tight spot.”

  “I’ll check with him.”

  Otis was turning in his broad-shouldered way back toward his own door. Now was when ordinarily she’d toss back some light reflexive bit of banter. Today that lever wasn’t working. Her brilliant moonlight flicker of excitement, and what followed, seemed to have shorted everything.

  She found Elliott standing in his doorway talking with his next-studio neighbor, lanky, bare-midriffed Caitlin. She and Elliott up ahead in the hall, both so tall and slender, looked attenuated, a pair of Giacometti figures. For a second, she’d hoped it was Caitlin’s boyfriend; she always felt cheerful, exhilarated even, after running into Tim. Elliott started shaking his head no before she’d finished her modeling offer. “Andie, the class is tonight and it’s life drawing. Nude.”

  She felt an excited tremor and then another, like a wave, close behind it. “I’ll do it!” She started at hearing herself. What was she thinking?

  “You sure?” Elliott looked worried.

  But the thought of modeling made her brazenly confident; she could feel her eyes sparkling hot. Her vision did a funny jump. She imagined herself rising, bodily, in a slow-turning spiral upward toward the hallway ceiling. She put out a hand to steady herself against the wall.
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