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Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky . . .

—W. H. AUDEN

A photograph is a secret about a secret.

—DIANE ARBUS


summer
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I’ll tell you how it started. With a simple, tragic accident. The click of a shutter and a grown man’s beast-like howl. The silent rush of neighbors down our dark dirty stairs. The lights of a police car illuminating the brick wall behind our building. And a photograph.

I never meant for any of it to happen.

Or no. Part of me meant for part of it to happen. I was nothing but a kid then. Twenty-six, naive, and ambitious as hell. A skinny friendless woman in thick glasses with a mop of coarse black hair. There were so many people I had not yet become.

An article that came out later, I have it somewhere, described me as ruthless. I didn’t know until years later what the writer meant. To me it was always about the work. Franke laughs at me because although my studio is in the garage, my art and its equipment insist on spilling out into our living spaces. Our kitchen table is cluttered with photographs. Prints hang to dry in the bathroom. By ruthless he meant single-minded. And sure, I’m single-minded. After all, I have only one mind. Still, I understand now that some artists look out into the world and some look in. I am interested in the limits of, the prison of, the self. I am more hedgehog than fox. I am more turtle than hedgehog.

In art school years ago I had a professor, a former opera singer. An enormous man, completely bald, with a rubber face and body. He could make himself into any shape at all. He taught performance. Part of performance was improvisation. I was not what you’d call a natural. I was stiff. I overthought. I did not have a lot of charm. When he told us, every action is a reaction, I puzzled over it for months. But when he said, an accident is just a change of course, I got it. He meant the grace in making art is being alive to chance. When you make a mistake, make it again, he’d say. There are only happy accidents. Isn’t that funny. Not funny ha-ha; funny strange. My so-called happy accident happened to be a tragic one.

I am not being flippant. Understand: the whole thing changed me deeply. Academics these days have developed an affection for the word trauma. The trauma of everyday life—the trauma of painting. It sounds good maybe but it is like vexed or problematic: overuse has leeched the word of meaning. I will say that now, more than two decades later, there is only one person in this world who is more traumatized by what happened than I am, and I barely know him anymore.

I did see him once a couple years ago. It was at an opening for my old friend Casper. I’d driven down to the city in my little green E30. I love that car. I’ve told Franke more than once I intend to be buried in it. She doesn’t think that’s funny. I think she wants it for herself. It was a rainy night, warm for December. The slick streets glowed. Almost immediately when I walked in I felt that old familiar chill, or something like it. Some memory of it maybe. I looked to my right and sure enough there he was. The same, but older. Same stocky build, same snarled ponytail—though it was more white now than blond. What was missing in him really was elasticity. Some tautness of the jaw, a certain power in his stance. He caught my eye and the expression that came over him was unbearable to me. In the crowded gallery the past came rushing back. The vile way he treated me. The pain I felt for years. Not because of him exactly, but around him. He was in that pain. And then, somewhere among all those larger, major memories, there was this minor but foul little one: the feeling of being in my twenties at a party and looking out at some horribly attractive crowd. The feeling of them glancing at me with barely registered pity: Oh, that thing in the corner. Isn’t that funny. It thinks it’s people.

I did not leave. I went to the restroom, looked at myself in the mirror, and breathed. The same but older, of course. What did I expect? We are both just a couple of overgrown, badly damaged kids. I had as much of a right to be there as any of Casper’s friends—more, in fact, because years ago I recommended him to Fiona, which put him on the map. I looked good too, in my way. Like myself: Lu Rile, five feet even in thick glasses, wild graying hair. A black silk jacket over a black shirt. Jeans and steel-toed boots. My uniform, my armor. I went back out and circulated, avoiding him.

*  *  *

The very act of recall is like trying to photograph the sky. The infinite and ever-shifting colors of memory, its rippling light, cannot really be captured. Show someone who has never seen the sky a picture of the sky and you show them a picture of nothing.

Still I have to try.

The thing you have to understand, the thing you have to keep in mind, is that Kate was my friend. At the time she was my only friend. She was so dear to me.
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It was 1991. I’d just graduated from art school and was completely broke. I took the first job anyone would give me, which ended up being at a health food store called Summerland in ritzy Brooklyn Heights. It was half a windy hour’s uphill walk from the riverside warehouse where I lived, in the deserted neighborhood down under the Manhattan Bridge overpass: DUMBO. I made minimum wage, $3.80 an hour. Can you imagine? Carob chips, soy milk, tofu, wheat germ. So much of the food we ate in the nineties tasted like old shoes.

The manager was this awful guy from California, Chad Katz. He wore a sarong. He was all about circulation, both physical and metaphysical. The store had chakras or some such shit and it was Zen, he said, to circulate, to touch each point of the wheel. So we all did everything in turn. The mindless labor I didn’t mind—unloading the delivery trucks, taking stock, wiping down the juice counter—but I loathed checkout. When it was my turn to be at the registers I always tried to switch. Often enough I could find someone who preferred chatting with customers to, say, cleaning the walk-in. But if Chad caught us switching positions he’d be so disappointed. I couldn’t get him to see that however healthy it might have been for us to circulate, it was not healthy to be face-to-face with our own poverty.

Being on the registers in the slow hours was not so bad. Midmorning the nannies would start filing in, women from Haiti or El Salvador or the Philippines pushing blond preverbal millionaires in four-hundred-dollar strollers, buying rice cakes or natural peanut butter or organic dish soap. I was curious about those women’s lives: where they’d come from and why. Whether they had children of their own and who took care of their kids during the day. But around five their employers, those children’s wealthy mothers, would surge through the Summerland doors en masse. That I could not handle.

I grew up poor among poor people in a poor town, but I never knew how poor I’d been until I moved to New York. These women with their fresh produce and diamonds and manicures. Even their skin was expensive. What got to me about them wasn’t just the way they made me suddenly self-conscious about the ink under my fingernails or the haircut I gave myself in my own bathroom. It wasn’t just that they’d spend more in one evening on chocolate, escarole, and jam than I did on the rice and beans and film and photo paper I needed for a week. What enraged me is that they didn’t, couldn’t, see me. I was less than a machine to them, less than a body. I did not even appear in their line of sight. I was nothing more than a couple chanted phrases: Cash or charge? Paper or plastic? Thank you, have a nice night.

I started bringing my camera to the register with me and taking covert pictures of these women. I quite like the way some of them turned out. The turn of a head, the glow of a pearl. The extended fingers of a manicured hand. Of course Chad tried to put the kibosh on that project as soon as he got wind of it. For all his bullshit about the human spirit he was really just a capitalist drone in a tie-dyed skirt.

Working at Summerland kept me more or less afloat. But a person needs more than remunerative work. Art school had been good for me. I’d learned to define myself as an artist. I’d thrived on the feedback, expectations, deadlines. Without those things my self-definition was flagging. I was not just broke; I was depressed.

What I needed was an assignment.

When I began shooting a self-portrait a day it wasn’t about the idea of self at all. The idea followed the work. It doesn’t usually happen the other way around, as so many people assume. In other words I assigned myself self-portraiture not because I was particularly interested in myself but because my own body was a subject I could count on. Wherever I was, there was it. It always showed up on time. The project was an exercise, really. Studies in technique. Experiments in the inkiness of shadow. The depth of field of a reflection. The gradations of light on skin. All while staying alive to chance.

I’d been using the same camera since I was seventeen. I bought it with the money I had saved working nights driving a snowplow, clearing the parking lot at Stop & Shop. It was a Sisyphean task. Sissy-puss, as my dad would say. I’d start at the north end of the lot and drive the plow from east to west until I’d reached the south end. By the time I’d gotten there the north end would be buried again, so I’d drive back and do it all over again. I spent all winter as the on-call night snowplow driver, plowing through dawn and sleeping through my morning high school classes. In the spring I rewarded myself with a 1980 Pentax LX.

The Pentax was a tough little camera, rugged and weatherized and sealed against dust, but compact and relatively light. I loved it but midway through my self-portrait project nearly ten years later I realized it wasn’t capturing enough detail. In the photographs it produced, the hair on my arms had disappeared, the wrinkles at the corners of my eyes blurred to invisibility. Those minute details were essential to me. So I spent a paycheck and a half from Summerland on my second camera: a vintage Rolleiflex. The Rollei can make larger and more detailed images, and it makes them square. Instead of looking into it at eye height you hold it at your chest and look down into the viewfinder. It reverses what you see but shows you what you’re looking at in striking detail. My Rollei is black and was made in 1965, the same year I was. Its lens is made of lanthanum glass, which improves resolution and color correction.

I worked mostly at home in my loft—and what a loft! I had nothing, I’d always had nothing, but god, I had that loft. It was on the fourth floor of a building that had once been a factory. A century of manufacturing had left a permanent layer of grime on the concrete floor, and in the winter it was so, so cold, but it was glorious. The light rose up off the corrugated river in the mornings and fell yellow and dusty through my windows in the afternoons. Those windows were enormous. They tilted on an axis on the middle and you hooked them in place with a metal chain. Outside the ones that faced west were the Con Ed plant and rows of other warehouse roofs that stretched to the East River. The FDR Drive, where shining toy cars drove up and down the edge of Manhattan Island and the glinting jagged skyline above it, rows of towers that scraped the sky. My south-facing windows looked out on the Manhattan Bridge, where day and night the subway trains would flicker by. In the summer with the panes hooked open I could hear their rattle-rumble like a stampede of metal animals. Even in the winter with the windows closed I could feel them vibrate in the hollow of my chest. That view, that space, that noise, that light. When the sun shone in, illuminating the slides and negatives that I hung from clotheslines across the windows, I wouldn’t have been anywhere else.

In a corner of the space there was an old wash-up sink, a relic from the building’s factory days. Around that sink I’d rigged up a makeshift darkroom. Bought four heavy blackout curtains on the cheap from an experimental theater on the Lower East Side and hung them from the pipes that crisscrossed the ceiling. I had a boom box my dad found at a yard sale in Barnstable and I’d listen to WBAI or WFMU or WBGO or WNYC—or, if I was feeling really masochistic, Z100—while I developed film and made print after print after print. For every self-portrait I developed I’d make a tally mark on the flimsy drywall that set apart the bathroom from the living space. I was so naive I imagined that someday some collector would come in, rip out that drywall, and have it framed. They’d call it Tally Marks, 1989–199-whatever. They’d talk about it in artspeak: a register, a record of signs and signifiers. I signed that wall. Right in the bottom right corner. Lu Rile. That’s how hungry I was.

*  *  *

That summer afternoon in June I’d been making a self-portrait a day for 399 days. We’d had a long run of the kind of heat that makes the whole city smell like garbage. Garbage wasn’t a priority back then. Crime was a priority; arson and riots were priorities. On Dinkins’s list of concerns garbage didn’t even factor. It piled up on sidewalks and sat in the sun for weeks leeching greenish liquid that pooled at the curbs and shimmered. The stench of it saturated the still air. For weeks at a time the whole city smelled like shit.

But that afternoon the weather had changed. In the wake of a recent thunderstorm the humidity had lifted. The air was purer. A salty wind blew in from the Atlantic and the sky was a brilliant cloudless blue. I opened my windows and for the first time in a month my loft was almost cool. The seagulls seemed to feel it too. They flew over the river as if stirred by a spoon, round and round, yelping.

As a kid growing up on Cape Cod I was fascinated by seagulls. I used to walk to the beach in the late afternoon before my dad got home—even in the winter, bundled up—and watch them. Their flight looks elegant from far away but if you observe them closely on the wind you’ll see that flying is a constant negotiation. Flight requires muscle. With their wings they fold the wind. What seems like rest when they are gliding is actually millions of minute adaptations. They lean a little this way, a little that way, on a current that resists them, pushing up while they slide downward. What seems like flying is actually falling.

Watching the gulls again I got it in my head I wanted that day’s self-portrait to be about flight. I wanted to celebrate the wind and temperature. And because of that bright blue June sky I wanted to do it in color.

I mounted my Rollei on a tripod and set up the shot, framing the window perfectly, with just a fraction of wall space around the sill and casing. I took off my glasses and practiced leaping in front of the windowpane with a stopwatch, timing it, recording it to the fraction of the second. After half an hour or so I calculated the average time it would take for me to get to the apex of an arc in the air. Then I set the timer on the remote shutter release.

The sun was sinking. The skyscrapers across the river were aglow. Two stories up, on the roof, my neighbors were having a party. Voices and laughter wafted in through the open window. I stripped off my clothes. It seemed bizarre to fly in jeans and a T-shirt. I tried one exposure and heard the shutter release just as I landed. I set the timer a fraction of a second earlier. It was essential that I get it right with as few exposures as possible. Color film’s expensive.

I tried ten or twelve takes before I got it. Before, I mean, it happened. At the exact apex of my leap into the air I heard the shutter release. By the time my feet hit the floor I’d heard a thump outside the window. Something had landed on the roof below. I went to the window and couldn’t see anything much. Just the gulls and far away a tiny airplane glinting. Below a squat tugboat pushed a massive barge.

And then I heard him howl. Steve, upstairs, who’d realized. It was like no sound I’ve ever heard before or since. An animal sound, a complete release. Sometimes in memory I hear it still. I put my clothes back on and slipped into my ratty Keds and grabbed my keys and Pentax. If something was going on up there I wanted to document it—but I didn’t want to waste my medium-format Kodachrome. That stuff was gold.

The hallway smelled of rat poison and turpentine, a century of dust, and roasting lamb. The lights were out in the stairwell. My neighbors were all rushing down the stairs, barely illuminated by the grimy skylight. I stood in the doorway and they passed me without a word. The painter Steve Schubert, who lived directly upstairs from me. Steve’s wife, Kate Fine, looking thin and harrowed. Another painter, Philip Philips, who lived on the second floor. He was holding his hand to his mouth as if he were about to be sick. A few other people I didn’t know—their guests, I guessed. I said, What’s going on? Nobody answered.

When they passed I went upstairs and pushed open the door to the roof. The breeze rolled over me. With the great easy pleasure of that wind came the sounds of helicopters, a faraway siren, the smells of brine and smog and pepper from the spice factory. The decadent sunset illuminated a roof in shambles. Sunlight caught in upturned red-stained glasses. An abandoned joint smoldered in a tray of pigs in a blanket. Someone had dropped or smashed a wine bottle and shards of it lay reflecting in a black pool on the tar roof. I took a couple of pictures. The light was so good. I took a picture. The siren was getting louder.

I heard a low voice at my shoulder and turned to find Bob Maynard beside me. A sculptor who had lived for many years in one of the apartments in the third-floor passageway, Bob was more or less our default handyman. He had replaced the lock on our front door I don’t know how many times. He’d installed the mailboxes. He’d helped us rig up the absurd tangle of doorbells by the front door. He was a heavy man, and drank. I remember he stank that night of wine and sweat. His lips were stained and his graying hair stuck damp to the back of his neck.

I couldn’t go down with the rest of them, he said. His eyes were dark. All this shuffle and scuffle and. He dragged his palm over the back of his neck.

The siren was below us now. It cut itself off with a shrill hiccup. There were voices and commotion in the street below, on the other side of the low building behind ours. I could see the reflection of the blue-and-red police lights on the brick wall.

I couldn’t look, Bob Maynard said again. I don’t know how you can stand there and look like that.

Like what, I started to ask—but Maynard just stepped back, away from the edge.

I saw him last week, he said. Hanging out outside the building. He was singing. Sitting on the steps, swinging his legs. Waiting for Kate, I guess, or Steve. Waiting for Mom and Dad. The door was open. They were probably on their way. But they left him waiting alone. Swinging his legs, singing to himself. I couldn’t tell the song. Maybe he was making it up. Didn’t even look up when I walked by. This high little voice. Maynard’s eyes drifted to the skyline. That’s the kind of focus I used to have.

I wanted to say, What do you mean? But all of Maynard’s energy was being directed inward to force himself into composure. He let out a long breath and with his thumb and forefinger squeezed the bridge of his nose, pushed at his closed eyes. A noise emanated from his throat: half cough, half choke. Abruptly he turned and walked away from me toward the door to the stairs and disappeared.

Alone I turned back to the low roof. It was in shadow now, just a trace of bloody sun illuminating the tar surfaces and smokestacks, the piles of discarded scrap and, below, the edges of a large aluminum steam vent. What those smokestacks and vents were for I didn’t know. They contributed to the alienness of the landscape: the rooftop steppes, skylight mesas, and brick-lined gorges. I raised the Pentax to my right eye and began to fiddle with the focus and depth of field, but was interrupted by a chorus of voices rising from the roof below.

The door of a stairwell exit, a sort of sloping little brick-and-tar hut on the rooftop, was kicked open and a group of people rushed out. It was the same group I’d seen running down the stairs a minute before. As I watched they dispersed, talking in distressed tones; among them were two cops. By the aluminum vent one of the people I didn’t recognize let out a yell. Soon he was joined by the others. Then they were all yelling. Max! They were shouting. Max! Can you hear us? And then they were saying to one another, He isn’t responding. He isn’t responding. Max! And some of them were crying, Oh god oh god. A cop held up his handset and called in backup. I heard him say, Bring rope.

Another siren arrived in slow crescendo. Minutes later two more policemen burst out onto the roof. In the twilight I watched them throw their ropes down the vent again and again, pulling them back up empty. The cops conferred and the people held one another, making way, making space for two individuals: a man who paced the length of the rooftop smoking and a tall woman who sank to her knees. I recognized those two even in the dark. By his yellow tangled ponytail I knew the pacing man was Steve Schubert. The bent willow of a woman by the vent was his wife, Kate Fine. Stupidly, long after it should have come together in my mind, I began to make sense of what Bob Maynard had been telling me. This couple had a son, a manic boy of startling beauty. Max Schubert-Fine. I’d passed him in the hallway many times. He’d stare at me with the bald awareness of a boy who knew he was too old to stare and often I’d stare back—not for any reason other than he was wonderful to look at. A full curly head of his father’s yellow hair; his mother’s deep brown eyes and full lips. He was a devil though, a nine-year-old with the energy of an unleashed missile. I could see him now, breaking eye contact and racing up the stairs, leaving behind him a trail of mocking laughter.

I watched as below me Kate convulsed silently in the last of the light. I watched as she looked up into the twilit sky. Her gaze rose to the edge of the higher roof, where I was standing. The streetlights clicked on, flooding the scene and the brick wall beyond it in a pool of dirty light. Across four stories we locked eyes.

Suddenly aware of my own voyeurism I turned away, resisting the impulse to bring the camera to my eye. But something stopped me from heading back downstairs. It was that image in my mind. The contrast between the light reflected in the edge of the aluminum and the black tar of the roof. The flat disk tops of the policemen’s hats as they bent their heads over their notebooks. The group of people seen from above, each of them doing something different—huddled in couples at the edges or pacing alone, cast by the streetlight in jaundice hues—and one woman at the edge of the crowd, crouching, looking up, a modern Madonna. It would have been a terrific photograph. I turned back toward the scene and put a hand to the Pentax that hung from my neck. Kate was still kneeling there looking up at me, a tiny figure in a crowded Brueghel, her excruciating expression a caricature of pain.

To take that picture would have been an awful thing to do. So again, without even looking through the viewfinder, I turned away.

*  *  *

It has often occurred to me in the intervening years that if I’d had a digital camera back then, the kind with a screen where you can look at the picture you’ve just taken—if in the very moment of taking that four hundredth self-portrait I had seen immediately how the picture had turned out—I might have just deleted it. These days, working in digital, I often delete pictures reflexively. But a strip of plastic, gelatin, and silver halide crystals doesn’t just disappear. You have to burn it.
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Two twenty-two River Street was actually two buildings, both constructed in the late 1800s, just a year after Brooklyn was incorporated into New York City. They were factories originally. The one on the south side, where I lived, manufactured powdered soap. The one on the north side made things out of cork.

The layout of the compound was something like an H. The regular entrance to both buildings was on the first floor of the former cork factory, and the two were connected on the third floor by a long broad space: the middle bar of the H. The only direct access to our building from the street was a loading dock and freight elevator, which the sculptors used to transport their work. So to get to my loft from the front door I’d go in at the foot of one vertical, traverse the middle bar, and ascend the vertical on the other side.

That third-floor space would have been the depth of the building itself, but some of the building’s first tenants who’d moved in back in the seventies had built lofts like rabbit warrens around the windows that faced the river. Because those windows were blocked by their apartments, the passage was a shady space. Masking tape arrows on the floor directed us from one side to the other.

Our landlord, Gary Wrench, bought 222 River for a song in the early sixties. It had already been abandoned for decades. Wrench was a Republican from Staten Island with abominable posture and a persistent case of eczema. Make a double exposure of the Cowardly Lion and Walter Matthau in your mind and you’ll have an idea of what he looked like. Back then Wrench had a manufacturing business of his own: the River Street Box Company. I guess the cardboard box business was never particularly profitable. To make an extra buck he started letting artists squat for cheap in the empty floors upstairs. As the number of tenants grew, it became clear to Wrench that landlording was the better way to earn a living. He shut down his box business in the mid-eighties. By the time I moved into 222 River Street all that was left of the box company was some mysterious machinery on the ground floor and a collection of torn and dented moldering cardboard in the third-floor passageway. Meanwhile the majority of the building was occupied by artists.

It was really not until Max Schubert-Fine fell from the roof that I began to know my neighbors. I never had much to say to them before. Artists are weird people. Prickly and reserved. But because I lived directly downstairs from Kate and Steve, after Max’s death I’d run into neighbors all the time, bringing up their various offerings. Casseroles or bottles of wine or flowers. People I barely knew would smile at me on the stairs. One morning I passed Gary Wrench clutching a limp bouquet of dyed blue daisies.

For some reason I always seemed to make Gary Wrench uncomfortable. I rather enjoyed that. Hey, I said to him, what are the chances you’ll get around to replacing the light in the stairwell sometime soon? I almost broke my neck the other night.

He got a pained look on his face and scratched at the eczema on his temple. There’s a ladder in the basement. You can change it any time.

How do I get to the basement?

Freight elevator. Bob Maynard and Cora Pickenpew both have keys.

So I should just do it then?

Somehow he managed to simultaneously nod and shake his head. Just takes a regular 60-watt bulb, he said.

Do you have one?

He slid past me on the stairs. You buy one, I’ll reimburse you.

Cora Pickenpew lived on the top floor in a light-flooded loft everyone called the Penthouse. The former factory office, it had actual wood floors and paneling on the walls. Cora had a good relationship with Gary Wrench. Apparently when she was going through her divorce the two of them developed a friendship. He let her borrow his car. He took her to the movies.

Next time I ran into her, downstairs by the mailboxes, she was carrying a paper bag of bagels. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pinned up in a careless bouffant. Her voice was throaty and melodious, her tone always halfway to teasing: Hi, Lu.

Heading up to Kate and Steve’s? I said.

Shifting the bagels into one arm, she pushed back her hair as if it might get in the way of her whisper. God, isn’t it awful? Just awful. So sad.

I agreed.

Are you going to the memorial? Seeing my face she added, It’s not by invitation. Everyone’s allowed, I mean encouraged. Everyone’s going.

When is it?

A week from Sunday. God, I just don’t know if I can take it.

I have to work, I said.

A sage nod. Good for you.

Cora came from money. She was a woman for whom the word work meant make art, nothing else. What I meant by work was work. I meant I’d be ringing up out-of-season avocados for people like her.

Hey, I said, I know you’re on your way up there but whenever’s a good time could I come by and get the key to the freight elevator? I want to change the lightbulb in the stairs.

Oh, you shouldn’t have to do that. Get Gary to take care of it.

I asked him. He won’t.

Or Bob.

I can do it, I said.

Nonsense, said Cora. I’ll talk to Bob.

I want to do it, I said.

She raised her eyebrows. Suit yourself.

So I ended up knocking on Bob Maynard’s door later that day. He answered in jean shorts coated with plaster dust and a stained white T-shirt that emphasized the bulges of his midsection. He seemed surprised to see me. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with a torn, stained handkerchief.

I said, You’ve got a key to the freight elevator, right?

Sure.

Could I borrow it? I want to change the bulb in the stairwell. Gary Wrench said there’s a ladder down there.

Maynard sighed. I imagine he was relieved that I wasn’t there to talk about our moment together on the roof. Sure, sure. Come in.

His space was enormous, two giant rooms with windows that ran across the entire back wall. A wood-burning oven was rigged up such that smoke could be released via a vent that led out of a window. His lofted bedroom was accessible by a spiral staircase. Through two glass-paneled doors I could see his studio, a mess of dust and empty wine bottles and his heavy bulbous sculptures. A master glassblower, Maynard made enormous bloated objects that would wilt as they cooled; he twisted handles from their surfaces while they were still hot and somewhat liquid, and later threaded those handles with rope. I’d been to an opening of his work once; globular objects the size of small children hung from the gallery ceiling and rotated slowly, creaking. Trapping light in their translucent bellies, they seemed to glow. Here in his studio though, they were almost opaque with dust. Still and unlit like that, suspended behind the glass wall in the dark, they were like manatees in captivity.

He gave me the keys to the freight elevator and I rode it down to the basement and hooked back the collapsible metal fence with its dirty chain. The uneven basement floor was flooded with puddles of stagnant water that teemed with mosquitos. The ladder was metal and enormous and had been left leaning against a wall. When I picked it up I felt something soft by my foot. I looked down and saw a dead rat. A mosquito bit my neck and I cursed out loud. If I lived in a real apartment building, I couldn’t help but think, the landlord would never allow me to witness that kind of filth.

I rode back up to the fifth floor, where Kate and Steve lived, and pushed open their fire door with the ladder. I was thinking, ruefully, of the basement, of decay, and of the thoughtlessness of men. I was thinking, How could a little boy grow up to be Gary Wrench or Bob Maynard? The bulk of their necks, the breadth of their thighs, the wheeze of their voices. I unscrewed the yellow cage that protected the dead bulb. It was covered in dust and I had to stop more than once to wipe my glasses. Even their accents seemed ready-made for adults: that Northeast warp to Maynard’s vowels—Maine? maybe Rhode Island—and Gary Wrench’s Staten Island umlauts. Did any actual children talk like that? If they ever had, it seemed to me, they didn’t anymore. Not since television, anyway. Not since the democratization of mainstream entertainment had flattened out the differences between us all. On the other hand if you really listened to the Brady Bunch, those kids had some odd overcooked accents themselves. The fictionalized American voice of the television teen. . . .

These thoughts were interrupted by the awareness that someone was watching me. Awkwardly I turned around on the ladder to see Kate Fine standing in the open doorway. She was carrying a full black trash bag. Her hair was greasy and her face was wan, but her beauty was arresting.

What do you say to a woman whose son has died? I could not say, How are you? I could barely say hello. What ended up coming out of my mouth, idiotically, was: Taking out the trash?

She did not reply. After a moment I turned around again. She watched as I busied myself unscrewing the dead bulb and began to screw in the new one. When its metal end touched the metal in the socket it buzzed and lit up like an insect. I made a satisfied noise and turned back toward her. Having seen the process through to its conclusion she stepped through the doorway and started down the stairs. I watched her thin frame, the ruined posture of her elegant shoulders, the bend of her neck. At the landing she stopped a moment and looked back up at me. Her voice sounded muffled, as if she were speaking from behind a blanket.

Thanks for doing that, she said. Gary never would have gotten around to it.

No problem, I said.

She stayed there a minute.

Ever been down to the basement? I said.

She didn’t answer. Just looked up at me with those miserable hollow eyes.

It’s a nightmare down there, I said. It’s like the set of a low-budget horror movie. Dead rats crawling with maggots. Puddles swarming with mosquitoes. One bit me and now I’m coming down with the bubonic plague.

Ha, she said.

Yeah. Anyway.

Anyway, she replied. She gave me what on a person with facial paralysis might have passed for a smile. Then she heaved up her trash bag and continued down the stairs.
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I guess I went to the memorial because of that moment. There was something about Kate’s silence on the stairs, the way she seemed to want to stop and chat but couldn’t. I remembered something my dad said once when I didn’t want to go to the funeral of a coworker of his. It was a guy who was killed on the job. Someone else was holding a two-by-four and swung it straight into his head. Imagining the gruesomeness of a shattered skull, I told my dad I didn’t want to go. I didn’t even know him. In his simple no-bullshit way my dad replied: Funerals aren’t for the dead.

So I got someone to cover my shift at Summerland and trudged uphill that Sunday afternoon to the First Unitarian Church in the Heights. It was overcast and humid. When I got there a group of my neighbors was standing around on the sidewalk. They seemed out of place somehow, removed from their natural habitat. Cora Pickenpew looked smaller than usual. Her smile was bright and false. Handsome Philip Philips was sculptural with downcast eyes. Bob Maynard bowed his head over a cigarette by the No Parking sign. I didn’t want to talk to them. I didn’t want anyone to talk to me. I hoped a familiar hope, a hope I’d developed years before, in high school: that when they looked back on it no one would remember that I’d been there at all. I was wearing dark prescription sunglasses and I kept them on, even inside.

Kate was in the front row with Steve on one side and on the other a woman who I guessed was her mother. What I took to be Steve’s parents sat beside him. Everyone had their arms around one another except for Kate and Steve. Steve was bent over like a rag doll, his head resting facedown in his hands, his elbows on his knees. Kate was sitting straight up and nodding as people came over to her and put their hands on her shoulders or kissed her cheeks or touched her hair. She was beautiful in the sort of way that made people think it was all right to touch her. Her body and face were unresponsive.

I took a seat in a pew near the back and picked up a hymnal so I wouldn’t have to look at anyone. My neighbors filed in from the bright street and blinked as their eyes adjusted to the dim hot chapel. A few children about Max’s age, dressed in black with clip-on ties, came in with their parents. The ceilings were high, the windows stained glass, the floors of the aisles covered with a thin fraying carpet. It smelled of mildew and stale coffee and old boots. Everyone was sweating. I watched one boy get down on the floor and start picking at the edges of the carpet. His parents ignored him. They held each other’s hands tightly, bracing for what would follow.

Eventually the minister took the dais. She was dressed in long Indian cottons. Her white pillow face was set like a covered button in her frizzy woolen hair. She introduced herself with a compassionate hello. Greetings, she said. I’m Visiting Minister Sandra Weinstein. Then she read a poem. I don’t know what it was. Her voice was slow and deep and resonant. It seemed to issue from some cavern in her belly. It filled the space. When the poem was done she let it sit and soak in the silence among the crowd.

When a child dies, she said at last, and looked around. When a child dies. We have a tendency to make him into an angel. Max Schubert-Fine was a brilliant boy. He was beautiful, he was loving. She smiled. He was not an angel.

The congregation sort of laughed and nodded and wiped their eyes.

God, I thought. The fuck am I doing here.

Kate in the front pew, haggard, her mother beside her, weeping. Steve on the other side of her, his face hidden in his hands.

The visiting minister continued: I heard Max referred to—several times in fact—as a hellion. His influence was irresistible. His energy was contagious. Max Schubert-Fine could get the most timid boy in school hocking loogies out a third-floor window. He could design elaborate practical jokes out of nothing but Vaseline, rubber bands, and string. He was a talented physical comedian. He’d perfected the Groucho Marx pratfall. His wise remarks and his inability to keep his hands to himself got him sent out of the classroom at least once a week. Kings County Academy isn’t exactly known for its discipline, said Sandra Weinstein, smiling. The pair of parents clutching each other’s hands nodded in sync, nodded desperately and kept on nodding, as if nodding their heads together like that would keep them from crying. And yet, she said, at Kings County Max became well acquainted with the principal. Max Schubert-Fine was irrepressible. He was a smart boy. He was so quick. He was more than clever. He had a habit of unnerving his elders with his perceptiveness. With small moments of poetry. His mother told me a story a couple of weeks ago that’s stuck with me. They were making popcorn. Is that right, Kate?

Kate remained motionless.

These small cruelties, I thought. Don’t make her talk about the popcorn.

Max had a friend over, a wealthy friend. A lot of wealthy children go to KCA. The kids were sitting on the countertop while she made popcorn on the stove. Max said to his friend, Do you live in Brooklyn or Manhattan? The child said, Manhattan. He said, I live at Windsor Court. Probably his mother had drilled the name of the building into him in case of emergency. And of course as any mother would, Kate felt sorry in that moment, sorry she could not give her son the kind of privileged life his friends were accustomed to. But Max? Max didn’t skip a beat. With pride in his eyes he replied: I live in a building called Air.

Murmured laughter. Kate’s head dropped.

A.I.R., as you might know, is painted on the front door of the building where Kate and Steve raised Max. It stands for Artists in Residence and it’s there to let the fire department know that, in their sparsely populated neighborhood, there are people living in that building. But to Max, and to his mother after that—and to anyone who’s heard that story—they live in a building called Air. Imagine after slogging home in the humid summer, or in the slush or snow or hail or relentless rain of winter, weighed down by groceries and book bags and purses, coming home to a building called Air? I’d like to thank Max for that moment of poetry.

Sandra Weinstein went on to talk about how love is life and Max was love. I had become livid for some reason. It wasn’t any of my business but I was shaking with anger. How dare she try to make this into a beautiful thing. What happened was a kid died, period, and now his fucking parents were a mess. What happened was—

Well. Of course what happened was so much more than that.

What I mean is that when you die a boy you remain a boy forever. What I mean is, have you heard the seagulls call at the water’s edge in a gray rain? Have you picked up among them the cries of a dead child? Have you felt the presence of an absence in the wailing of the wind? Because I have. I have.

Everyone was singing, many were standing, many weeping. I sat there clenching my fists and waiting for it all to end. And just as they came back to the inane chorus of whatever hymn for the thousandth time, I felt a chill, and gasped, and coughed. The woman next to me put a hand on my shoulder and goose bumps spread over my skin. Are you all right? she murmured under the noise of the song.

I was disoriented. The front of the room was its back; its left was right. Yes yes, I managed to say, yes. I touched my sunglasses to make sure they were still there. They were. I got up to go outside. I fumbled out the swinging doors and in the hazy sunshine by the iron fence I leaned back and closed my eyes. I rested my head against the fence and breathed slowly, trying to gather myself back together.

Eventually the door to the church opened again and the family stepped out, attended by a crowd of well-intentioned mourners. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see the tearstained face of my neighbor Tammy Day. She had taken it upon herself to scratch down the address where the reception would be on the paper of a small lined notebook, and now she was tearing off little scraps and pressing them into people’s hands. Seeing me, she did not waste a scrap. She only said, Everyone’s going over to Kate and Steve’s.

The mourners filed out of the church and we walked together back downhill to DUMBO. We made a slow procession through Cadman Plaza Park, which was deserted on a summer Sunday save for several men sleeping on the benches, their backs to the world. We passed below the entrance to the Brooklyn Bridge and marched quietly through the compound where the Jehovah’s Witnesses worked and lived. Finally we turned to pass under the Manhattan Bridge.

It was beginning to drizzle and no one had an umbrella. The cobblestone streets were slick. Tiny beads of rain glimmered weightless in our hair.

I had ended up walking with Kate’s brother and his pregnant wife. The wife was slow in her state and over the course of the walk everyone had passed us. I tried lamely to make polite conversation. How long will you stay?

Through the day after tomorrow, the brother said. We would stay longer, but.

He has to work, the sister-in-law said.

Where do you go back to?

Minneapolis, he said.

It did not take more than two exchanges for me to give up. For blocks neither of them said a word.

Amid the yellow poured-concrete monoliths of the Jehovah’s Witnesses compound—READ GOD’S WORD THE HOLY BIBLE DAILY was emblazoned on one of them in clear block letters—we stopped at a Don’t Walk sign and waited for the light to change, despite the fact that there was no traffic. It was just the three of us. The sister-in-law turned to me.

You’re a neighbor?

Yes. Lu Rile. I live downstairs from Kate and Steve.

Polly Fine. And this is Tom.

I nodded again. They nodded back. The light changed. We stepped into the street.

Let me ask you something, Lu, Polly Fine said. Do you have kids?

No, I said.

Polly, said the brother.

If you did have kids, do you think you’d stay where you are—in your apartment, I mean? Or do you think you’d move?

Polly, the brother said again.

I’m making conversation, Polly replied. Turning to me, holding her round belly, she said: I mean seriously. Do you think you’d stay?

I don’t know, I said. She seemed frustrated by my reticence.

I don’t think this is an appropriate conversation to be having right now, the brother said, I really don’t.

Why not? Polly said.

We walked a minute in silence, the rain wetting our faces.

I wiped my glasses. I can’t imagine having kids, I said. I’ve never been able to imagine being a mother.

But you live in the building, she persisted. You have been there when the heat is off in the middle of the winter. When there was a gas leak—

There was a gas leak?

You weren’t told? Tom Fine frowned.

What I’m asking is, said Polly, and you don’t have to be a mother or a mother-to-be to have an opinion on this—do you think your building is an appropriate environment for children?

I—

Jesus fucking Christ, Tom erupted. Let up!

We were underneath the Manhattan Bridge now and a train was going by overhead so loud I could feel it in my skull, my feet: ca-chunk ca-chunk (beat, beat), ca-chunk ca-chunk (beat, beat), ca-chunk ca-chunk.

All I’m saying is—Polly was talking extremely fast, she was practically yelling, and her face was reddening, and we’d all stopped walking now (ca-chunk ca-chunk)—all I’m saying is it could have been helped. It could have been helped, Tom, I mean, god—a place like this—

He took her in his arms as she dissolved into the thunder.

I hesitated a moment. The train passed. Embarrassed, in the quiet of its wake I kept walking, leaving the couple behind.

The river was dull and gray that day. Back at our building I climbed the three flights up to the third-floor passage, traversed that long dark space, then climbed up two more flights, past my own loft on the fourth floor, to Kate and Steve’s on the fifth. Privately I congratulated myself for having changed the bulb in the stairwell. The door to their loft was open and from the hallway I could see groups of people talking, hugging, eating, wandering, framed in the doorway. A crowded composition. I went downstairs to retrieve my Pentax and came back up once more and stood there in the hall to photograph it all. You might have seen the final print. It ended up on the cover of a novel that came out a few years ago. The book is crap, a cold, self-conscious story by a pretentious man, but I stand behind the image. So to speak. Clusters of mourners seen through a doorway lit from within. A woman passes with a tray of food while two overdressed children stand on their tiptoes and crane their heads up to see what she’s holding. In the out-of-focus foreground two men hold each other. In the background a fat woman arranges flowers in a copper pot.

I did go in. I wanted Kate at least to see that I was there. I can’t explain why. She was the sort of woman people wanted to please. I wanted to please her. I imagined finding her in some corner, left alone by all the well-intentioned people who thought she needed space. I wanted to go up to her and simply take her hand—no, that would be too much. To exchange a look, maybe, like the look we’d exchanged in the stairwell. A look that communicated on my end: You are bereft. I understand that you are bereft. You needn’t be anything but bereft, bereft.

It was hot. Someone had put fans in front of all the windows and the noise of their heavy whir raised the decibel level of the whole space. A group of people standing together around the laden buffet, helping themselves to wine, were talking about what was going on in the Gulf. A couple of boys were wrestling under the table. Two men I didn’t recognize were nodding and listening to Bob Maynard wax philosophical: Certain events, you know, you’re one way before and you’re another way after. The armpits of his T-shirt damp with sweat.

A young woman with a cherubic face was telling someone over and over: I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe it at all. I was his third-grade teacher. He was about to go into fourth grade. I can’t believe it. As she shook her head Steve Schubert pushed past her. Her eyes fell and she blushed deeply.

An older woman I recognized from the ceremony as Kate’s mother was saying, I haven’t seen them since Christmas. They never come to visit. I live alone. They never come except for holidays. Not since Christmas had I seen him. Now I wish I’d made a bigger stink. As she spoke her voice rose up in pitch, became an awful whine.

Contrary to my fantasy, Kate was surrounded by people. She was standing by the window smoking cigarettes with several other long-limbed women. Each was beautiful in a different alien way. One had bright red lips and black hair cut to the chin like a fashion drawing. One was walleyed and wearing a kimono. One seemed to be afloat in a cloud of hair and looked as if she’d had her nose broken. I saw them smoking there and then I looked away. Of course Kate would be friends with model types. I had the distinct and immediate feeling that my idea of going up to her, of exchanging a look—or, worse, a squeeze of the hand—had been utterly insane. I could not go over to them. Of course I couldn’t. My going over to them was just not a thing that could be done. Probably even if I tried they wouldn’t be able to hear or see me. Probably their ears could not pick up sounds emitted below a certain altitude. Their eyes were not trained to perceive any differentiation between unbeautiful people such as me and the rest of their environment. I would be no more remarkable to them than a footstool or a trash can.

As I stood there by the wall, alone and staring, I felt a shush of fabric pass me and Cora Pickenpew steered herself into the harbor of models at the window. Katie, I heard her say, and her throaty voice was rich with compassion: If there’s anything I can do, anything at all, you know I’m right upstairs.

I know, said Kate.

I am so sorry. So so sorry, sweetie.

Kate nodded.

I brought down a casserole. I put it in your fridge. You can eat it for days. You don’t have to worry about a thing. All you have to do right now is rest, okay?

Okay, said Kate.

You just let me know if there’s anything, anything I can do. Okay?

Kate sucked on her cigarette.

Okay. Cora stood a moment before turning around and surveying the room to locate her next port of call. Her glance moved right over me but I caught Kate’s eye behind her and without really thinking shot Kate a sympathetic wink. Kate’s face brightened a fraction of a joule as Cora, thinking the wink was for her, recoiled. The SS Pickenpew floated away. I almost laughed.

*  *  *

There were still a few hours of light left in the day. I went back downstairs to my loft. To drown out the noise above I turned on the radio. Finding nothing I liked I turned it off and pressed play on the cassette player. Cranked the volume on the Pixies and stripped off my sweaty black clothes. Nude, I filled a pot of water and put it on the stove.

In the studio I gathered my lighttight changing bag, film tank and reel, graduates, thermometer, and Kodak E-6 chemicals, which I stored in a gallon jug on a bookcase I’d nailed together from four wooden wine crates I’d found on the street. Ektachrome was so easy to process you could do it with the lights on. I put my roll of film, film tank, and reel into the changing bag, zippered the bag closed, and put my arms through the armholes. I wound the film onto the reel, put the reel in the tank, and covered it. Took the tank out of the bag. I mixed the E-6 kit chemicals with water, then went back to the kitchen.

The water was boiling. It was hot in the loft. With a dish towel I wiped my neck and armpits. I picked up the pot with two pot holders and lugged it back into the studio, careful not to spill any boiling water on my naked skin, then poured the water into the plugged studio sink and lowered the gallon jugs of chemicals into the steaming basin. The water level rose. Hot water sloshed onto the floor. I hopped back from the scalding water, perspiring heavily. I took off my glasses. The chemicals had to be at just the right temperature to process.

Black Francis sang and sweat rolled into my eyes, stinging. I poured the various solutions in and out of the developing tank in time to the wailing guitars and smashing drums, turning the tank over every so often to dislodge bubbles and shake up the chemicals.

It was late in the day. Heat rippled off the tar rooftops, liquefying the view. A forgotten balloon floated in the empty sky. Havalina ended and the play button popped up. To drown out the voices upstairs, or at least mask them, I turned on the radio. It was the six o’clock news. Something about Boris Yeltsin. When the stopwatch went off I poured out the developing tank and filled it with stabilizer. Waited.

I lifted the film reel out of the tank, lightly shook it off, and twisted it until it came apart. Delicately I unspooled the film and washed it in the studio sink. Onto each end of the long strip of medium-format color positives I clamped a jumbo paper clip. Then I hung it from the clothesline I’d strung across my west-facing window. Light from the low sun poured in, illuminating the film. I tilted my head to look at the images without touching them.

The window in the background of Self-Portrait #400 was a crisp square enclosing a swath of bright blue sky. My own body leaped from the right edge of the frame toward the left. The front of my form was blurred and ghostly, the back of my body a long veil. In the left-hand pane of the window there was something else, something I could not quite read. In just one of the exposures there seemed to be a reflection or a smudge, some imperfection. I heard myself make a little involuntary grunt of dissatisfaction. Stood up, pushed up my glasses, shoved the hair out of my face. Shut off the radio—it was distracting—and looked again but again I could not read it.

I’d let the film dry, I decided. I’d come back later.

I retrieved my one pot from the darkroom and brought it back to the kitchen to start dinner. Poured into it an inch of rice, water, and salt. Lit a fire under the pot, fetched a can of beans from the cabinet over the sink. While the rice and water came slowly to a boil I filled a short glass with ice and a shot of the cheap Polish vodka I kept in the freezer. The tenants had gotten together recently and chipped in to rent a generator, which made up in part for Gary Wrench’s reluctance to pay Con Ed on time. The machine was finicky and our electricity was feeble. But as I took my first sip of the bitter alcohol and felt the hot cold run down my throat I was grateful for that generator.

The water boiled and I turned it down to a simmer. I threw on a dress—an ugly batik number I regretted buying on a whim for five dollars at a street fair—and climbed out my studio window to the fire escape. On the iron slats above me Steve Schubert was sitting with an artist I recognized but didn’t know personally, a guy named Manny Cortazar. They were taking turns drinking from a tall bottle of whiskey. I nodded up at them and they nodded down at me. Manny lit a cigarette. We didn’t speak.

Nursing my vodka I watched the sun set. With a moment of quiet to spare I felt overcome by sadness. On the low roof below us where the body of Steve’s child had been extracted from the vent not two weeks before, the door to the stairwell had been left unlocked. It banged closed and creaked open again in the warm summer wind.

Above me I heard a door open and a voice say, You guys okay out here?

Yeah, said Manny.

Steve?

He’s fine, Manny said.

People are heading out.

Okay, said Manny.

Thanks, said Steve. His voice was weak.

I finished my vodka and went back inside. It was dark. I turned on the dozen battery-powered camping lanterns I’d bought at the ninety-nine-cent store in Fulton Mall. I poured another small shot over a cube of ice. I heard the door upstairs open and close, open and close. The guests were leaving.

I plugged in my light box and retrieved my loupe and red pencil from the marinara jar where I kept them along with a collection of pens and other tools. The strip of color positives was dry by now. I unhooked it from its place in the window. I brought it over to the light box and peered at each image through the loupe. With the red pencil I made a small mark in the corners of those that seemed interesting. I started with the ones I was sure of—Self-Portrait #388 had come out well. So had Self-Portrait #394. I stopped at Self-Portrait #400. What the hell was going on with that smudge beyond the window? There was the window in the background and there was the bright sky. There was my own body leaping from the right edge of the frame and there in the left-hand pane was that something else. It looked like a bundle of laundry falling from above. Actually whatever it was really balanced out the composition. Actually it was quite good. The square window fit perfectly in the square frame.

I cut the strip around Self-Portrait #400, brought it back into the studio, and mounted it in the enlarger behind the blackout curtain. I slid the square of film into the enlarger along with my color filters and focused the image, concentrating on getting the square window frame as sharp as possible. I closed the darkroom curtain so that it was entirely lighttight, then removed a sheet of Type-A Cibachrome paper from its package and laid it on the surface of the enlarger without bothering to crop or frame. I mixed the chemicals and began processing. That first print was just a trial run. It was just to figure out what was in the background.

It was hot and stuffy between the heavy
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