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Who loved this book because she knew her muses so well.
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Your muses miss you, Mom.
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“Glonciel is done, dried up,” Mr. Black said, tapping the tips of his long fingers together at the head of the mahogany table. “She hasn’t painted so much as a dandelion since last May.”  
“She may still have something left in her,” Mr. Green said. “She was talking about sunflowers when I spoke with her last night.”
The paneled room was kept dim, the tall windows blocked by thick velvet drapes. Narrow red tapered candles from the grand chandelier provided flickering light.
“She’s done,” agreed Mr. Silver. The candlelight caught streaks of gold in his dark blond hair. “Cut her off.”
“So is Jackson,” said Mr. Black. “The next exhibition will be his last.”
“Malik Jackson said he’s working on an entirely new concept.” Mr. Green pinched his thin lips together and worked his thumbnail underneath the table, where it found the familiar dent he had created over the years.
“If he doesn’t produce in a month, he’s no good to us,” Mr. Silver said.
“We’ll wait and see how he does.” Mr. Black drummed his long fingers on the table to indicate the decision was made, although his associates had not yet agreed.
“Fleck is still going strong,” Mr. Green suggested. “I previewed his new pastel collection last week. It’s magnificent.”
“Not magnificent enough.” Mr. Silver shook his head. “I’m disappointed with Fleck. He seemed like he was going to be a long haul.”
“When was the last time we found a long haul?” Mr. Black frowned, the lines around his mouth folding into deep creases that hinted at his age.
“Too long,” said Mr. Silver.
“If you would only give them a chance…” Mr. Green started, but under the glare of his associates, he withered into his seat.
“More talent then,” said Mr. Black. “Better talent.”
“Better and bankable,” agreed Mr. Silver.
“Cedric Fleck has only started!” said Mr. Green, his gray eyes shining with what could be mistaken as tears.
“He’s going down fast,” said Mr. Black.
“Too fast,” said Mr. Silver.
“He’s still got a spark left in him,” Mr. Black added, his lip curling slightly as if he was practicing his smoldering looks right at the table. “But the way he goes, it won’t be long. Find someone new.”
“Something fresh.”
“Something powerful.”
Mr. Green stood abruptly, taking a minute to adjust the lapels of his bespoke Italian suit coat before stalking out of the dark conference room.
After the slamming door indicated Mr. Green had left the Manhattan brownstone, Mr. Silver yawned and leaned back in his chair. “He’s too sensitive.”
“He always has been,” Mr. Black said. “But he is the best.”
“Oh, no doubt. No doubt. Still, I wonder if he won’t become a problem.”
“If he does, we will address it,” Mr. Black said. “We thrive and fall together. And Mr. Green very much wants to thrive.”
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The net was cast wide. Miami, Kansas City, country clubs and youth groups, each whisper examined, catalogued and thrown back to sea. Mr. Green would know when he found his white whale, but until he did, he traveled, through sticky stops and sweltering stations, packed in with the sweating masses slogging through their art-starved lives. He rested each night in five-star hotels, with forty-dollar martinis and Egyptian cotton sheets. He moved through the faceless swarms waiting for a tug on the line. 
Mr. Green dozed in a bus station, wavering on an old dream of the French countryside, the taste of mud in his mouth, the stench of marsh in his nostrils, when the line went live. The sudden jolt was so hard and sharp it nearly yanked him from his tacky plastic chair. A buzz ran up his legs, and his dream faded immediately as his senses filled with the clean, green scent of spring in early bloom.
“—that old bastard welder I work with,” a neo-hipster punk in a bus terminal said into his phone. “No, the one who’s always carting around the art supplies. Dude lives in a double-wide in Park Flatts, jacked as shit, but he’s over at the craft store on his lunch break…Naw, he says it’s for his neighbor.”
When the young man got off his phone, Mr. Green leaned back, smiling disarmingly. “Excuse me, Sir, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t help overhear something you said. You see, I’m an art agent.”
He reached into his suit and pulled out a business card and a fifty-dollar bill. 
A traded bus ticket, another odorous ride, then a cab to a mud pit in the middle of the sticks. The line got brighter the closer he came, the promise of ripe fruit like a lure shining just below the surface of a lake. Mr. Green’s net closed, and he pulled it in, finding himself at the dirty, dented door of the ancient modular home of Miss Terra Desmarais.
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Cedric Fleck took a deep hit and sank back into Bernard Black’s lap. “What is in this shit?” he giggled, his insides tickling beautifully as the exposed beams of his new studio apartment spun into kaleidoscope shapes.  
“Does it matter?” Bernard took a hit of his own and stroked Cedric’s clammy forehead. Cedric gazed up at Bernard’s mature, chiseled face, trying to find the pupils in his dark eyes. Sometimes Cedric convinced himself they weren’t there at all, as if he were gazing upon the face of a god. He was the most beautiful man Cedric had ever seen, all tall, dark and handsome with the mystery to go along with it.
Bernard blew a plume of pungent smoke into his face. Cedric smiled and rolled up to take another hit. This was their communion, he and Bernard. They would get high as hell and make love. Then Cedric would draw for hours. 
He was inspired. He thought it was his best work. Bernard recently suggested that Cedric was losing his touch, but he would see. When the next collection came out, he would see how Cedric’s love translated to paper. Cedric had a special piece he’d already set aside for the art critic who kept his bed warm.
“Sheena Meegan called today about taking my Unearthed exhibit at the Pavilion,” Cedric said. “She’s talking about a tour if it does well.”
“Sheena Meegan is a hack.” Bernard took a long hit and blew the smoke into lazy rings.
“I’ve liked the exhibits she’s done in the last year. She had Dana Glonciel—”
“Glonciel is done. And if I was being too subtle, I meant to say Sheena is a bed-climbing wannabe with no vision. Ignore her. She’s not worth you.”
Cedric sniffed, stung. Bernard was the industry pro, the one who knew everything. Still, Cedric wasn’t so new to this, and it wasn’t like Bernard was his agent. Cedric liked Dana Glonciel’s work, and he liked Sheena Meegan. She understood what Cedric was doing. Better than Bernard sometimes.
He didn’t say anything. Bernard was wearing a fitted gray button-down shirt, and every time he lifted the hookah pipe his muscles rippled beneath it. Besides, Bernard had made his career. Cedric had been killing himself working on the streets, living out of his sister’s old Ford Escort, choosing between art supplies and food, before he got a show in a tiny no-name Brooklyn gallery that Bernard Black, international art critic and kingmaker, just happened to stroll into.
Now Cedric was making real money, and people came from all over the country to buy his work. He had everything he ever wanted.
Except Bernard. 
Whenever they started to get close, Bernard pushed Cedric back to arm’s length.
Cedric would think they were getting serious, and then he’d see pictures of Bernard with one of his many pretty girls or boys on Sheena Meegan’s social media. He couldn’t expect a guy as hot and worldly as Bernard to commit to only him, but still…
“Do you want to take this to bed?” Cedric asked, massaging Bernard’s shoulder.
“Not tonight, I’m afraid. I have to go to an exhibit in an hour. Some daft bitch is standing naked and letting people write on her with Sharpies. It’s going to be painfully boring, but I have to have something to write up tomorrow.”
Cedric frowned. “Just a quick one?”
“Sorry.” Bernard lifted his brows and lips at the same time, yet his expression remained blank, cold, his black eyes flat. He stood up and the hookah went out at the same time. “Try to get some work done, though. You really want to shine at this next exhibit. It’s going to be an important one.”
So they were back here again. Cedric wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong. Everything had been going so well. He hadn’t made any demands of Bernard. His work was coming along great, and he thought the amazing hybrid pot was a sign of a good night.
Cedric stood up and leaned in for a kiss. Bernard planted one on his cheek and walked out of the loft.
Never enough. “Cedric the Sometimes.” His heart pounded so hard it hurt while he tried to keep his face impassive, his eyes dry. If Bernard didn’t want him, why did he even come over? Cedric was absolutely certain if Bernard had not called, he would feel a hundred times better right now.
He poured himself a strong drink and threw it back. Then he poured another and took it to his studio, where he coated a colorful landscape in progress with black and gray pastel.
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Two trailers in Park Flatts had somehow shifted closer to each other over the years. One belonged to Jim Megus, a middle-aged second-shift welder and the meanest old bastard anyone had ever met. The other was occupied by a skinny girl with dishwater-colored hair and big black eyes so damned unsettling that all her neighbors went out of their way to avoid her stare. Her name was Terra Desmarais, but her neighbors called her the Flatts Witch. 
These two villains of the trailer park seemed to get along well with each other. Sometimes Jim left a bag of groceries on the step of the girl’s narrow modular, and sometimes the girl left bottles of Old Grandad on the steps of Jim’s double wide.
As their trailers got closer together, folks surmised through shifting ground in the muddy seasons, the witch and the bastard were seen around town together, or sitting together in their lawn chairs. Talking, never loud, unless some poor kid happened too close to Jim’s property, which was specified with bright orange traffic cones and spray paint. Then Jim was likely to start cussing and throwing rocks.
No one had ever heard the witch speak, but it seemed she talked to Jim. And it seemed Jim talked about her, to somebody, somewhere, about what it was that she did inside her trailer.
When Mr. Green showed up at the door of Terra Desmarais’s modular, she let him in. After all, he was a swanky
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