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    Dedication

To my memory of the beautiful and eccentric Rada, since the reality was never exactly what it seemed to be.

For those blessed with an artistic mind and cursed by living among cave dwellers watching shadows on the wall.

"To the many faces of art, to the many dreams of artists, and to all the poor bastards that never felt the spark of creativity deep in their soul."   - Robert Kaplan
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Part One


[image: image]


Adara’s Recovery   Age 31-33

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

It Could Have Been Worse
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Her left hand shook slightly as it guided the brush down the large canvas. It was a sensual slickness as the reddish-brown mixture left its trail along the bank of the dark blue river. It was imperfect, her eyes often seeing nothing but the imperfections, but it felt good to cover the stark whiteness. The large canvas had been mostly white for weeks, taunting her with its emptiness.

Adara turned and dipped again into the swirl of color on her rosewood palette. The curved board was held stiffly by a mechanical arm, clamped at the bottom to a high table with a disarray of paint tubes and jars. The brush in her left hand again went to the canvas, following the same path as before, inching closer to the flowing water. She put the brush down, added a little more of the black paint, retrieved the brush, and spun the color into the mixture. The wide brush dipped and spread continuously until the shadowed bank of the river was complete. 

Stepping back, she looked at the addition critically. It was what her mind pictured when she began bringing it to life, but it was at the skill level she had surpassed more than two decades earlier. As a young girl, her father had spent endless hours teaching her how to take the images of the world around her and make them come alive on the tight cloth surface that became her lifelong dance partner.

She carried the brush and palette to the bathroom sink and cleaned both under the flowing hot water. She avoided looking into the mirror, seeing only the outline of the stranger in her peripheral vision. The silhouette was an incomplete outline, as if an inattentive God had forgotten to finish the drawing that was Adara Pentasi. Her right arm was abbreviated, amputated about halfway between her shoulder and the no-longer-existent elbow. She could raise it to attract a cab driver’s attention, but it was too small for them to notice.

The palette fell to the floor as she tried to turn it over in her clumsy left hand. Tiny brown dots sprayed her legs and the floor. She stared at it as if it had purposely jumped to frustrate her. She left it there, carrying the brush back out and putting it on the table among the other implements of her art. 

Looking at the drying paint on the canvas, she knew more than just her right arm had been lost. It was futile to try this with a hand that had previously only contributed to her art by dutifully holding the palette at her side. The impulse to strike out at the easel, to tear the canvas from the frame and toss it to the floor and set it aflame, left her almost as quickly as it came. She went to the refrigerator in the small kitchen area. Everything to drink was in cans because she could not open a bottle one-handed. A simple task any child could manage was now forever beyond her. She took the cheap beer out, popped the top, and sipped the foam that emerged.

“It could have been worse,” the voices echoed in her head. It amazed her how many times she had heard that in the year since the amputation. Friends and strangers alike implored her to look on the bright side of her situation. Twenty years of dedication to training the delicate right hand to translate the pictures in her mind into swirls of the rainbow on stretched canvas. That gifted right arm was gone now, incinerated as medical waste. It deserved better than that, but she had been in no position to ask for a funeral. Unconscious from the blood toxemia the dying appendage had caused, her father had let them remove it and toss it down the hospital equivalent of a garbage chute.

Adara heard the loud industrial elevator motor begin grinding down to the ground floor before it pulled a visitor up to her second-floor loft apartment. She went to the couch and retrieved, then awkwardly pulled on a loose-fitting sweatshirt that went down to mid-thigh. She opened the door to the hallway and leaned against the door frame holding her beer, waiting to see who emerged.

“There’s my girl,” Alan said, energetically bursting from the vertical conveyance with far too much cheer and an armload of groceries. He air-kissed both cheeks as he pushed past her into the loft. “I found a great new sushi place near my office.” 

“Hey, Alan. Come right in, make yourself at home.”

He looked at her sideways as he unpacked the grocery bags onto the counter. “One of those moods again?”

“Like I have more than one.”

“Your sour puss will change when you try this sashimi.” He pulled plates out of the cabinet and began dishing up the food. He uncorked the bottle of wine and sniffed it, then looked at the beer can in her hand with disdain. “Toss that swill down the drain where it belongs.” She ignored him and continued sipping from the can. He harrumphed and poured himself half a glass of wine, leaving hers empty for the moment. She sat down and looked at the food. Her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since the previous morning. Pop-Tarts, the perfect one-handed food for starving artists.

“You don’t have to keep doing this, Alan. I’m sure you have better things to do on a Friday night.”

“This is the highlight of my week. I sit in that tiny cubicle listening to people’s problems and I just can’t wait to spend time with someone like you who is full of joy and sunshine.”

Half a snort escaped as she reached for the chopsticks. Alan watched her struggle in silence trying to get the two thin bamboo sticks in opposition. He knew better than to suggest a fork. She finally succeeded and poked at the plate of food. “Holy shit, this is good,” she said as she chewed the small portion she awkwardly managed to get onto her tongue.

“Good? It is tiny slices of heaven.” He ate some more himself and launched into a summary of his miserable workweek. He finally fell silent and watched her. “You looked like you were surprised to see me.”

“I didn’t think it was Friday again,” Adara said honestly.

“I wish I could forget what day it was. This job will be the death of me.”

“Death of a thousand paper cuts,” she said, continuing to slowly consume the food on her plate.  They talked about current events with an occasional morsel of gossip thrown in.

“I see the river is now contained,” Alan observed after studying the canvas in the center of the studio.

“Don’t know why I’m even bothering to try. I am not left-handed.”

“Tell the chopsticks that. It is only a matter of time. They say that the mind can produce excuses ten times easier than the will to try. Don’t you dare give up.”

“Like I have anything better to do. Not like I can join a bowling league.”

Alan smiled at her smile. “You need a man,” he suggested.

“Not half as much as you do,” she said.

“Oh please, girl. I have dozens to choose from every weekend. Relationships are for you hapless heteros. Speaking of which, there’s a new guy in my office—”

“No,” Adara said immediately.

“He’s a snappy dresser with really nice teeth.”

“I don’t trust anyone that shows their teeth when they smile,” she said.

“It can be a casual meet, just an intro at Caitlin’s party next weekend.”

“No.”

“You never know, he could be the one.”

“I appreciate the thought, but the last thing I need in my life is—”

“Keep lying to yourself, sweetie. You need something more than me visiting once a week.”

“The UPS guy sometimes comes up.” He just looked at her. “Fine, I’ll go to your stupid party and meet your teeth guy. I’ll show him my stub of an arm and he’ll look uncomfortable until he can think up a decent exit line.”

“Some men are into amputees.”

“Exactly what a woman wants to hear.”

“Sorry,” Alan apologized.

“What kind of party?”

“You didn’t get an invitation?”

“Guess I no longer make the cut.”

“Kendrick Umari is in town for two nights at the Putnam Theater,” Alan said.

“Reception for Caitlin’s upper-crust friends. No wonder I was left off the guest list.”

“You know you make it really easy for people to push you away.”

“Good riddance,” Adara said.

“I know you don’t mean that. Isn’t that sorority sister shit for life?”

“She made her obligatory hospital visit and two post-amputee phone calls.”

“You expect her to come down here to this dangerous neighborhood and open your ketchup bottle for you?”

“You have,” Adara said with a tinge of bitterness.

“Anything in your Netflix queue worth watching?” Alan asked to change the subject.

“Have you started the fourth season of Silent Lake?”

“Got ten minutes into the first episode and had to shut it off. I can’t watch that scary shit alone,” he said.

“Is that wine any good?” Adara asked when her beer ran out.

“Better than light beer, that’s for sure.”

After she finished eating, Alan cleaned up the kitchen and carried the wine bottle and glasses over to the couch. Adara was under a blanket with the show queued up to the start of the first episode. She had watched the first two episodes already but had no problem watching them again. He sat next to her and she leaned against him after starting the show. She loved it when he jumped and screeched at the scary moments. It was after midnight when he moved to leave. She had fallen asleep an hour earlier and he continued watching what was on the screen until the end of the episode. After that, he had been scrolling through the Tinder possibilities, found a match, and arranged a hookup.

“Sorry I fell asleep. Did I miss much?” Adara asked.

“The bartender died.”

“No way! He’s my favorite character!” She saw the look in Alan’s eyes. “You liar.”

“Guilty as charged. Not much happened in the ten minutes you missed.”

“Should I save the rest of it for next week?” Adara asked.

“You don’t have to.” He saw her shadow of disappointment. “I will be here next Friday whether you watch it without me or not.”

“I don’t deserve a friend like you. Thank you.”

“You deserve everything good the world can offer you. Don’t ever think otherwise,” he said, hugging her tightly.

“What does he look like?”

“Who?”

“The guy you’re running off to meet?”

Alan smiled. “Somewhere between Tom Hardy and Ryan Stoneheart.”

“Yummy. Be safe.” She hugged him and kissed his cheek. “Thanks again. Goodnight.”

She watched Alan walk to the elevator, lift the big industrial door and step in. The loud grind continued until it hit the ground floor. She closed the door and walked to the window. She watched him get into the back of his ride-share and speed away. She went to the bathroom and looked at the rosewood palette on the counter. Alan had picked it up and finished cleaning it, along with the floor and most of the other surfaces in the bathroom. She hated dependence on others.
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Going Out in Style
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Adara’s nightmare was never the same, but it had the same theme. It was usually a vicious animal, sometimes a machine. It stalked her relentlessly and eventually attacked. Her arm extended in desperate defense, becoming the victim of the jaws, the claws, or once the dragon fire. The nightmare is she never extended her worthless left arm. It was always the precious right one that was sacrificed. The sheets were soaked with sweat when she jerked awake in the darkness. Traffic noise and streetlights bled through the large industrial windows of her loft. 

She rolled out of bed and walked to the bathroom. From her seat on the toilet, the bathroom light illuminated the large painting in the center of the loft. Billowing clouds had been added above the river, simple for the incompetent left hand to do, looking good from this distance. The failure of the previous day was the distant forest. Fine detail was never going to be there. Without that, there would be no wolf drinking from the river. Without the wolf, the painting had no meaning. Without her right arm, she had no meaning. 

Adara walked back to her bedroom area and looked at her closet. It was an industrial strength rolling clothes rack someone had purloined from the garment district. Dresses from the respectable to the shamefully slutty. Frilly shirts, t-shirts, sweatshirts, and hoodies. Buttons were difficult, fine zippers nearly impossible. Why was she wondering what to wear? She was not going to Caitlin’s party. Alan had said it was West Side formal, which meant not her preferred sweatshirt and jeans. She liked the oversized sweatshirts because they were the easiest to put on, and they hid the stub that remained of her right arm. If the sleeves were long enough, the other hand, the worthless one, disappeared as well. 

Adara slid the hangers aside, looking at each dress, remembering the times she had worn them. This green strapless was the one she wore at her first big show. Looking back, it was the pinnacle of her life, almost seven years in the past. The blue one was for the PBS interview. She loved how the maroon one fit her, but she was ten pounds thinner now, not all the weight due to the missing arm. The dress did nothing to hide the nub, the thin spaghetti straps not even obscuring her white shoulders. Sunlight was streaming into the east windows. She wondered how the dress would fit now. She would have to look in the mirror to see. She wandered away and stared at her painting. Pointless. 

***
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“BEAUTIFUL DRESS, ADARA,” Caitlin said, doing her best not to stare at the nub. It had been bandaged when she had visited her in the hospital. Now it was a slender salami tube encased in Adara’s alabaster skin, the end a barely visible scar. “I’m so glad to see you again.” She air-kissed both cheeks and looked over her shoulder to see who she could introduce her friend to. An older man was walking toward them. “Robert Kaplan, this Adara—”

“Everyone who is anyone knows Adara Pentasi,” Robert said boisterously. “So good to finally meet you in person. What can I get you to drink?”

“Ten shots of tequila and a beer chaser,” Adara answered hopefully. He laughed loudly. “Caitlin, is Alan...” she asked after searching her eyes for any sign of the old friendship.

“He is always running late these days,” Caitlin said, looking away. “I’ll make sure he finds you straight away.”

“Thank you,” Adara said, wishing now she had arrived much later, or not at all. She turned back to Robert. She crooked her left arm, letting him take it and lead her to the bar. “One tequila, two tequila...”

“Three tequila, floor.” Robert finished with a laugh. “My brother has one of your paintings in his entry hall. The Himalayan Hearth is the name.”

She nodded in memory of the title she had given it. It was a Tibetan fireplace with two small dogs looking out a large window. Their view was of the high, icy peaks beyond, but it was their master’s return that they stood in anticipation of. She could remember almost every move her right hand made to bring it into existence. She could smell the sea air she breathed while painting it as the yacht drifted slowly across the South China Sea. She felt Luca’s eyes on her as her naked body danced in the sun, paintbrush in constant motion. She wondered where Luca was at that very moment. Half a world away as usual. “Lhasa Apsos. They were in a monastery I had visited a few weeks before I painted that,” she said to prove her memory was undamaged.

“He always points it out to visitors as his favorite... and does not shy away from telling people how much he paid for it.”

“Worth a lot more now.” Robert looked at her questioningly. She raised her nub and formed a slow circle in the air. “An artist’s work always increases in value when they die.”

“You have a long happy life ahead of you, young Adara.” He handed her a shot glass, then took his own. He held up two lime slices in his other hand, separated with his fingers. “To the many faces of art, to the many dreams of artists, and to all the poor bastards that never felt the spark of creativity deep in their soul.” He tilted his head back and drank it down with a satisfying exhalation of breath. She downed hers and took the lime wedge from his hand before putting the shot glass down on the bar. He brought the other slice to his lips.

“I really needed that. Thank you, Robert.” He handed her a bottle of imported beer, then picked up his whiskey sour and sipped it. “You make movies, right?” Adara asked to make polite conversation. She knew he was a producer that was growing in stature in the New York film scene.

“Ahh, I tell stories. That is the only true occupation of an artist. Movies are the hardest to make because they involve dozens, even hundreds of people working together, but they are not the best storytelling medium. Your painting in my brother’s house. Each time I look at it, I see more of the story, and it is always changing. It reflects my mind at that moment and takes me back to my younger days growing up in Colorado. Books are perhaps the most useful medium, telling long complex stories for those with lesser imaginations. I think this is where we all should go when our bodies can no longer do the art we prefer.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m not a writer,” she said in understanding.

“My dear, Adara, you can be anything you want to be. Martin, Martin, come meet my beautiful new friend.” Martin was an author, somewhat awkward in the social circle within which he was now included. He did his best not to stare at Adara’s abbreviated arm. “I was just telling Adara here that writing is the best of all the storytelling arts. Movies are just sad reflections.”

“I could not disagree less,” Martin said, thinking the double negative agreement quite witty and amusing. “Are you a writer as well?” he asked hopefully.

“No, I was a painter. Robert is just giving me a gentle push in that direction since my talented arm left me last year to follow its own artistic pursuits.” She waved the nub, permitting him to look.

“Oh,” Martin said. She could tell he wanted to ask how it had happened. Everyone did.

“I lost it while protecting the Mayor from a ninja assassin at a Yankees game.”

Robert laughed loudly. “You see dear, creative writing is in your blood.” He continued to guide her around and introduce her to the stuffy guests, some she had met before. A few owned her paintings. Most knew her or her reputation. She escaped to the outdoor terrace when Robert excused himself to use the bathroom.

“Beautiful night.” The stranger said, looking at Adara briefly before returning to his view of the East River. She didn’t respond, just moved to the terrace edge on the other side, and then looked down. He saw the longing look on her face, the temptation to jump and end her misery. “Don’t jump from that side, there are a lot of rose bushes down there. Those will sting like crazy if you land on them.”

“Least of my concerns after falling sixty-three floors, don’t you think?” she asked, looking over at him.

“I’d prefer these expensive cars parked down here. Hit a Rolls Royce, that would be going out in style.” She smiled at him. “I’m Evan, Evan Lewis.”

“Adara.”

“He said this is where I would find you.” She looked at him suspiciously. “Alan said you would be hiding out here on the terrace.”

“Oh, you’re my ‘informal’ blind date.”

“Don’t think of it like that. Think of it like a trip to the DMV.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely. That way, it will be so much better than you expect it to be.”

“I don’t know, lazy bureaucrats turn me on,” she said, sipping her beer bottle and giving him a closer look. He laughed. The teeth were blinding. “You’re new to the city?” she asked.

“Been here a few years but traveled a lot in previous jobs. Nice to finally be able to enjoy the tiny apartment I give half my paycheck. Originally, I’m from Asheville, North Carolina.”

“Alan warned you about my arm. You’re doing a decent job not staring at it.”

“He did, but it wouldn’t have bothered me. My dad lost a leg in the First Gulf War and he always wore shorts, even in winter. Wanted people to see what he gave for his country. I can stare if it would make you more comfortable.”

“It would seem more honest, but no.”

“Honesty is what you are looking for? You came to the wrong party.”

She nodded. “They are kind of fake. I really don’t know why I am here.”

“To meet me, of course,” Evan said.

Adara looked away, out across the dark river. “I was never afraid to do anything. I grew up here and I was riding the subway by myself when I was nine. My mother would have shit if she knew I was doing it, but I did it. I spent my summers in the museums studying the greatest artists that ever lived. I could have been one of them, maybe. Now I’m afraid of leaving my loft. Afraid of walking in a city park. Afraid of pretentious posers at an elitist cocktail party. That’s why I came here tonight, to prove to myself I’m not afraid. I’m not afraid of relationships either, but there is zero chance this will go anywhere.”

“Can I ask why? Was the Rolls Royce joke a little too far?”

“I’m not the person I was a year ago. Until I figure out who this new person is, I can’t complicate it with...” she trailed off, searching for any reason.

“With what?”

“Complications.”

“Alan is a good friend.”

“The best,” she said.

“He told me you would push me away and that I shouldn’t push back. It was like he just wanted me to boost your self-esteem. Don’t get me wrong, I am more than willing to help with such a task, hardly a stretch with such a beautiful woman, but I think you’re full of it. You want to do this alone, but only because you know it can’t be done alone.”

“I guess I’ll find out. It was nice meeting you...”

“Evan. I think you are afraid and I don’t want to help you preserve any destructive self-delusion.”

She turned and looked at him again. “You have no choice in the matter. I’m not a challenge you can win. I’m a fragile shell you can break. Do us both a favor and let it go.”

He nodded and took a step back. “I suspect you are far from fragile, but no means no. Let Alan know if your ‘no’ ever becomes a maybe.” 

He left the terrace, and she looked off the edge again.  “Going out in style,” she said with a smile and shake of her head. The second swell of party noise told her she was no longer alone.

“Scared him off already. Girl, what am I going to do with you?” Alan said, wrapping his arms around her from behind.

“In what world would I be attracted to that kind of guy?”

“What kind is that? Handsome, intelligent, gainfully employed, no drug habit?”

“They weren’t all losers.”

“No, not all. Just the ones you clung to.”

“The good ones had sense enough to leave me.”

“Who do you think you’re talking to? I watched you push them away. I’m not going to argue with you. I’m thrilled you came to the party and that you wore this amazing dress. I fully expected another baggy sweatshirt.”

“I’m tired of being afraid,” she said, turning in his arms. “He gave up too easily. He wasn’t interested.”

“There isn’t a straight man on this island that is not interested in you, Adara.”

“Fucking me, maybe.”

“No man wants to do more than fuck. We do the rest of it only to make that more likely to occur. Let’s go back in and mingle.”

She crooked her arm and he guided her back into the mele.  
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The Truth Hurts
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The distant woods on the canvas were starting to look like trees. She was improving, but so slowly. It was painstaking work with a tiny brush, hundreds of times more time-consuming than with her right hand. She would never have her original skill. She stared at it as the paint dried. Most of the white was gone. She was tempted to just smear orange on what remained of it so it would stop mocking her. The wolf was still months away. She saw it as if it was staring her down, but it would never look so alive as it was in her mind.

The phone rang. It had been days since it had done that. The calls had come increasingly sparse as the months wore on. At that moment she wanted anything to take her mind off her inadequacy.

“Hello?” she answered, hoping it was a telemarketer instead of obligated friends or family.

“I recognize your beautiful voice, Adara. This is Stan Eversol, we met at Caitlin’s party a few weeks ago.”

“Stan. Are you the old one, or the really old one?”

He laughed. “Early forties, however you would like to judge that. I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me this Saturday?”

“How did you get this number?”

“I’m not sure how Robert procured it, but he made me promise not to tell you I got it from him.”

She smiled. “What do you expect from this dinner?”

“Good company, sharing of mutual interests, a possible business arrangement.”

“What kind of business arrangement?”

“I need assistance in procuring art as a tax shelter. Robert mentioned you were between commissions and thought you would be able to help me.”

“I am only an expert in my paintings. I would be of no use to you judging others’ artistic or commercial value.”

“I see, well, this is awkward. Robert told me you had advanced degrees in the arts.”

“I do, but that was many years ago, and it focused on the masters of the last two millennia. Assuming you cannot afford Picasso or Rembrandt, I would have no idea which modern artists would be good for dodging taxes.” 

“Then you would not be interested in dinner with me?”

“Free meals are always nice as long as you have no romantic or sexual expectations.”

“No, I am not looking for that kind of entanglement. I liked your spirit, your sense of humor.”

“Do you already know the story?”

“What story?”

“About my arm.”

“No, I am curious though.”

“Ask someone else if you need to know. Bring it up at dinner and I’ll walk out.”

“Of course, I wouldn’t want to pry. Does that mean we have a date?”

“A ‘business’ dinner. Yes, I would like that, Stanley. Thank you for calling. Have your secretary let me know where to meet you.”

“I don’t have... ahh, yes, of course. I’ll have ‘him’ text you the pertinent information. I look forward to seeing you again, Adara.”

She hung up, the man’s face one of many she had met that night. She had liked his sense of humor as well, though he was not dating material. She knew the loneliness was the reason for the acceptance of the... date. She knew he wanted more, at least a physical more. She was playing with fire in her vulnerable state.

***
[image: image]


STAN CALLED FROM THE stretch limousine downstairs because Adara had told him not to come up. She stood at the window making him wait even though she had been dressed and ready for hours. She finally rode the noisy elevator down and emerged from the building. He popped out of the car and held the door for her, offering his hand. She didn’t take it because it would have been counterproductive, her left arm crossing her chest. She slid inside and moved to the side couch, not wanting to sit next to him. The car began moving immediately as he settled in the back seat. 

“You are a unique young lady, Adara,” he said, admiring her legs in profile.

“Heard all the sordid details of my backstory?”

“None. You seem to value your privacy, so I have done my best to honor that.”

She doubted that was true, but let it go for now. “I’ve had my love-hate relationship with being a public figure. I sought validation in acceptance from unknown millions.”

“The search for validation is proof of its absence,” he said.

“Quite so.” She could tell by his response that he didn’t know the literary source he had just quoted. There had been a glimmer of hope that intelligent conversation was ahead. It faded quickly.

“You accepted it eventually, embraced your genius?” Stan asked.

“Modesty prevents that admission, no matter how true it is,” Adara said. He smiled. “It was my undoing in the end because it gave me a measure of what I had truly lost. Better that I still had doubts and felt the loss was less significant.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Why else would I be going to dinner with you?”

“I mean can you wait a few hours?” he asked.

“My last meal was mac and cheese on Wednesday.”

“Seriously?”

“Starving artist. I wanted to have plenty of room for all of the free food tonight.”

“Then we’ll go directly.”

“Don’t be silly. As long as it isn’t a sex dungeon that would be the delay, I can wait all evening for the seven lobsters.”

“Seven? Even I can’t eat that many. Are you sure? There will be finger food at the gallery... that’s where I wanted to take you if that’s alright?”

“My second favorite place in the world.”

“Your first is a museum? You said you prefer historical art.”

“I do prefer the classics, but no, my studio is my favorite place. Museums are down the list now because they are mostly static things. I like galleries because they are constantly changing. Are we going to enjoy it, or am I on the clock?”

“I will gladly pay you for your advice, but I don’t believe the works we see tonight will be investment quality. My little sister is a photographer and she has a small room in the Fexmoore Gallery.”

“How much did that cost you?” Adara asked knowingly. He smiled thinly without responding, letting her know that his involvement was to be kept secret. “Meeting your family on a first date, you must really be in a hurry. Biological clock ticking?”

“Truth is, I didn’t want to go alone. I thought it was a good excuse to ask you to accompany me. I would have mentioned it had you played harder to get.”

“Stan, I am impossible to get. You need to understand that.” His smile conveyed his doubts about that. Money had taught him the wrong lessons about people, especially women. “Lobster and conversation. That is all.”

“Hopefully some good wine as well. Do you own your studio?”

“I own the unit, not the building. There are four other lofts, but none are currently occupied. The downstairs is private, temperature-controlled storage.”

“Artwork?”

“Possibly. I only know of the collectible cars because they come and drive them every once in a while.”

“They?”

“The owner and his entourage.”

The limo pulled up to the small elite gallery just off Central Park West. Stan helped her out of the limo, his hand positioned usefully this time. She followed him in and stood quietly as he talked to people he knew. As they moved deeper into the gallery, she began wondering why he chose not to introduce her, even though most probably knew who she was. Because she wasn’t introduced, they did not engage her in even polite conversation. She guessed it was some sort of power move in a game only he was playing. It put her in a very strange state of mind.

“Kelly, this is—” Stan started the first introduction of the night. His younger sister interrupted him.

“Like I need an introduction. I’m Kelly Eversol. You have been my hero since I saw the Crimson Cliff.”

“She was deeply moved by it. She didn’t shut up about it for weeks.” Stan said.

“My big brother was trying to broaden my horizons with art and culture. I was sixteen and completely uninspired until I saw your painting. I knew I couldn’t paint, but I had a camera and desperately wanted to capture something close to the magic of that painting.”

Adara looked around, trying to find something nice to say about the photographs on the walls. “Waste of valuable wall space,” she finally said.

“Excuse me?” Kelly asked, hoping she had misheard.

“You’ve been snapping away for what, five years, part-time? Traveled to exotic places on your brother’s dime. You took this one and didn’t have the patience to wait for the sun to give you an interesting shadow. Just imagine what a long shadow would have done to draw the eye.” The girl looked offended and began to sputter an excuse about the tour moving on. Adara just shook her head. “I would say don’t quit your day job, but I doubt you’ve worked a day in your life.”

Kelly shook in horror, the tears beginning to flow as she turned and ran from the room.

“What the hell did you do that for?” Stan asked angrily.

“Art without truth is death incarnate. She’s going to find out her emperor’s clothes are as fake as the sycophants you have paid to blow sunshine up her ass. Better sooner than later.”

“It may be exaggerated encouragement, but she has had a positive thing to work toward. You have no idea where she was headed.”

“I know exactly where she IS headed. Her destination was set long ago in the meaningless wealth she has coasted on. At best you gave her a detour.”

“I’ll have David drive you home.”

“No lobster? I’m shocked. Goodbye, Stan. I hope you learned your lesson as well.” Adara walked out onto the street after glancing at some of the ridiculous pieces on display. She hailed a taxi and had the driver take her to a bar on the west side.

***
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“LONG TIME, ADARA.”

“Not long enough, Jake. TJ upstairs?”

“He’s in Atlantic City.”

“Too bad. He could’ve gotten lucky.” She turned to leave.

“Wait.” She turned back. “I’ll ask if he wants to see you.”

“Adara, as beautiful as ever,” TJ said a minute later from behind the bar. “What are you drinking?”

“Nothing he’s serving,” she said, eyeing the ill-tempered bartender. TJ grabbed a few long-neck bottles and she followed him up the steep stairway to his apartment. “You redecorated. What did you do with the neon moose?”

“In the basement. What the hell are you doing here?” He handed her a bottle after opening it.

“I just destroyed a young woman’s hopes and dreams, and that reminded me of you.”

“Still upset about that? All these years later? You aren’t here to kill me or nothin’, right?”

“Tempting, but no. Truth is, I wish you had been more successful back then. You can’t lose what you don’t have.” She waved her nub in a small circle.

“Does it hurt, like the phantom pain they talk about?” TJ asked, finally looking at it with more than furtive glances.

“No. The nerve is dead at the shoulder. The rest of it is numb.”

“I wish I had known—”

“I forgive you, TJ. I wanted you to know that. I’ve had too much time to think about things. I wish I understood what was happening at the time. It might have gone differently.”

“Doubt it. I was who I was, and you were just...”

“It made me better in the long run. I forgive you.”

“You said that.”

“I forgive you, TJ, for everything.” Irritation crossed his face, then it slowly faded into acceptance.

“Thank you. Jake said you wanted to hook up. I was stupid enough to believe him.”

“Because I’m incomplete?” Adara asked. He shrugged. “Can you still get it up, old man?”

“I do okay.”

“Let’s find out.”

***
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“SHE’S STILL CRYING. You have to do something.” Stan said when Adara answered her phone the next afternoon.

“You can afford a good shrink.”

“Easier if you just apologize.”

“And lie about everything? No thanks.”

“What is wrong with you?”

“The question should be, what is wrong with the rest of you fake, pretentious, self-centered hypocrites.” He hung up on her so she just put the phone back on the nightstand and went back to sleep. 

A few hours later she was staring at the painting. She saw the wolf in her mind, looking at her with dripping jowls. She precisely knew the tubes of paint to use to get every shade of gray in the fur, but they remained untouched. She felt her left hand hanging at her side, ashamed of its worthlessness. It longed to just hold the palette, to be the partner it was trained to be. She finally gave up and walked to the window. 

The street below was in shadow, casual figures wandering aimlessly in a drug-addled stupor. They were dangerous, but somehow, she remained safe here above them. A dark sedan rolled by slowly like a shark, always moving, always searching. Her breath fogged the glass, then disappeared. Noticing this, her focus was drawn to the glass pane. She saw her reflection, just a shadow, but enough. It was a ghost of who she had been. She desperately wanted to smile, but no reason to do so came to her. 

“Just paint it, Adara,” she said aloud to the specter. “It’s gonna suck no matter what you do, but at least you can be done with it and move on to the next one.” Her phone rang on the other side of the loft. She ignored it. She watched a woman pushing her shopping cart down the street. How had the poor woman sunken so low as to be wandering these streets alone?

“It could have been worse, Adara.” She repeated aloud the words so many had said in the aftermath. She had a home. The money would run out eventually, but that was decades away if she was careful. Maybe she would be pushing a shopping cart of her own by then. Trying to push it with one hand, the natural inclination for it would be to circle to the right. The phone rang again. She looked at it, wondering if it was important enough to leave her window sentry duty. It wasn’t. The third time it rang, she knew it was more than a telemarketer. One last look outside her fishbowl, then she turned away.

“Why did you say that?” Caitlin asked when Adara picked up the phone.

“It was the truth,” Adara said flatly.

“What if she kills herself?”

“Vacuous cunts like that are too self-obsessed to even consider exiting.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know that firsthand. You think I should apologize?”

“Of course, you should, Adara.”

“I have saved her years, maybe decades of wasted life.”

“You believe that, don’t you?”

“I do. Caity, if she had half an artistic bone in her body, she would have accepted my constructive criticism.”

“You think that was constructive?”

“Mostly. The main point I made was that she should have waited for an interesting shadow. She couldn’t handle it because she had never heard a negative thing in pampered life.”

“I’m not sure I can be friends with someone that blind to reality,” Cailin said.

Adara no longer thought of her as a friend, so the loss was only of unlikely future party invitations. “You are welcome to join the rest that abandoned me.”

“Is that what this is? You feel abandoned and you are taking it out on that poor girl?”

“No. I’m dedicated to truth at all costs. Speaking of which, Jim’s cheating on you with Gina.”

“What?” 

“Everyone knows. We all stay silent because we don’t want to hurt you.”

“Fuck you.” Caitlin spat as she hung up. 

The light was fading outside when Adara picked up the tube of black paint and drew a long line across the palette. The blue tube left a few dabs next to the line. The white formed a bracketing line. The brush began to move, mixing the gradient, making the raw materials for the beast inside her that needed to be set free. She painted well past midnight, not much more than the shape of things to come superimposed on the colorful scene.

She washed her brushes and palette, the ghost in the mirror tempting her to look up. TJ liked what he saw, mostly. Old times were never as good as remembered, but this had been close. She turned away and put the tools of her art where they belonged. She fell into bed and sleep came quickly.

Each day added a layer, her left hand struggling to reach beyond its capabilities and always falling short of Adara’s desperate hopes.
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“HEY GIRL, HOW ARE YOU doing?” Alan set the grocery bags down and busied himself putting things away.

“Caitlin told you,” Adara said after she divined the subtlety of his inquiry.

“Like I care about anyone but you.”

“I’d rather you took their side. I know it was wrong. I just couldn’t help myself.”

“Adara, you were never the queen of tact. Why would you go out with him anyway?”

“Free meal.”

“How did that work out?”

“Pretty good. I hooked up with TJ,” she said, hiding her shame. Alan stopped what he was doing and just stared at her. “Don’t you dare give me that judgy look.”

“You going back for more?” he asked with concern.

“Fuck that. It was... just a one-time, forgiveness thing.”

“The guy that broke your heart worse than all the others combined,” Alan said. “You forgave him?”

“Got a lot of great paintings out of that heartache. Can I ask you something on a professional level?”

“Sure.”

“Why the fuck did I keep going back to him with how he treated me? I just don’t get it.”

“Sure you want to know?”

“Just don’t give me any ‘daddy issue’ bullshit.”

“Kind of the opposite. We are driven to seek comfort in the familiar, no matter how destructive it is.” He waited for her to absorb and try to make sense of that.

“He was my mother?” she finally asked.

“We get a view of ourselves from the world we grow up in. Yours was dominated by a disapproving, demeaning, belittling mother. You met TJ during your most vulnerable time. You were being showered with praise you weren’t sure you deserved. It was almost inevitable you would seek out anyone that could help confirm the lie in it all. TJ gave you exactly what you felt you needed at that moment.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this back then?”

“I’m not sure I understood the dynamics of it enough and I doubt you would have wanted to hear that the best sex in your life came from an emotionally abusive stand-in for your mother.”

“I guess not. Am I beyond that now?”

“It is far healthier for you to not wrap yourself completely in all the accolades you receive. As bad as this loss has been, it has given you a more realistic view of your talent. Both in how amazing you used to be and how the true talent is in your mind, not your arm. Holy shit, you finished the wolf,” he said walking around the counter and heading for the painting.

“Not finished, but it won’t get much better.”

“Don’t you ever quit your day job,” he said. “I see the struggles with the fur, but the eyes are perfect.”

“Don’t stroke me. It’s ten percent as good as I was.”

“Twenty-five, at least. Proves to me it is only a matter of time before you are all of the way back.”

“Peter says it could go for a hundred because it will be the first left-handed one. I doubt he’ll still believe that when he sees it.”

“How different is your signature?”

“Haven’t tried it. I never sign before I’m done tweaking.”

“I brought super spicy Thai. You want to share that or should I make something else?”

“Just a little, I had lunch at Carrie’s,” Adara said.

“Let me guess, vegan jambalaya.”

“Close. She’s thinking about going back for her master's degree. I think she wants to borrow money but didn’t come out and ask for it.”

“If you’re writing checks, you owe me about twelve hundred for groceries.”

“I thought you were doing it out of the kindness of your heart.” He just looked at her. “Tell you what, I will give you half of what this one sells for.”

“Don’t tease me.” He brought her the plate and sat next to her on the couch. “Do you ever want to keep any of the paintings?”

“No. When I’m done with them, I am done. Like a nice, long, soft-serve turd. Heaven while it is coming out, but I’m not the least bit interested in keeping it.”

“That is disgusting,” he said with a pained chuckle.
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The elevator grinding woke Adara up. It was eight thirty-seven according to the phone standing guard over her bed. She knew who it had to be. The woman had been calling her for the last four days.

“Good morning, Mother,” Adara said opening the door before the perturbed woman could knock.

“I don’t know how you can live like this.” It was the same disapproving rant she delivered every time she visited. Adara went and used the bathroom as the hysteria about the bad neighborhood and worse residents grew to a fever pitch.

“I’m fine Mom, thanks for asking.”

“I see that now. If you answered your phone occasionally, I wouldn’t have to come all of the way down here.” She headed for the large painting in the middle of the room. “This is quite remarkable. The trees are almost there.” Zhila had a unique way of insulting with compliments. “Once you texture the river surface it will look so much better.”

“The river is textured. The trees are done. Did you come to critique my work, or did someone die?”

“Your brother wants me to force you to come back and live in the mansion.”

“That isn’t a mansion. I’ve been to real mansions.”

“Sorry it is no longer up to your lofty standards. Ned is certain you are in far too much danger living here, especially in your... diminished state.”

“And you disagree but wanted to deliver this information in person at great personal hazard?”

“Adara, please come home.”

“This is my home. Has been my home for a long time. The two weeks I spent at your ‘mansion’ after getting out of the hospital was a living hell I will never repeat. Is that all you came here for?”

“Of course not. I wanted to see you and help out if I can.”

“Three days of dishes in the sink. Have at it if you remember how.”

She harrumphed at the insult and went to the kitchen. “There is only a bowl and a fork.”

“Yup, three days’ worth. Pace yourself, I know how easily you tire.”

“Are you not eating?”

“Do I look anorexic?” Adara asked.

“No, you look almost as healthy as when you stayed with us.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“Your sister has separated again,” she said, changing the subject and walking away from the dirty dish. No chance she would risk her manicure on such a menial task.

“Big surprise. I knew it when she brought him home to meet us and he hit on me. Why someone like that gets married I’ll never understand.”

“It isn’t cheating this time. He went to Vegas and lost half their savings.”

“I guarantee there was at least one stripper involved in the loss. It was his savings to lose since she hasn’t worked a day in her pampered life.” Adara realized that some of the hostility she had pointed at the young photographer was because she reminded her of her younger sister.

“Don’t be jealous of her, she—”

“Jealous? You seriously must be joking. I would rather spend every day of my life painting shitty trees left-handed than walking a single step in her narcissistic shoes. I’ve pitied her ever since I learned what the word meant.”

“Don’t be like that.”

Adara sighed. “Just leave. You don’t want to be here, I don’t want you here, you bring nothing but bad karma with you.”

“That’s what I get for offering my help.”

“No, that’s what you get... never mind. Tell Dad to call me.”

“You have all the forgiveness in the world for him. I’ll just never understand you.”

“Never a truer sentence has ever passed your lips. Goodbye, Mom.” Adara gave her a one-armed hug. “I love you.”

“All evidence to the contrary. I love you too.” Her mother said, her hands at her sides instead of returning the hug. “Please move back. This place is too dangerous.”

“You have had your say, and you are welcome to say ‘I told you so’ if and when I get brutally raped and murdered. Honestly, that would be a delight compared to another day in the ‘mansion’.”

Adara listened to the elevator retreat as she walked over to the window. The large man that had accompanied her mother upstairs opened the door of the limousine for her. She watched the car drive off until it was out of sight. She walked to the painting and raged at the lacking surface of the river. She went back to bed, curled up, and tried to exorcise the hatred the short visit had filled her heart with.
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“HEY, ZACH,” ADARA SAID when her nephew answered his phone.

“Auntie Adara! Are you coming to visit?”

“No... I was just wondering how you were doing.”

“You heard about Mom and Dad?”

“Yeah.”

“It’ll blow over. It always does. Glad I’m away from it at boarding school.”

“Starting to like it there? No more bully problems?”

“The worst one got expelled for cheating.”

“Cool. You need spending money?”

“Not really. Not much to spend it on. I’d rather you visited.”

“Maybe someday. You sure everything is alright?” Adara asked.

“I could use some advice.”

“Girl advice?” Adara asked after some thought.

“Sort of. Hang on.” The phone shifted and she saw him walking through a door into a stairwell.

“You aren’t in class on a Saturday, are you?” 

“No, just playing Go with some friends.”

“Go is that game with the stones?”

“It’s a lot harder than chess.”

“I bet. I remember when I used to beat you at chess. Then you turned seven.”

“You let me win a few times before that. Have you talked to Mom?” he asked.

“No. She’s sent me to voicemail a few times and hasn’t called me back.”

“She wants me to come home to stay permanently after the holidays.”

“Back to public school?”

“Probably Catholic School.”

“You definitely don’t want that. I’d talk to her, but she would likely do the opposite of what I recommended.”

“Mom said you’re painting again.”

“Trying. Never give up what you love, unless of course it’s a girl and she wants you to give her up. Nobody likes a creepy stalker.” He was silent. “What’s her name?” He didn’t answer. “His name?”

“It’s a her, I just...”

“She doesn’t know you like her. You’re afraid she’ll laugh at you if you let your feelings be known. Have you talked to her about anything?” He shook his head. “Not even school stuff? I’ll give you the short answer. She doesn’t like you. She probably never will. She likes the bigger, older, more popular boys. They all do. I certainly did. It’s genetic, just like you prefer the prettiest with the big boobs. Tell me something you like about her that doesn’t have anything to do with how she looks.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You haven’t had a conversation with her, so you couldn’t possibly know anything about her except physical traits.”

“She’s smart.”

“Good grades? Those don’t mean much. Smart is taking what they teach you and applying it to the real world. None of you have a clue what the real world even is. You thought I’d tell you what to say to her that will make her like you and want to have your babies?” He laughed and shook his head. “The people that are admired before a lengthy conversation are the ones that are liked for physical appearance. You could head into the gym and start pumping iron and in a few years, girls might like you for how big your biceps are. Is that what you want?”

“I just...” He trailed off.

“You just want to understand where you fit in?” she guessed. He looked up. “I have never fit in, anywhere. I’m the last person that could tell you how to do that. You were always a cute kid, but I’m biased. You’re growing in odd directions now, dealing with random pimples and urges. I used to look at boys and I was so thankful I didn’t have to go through what you did. I’ll take the unexpected bleeding and cramps every single day over the awkwardness of being a powerless boy as he tries to become a man. I love you, Zach. I wish I could give you all the secrets and help you cast the magic spell that makes her like you. It won’t happen. It will be a long, painful slog through insecurity and indecision. On the other side of that though is a wonderful place to be.”

“How long will that take?”

“Only another fifteen or twenty years,” she said.

He sighed heavily. “I wish I was born a girl.”

“No, you don’t. Trust me, it is a thousand times worse for us, especially after you get through the awkward years. I want you to picture a guy you hate. I want you to think about how it would feel if you knew he desperately wanted to have sex with you. He didn’t care about you as a person, he just sees you as a hole to put his thing in. Disgusting, right?” Zach nodded. “That’s most men for me. Walking down the street, in the grocery store, at the museum. Everywhere I go, I see them leering at me and I know they just see the hole they want to fill. They start calculating what they can say or do to get that. This is what you will become, Zach. You can’t help it. It is built into your genetic heritage. Humanity would have died out long ago if that wasn’t true. You know how disgusting sex must have been back before people showered daily?” She made a funny face and he laughed. “They still managed to overpopulate the Earth despite war, famine, and plagues before the invention of indoor plumbing. That takes some seriously uncontrollable hormonal drives.”

“I don’t want to be like that.”

“You don’t have any choice. What you do have is the ability to take that impulse, that uncontrollable desire, and turn it into something good. You want to tell her she is beautiful because you think compliments are the golden ticket to between her legs. You want to buy her gifts because she likes being spoiled. You hold the door, buy her food, give her compliments, and basically do whatever you can because she controls access to the thing you think you need most. What if you were to give her these things, but then expect nothing in return for them?” 

“Nothing in return?” he asked. 

“Nothing.”

“Why would I do it then?”

“Because it would make her happy.” She could see him wondering what would make him happy if he got nothing back. “What if making others happy made you happy?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will someday.”

“Mom said you wanted to kill yourself,” Zach said.

“I’m way too selfish to ever do that. I just didn’t know what I would do for the rest of my life. My art was so dependent on that one body part. Like a singer’s voice, or a director’s eyes. If I were an actress, or a dancer, or even a graphic artist, the loss of a limb might have been negligible.”

“That’s right, you could do it on the computer.”

“No, I can’t. You see, painting is what I do. It is the texture and the smell and the sight of the colors blending and sliding across the canvas. My earliest memories were doing that with my fingers. It is my first love, my only love. I need it as much as I need air to breathe, more than I need food. Without it, I am dead, whether or not I continue walking around being a pain in the ass to the people I love.”

“I was never good with art or music.”

“Playing games is an art. Do you always play it the same way, or do you try to think of better ways?”

“Go requires a certain level of unpredictability.”

“Exactly. Art.”

“I never thought of that. Are men really that bad?”

“Most are. The thing is, I like being desired, pursued, and even lusted after. The important part is it must be someone I want to be desired by. The problem is, the men don’t know which of them I desire, so they all feel the need to try to find out. I was at a party a few weeks ago and most of them tried. It didn’t matter how old, fat, or ugly they were. They all thought they had a chance because my missing arm made me less than what I was. Some thought their charm would win me over. Others thought their money could buy me. Sense of humor, some even try to neg me, thinking my insecurity about my handicap would make me want to convince them I was desirable. One guy became so obsessed a few years ago that I had to go to the police about him. Luckily, that is exceedingly rare.”

“What makes you... ‘choose’ them?”

“A lot of things, and it changes with my moods. The most important thing is whether or not they listen to me and like what I am saying. How do I know they are listening to me?”

“They look at you when you’re talking?”

“Good, what else?”

“I don’t know. They... smile when you say something funny?”

“Emotional reactions are good. What else?”

“I don’t know,” he said after some fruitless contemplation.

“They ask questions to show they’re interested in what I’ve said and want to know more.”

“Oh. What if I’m not interested in what she said?”

“Then she isn’t the girl for you.”

“Oh.”

“Doesn’t have to be everything she says. What you must do is find things that are of common interest. She probably won’t like chess or Go, but there may be games she does like. You won’t like fashion or makeup talk, but what about movies and TV?”

“I don’t watch much.”

“Does she?”

“I don’t know.” He was quiet for a while. “How do I find out without being a creepy stalker?”

“Good question. A better question is what would she be watching that you would be interested in? Remember, you are looking for common interests.”

“Most TV is stupid.”

“I agree. Do you know a lot of reality shows are just real-life games? Well, maybe not real-life, but approximations.”

“Those are dumb.”

“I agree. Maybe watch them and think about how you would play the game and figure out how to win.”

“Getting kicked off the island first would be winning for me. They eat all kinds of nasty stuff.”

“Survivor probably isn’t your best game, but how about the dating shows? Maybe you’ll learn something about what girls like.”

“I thought doing that manipulating stuff was bad.”

“No. Expecting something back is what is bad.”

“What is the point then?”

“I’m not sure that is something I can explain to you. You just have to experience it for yourself.”

“Just do things for her and give her stuff for no reason?”

“You are doing it to make her happy. Don’t do it just for her. Do it for everyone in your life.”

“Even the bullies?”

“Maybe. Bullies are usually afraid of being isolated, so they try to control who is in the group. The kids he allows in his group are afraid of becoming his target, so they play his game. You are nice to him, he still ostracizes you, but in the back of his mind he knows he doesn’t have power over you anymore.”

“Is that like Jesus and forgiveness stuff?”

“Something like that. More like ‘do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’ That’s the golden rule and it came before Christianity. The important thing is to be nice to everyone. Be helpful. Be kind. Be grateful.”

“Is that how you became so popular?”

“No. And I don’t think it was my talent either.”

“What do you think I should do? With her?”

“Set your sights lower. Pick the ugliest girl and talk to her. She’ll appreciate it. I can see that idea is the last thing you want to do.”

“They’ll all make fun of me.”

“Because they ‘know’ you can get the pretty girl? No. Because they want you to be alone like them? Probably. What is their motivation? You don’t have to kiss the ugly girl. Just be nice to her. Be nice to all the girls. Be their friend. Make them feel valuable. It costs you nothing but time.”

“What if the ugly girl thinks I want to be more than friends?”

“Isn’t that the same way the pretty girl you like would think about you? It’s all a game. Learning to play a game with ever-changing rules is why this time of your life is going to suck ass. Then you have to go out there and work for a living to provide for a family and it’s going to suck even more.”

“Dad is always working.”

“And playing,” she said without thinking. “I mean he likes his job, it is fun for him, so it is like playing.”

“I know you meant he cheats on Mom. She rants about it all the time, telling me I should never be like that.”

“Good lesson to learn, but she shouldn’t put you in the middle of that.”

“Do you think I’ll be good-looking
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