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LAND OF STONE 

––––––––

As always, Giselle shows up fifteen minutes late, unflurried, with unapologetic nonchalance. Operating under the assumption that punctuality is optional, she is the quintessential free spirit whose self-absorption would, I swear, try the patience of a saint. It only takes a glance to suspect that Giselle isn’t her real name. A statuesque woman in her early fifties with flaming orange hair so unnatural as to suggest a tropical bird or one of those iridescent fish found, if not in tanks, only in the southern hemisphere, her whole appearance hints paradise. What she lacks in talent she compensates for in theatricality and style, aspirant to greatness.

We’re working on her animal collection. Together, sitting hunched in concentration at my living room coffee table, painstakingly, she traces the contours of a photograph of her spaniel, a technique she remembers fondly from elementary school. Last week she painted a lizard in pastels, which came out quite realistically, and the week before a frog whose bulging eyes bear an uncanny resemblance to periscopes. Sometimes, like tonight, she comes with take out from Ichiban or Tangiers on Farmington Avenue. Toward the end of the session, I serve cheese and crackers, make us martinis, and open a bottle of wine for dinner. I get the raw end of the deal, since she always asks me to pay my share of her contribution while the booze is on the house. She takes my half off what she owes for the hour’s session. This sort of thing can undermine a relationship, professional or otherwise.

Henri, sphinxlike, perches atop a plant stand, looking down upon us with big glass eyes, the tip of his tail twitching. Upon his arrival, just three years ago, with one swipe he swatted off the majolica vase he found to be in his way. Landing on the rug and rolling to its final resting place intact, I took this as a sign that the spot, thus claimed, should be reserved for his exclusive use. Only mildly interested in us, he sniffs the air to express he detects food and is starving. While I teach, famished or not, Henri must wait. 

While I mix martinis in the kitchen, Giselle carefully blends golds and browns to fill in the outline of her dog, Geraldine, whose name, she inadvertently blurts, appears on her birth certificate—a mystery to be unraveled in that. She calls something to me from the living room, which I can’t for the life of me make out, so I step back out where I can lip read if need be.

“What do you think I should title this composition? It’s good enough to add to my portfolio, don’t you think?”

“How about Dog?” I suggest and leave her to ponder the implications.

I return with a plate of English cheddar, the cocktail shaker and two glasses held by the stems. 

“Oh, goodie,” she says, jumping up to take the plate from my hand. She looks at her work with complete satisfaction. “You don’t think Dog a trifle flat?”

“It encapsulates the subject.”

“Well yes, but that’s like you naming one of your pieces Rock.”

Rather than debate the point, I pour.

“I called your friend. What’s-her-name.”

I struggle to recall whose number I gave her, and more to the point, why.

“You know. The one who organizes exhibits.”

“Oh, right.” I’d been foolish enough to mention Norah’s art gallery on Sisson Avenue. “How did that go?” Norah puts herself out for referrals from me. This one will take some explaining. 

“I mailed her some samples from my portfolio.”

“Good luck with that,” I say mordantly. Giselle rarely picks up on undertone, which, on the whole, might be for the best. Meanwhile, my idea of humor helps me survive her weekly raids.

Over dinner, tonight sushi from Tangiers, she looks around at my sculptures, on plinths, tucked behind plants, bold as you please on side tables, accent tables, crowded in window alcoves, jostling on any and all surfaces. 

“How weird,” she says. 

“Weird?”

“I sometimes feel they’re alive.”

“Well, that’s curious,” I say thinking this might be the start of an interesting conversation. “So do I.”

“Just as Geraldine is no less herself in my rendering than she is in person. Don’t you think?”

Never having had the pleasure, evasively I take a bite of salad. So much for being on the same wave length. After dinner, Giselle settles onto the sofa with her glass of wine while I trudge back and forth to the kitchen with dirty dishes and stack them in the sink. A drip from the leaky tap splashes onto the top plate. When I rejoin her, she is studying her tracing with the utmost concentration. I sit wearily beside her.

“I’m beat,” I say. 

“This wine is good. Any left?”

I consider my options, which seem few. Suddenly an inspiration. “You won’t believe it but I spilled the bottle when I cleared. It went straight down the drain.”

She looks at me penetratingly then calls my bluff. “You’re right. I don’t believe you. Just a teensy bit more?” she pleads. 

Trying very hard not to storm, or worse, flounce, my patience eroding by the minute, I refill her glass, but not before pouring off most of what remains into my own and stashing it in the refrigerator. By eleven she is gone and I’m in a mood. I stack the dishwasher, remove my wine from the fridge and begin my nightly perambulations. I move into the hallway then the living room and finally the dining room, my hands tracing the silky, smooth marble, alabaster and agate. They are cold or warm to the touch based on any number of factors, and sometimes I throw sheets over those that are restless so they can sleep. Each stone once called to me; like falling in love, there was nothing to be done, unable to resist the magnetic attraction that drew me. I didn’t precisely hear them hollering—“Over here, Roxanna. Over here!” but you get the picture. They each hold a place in my history, memorializing former selves, some best forgotten. 

Somewhere along the line I crossed over, earlier incarnations and phases outlived—long gone. Yet the ghosts linger, restive and mutinous, intent upon having their say. Artifacts or relics, you could argue a mob or assemblage I created in out-of-body inspiration I can no longer lay claim to. They sit, accusingly, in their appointed places throughout the house in a sort of communion with the past and its glories. I assume the most impossible of contortions as I try, simultaneously, to bring back and beat back who I used to be.

The titles are dead giveaways. “Death Comes to Bliss,”—college histrionics, “Wishful Thinking,”—a sculpture to this day that amounted to nothing, “Amorphous,”—another non-starter, “Fire,” “Air,” and “Water”—a stab at the elements, “A Farewell to Arms,”—my take on Venus de Milo, “Golden Sunshine,”­—abstract hope, “Damsel in Distress,”—me at forty. 

I don’t feel things as deeply as I once did. Perhaps this is nature’s way of preparing us for rigor mortis; looking back, I spent my days upstaging myself in ever and ever greater acts of brilliancy until it all came crashing down—and here I am surrounded by evidence that such a life was once mine. All around me, they sit in judgment. Some of them glower, are baleful, others simper, and there are the gloaters. Some scowl, a few bask, and one or two of them positively luxuriate. There are some I want to knock off their pedestal. How could they believe their time so lasting? 

I have favorites, and if one of those sells, I cry as though watching it being lowered into the ground. For just over ten years, the decade of my thirties to early forties, I found my stride; it could even be argued that for a while I had what could be described as a career. The sculptures sold for some years, were shown in galleries, there were even a spate of museum exhibits. I acquired patrons who purchased enough pieces to satisfy my vanity. I don’t know what became of those, but I have pictures in an album to attest to their existence. 

Along came Finn Cage and everything turned on its head. Sometimes I ask myself if I kept his name out of a perverse desire to live up to it, and a fine job I’ve done. Roxanna Cage. It has a certain ring. Or maybe I just couldn’t stand the return of Roxanna Bliss with all her ideals crowding back in.

In the dining room, I catch a glimpse of “Flame” pushed out of view behind a shedding Boston fern. My last sculpture before I lost heart, gave up, and shoved the unfinished piece into a corner. It has sat there collecting dust ever since. I kneel and wipe off the accumulation of dried leaves and muck, residue of neglect I haven’t had the heart to face. I inch it out by pulling hard on the rug. Then I drag out the winch from the studio, and carefully elevate the stone until it is just a shade above the deep windowsill upon which I lower it. I began the infernal thing in revelatory meltdown in the worst days of my marriage. I must have known more than I knew, for I see in retrospect the embodiment of the beginning and the end, figures cleaving, or coming together depending on your outlook. Nothing much got past me back then but the truth. The flames of love go up in flames. Humor is compulsory if you hope to get over yourself. 

Sleepy and finding my wine glass somehow empty, I make my way upstairs and get into bed. Their time now, nighttime, they come into their own; on native soil, they whisper, murmur, so sibilant you might mistake them for the wind curling through chinks in the loose window panes. I imagine them scheming, switching places, assuming new poses, coupling, squabbling. Matter through which I interpreted the world, witnesses without whom nothing means a thing. I have let them down. Their disappointment is palpable, and though I share their opinion of me, on the whole, I could do without being reminded every single day. 

The following day two lessons are on my calendar. My neighbor, Violet, a widow of seventy-four, whose enthusiasm surpasses her ability, comes at eleven in the morning, and in the afternoon, there’s Chaz. Violet stays for lunch. A revolving door of lost souls whose expectation of being fed seems a force I am powerless to resist. Violet draws flowers, not delicate or finely realized, but splashy blooms, phallic stamen, drooping petals. I suggest techniques that help develop the work, but avoid judgment, which subtracts freedom and joy from creativity. I don’t fool myself I shape future Picassos. Who am I to strip anyone of hope, being great not the objective in the first place. Only the few experience the trials and tribulations, highs and lows, transports and rock bottoms that go hand in hand with the truly gifted. The rest of us want to find something that matters and be lifted into that elusive thing called transcendence. 

We sit at the kitchen table, delicate April sunshine streaming into the room. For Violet, I bring out my translucent Belleek teacups. She likes sweet pickles and honeyed tea, which today accompany egg salad sandwiches cut into quarters with the crusts removed.

“Any bites?” she asks.

She often asks me this. I don’t sell much these days, instead, getting by on art lessons, the divorce settlement and my dwindling savings account. 

“Well,” I say, “from time to time my friend Norah suggests an exhibit.”

“Do it,” she says and claps her hands together. “What’s stopping you?” 

I make a face and shake my head in a sort of forget it way.

“You can’t go on like this,” she says. “I’ve found a way forward without Lou. If I hadn’t, what would there be to look forward to but a nursing home and then the morgue?”

Gallows humor is her specialty, and I know she hopes to raise a laugh, and so I oblige, while shaking my head to register I disagree with her assessment of her future. 

A petite woman with long white hair tied in a ponytail and smoker lines on her upper lip, she exudes a spirit of rediscovery in contrast to her life of hard drinking and brawling with her late husband, Lou. Now that he rests for all eternity in Saint James Cemetery, she’s turned to God, sworn off the Demon Rum, and reformed, a respectable widow in every sense. What point, she once asked me, upholding old vices once the wherefore is gone. And there’s her future with her daughter to consider. Amends made and love restored, she’s devoted herself to her two grandchildren, to harmony and quiet restitution. This includes what she owes herself, and is why she comes to me twice a week. Her paintings, framed, adorn her house, stack upon stack gather dust on any number of shelves, and a few grace my walls. 

She tells me stories that make the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Impossible to reconcile the sweet widow with the heller she once was.

“If only I’d known you then,” I say with a laugh.

“Yours was a lunatic in his own right.”

I find this hard to dispute.

“Men worth having, eh?” Violet says with a wink.

That bit I don’t get but smile as though I couldn’t agree more. 

“Who needs house-trained when you can have a sinner?” she says with a wink.

When I think about Finn I want to die. Putting him aside is no less necessary to survival than the oxygen I breathe. Something of this must communicate itself to Violet because she places her hand on mine and rests it there a moment.

“It was different for you, wasn’t it?”

I shrug.

“There’s a lot you don’t say. Maybe you keep it locked inside so you can use it in your work.”

While I’ve long held the theory that something vital dies when you release creative energy in talk, in reality this has failed me. Nowadays whether I talk or don’t talk, sculpting eludes me. I worked before Finn, and for our short time turmoil acted as a catalyst before I gave up sculpting for all it revealed, a sacrifice he neither asked I make nor cared that I did. Afterwards I crashed and burned. I loved a man whose enthusiasms came and went, while mine stayed steady. Believing we would ride out a rocky start, I waited in confidence, and in vain. I threw over sculpting for nothing—and I don’t know how to find my way back. Mere caprice, I went the way of everything that Finn told himself he wanted, and found he didn’t. A postscript in the making, obsolescent, turned to stone.

Violet is looking at me with kindliness. “Honey, you need to let go. You’re deep, and you fell for a man who isn’t. Now me and Lou, we lasted ‘cause we neither of us ran deep. Why torture yourself over a man like Finn?”

“I ask myself how he could just turn the way he did. I could barely get up in the morning.”

“That’s not the question, hon, the question is how to put him behind you.”

“You’re not shallow, Violet.”

“Sure I am. Those whose souls run deep as a baby pool are unaware of it. It just so happens I am,” she says with a raspy laugh. 

“If he just left, I don’t know—needed something different. But no. It had to be someone else.”

“It always is. Honor or some other damn thing no man can pull off.” 

I slump. “More tea?”

She pushes her cup and saucer forward. “Don’t mind if I do.”

I spend the afternoon sitting by the dining room window staring at “Amorphous,” asking myself if I’m in the right frame of mind to figure out what’s in there. I once saw something hidden in the stone and began the long process of chiseling to release it, but somewhere along the way, it slipped out of view. Maybe another day. I’m avoiding what’s really on my mind—“Flame.” I shove “Amorphous” from its dominant position on the south side dining room windowsill, and with some difficulty, push Flame into its place so it catches the sun. My hand strays over the jagged, exploratory and unfinished edges. I transfer it to the trolley that serves to transport stone and wheel it to the studio, a small converted sunroom off the living room. Tentatively, I begin to chip the stone, trying to tap what had begun to take shape before the unfolding of the intervening years found their way in. Chaz is due at four. I’m still in the studio when the front doorbell rings, and checking my watch, surprised at the time, I wipe my hands on my pant legs and hurry to the front door. 

Chaz stands on the doorstep with an uncertain smile on his face. I quickly see why. The street of tightly packed houses, dating from the turn of the 20th century, is lined with parked cars as far as the eye can see. Though my driveway is long, I share it with my neighbor, and if students park there, they block the way in or out. To park nearby, unless you happen to be lucky, requires double-parking, which means you’re not only at risk for being ticketed or towed, but getting scraped, so most students park several blocks away and walk. Not Chaz. He has taken to parking at the very entrance to the shared driveway, obstructing the sidewalk and blocking the neighbors, who have called me, irate, on more than one occasion. When I see that he is parked there yet again, I tell him to pull all the way in, just outside my garage. I don’t offer this as a rule as it leads to untold backing in and out.

When he returns, he carries under his arm a stretched canvas and holds a case containing supplies. The day is blustery and as I open the door, it slams inward, and catches my knee. Limping, I lead Chaz into the living room where he begins to unpack. A blank canvas is laid on the coffee table, never a good sign. 

“I appreciate your letting me park in the driveway.”

I stand there rubbing my knee. 

A typical session with Chaz, who hankers for romance, and fails time and again to find anything lasting, goes like this. He talks at length about his current infatuation, as it happens someone he works with named Joan. His breathless and strangled accounts border on incoherent, the repetitious theme of love gone belly up; knocked down more times than you can count, his hope remains undimmed. He prepares a sketch, erases it, another canvas produced from his case, he begins anew. Portraiture is his specialty and despite a hint of malice or sentimentality revealed in twisted lips or cartoonish dewy eyes, Chaz isn’t half bad. When he can lay his hands on a photograph of his subject, he uses it as inspiration, and on occasion, asks me to pose, which as a matter of principle, I refuse. At sixty-seven, his string of ill-fated relationships a mystery to him, he gazes soulfully at his work in progress. In a baggy t-shirt and stained pants too loose for his spare frame, his hair standing up like Astroturf, he could be mistaken for an indigent. 

Regaling me with an excruciating account of his love for Joan, whose picture from a work gathering he waves in front of me, I resist the urge to walk out of the room, clearing my throat and shifting restlessly in my seat to curtail the monologue. Finally, he catches on and tapers off. Though I’ve rehearsed what I’m about to say, I hold back out of, I don’t know, a combination of cowardice and sparing feelings.

“What’s up?” he asks. “Something on your mind?”

I gather my resolve.

“There is something I’ve been meaning to say.”

He looks at me with thinly veiled terror as though, like his platoon of lady friends, I intend to boot him out of my life. I lean forward in a way designed to reassure but his eyes bulge.

“You need to get at...how to put this?—the essence of what it is you’re trying to express. I can help with technique but we’ve only got an hour.” 

My speech taking on a life of its own, carefully prepared sentences misspoken in a haltering croak, I somehow omit the crucial qualifier: expand beyond your most recent squeeze for material—and on a personal note, for God’s sake stop subjecting me to your romance of the moment. He looks at me knowingly to indicate he gets my drift, the message between the lines, the next words coming out of his mouth putting paid to that.

“How about back-to-back sessions, two hours instead of one?”

I grow lightheaded at the thought. Art might be therapeutic but not therapy. A cut-rate shrink I am not. “I think it best if you flesh out your image before you come.” An unfortunate choice of words, he smiles—or perhaps leers is a better way of putting it.

“You mean I should be painting nudes?”

“I believe we’re at cross-purposes.” 

He looks a little less sure of himself.

“I’m not talking nudes. I’m talking about preparation. And another thing. Try varying your subject. I’m not being paid to listen to you, and I sure don’t want to hear you moon over Joan or Carol or Melissa or whoever for two solid hours. Our hour is over, Chaz, and what do we have to show for it?” 

He looks as though he might break down. After I worked so hard to soft-shoe, driven to the brink, I’ve gone and blurted out, in a fit of pique, what I had to say. Romeo is stricken. I resist offering him another piece of advice. You wonder why no one sticks around—shut up about yourself, why don’t you?

“I see.” He stands abruptly, stuffing his unused brushes and paints into his case. “Knowing how you feel, I won’t intrude upon you further. I fear our professional relationship is at an end.”

While he waits for me to protest, I decide he is one student I can afford to lose and hold my breath, wishing he would just vanish. At the door, he looks back. 

“I’ll be honest with you,” he says tragically. I stay put, creating as much distance as I can between us. “You’ve been very hurtful.” With a flourish, he opens the front door and sweeps out. I watch him as he lumbers down the steps and ambles down the driveway before I latch the door behind him. 

I’m too shook up to return to “Flame.” Some sensitivities, skin deep, sap common sense. If Chaz can’t take a little advice what chance does he stand? I try to put it out of my mind. After dinner as I sit down with a book, the phone rings.

“Roxanna,” Chaz says breathlessly. “I didn’t know I was being such a bloody bore.”

I freeze, knowing he’s offering me a chance to retract what I said but I don’t take the bait.

“And here’s the thing. I’ve done some thinking. We’ve spoken our minds. Laying it on the line, that’s the ticket.”

This surprises me. Incumbent upon me to say something, anything—all I seem able to summon is, “Uh-huh.”

“I fear I’ve trespassed on your kindness.”

“Well – um,” I sputter.

“What a self-absorbed windbag I seem to be.”

He waits. In the silence, I can tell he still expects reassurance. 

“I’d like to continue working with you.”

As I think about this for some moments, I sense him waiting with bated breath. All right, so he’s annoying, but he’s also harmless and sad. It happens I need the money and, despite his relentless monologues, like most of my students, he’s lost in some way. The old adage it takes one to know one may account for my roster of pupils. They found me; I found them, what’s the difference?

“Okay,” I repeat.

“Is that some involuntary reflex, or an affirmative?”

“Affirmative. But my position stands. Come prepared. Stop filling me in on your love life. And no more asking me to pose. I’m not some paid model.”

“Got it.”

“And another thing. Park on the road.”

“Roger.”

I hate endings, and this breakthrough, nothing short of extraordinary, I hang up feeling better. 

Humoring someone for whom self-deception is the air they breathe is not my strong suit. Case in point—Finn. Everyone warned me off him but I knew better. Smooth, urbane and beautiful, I was putty in his hands. God knows what he saw in me. In those days when asked to describe my work I said foolish things. “I animate the inanimate,” or worse yet, “stone becomes form through a propulsion of its own.” Yeah, yeah – what was I trying to prove? When asked to make sense of such nonsense, tongue-tied, I made things worse by piling on more garbled rot. “The stone speaks for itself,” or “I’m merely the medium,” whereupon I shrugged and sidled away. 

Against my better judgment, yet trying to gain a foothold in the art world, I occasionally went to my friend Norah’s parties where just the right contacts could be made, or so she told me. I dragged myself into the city and tried to make the right impression. I wore black dresses or clumped in wearing combat boot, tights and some seductive number the rest of me was at pains to contradict—you know—I may look sexy but I am completely unaware of it. Put on the spot—a scenario I dreaded, time and again Norah put some penetrating question to me, whereupon I babbled. The deafening silence with which my words were received would knock the wind out of anyone. 

Just under ten years ago, making just such a senseless speech at a small gathering at Norah’s loft in TriBeCa, I felt a pair of eyes, just within the periphery of my vision, trained on me. When I caught his eye, convinced I was making a complete ass of myself, I broke away and made a beeline for the kitchen to refill my glass, whereupon he appeared in my path as though to head off the party drunk. Had he noticed I was, in fact, onto my third, fortifying myself to endure yet another hour of terrifying conversation before I could decently excuse myself? 

“Allow me,” he said trickling a splash into my glass.

I looked at the wine taste measure. “Do I know you?” I said reaching beyond him, seizing the bottle by the neck and pouring a full glass.

“No. But I hope to rectify that.” 

“And you think cutting me off is a good icebreaker?” Too much wine and near-anonymity activated fearlessness that made me reckless. 

“You seem kind of...in need of...something.” 

“Yeah, it’s called a drink. If you’ll excuse me,” I said trying to edge past him. Even plunging back into the fray was looking good to me, or at least I put on a pretty good show of wanting to return.

He grabbed me by the arm. I shook him off. What choice did I have but to take offense at his assessment?

“As pickup lines go, telling someone they seem in need is a nonstarter.”

“In my book, need is the impetus of discovery. To find is the end of the journey. What is there then?”

I paused. I was starting to drift into his territory. Innuendo in everyday vernacular, he waited to see if I would decode his system of seduction dressed up as ennui, or take it at face value. I decided to give him a run for his money. 

“Starting,” I said. “Material. Otherwise it’s you and more you. And speaking from experience, without a little stimulation, what goes on in your own head can get a little repetitious.”

“Do you disagree with everything as a matter of principle?”

“Only when I don’t agree. If it’s validation you’re after, find someone else to talk to. You’re wasting your breath on me.”

He looked at me closely, clearly amused. His vulnerability detecting radar had led him straight to me, while I lacked a corresponding transmitter to warn me off. I could, of course, have taken as my cue his idea of conversation and excused myself, got lost – which is one way of putting what happened to me anyway. 

“Talking to anyone else would be a waste of my time, and I’m not in the mood.”

“Oh? What are you in the mood for?”

He smiled guilelessly, while everything about him spoke contrivance. In tight black jeans, cut low, revealing the swell of his hip bones, paired with a white dress shirt, unbuttoned at the neck and also worn tight—he was sexy as all get out. His hair cut short, a mustache and beard so sparse as to suggest a five o’clock shadow, there wasn’t much about him that wasn’t designed for maximum impact. You get the idea. One of those guys who takes it on faith he’s irresistible. Since this was getting interesting, I decided to put to the test just how seriously he wanted to get to know me versus some random female, but the truth was I had no criteria by which to judge.

“Well, then, time to mosey on back to the party, to strut and fret upon the stage.”

“And then heard no more?”

“Ah. Not many people can pull that out of their back pocket.”

“I live in New York. Shakespeare in the Park doesn’t cost you a dime. Then you can break the bank doing whatever your heart desires.”

As he nudged up the ingratiation scale, I found myself trying to hear what he wasn’t saying. 

“You’re telling me two things at once, aren’t you? Which one is it?” 

“A tale told by an idiot. Signifying nothing.”

I laughed. “I’ve never trusted disclaimers. What are they really but retractions after the fact?”

“The way I look at it, two things can be true at once.” 

“I can’t argue with that.”

“Phew. Consensus.”

For a moment, the tension lifted as he seemed to lose his train of thought or his interest maybe. Banter seemed his stock in trade, and I suddenly had the feeling that shared outlook, a kind of intimacy, imperiled what might be if what we had in common became our object, or we found ourselves agreeing on everything. I tried on light-heartedness—something everyone seemed able to pull off but me. Truth told, at this point, it didn’t matter what got said—I was in. And though I sensed danger, I’d wandered in too deep to find my way back. Nothing but the promise of the moment held the least sway, content to be what I wasn’t, letting go of all the soul-searching that defined me, and with it, my understanding of other people. 

Pointedly looking around for Norah, whose rise in the art world I found a trifle galling, I made a move as though to join the circle where she stood. Who you know goes a long way, and she had married Clifford Lucas, an established light whose solid reputation and following as a photographer helped launch her. The way I looked at it, whatever luster rubbed off, along with any assistance they might lend in advancing my career stood attending a party or two. But in reality, when not saying the most ridiculous things, I spent my time looking for the first opportunity to excuse myself. Now I had one but I wasn’t about to be run to ground like prey. There were formalities. I put down my drink and dug in my handbag for the card the taxi driver had given me for the return trip. 

“I think I’m gonna split.”

“Really? It’s early.”

“It’s trying to hold up my end of party conversation. I’m an artist; I just can’t be one, if you know what I mean.”

“You haven’t finished your drink.”

“The one I had to fight for? Here,” I said. “Take the fucking drink and pour it down the sink.” This was me trying to hold up my end of light-heartedness, while achieving the exact opposite.

“I think we can rise to better than this, don’t you? How about we give it another shot?” 

I went all hot. A wave of lust traveled directly through me like a missile, and hit the target, smack between my legs.

“You might as well see me off the premises. I have no intention of trying to jawbone another living soul. Not tonight anyway.”

“I’ll see you home. We can share a taxi.”

He took the glass out of my hand, the tips of his fingers brushing against the inside of my wrist. 

“Fair warning. I’m not chaperone material. I’m more your wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

It occurred to me for the first time that I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t hold my liquor. 

“I’m telling you so you get in on the ground floor,” he added.

“I thought we were just sharing a taxi.”

“Eventually we betray ourselves.” 

“So, you’re telling me things may get a little crowded?”

Floored that I hit the nail on the head, he looked at me with something close to hunger, as though I could make him everything he wanted to be. 

“Since we’re issuing warnings here’s mine. I’m not salvation material.”

“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow. Nothing that we are or aren’t matters, you know. We try to change, only to revert, and in any case, we’re all on the same conveyer belt, so what does it matter?”

“You’re only saying that. If you really believed in all that meaninglessness, why try to persuade me of anything?”

I interpreted what was perhaps sophistry or another stab at that blasé thing as wit and style. How could a girl, shitfaced, walk away from someone who found her devastating, whose hip blues she could alleviate by granting so simple a wish? I looked him in the eye for the first time and gave his confession my full attention. His unkempt good looks affectation or not, drew me into that field of gravity thing. And let’s face it—the thought of the taxi ride back to my shoebox on West 45th, with only a surly cab driver for company, seemed as good a reason as any to throw my life away. The electrifying eroticism of his next words dispelled any remaining doubts I had. Provocative and exciting—I fell hard.

“Because,” he said drawing out the two syllables, “there’s every chance you’ll understand. You do, don’t you? Understand?”

I nodded out of sheer lust.

He grabbed my hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Forty-three, old enough to know better, I threw every particle of my being into my undoing. Not only did I tell myself I knew my own mind but his as well, convinced I knew what I was doing. Back at my hotel, we sat in the tiny bar off the lobby. We had the place to ourselves. He urged me to talk, and I found I could express in a real way what I saw in stone, its shapeable reductive quality and responsiveness to my touch. I didn’t know the whys, only the how and he seemed to find the words I groped for. His career in marketing could, he stopped just short of saying, bring about an alignment in more than one way. He told me that what sometimes passed for nihilism in his outlook was really an urge to find something he could care about. Implicit—me. Even though he spoke the truth, everything he thought he wanted was deeply unrealizable, all because he didn’t yet know how ingrained was his nature. 

When the bar closed at two a.m., the bartender chased us out, and we found ourselves standing in the lobby so close we might as well have been in a clinch. As he handed me his card, his eyes sought mine. My only defense, in a state of heightened awareness, stemming, in part, from being hammered – I knew he wanted me. Certain moments live on long after their time has passed, fixed in memory, proof of something so inevitable and fateful any and all resistance is in vain. This is one of mine. We got on the elevator and rode up to my room. I have never been wanted that way before or since. Over the five years of our marriage, I tried any number of stunts to revive that feeling but not one of them took. 

Nightmare scenarios duly played out. I moved to New York and we lived in his apartment in Brooklyn for just under four years, during which I raged at his unexplained absences. I screamed, suffered shell shock and then became lost. When we moved to Hartford where he managed the branch his firm opened, we treated the move as a new beginning but it was already too late. My best work came to me for a time, raw emotion manifested in stone, and then nothing. It wasn’t 1977, but 2000 – well beyond the eras women sacrificed careers in the name of love. I was one of those dopes who thought love conquers all, and made my sacrifice without being asked. When finally, he left, the end he alluded to on that fateful night at Norah’s party had come. I imagined relief but nothing compared. What liberates one person incarcerates another. Finn proved the wrong material. I could move stone—but not Finn.

One morning in late April I wake up like a tightly coiled spring, pent up energy fixed for discharge. I go downstairs in my nightgown. Finn does not once cross my mind as I unlatch the door to my studio, “Flame” awaiting me like a lover. And then he does, his intermittent presence no longer desired, gratuitous now and dying for lack of oxygen. Throughout what remains of April and into May, when not teaching, I chisel, initially only shades of what’s in there taking shape, gradually coming more and more into being. I leave the door unlocked so students can let themselves in, allowing myself to work until the last bitter moment. In overalls, covered in dust, my hair pulled back in a ponytail, I try to help them perfect their vision, the portraits and flowers and animals. Though at the start of the hour I am reluctant to put my own work aside, I become immersed as they explain the context of their paintings. Love, disappointment, hope, and the attempt to give or buy back something priceless that was stolen or thrown away. 

By June a new name comes to me for “Flame.” “Nascence.” The piece is done and has, in fact, become two separate carvings, two figures, one the base, the other to be attached by a rod, floating above. I envision her rising, torn free, yet still in thrall to phantom love. Incompatible souls, locked yet falling away, struggle to free themselves, one from a meaningless entanglement, and the other from defenseless love. I arrange for it to be shipped to New York for polishing, and for the installation of the rod. 

In early July, I take Metro-North to Grand Central to keep my appointment with Sid at the stone warehouse on Vandam Street. I used to do business with him regularly and during that time we became friends, though we eventually fell out of touch. When I call, and tell him I’m back at work, his warmth confirms I’m doing what I’m meant to do. It’s hot, and when I arrive, I’m drenched. He shakes my hand and gazes at me so long, I laugh to relieve my discomfort. 

“You backed the wrong horse,” he says as though I’d put to him the question of Finn’s fitness for married life. 

Wearing old khakis and a T-shirt covered in dust, he takes me into the shop and shows me the polished results of “Nascence.” Veins of gold run through the carnelian, the piece gleams. A rod Sid installed makes the two pieces one. He leaves me. 

The stone is smooth and cool to the touch, luminous, wondrous to my eyes. I stand before the culmination, not simply of physical labor, but the mysterious transaction between me and the stone, and I am moved to tears. In truth, I’m not simply happy, I’m high—what I know to be my masterwork before me, unable to tear my eyes away from this indescribably beautiful thing. I can neither separate myself nor quite account for its existence—yet here it is.

Sid comes back and nods his approval, then makes his second unsolicited equestrian-themed comment. “You’re sure back in the saddle.” 

Again, I laugh. Together we walk to the warehouse and I select two stones, a stunning onyx, and Italian marble. Both rest on their sides, long and narrow as though prone. I see a form hidden within both, and fearing they might get snatched out from under me, I make arrangements for them to be shipped to Hartford, along with “Nascence.”

I take a taxi to 32nd and Park where I meet Norah for lunch at Artisinal. She’s already seated at a table for two by the window. Wreathed in smiles, a Manhattan in hand, she gestures for me to sit as though I don’t know what’s expected of me. I make a face. 

“In Hartford, there are restaurants too,” I say as I take my seat.

She gets the joke and laughs.

“It’s good to see you back in circulation. Hallelujah.” 

Her own marriage having ended a year before mine, she bounced back with apparent ease, and protests that after three years, I should be over Finn. Men, she’s in the habit of telling me, are a dime a dozen, though, I can’t help noticing she has not found a replacement either. 

I order a glass of Bordeaux and we both order salade niçoise.

“So, fill me in. What’s happening?” she says leaning forward. Wearing a new pair of heavy black-framed glasses overwhelming her face, jeans, and a tight white T-shirt, her unruly hair tucked behind her ears, she presents her newest version of the consummate artiste. A sort of chameleon, over the years her ever-changing personas have been hard to keep up with. Last year it was all about black.

“Well, I feel I’ve turned a corner. I just finished a piece.”

“Let’s get you out there again. What do you say to an exhibit? You’ve got a large inventory that will show really well.” 

Norah owns three art galleries, one in Manhattan, one in Hartford where we grew up, and a newly opened one in Boston. She hires staff to run them, showcases her photography and exhibits artists whose work interests her.

“I could share space with Giselle.”

Norah rolls her eyes. “Thanks for sending her my way.”

“She told me she’d been in touch.”

“And never out of touch.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t actually recall giving her your number.” I laugh. “My students are characters.”

“That’s one way of putting it. Diabolical is another word that springs to mind.”

She sips her Manhattan then cups her chin in her hands. “I can’t exhibit her. But she won’t take no for an answer. She leaves me no choice but to tell her she doesn’t have what it takes.”

I feel hurt on Giselle’s part and look away. 

“Anyway, you I will exhibit. I’ll need to come to Hartford to assess the collection.”

“Being good. It isn’t always the point, you know.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s everything.”

“I’m not talking about exhibiting, Norah. At the expense of seeming to encourage the hopeless and beat back the talented, as far as I’m concerned, the creative process isn’t only about finding an audience.”

“Tell Giselle that.”

“Some people are fair game. It’s not right, Norah.”

“In college, we used to make fun of dabblers. Remember?”

“Those days are over. I don’t laugh at people’s hopes. It happens—when things go wrong. Giselle may not be good, but it makes her feel good. That’s what I’m talking about. Art for yourself, not for the world.”

Bemused, Norah looks at me. “Roxanna, I know creativity is the antidote or answer to personal trauma but some people should keep their stuff to themselves. I run a business. I’m not a charity.”

“I’m not talking about showing or promoting work you don’t believe in. Giselle can take up too much air space—I know that. But I draw the line at contempt. Having been on the receiving end, I can tell you it does a number on you.”

We sit there, deliberately avoiding each other’s eye.

“Can I ask you something?” Norah says at length.

“Why? So you can rule it out?” 

As though I haven’t just taken a cheap shot, she asks me her question. “I never really understood why your break up was so traumatic.”

“You know how much I loved him. I even sacrificed sculpting because everything that was going wrong found its way in.”

She shakes her head, conveying in her body language that things like this could only happen to me. I might be a fool, but it wasn’t all I was.

“Finn was just a rogue experimenting with monogamy,” she says with a jaded shrug as though I haven’t just confided how much he meant to me and how much I suffered. 

“That’s exactly the kind of oversimplification I’m talking about. Reducing what I’ve gone through, and bloodlessly analyzing it. It’s...it’s...judgment.”

“I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn.” 

She gestures to our waiter and asks for another Manhattan. When he comes over with a fresh glass on a tray, the contents trembling at the rim and carefully and ceremoniously places it before her, she eyes my empty wine glass. “Want another?”

“All right,” I say and the waiter floats away. Until he returns, a couple of minutes later, we sit silently. When the wine comes, she holds her glass up in a silent toast, and takes a sip. 

Her apology and admission hasn’t put the subject to bed. 

“The truth is he was trying to be something he couldn’t be,” I say.

“I know you don’t want to hear this, but the illicit burns bright for guys like him. When you’re that empty, what can ever fill the void? Nothing sticks, nothing lasts, nothing means a thing except what you don’t have.”

Knowing he himself had intimated that very thing, this time I don’t have an argument and instead start a lamentation. “I gave him everything and he didn’t give a damn.”

“Get a yen for the wrong person and there’s no end to what you won’t do. But I’ll tell you something. He may have dented your ego, but not your talent. It’s there inside you.”

The waiter returns with our salads and the interruption gives me a moment to breathe. We both order another drink, a mistake, without doubt, but how often do I sit in a good French restaurant in New York with an old friend who is prepared to lay it on the line, even though I both fear and crave the truth. 

“Why did it get so bad? I mean, in college guys were falling all over themselves for you. You were—you are great. Why fall hard for someone like Finn?”

“I never felt more wanted. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to get that back.”

“He could have been a mere ripple on the surface of your life.”

“He doesn’t know he wasn’t. I’m not sending him installments of life after Finn.”

“Someone must be.” As soon as she spoke these words she could not retract, her face shut down.

“What? What?” I say.

“Nothing.”

“Norah.”

She inhales deeply, picks up her drink and puts it down untouched. “I thought you knew. New York is a place of open secrets. The thing is.” She stops. “Look, I’m sorry I brought it up.”

I stop eating, trying to inhale deeply but only drawing shallow breaths. “Just tell me.”

“He’s promoting his newest squeeze, a writer by the name of Bethany John. I went to a reading with a friend one night before I knew the lay of the land. I did a pretty good job avoiding him, though I knew he’d seen me. When my friend got in line for an autograph, I stepped outside. Finn came out, smiling, saying he thought it was me. He asked about you, said he’d heard you were teaching dilettantes how to paint.”

“Dilettantes? He actually said dilettantes?”

She nodded.

“And he took satisfaction in this?”

“It’s hard to say. If anything, he was acting concerned.”

“Concerned? Well, fuck him.”

“So anyway, I stood there looking at the sidewalk trying to come up with a one liner that would slay him. In the silence, he said something else.” She stopped. “Should I go on?” 

I glare.

“He said you should stick to painting, because you can walk away from what doesn’t matter. According to Finn that’s all it takes to be free.”

I sit there absolutely petrified.

“I came up with a one liner he’s not likely to forget. ‘Finn,” I said, ‘What do you have to show for walking this earth?” 

I struggle to blink back the tears that automatically well, wiping them furtively away. I choke, “there is no freedom in love. It’s not a choice you make.”

“Clifford and I ended things mutually. I stopped loving, and that isn’t a choice either. But somewhere inside ending lies the dawn of a new day. You just can’t see it for a while.”

I credit her for knowing better than to rest her hand on mine or make some other sympathetic gesture. I sometimes wonder about Norah. I’ve never quite established if her MO of delivering hurtful information is designed to help or harm, and something tells me her motives are mixed. Repeating his words might prove irresistible, demonstrating not only her putative loyalty, but her poor opinion of the man I once loved more than life itself. I sit for a long moment struggling. 

“I was gaining distance, getting over him. Why tell me?”

“He’s not worth it. When will you see that?” 

“If the shoe were on the other foot, I would have spared you.”

She puts her fork down, chews then swallows. “Add it to your inventory.”

“Get a handle on your motives before you repeat a story like that,” I say. 

I gesture for the waiter and ask for the check.

“So, you’re what, like—going?”

“Norah, you have an inventory of your own to take.”

“Look, you asked me.”

“I wouldn’t have known to ask if you hadn’t brought it up.”

“Stay.”

“I want to avoid the commuter rush.”

More than anything I want to make some grand gesture, even if it’s just to pick up the tab, but I barely have enough to cover my own lunch. I put down my half.

“Do you still want the exhibit?” she asks.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Roxanna...”

“Thanks to you, he got the last word. Why did you give him that?”

She stands up and we face each other briefly before I turn away and walk out. Grand Central is several blocks up Park and as I walk into the sun I seem to be swimming through the palpable afternoon heat that melts into the sidewalk. Headachy and slightly sick from the drinks and conversation over lunch, I stop into Starbucks, the air conditioning and a hot cup of tea settling my stomach. Helping me put aside the sting, not only of what Finn had to say, but his continued association with the shit writer, I sit sipping my black tea. When not wrecking other people’s lives, she writes the most prurient bilge ever churned out. That she just so happens not to be his “newest” squeeze but perhaps his “oldest,” may account for the fact that he spent most of our so-called marriage in her arms. Norah’s decision to kick me as I begin to climb out of darkness into the light, no matter what excuses she dredges up, is the worst of it. I feel no gratitude to her for sticking up for me, giving me something with one hand while taking it back with the other. 

On the train home, packed even though I catch the 3:07, I watch the bedroom communities glide by, the big old houses whose back yards face the tracks. Dry-eyed, I imagine the life that might have been, the life I thought I’d bagged. 

In dreamy retrospection, I reimagine living in the outskirts of the city, my studio in the leafy environs of Darien or Greenwich or Fairfield, working all day until Finn comes home. Productive in confidence of ardent homecomings, promise at day’s end, the aroma of dinner cooking, sitting down together to eat relived as though it happened. Real time, we pushed and pulled, until we became unrecognizable. I worked in our apartment in Brooklyn, and later in the short time we lived together in the house in Hartford, I did little but nourish my suspicions. There were no homecomings, instead late nights, long empty stretches spent apart.

The first night Finn didn’t come home, I didn’t sleep, and at first light took the subway midtown and stood across the street from his office. I spotted a coffee shop and took a table by the window with a view of the entrance. He never once entered or exited. I went to Vandam Street and walked through the warehouse. I stopped suddenly and impulsively bought a red striated stone. That afternoon the breathtaking rough carnelian, of which I’d never seen the like, was delivered to the apartment. The second bedroom, furnished with a daybed where I sometimes napped, was now my studio. When he got home at ten, I was caressing the stone trying to find the point of entry. At his footfall crossing the apartment I locked the door to the studio. I heard him stop outside the door, then turn the doorknob. “Roxanna,” he murmured and knocked. Not tonight forgiveness freely given even if he deigned to explain or apologize. We spent a second night apart, not a word spoken between us.

I pulled away, guarding my words and defending my heart. Though nothing would fix us, I told myself this was just teething pains, that we were salvageable. I sometimes found myself face to face with him in the hallway leading to the bedroom, or on my way in or out of the kitchen. With nothing but recrimination on my part and lies on his, we fell into each other. These were our renaissances and for a time the old flame reignited. We walked out for dinner hand in hand, nothing between us but the tension that brought us together and held us in a state of abeyance. What we thought we were waiting for, I don’t know. 

Before long Finn began timing his returns when he knew I’d be out, or so late I was in bed. He took to sleeping on the sofa in the living room. When we did find ourselves in together, the silences were punctuated by accusations on my part and denial on his. After dinner, most nights he showered and changed and went back out. He made no excuses. 

I didn’t know what had changed or why, only that as soon as we became official, everything that had worked and drew us together drove us apart.

“Where are you going?”

“Nowhere.”

As he removed his coat with an air of resignation, a feeling of retributive power came over me. He went into the kitchen, returning with a bottle of wine. I chose this moment to walk into the bedroom and shut the door. He pretended not to care, and when something frantic came over me and I came back out, he was gone.

He came to me in the early hours the next day, out of mercy perhaps, or—who knows, his own sense of loss. Having, on the surface, won, I found strength.

“Who were you with?” I said in the hazy light from the window.

“No one,” he said with a heavy sigh. 

“Where do you go?”

Silence.

“I don’t know. I never know,” I said with calm I didn’t feel.

“It doesn’t matter. It isn’t important.”

“You’re just saying that. You don’t believe it. Who are you talking to? Not me. You’re in your head somewhere.”

“I’m here.”

“So what?”

“I thought I could do this.”

I rolled toward him.

“I’ll do anything. I’ll be anyone.”

“Don’t. Don’t do that.”

The savagery of my cold permissiveness, the part of me that didn’t care, left me breathless with unrelieved fury. 

He didn’t come home after that for another three nights, and when he did, bearing flowers, I accepted them wordlessly then threw them across the room. A glimpse of his vulnerability was all it took.

“I’m going out,” he said.

“Out?” I cried. “Why come home at all?”

Indifference usually worked – if I could muster it. Tonight wasn’t one of those nights. I began helplessly to sob.

“Roxanna...”

He sat down on the sofa in utter defeat. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to do this.”

I heard this in mute terror.

“It’s too hard.” 

“How would you know? You never even tried.”

When his company opened an office in Hartford we made a move to start anew, a euphemism for distance from temptation, to break with what I didn’t then know to be a specific threat. Returning to what was good in him and what he wanted to want. But he found his way back because he wanted that more, gone even longer to travel to the city. Returning one Friday evening to find me lying on the couch in the living room, he sat down beside me, and looked upon me with sorrowful finality. I launched into him, kicking spasmodically, wheeling my arms; he caught my wrists, and as I struggled to a sitting position, he leaned forward as though to kiss me, but instead he bit me on the mouth. To this day, I don’t understand this. Pressing my hand to my lips, I bled, yet he was the one to leave. I sank so low. Some things you cannot forgive yourself. 

I go back to work on “Amorphous,” renaming it “Love’s Labor’s Lost,” a wicked sculpture whose depiction of love is expressed in abstract movement suggestive of an event over which you have no control—like a convulsion. Whether I inflicted upon myself the misery of Finn or it happened to me, the fact remains—I could have left. Looking back, what most troubles me—inconsolable over what I thought I’d found but hadn’t, not walking away is down to me. I could have spared myself the final rejection. I lived not immaculately, my capacity for dirty love kept me complicit. Accommodate something and you become it. Asking myself the right questions has taken me until now, and I see that the smashup could have been averted had I seen the rocks upon which I washed up. 

A year passes during which I carve the onyx and marble. The recumbent figures are nudes, one female and one male. He wears a complicated expression of coldness behind which fear lurks, in some way becoming an undeserving figure of pathos. Anatomical fusion, part human, part fish, dorsal fin along the vertebrae, I entitle, “La Fin.” The female, in contrast appears simultaneously to melt and renew like water, in motion, fluid, mutable. 

Enough time passes for me to look upon the lunch with Norah in New York in a different light, seeming now to be an example of the ways in which we misunderstand each other, and the attendant missteps that can come with being out of synch. I call to take her up on her offer to show my collection. Yet when she comes to Hartford, a mood hangs over us. We’ve been friends since childhood, and though we’ve been known to fall out from time to time, surviving these ups and downs has involved avoiding having it out. Despite our desire to put the disagreement behind us, this time sweeping what got said under the rug isn’t going to cut it. 

Since moving to Hartford with Finn three years ago, and keeping the house as part of the divorce settlement, I have stayed, out of inertia perhaps, but there is another reason. His time here was fleeting, the walls and floors don’t remember him, so in this way, neither do they speak of him. Decorating and improvements have taken a back seat for lack of cash. I show her into the Spartan guestroom with rag throw rugs, a jewel colored quilt, antique lamps and furniture I picked up at an auction in Canton. Her first visit, she compliments my touches, executed, she says with an artist’s eye. 

“On a shoestring,” I add.

“Once we get you back out there, that will change.” 

“Fingers crossed.”

I serve lamb chops for dinner and we drink Malbec; Norah has brought two bottles. The setting sun of a cool May evening slants over the dining room table. The air crisp, I light a fire. Henri prowls at our feet, something between a squeak and a growl rumbling in his throat; if he were capable, he’d let out a sob. I see Norah furtively nudging him away with her foot. Finally, he jumps onto the empty seat between us and stares, unblinking, from one of us to the other.

“Cats are unnerving,” she says. “So inexpressive.”

I laugh at this. “Enigma is his armor, but his soul is simple and his interests plain. You’re an open a book, aren’t you, Henri?”

He razzes us with a strange chirping sound escalating into a disdainful throaty waul. 

“So, what’s he saying?”

“Need I spell it out?”

She laughs. “Poor unfed thing.” 

I pour more wine. “How’s the lamb?”

“It’s great. Truly perfection.”

“These days I only cook for my little band of students who seem to have perpetually empty stomachs. Otherwise, it’s sandwiches and take-out. If I’m not hungry I don’t eat.”

“You’ll waste away.” 

“That’ll be the day.”

“Food is the next best thing to sex.”

I say nothing, while noting that Norah might not be quite the sensation she once was. Both of us—pure as the driven snow—celibate as nuns. Though it could be argued she’s opening the door, I’m not inclined to enter. As the evening wears on, our clumsy attempts to close the divide lead to missteps; fearful of making assumptions, we risk little, and when we do, we quickly backpedal and change the subject. We avoid for the moment what we must eventually tackle; we are in no rush, hoping, perhaps, it will surface naturally. After dinner, wine glass in hand, Norah wanders through the first floor and examines my pieces. She makes notes on a pad of paper and appraises each. When we walk into the studio, my newest pieces sit in a row like job applicants. I have held “Nascence” back, concealed beneath a drop cloth against the wall. Because of the stone’s exceptional beauty and my attachment to the piece, I intend to keep it for myself.

She walks around to the back of the table, bending down and taking them in from different angles. I hand her a list. She looks it over, guessing which title applies to which. Finally, she begins to laugh; tears come to her eyes as she holds her hand to her mouth to smother what seems to be growing hysteria.

“I’m sorry,” she gasps. “I just can’t help but admire your sense of humor. “La Fin.” What more fitting tribute. You could have named it, “The End,” but “La Fin.” You’ve captured everything, encapsulating both the end, and his name, one letter removed. Parfait.” She turns to the companion piece. “This one doesn’t have a name,” she says turning to the female.

“I can hardly call it Roxanna.”

“How about Self-Portrait?”

“No mystery in that.”

“Hmn.” She stands looking at the sculpture, hip thrust forward, chin in hand. “Sea Nymph?”

I roll my eyes.

“I know. Siren.”

I ignore her. “How about one of the Nereids?” I toss out. 

“Nereids?” 

“Fifty daughters of Nereus, the old man of the sea. Unlike Sirens who were dangerous creatures luring sailors to their death, Nereids were goddesses of the sea's rich bounty, embodying its beauty.”

“I like it, but it’s a less common reference.”

“We can include a caption below the name. I think I’ll go with Doto, the Nereid of safe voyage.”

“Done,” she says and jots it down.

She takes a final look around, satisfied she’s covered everything. “What’s under the tarp?”

“It’s not part of the exhibit.”

“Can I see?” 

Her hand poised to yank off its protective cover, I feel a sudden desire that it be seen and nod in the affirmative. When she pulls it off and the stone beneath is revealed, her hand flies to her throat and she gasps.

“My God, Roxanna.”

“I just finished it last year when we had lunch in the city.”

“It’s amazing. There’s nothing in your collection like it. Why are you holding it back? You’d get—I don’t know—between fifty and seventy-five thousand for this alone.”

“I can’t let it go right now.”

“Between the stone, design and execution, it’s a masterpiece,” she says with a catch in her throat. “At some point, when you’re this good, you must, on some level, not really know it anymore.”

“It’s something I find I can do. And, well...sometimes I do know. My problem is getting my stuff out there.”

“That’s what I’m for. I was put on this earth to promote you.”

She gives me an impulsive hug. With everything now inventoried, we return to the living room and fling ourselves onto opposite sides of the sofa. 

“God, Roxanna. You are damned good. But you need to get out more. This place is a mausoleum.”

“Gee thanks.” 

She looks at me but says nothing further. Henri stalks in, jumps onto the sofa and scrambles around on the pillows stacked behind her, falling between two of them to resurface a moment later with a look of surprise. He scales the one directly behind Norah, and assessing its desirability as a place to sleep, pats it once or twice. Finally settling down, he curls up like a shrimp, and begins to purr loudly. Norah leans as far away in the other direction as possible. 

“I don’t like the cat,” she says needlessly. “He isn’t enhancing my visit.”

“It’s not in his DNA to do so.”

“When a woman on her own goes out and gets a cat, it’s the beginning of the end.”

I laugh. “So, what clichés do you indulge?”

“I console myself with food.” She pats her stomach affectionately.

“In lieu of sex?”

She looks at me sharply. 

“You were the one who said it was the next best thing.”

“I did, didn’t I?” She pauses. “There are things about my life I’ve never talked about.”

“Join the club.”

“My marriage, for example, and my work. I’ve spent too much time trying to be what I’m not. I married Clifford for the wrong reasons. Trying to believe in myself as an artist when what I am is a business woman. Talents lie latent in grand pretentions.”

“You’re good.”

“Technically.”

I thought about her work, the subjects more and more ambitious, from flowers to landscape to social commentary.

“Fame and fortune was my interest, not the work, and photography seemed the answer. If you know how to point and shoot, take yourself seriously and develop in black and white then find someone to back you, you can claw your way to prominence.”

This confession astounds me, not because in her case it’s true, but that she made it.

“I’m telling you this for a reason. I wanted to be enviable, to seem to have it all, but the truth is my marriage stank. Marry someone for what they can do for you and not who they are, and there’s not a leg to stand on when it comes to the moral high ground.”

“You wanted it?”

“Sure, I did. But we had a business arrangement, not a marriage. We both got something we needed. For a while. I was nobody and ambitious. He was cold and ambitious. To be seen as someone who engenders loyalty, you know, like a candidate running for public office, I was his ticket, evidence he was lovable. And me, well, I needed a jump start. When it ended, I had nothing to wield, and neither did he. As to who won and who lost is anyone’s guess. Put two narcissists together and it’s fireworks from dawn to dusk.”

“I’m sorry,” I say as I start to laugh.

She gives me a look. “I told you I loved him. I never did. And so—the moral of the story is...”

“Drum roll.”

“Shut up,” she says with a laugh, swatting the air between us, the closest she can get to swiping me.

“It took me a long time to figure out that being who I am is nothing to apologize for. What I’m good at is legitimate. But here’s the truth—I’m not an artist. I like artists, but trying to be one was nothing but an act. I’m comfortable with agenting. Damn
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