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Prologue

VENETIAN RED.

That was what sprang to mind first: the crimson-­hued pigment favored by Renaissance artists like Titian and Tintoretto. The blood pooling at Clare’s feet was the same rich and rusty shade, as if an old master were about to dip in a brush.

She admired the way its smooth surfaces reflected the light. El Greco, too, she remembered, had used Venetian red to stunning effect.

For a few moments, Clare’s mind took refuge in the dry, academic minutiae of art history she knew so well. But the relief was short-­lived. A car alarm blared shrilly from the street outside, and she stood up, her heart pounding. As the horror and panic she’d just barely kept at bay flooded in, she reached out a hand to the wall to steady herself.

What was she doing? Marveling over the luminous beauty of bodily fluids?

Over the past few weeks, she had made a series of bad decisions, one after the other. Worse, she’d done it with her eyes wide open. She’d known what she was doing was wrong, but she’d done it anyway. Even so, she’d never in a million years have guessed that those choices would lead her here, where she was right now: standing stark naked over a dead body.

Clare looked down at her hands. A few of her fingers were smeared with blood. So was her wedding ring.

What had she done?

She took a long, slow breath through her nose. She needed to focus. There would be time to ask herself those things later. But first, only one question mattered: What should she do now?

The right answer was obvious: find her phone and call 911. Of course that’s what she should do.

Still, Clare stayed where she was, staring down at her pale fingers.

From somewhere just beyond the realm of rational thought, another option beckoned. What if she just . . . walked away?

She looked around. She could wipe down the doorknobs and the sink faucets. She could gather up everything that belonged to her and walk out the front door. With any luck, she’d be home in thirty minutes.

At the thought of home, another wave of horror rose up like nausea. Home—­where her husband and daughter lay snug in their beds, oblivious to everything that had happened tonight.

The panic washed over her, tsunami-­like, and Clare’s mind retreated once again to the safety of art.

Interior in Venetian Red by Matisse—­that was another one. Oh, and of course: his masterpiece from 1911, The Red Studio. Venetian red coated its entire surface. Paintings upon paintings hiding within the real painting, like nesting dolls.

Clare swallowed down another wave of panic.

Sadie loved nesting dolls.







Chapter 1

Two Months Earlier

“SHHH,” SADIE WHISPERED, EYES WIDE with fear. “We have to be quiet, or they’ll get us.”

“Who will get us?” Clare murmured back.

They were hiding in a little-­used closet filled with moth-­eaten towels, broken tennis rackets, and a host of other castoffs she had yet to identify: The light bulb had been blown out for years.

“The monsters,” Sadie said. “They’re right outside.”

“Are they nice monsters?” Clare asked hopefully.

Sadie shook her head solemnly. “No, Mama. They have lava blasters.”

Clare snapped her fingers. “But wait! What a coincidence. I packed us lava-­proof suits this weekend.”

Sadie closed her eyes, as if unable to bear her mother’s naivety.

“The monsters already stole them.”

“Even the supersecret, backup set I packed?”

“Yes. Even those.”

Why did her daughter’s imagination always bend toward worst-­case scenarios? It must have come from her side. Jed was too much of an optimist.

“I’ll make new ones,” Clare pronounced, bundling her hot, pink-­cheeked child into her lap. “I’ll keep us safe. I promise.”

Suddenly a rustling noise emerged from somewhere nearby.

“What was that?” Sadie yelped, the fear in her voice no longer part of the game.

“It’s just a creaky, old house,” Clare assured her.

But then it happened again, louder this time, and punctuated by what sounded like scraping claws. Sadie shrieked. Clare, unsettled now, too, fumbled at the doorknob. Sadie shot out of the closet like a bullet, and Clare was close behind her.

“Sadie?” She could hear Jed racing down the hallway. “Clare?”

He rounded the corner.

“What’s wrong? What happened?”

“Something’s in there,” Clare said, pointing at the open door.

His voice fell. “Oh.”

“It’s a feral animal or something.”

Jed knelt and addressed Sadie in a cheerful voice: “Honey, will you go downstairs and find Grammy? She’s setting up for the party, and I think she needs some help from the birthday girl.”

Sadie eyed him skeptically.

“There’s also a bowl of frosting in the fridge,” he said. “You can have one lick.”

That did the trick. When their daughter had disappeared around the corner, Jed turned back to Clare.

“He’s not feral,” he said in a patient tone.

“Who’s not feral?”

Jed glanced behind him to make sure Sadie had really gone.

“I bought Sadie a rabbit for her birthday,” he whispered. He smiled impishly, like he expected her to tousle his hair.

Clare was confused. Jed deferred to her on almost everything to do with household management. The one time she’d asked him to pick up milk on his way home, he’d called from the supermarket to ask what kind. Whole? Two percent? Skim? A minute later he called back to ask which brand. Then a third time: quart or gallon? And now he had brought home a living creature without mentioning it to her?

“He looks just like Arthur.”

Jed had talked about his childhood pet many times, but Clare hadn’t realized he wanted another. She squinted into the closet. She still couldn’t see anything, but there was that rustling again.

“Sadie’s going to love him,” he added.

“Don’t rabbits eat their own poop?”

She wasn’t sure where she’d picked up that information, but it was the only thing that came to mind.

“Not if you care for them properly.”

“Right.”

“I’ll do all the work,” he assured her. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

Experience suggested otherwise to Clare. Jed liked big gestures—­he’d proposed on one knee in the middle of Central Park—­but he did not like the minutiae of domesticity. Milk procurement, for instance.

“How did you get him out here?”

They’d driven to East Hampton from Manhattan the day before, and she was pretty sure she would have noticed a spare mammal in the car.

“Mom brought him. She loves rabbits. Speaking of, it’s almost five.”

Cocktail hour was sacrosanct in the Bast household: At five p.m. sharp, Dorothy Bast held court over Triscuits and sharp cheddar. Back in the city, the fare was more elevated, but out here, standards were allowed to slip.

“Can we just leave him in there?” she asked.

“Rabbits are burrowers—­they feel safest in small, dark places. Besides, it’s only for another half hour or so.”

As they walked back down the hallway, Jed put his arm around her shoulders. “You’ll love him, I promise.” Then he frowned. “What were you two doing in that closet anyway?”

“It’s our monster hideout.”

“You have this whole beautiful house to explore”—­he gestured around his parents’ sprawling summer home—­“and you hang out in a creepy old closet filled with mouse droppings?”

Clare shrugged. “Sadie likes it.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s particularly hygienic. Could you please find a new monster hideout?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Clare found Sadie on the back porch with her grandparents. She was now wearing a pink smocked dress and matching hairbow instead of the blue pinafore Clare had put her in. She wasn’t surprised: Jed’s mother had a history of surreptitiously redressing Sadie in clothes she’d bought herself. Clare sat down on the wicker couch and pulled her daughter onto her lap.

“Hi munchkin,” she whispered.

“Hi, Mama. Is it time for presents yet?”

“Soon.”

The Basts’ neat green lawn stretched toward a granite pool where a watermelon pool float bumped quietly against the edge. Six lounge chairs lined the pool, each topped with a blue-­and-­white-­striped cushion. Behind them, the boundaries of the property were marked by long hedges, kept at pristine right angles by an army of landscapers.

Jed and his sister had spent long, sun-­soaked summers out here as children, playing tennis at the Maidstone club and biking to town for ice cream. It sometimes shocked Clare that her daughter would grow up in the same rarified air. It was a far cry from the icy public pool in Binghamton where Clare had spent her own summers.

Dorothy’s voice suddenly pierced the air: “Oh, shoo!”

The porch was lined with blue hydrangea bushes, and the flowers attracted fat bees that careened into the sitting area like off-­kilter drunks. Dorothy swung at one wildly with a pink plastic fly swatter. She kept several close at hand for just this purpose.

“Grammy, bees are good,” Sadie told her. “Bees make honey.”

“I prefer sugar, dear.”

Jed’s father leaned forward to sandwich a slice of cheese between two crackers and only narrowly avoided being swatted by his wife. Clare could hardly blame Dorothy; it was easy to forget that Abe was there. He’d worked ninety-­hour weeks at his law firm for five decades. Now he stumbled around his retirement years like a blind man who’d lost his way. He had never learned to play golf or bridge. He didn’t seem to know what to do with himself, other than get in his wife’s way.

Jed appeared in the doorway. “Mom, can I get you a drink? Wine? Champagne?”

“Grant is making me some sort of grapefruit concoction,” she responded, referring to Jed’s sister’s husband.

“What would you like?” Jed asked Clare.

“I’m fine for now.”

“You’re sure?”

Clare nodded.

“And Sadie? A martini for you, I presume?”

Sadie never tired of this bit. “Daddy!” she shrieked in delight. “That’s for grown-­ups!”

Jed turned back into the house and nearly collided with his sister. Lauren had just showered, and her wet hair was combed into neat ridges and tucked behind her diamond-­studded ears. She was four years younger than Jed and pretty in a very blond, WASPy way. She wore a white dress that showed off her long legs and tennis-­toned arms. She and Jed were the same height—­five feet eight—­but standing next to each other he came off as short and maybe even a little squat while she seemed impossibly willowy.

Jed stepped aside to let her out, and her daughters, Chloe and Scarlett, ages seven and nine, tumbled after her. They ran down to the lawn like sylphs, their long, brown legs flying beneath them. Sadie wriggled off her mother’s lap to follow them.

“I can’t believe we’ll be in our own house next summer,” Lauren said, watching the three girls chase one another around the grass. “I’m kind of sad about it.”

She and Grant had recently bought a house a few streets away. They planned to renovate it over the winter before moving in. Jed would never admit to feeling jealous, but Clare knew it rankled him that his much younger brother-­in-­law—­who still called people “dude”—­was able to buy a second home before him. They were hardly struggling—­Jed was general counsel at a midsized hedge fund—­but they definitely did not have a spare six million dollars lying around. Grant, who worked in venture capital, apparently did.

During the year, Grant and Lauren lived in a duplex on Eightieth and Park, and Chloe and Scarlett went to Harwick, the same all-­girls school that Lauren had attended a generation before. It seemed to be a foregone conclusion that Sadie would end up there, too. Jed had gone white the one time Clare had brought up the idea of sending her to a Montessori school.

Lauren sat down, took a sip of her mojito, and turned to Clare. “I forgot to tell you—­I was chatting with someone the other day who knew you. Cassandra something. Yee maybe? Ying? You went to Columbia together?”

“Oh, Cassandra Yang. She’s great. We went on a disastrous road trip to Marfa together once. Where did you run into her?”

“At the New Museum. A friend invited me to join her on an after-­hours tour, and Cassandra was the curator who showed us around. I guess you must have been a few years behind her?”

“Well, we started out the same year,” Clare said with a laugh.

“Oh, right. I always forget how long you’ve been doing it.”

Clare had been most of the way through her PhD in art history when she got pregnant. She’d planned to take a couple months of maternity leave before returning to finish her dissertation, but Sadie had spent the first five weeks of her life in the NICU. When Clare finally brought her home, she hadn’t been able to stomach the idea of handing her over to a nanny, as they’d once planned, and her dissertation had been gathering dust ever since. She still requested formal extensions from Columbia periodically—­a requirement if your degree takes more than five years—­but all of her friends from the program, including Cassandra, had long since moved on with their lives.

“Will you start working on your dissertation again once Sadie’s back in school?” Lauren asked.

“That’s the plan,” Clare said, though in truth she had tried and failed to return to it several times the year before. The prospect of actually finishing it seemed remote.

Jed reemerged from the house and handed a glass of white wine to Clare. She couldn’t remember whether she’d asked for it, but she took it gratefully.

“Thank you, love.”

“Didn’t I train him well?” Dorothy piped in.

THIS WAS THE first year that Sadie actually understood the concept of presents, and she attacked them with relish. Every time she unwrapped something, even the six-­pack of socks from the Basts’ housekeeper, she exclaimed, “Oh, wow!” with total, unadulterated amazement. Clare adored her daughter’s unbridled enthusiasm. She had bought her a little red tricycle with a wicker basket up front. Inside was a stuffed teddy bear wearing its own tiny helmet. As Sadie rang the shiny silver bell over and over, Grant asked, “Is that it? Should I put the burgers on?”

Jed stood up and said with a sly little smile, “Actually, I think there might be one more. . . .”

He disappeared into the house and emerged a minute later with a huge metal cage clattering against his leg. Cowering in one corner, as promised, was a tiny white rabbit with blazing red eyes.

Lauren gasped and stretched out her hand toward it. “Arthur!”

“Can you believe it?” Jed said. “I found a breeder in Connecticut.”

He placed the cage on the ground and gestured for Sadie to come closer. She didn’t move.

“What is it?” she whispered to Clare.

“It’s a bunny,” Clare said, gazing into the animal’s nightmarish eyes.

“A rabbit,” Dorothy corrected her.

“Do you want to hold him?” Jed asked Sadie.

She glanced again at Clare, who tried to look encouraging.

Jed cupped his hands in front of him. “Hold out your hands, like this.” Sadie copied him, and he placed the quivering animal in her hands. Sadie stared at it, transfixed. The rabbit kicked out one of its hind legs, and Sadie dropped him with a yelp. The poor creature scrabbled at the worn wood planks.

Jed laughed. He scooped up the rabbit and held it against his chest in one hand, stroking its shiny fur with the other. Clare couldn’t help thinking that there was something wrong with a grown man petting a bunny, but she couldn’t say what.

Over dinner, both Jed and Dorothy tried to steer Sadie toward a more distinguished name than the one she had chosen: Noodle.

Sadie, however, would not be swayed. And when her husband and mother-­in-­law weren’t looking, Clare leaned in to whisper in her daughter’s ear: “Good for you.”






Chapter 2

ON THE FOLLOWING WEDNESDAY, CLARE left their apartment to go meet Jed at a party at his boss’s home. They were back in New York City, and Sadie had started school again. Clare was feeling unusually buoyant.

She knew Dorothy would say it was too late in the season to be wearing the dress she had on—­sleeveless ivory silk, with a cowl neck and raw edges—­but she didn’t care. It was still warm enough. She wore her long hair loose around her shoulders, where it refused to sit flat. It had grown coarser and wavier since she’d had Sadie, and the color had burnished to a darker, deeper auburn. Her pale skin was set off by wine-­red lipstick. On nights like these, when she made an effort, she could almost convince herself that Jed was right and she did have a Julianne Moore thing going on.

Clare rode the elevator up to the Wolfes’ apartment alone, a small crystal chandelier clattering above her head. She hoped she wouldn’t be the first to arrive. She doubted that Jed had even left the office yet.

To her relief, the elevator doors slid open onto a noisy din. Emil, the Wolfes’ live-­in bodyguard, stood at attention in the foyer. He usually wore fitted black athleticwear, but tonight he had dressed up in a shiny dark suit. Clare found Emil’s presence a bit melodramatic—­especially the bulge in his jacket where she could just make out the outline of a gun—­but Jed claimed that the Wolfes’ wealth required it. Clare nodded at him and continued into the apartment.

A waiter in black tie stood in front of a wide staircase sweeping up toward the second floor. Clare helped herself to a champagne flute off his tray and turned into the large living room on the left. It was painted a deep, glossy aubergine and had five windows overlooking Park Avenue. On the opposite wall, a massive red, yellow, and orange Rothko commanded attention. The last time Clare was there, Jed’s boss had given her a detailed play-­by-­play of the bidding war he’d won for it. He and his wife, Tasha, were prolific—­though, in Clare’s view, somewhat unimaginative—­art collectors. Tasha was also on the board of New York’s Museum of Contemporary Art. Clare knew almost down to the dollar how much money they would have had to donate to the museum to finagle that seat, and it was more than most people earned in a lifetime.

Alec Wolfe was the founder of a hedge fund called Gatepost that managed close to a billion dollars in assets. Six months earlier, he’d recruited Jed from his father’s old law firm to replace Gatepost’s longtime general counsel, who had died suddenly from a heart attack. Jed had been friends with Alec’s younger brother in grade school, and Alec said he wanted someone he knew he could trust.

Clare had been surprised when Jed told her he wanted to take the job; he’d always disparaged colleagues who sold out for the financial sector, and he’d originally told her way back when they first met that he’d wanted to work in legal aid. But he said he’d do a short stint at Gatepost as a favor to Alec, who was offering enough money to set them up comfortably in just a few years. He suggested he might even want to go into public service afterward. Clare had argued that they were already comfortable, but to Jed, comfortable meant a four-­bedroom apartment and a second home in the Hamptons. To sway her, he’d promised to work shorter hours at Gatepost. Clare had gone along with it, but in fact, Jed soon started working most nights and weekends again. Even when he wasn’t working, he seemed constantly preoccupied, which was new. He said he was still on the steepest part of the learning curve and things would settle down soon. Secretly, Clare worried he was too straight-­edged to succeed in the cutthroat world of finance. Jed had a rigid, almost-­childlike concept of right and wrong.

Alec Wolfe, on the other hand, fit the mold of the brash financier well. He cared nothing for social niceties or, as he liked to call it, “PC bullshit.” He believed most people were still just cavemen at heart, ready to clobber the next guy for his buffalo meat if necessary.

CLARE SPOTTED HER hosts installed near the grand piano, greeting guests with their usual volubility. Alec looked heavier than she remembered, his wife even thinner. Tasha, in an emerald-­green sequined dress, caught Clare’s eye over the crowd and gestured for her to come over.

“You look fabulous,” she trilled, kissing Clare on both cheeks and giving her dress a once-­over. “Prada?”

“On sale at Theory,” Clare laughed.

“Oh, darling, just lie.”

“To you?”

“To everyone!”

“Except me,” Alec interjected, pointing a stubby finger at her. “You’re the only one who gives me honest advice.”

Alec sometimes liked to consult Clare on pieces he was considering buying. He claimed her opinions had a “purity” that his dealers’ perspective lacked.

“But you never take it,” Clare said.

“That’s because I get bullied by my art consultants.”

“You don’t get bullied by anyone.”

He glanced pointedly at Tasha.

“Well, with one exception,” Clare said. “Speaking of, happy anniversary.”

Every year, Alec and Tasha threw an over-­the-­top anniversary party at their triplex apartment on Park Avenue. With her high cheekbones, faux eyelashes, and couture-­laden wardrobe, Tasha was obviously a woman comfortable commanding attention. She’d grown up in Moscow then Switzerland and had one of those unplaceable European accents that faded in and out depending on the context. A few years earlier, after Russia invaded Ukraine, she’d stopped emphasizing her Moscow roots. A wife of one of Jed’s colleagues had once told Clare that Tasha had relatives who were friendly with Putin, but Clare doubted the truth of that. Tasha herself had admitted that her father grew up in a seedy neighborhood on the eastern fringes of Moscow. He’d died when Tasha was five, and she’d moved to Zurich two years later when her mother remarried.

Clare had sent flowers that morning, but the arrangement she’d picked out was half the size of the smallest one in the room. She and Jed had become friendly with the Wolfes over the past few months, but there was no pretending that the two couples occupied the same echelon. They went out for dinner every now and then, and Clare and Jed had spent Memorial Day weekend at their Southampton house, but it was hard to get close to people who thought that flying first class—­rather than private—­was a genuine hardship.

“You look as ravishing as ever,” Alec said. “Where’s your husband?”

“You tell me. He never leaves the office anymore.”

“He’s a damn boy scout; that’s the problem. Too fastidious—­even for a lawyer. But I made him promise not to work late tonight.” Alec caught someone’s eye behind Clare and bellowed out, “Lucas! Get over here!”

Clare excused herself. She had learned that the Wolfes were best experienced in small doses. She took another sip of champagne and scanned the crowd for Jed. She noticed a few people she knew from other Wolfe gatherings, but her husband’s familiar mop of sandy hair was nowhere to be found.

She moved through the far doorway, which took her into the dining room, where the table was laid with various cheeses, pâté, oysters, shrimp, lobster tails, and roast beef. It looked like a PSA for gout.

She slurped a single oyster and surveyed the opposite wall, where a Richard Diebenkorn had recently been replaced by a large frame of Hirst’s ubiquitous rainbow dots that collectors never seemed to tire of. Clare couldn’t stand them and audibly scoffed. Embarrassed, she tried to cover it up with a cough and glanced around to see if anyone had noticed.

A man with dark, wavy hair shot through with gray was standing at the other end of the table, watching her. His eyes were green and bright, his narrow nose slightly crooked. He was dressed more casually than the other guests, in an unstructured linen jacket and a white button-­down. He looked to be a bit older than Jed: early fifties, maybe.

“I take it you’re anti-­dot?” he asked in an amused voice. He had a slight accent, but Clare couldn’t quite place it.

“Oh, I can get behind a good dot,” she said. “As long as it’s a dot with a point of view. Give me Kusama. Give me Baldessari. Give me Howardena Pindell. These are just . . . wallpaper.”

“Expensive wallpaper.”

“I think that’s the point,” she replied in a stage whisper.

He laughed and moved closer.

“I’m surprised to hear someone at this party reference Howardena Pindell. Not many people know her work.”

“Well, they should.” Howardena Pindell was an artist in her eighties who had made beautiful mixed-­media works out of hole-­punched dots.

“I agree.” The accent was French, she decided.

A waiter appeared next to them, and each plucked a fresh glass of champagne off his tray.

“How do you know Alec and Tasha?” the Frenchman asked. “Or did you just sneak in to insult their collection?”

Clare smiled. “I like their Rothko.”

“Everybody likes a Rothko,” he countered.

“True.”

“Have you seen their new Ruscha?”

Clare shook her head.

“Come. I’ll show you.”

She glanced around again for Jed but didn’t see him, so she agreed. She followed the man up the carpeted staircase. He passed the second floor and kept on climbing. He moved in a peculiar, loose-­limbed gait, almost as if he were dancing.

“Are we supposed to be up here?” she asked.

There were, in fact, a handful of guests on the third floor, along with a bar draped in white fabric. The doors to the broad terrace were open. Next to them, two tall sculpted topiaries twinkled with lights.

“This way,” the man said, and she followed him into a dimly lit room with a pool table. On one wall was a large painting with the words “God Knows Where” overlayed on an image of snow-­capped mountains. They stood in front of it for a moment.

“I’m waiting for your scathing take,” Gabriel said.

“Sorry to disappoint,” she said. “It’s nice. I mean, of course it’s nice. It’s a Ruscha: It’s cool. It’s pretty. It’s expensive. And it’s exactly what I’d expect Alec to have on his walls. I mean, it’s not like he’s going to showcase a Catherine Opie portrait, right?”

The man laughed and clapped his hands. “There it is. I knew you had it in you.”

Clare covered her face with her hands. “I’m such a gracious guest.”

“Well, as long as we’re being impolite—­come have a cigarette with me on the terrace.”

“I don’t smoke.”

“Of course you don’t. No one does anymore. That’s why you have to keep me company.”

She hesitated and glanced at the doorway leading back to the stairs. If she was being honest with herself, there was no one down there she particularly wanted to talk to. And in addition to actually getting her references to contemporary artists, this man had a brightness to him that tugged on her. She followed him out through two large French doors onto a broad terrace. In between the boxwoods and dogwood trees—­full-­grown trees—­heat lamps glowed brightly. There was no one else outside.

They walked to the edge of the balcony and looked down. Below them, cars inched slowly up and down Park Avenue. The sun had set, and a sharp wind had picked up. Clare shivered.

The man lit a cigarette, and as soon as she smelled the smoke, she was transported back to her early twenties. She had just moved to the city. She lived in Bushwick with her best friend, Maggie, and a creepy guy named Garth who’d answered their ad on Craigslist. She didn’t smoke often—­only when she was drunk, huddled outside dark bars on the Lower East Side—­but she’d always loved having her cigarette lit for her. Two heads inclined toward each other. The sudden flare of light and burst of camaraderie. That first delicious taste and the long exhale. God, those years felt far away now.

She glanced behind her. “One drag,” she said, holding out her hand.

He smiled, and their fingers brushed when she took the cigarette from him. She barely inhaled but was still overcome by lightheadedness. It had been years since she’d taken even one puff. She gripped the sandy stone of the balustrade to brace herself.

They stood looking out at the darkening city for a few moments in silence. Then he turned and finally asked the obvious question: “Who are you?”

“Clare Bast. Who are you?”

“Gabriel Prévost.”

“Ah,” she said in recognition. He was a well-­known art dealer. She took one more drag of the cigarette and handed it back to him. “I know your gallery,” she said, exhaling.

“You’ve been?”

“Not for years.”

“Oh, that’s a good sign. We must be doing something right.”

She laughed. “It’s me. I’ve been . . . distracted. I’ve actually been meaning to go see your new show. Eduardo Salas, right?”

“Tell me when you’re coming.” He pulled a card from inside his jacket and handed it to her. “I’ll show you around.”

She took the card but said, “Please don’t be offended if I don’t make it. I rarely do most of the things I’m meaning to these days.”

“Why is that?”

“I don’t know. I seem to be lacking in momentum.”

“Come,” he said. He leaned in closer and added, after a beat: “I’d like you to.”

Their arms were now touching on the railing, and Clare could feel the heat through his jacket. She held his gaze. His eyes were fringed with thick, dark lashes. Neither spoke for several seconds. Clare felt an unaccustomed surge of heat rise up her body. At first she thought it was just embarrassment at her lack of reserve.

Then she realized it was desire. It had become such an unfamiliar sensation that she hardly recognized it.

She cleared her throat.

“I should go find my husband now. Thanks for the cigarette.”

The intensity in his expression immediately receded and was replaced by a wry smile. “Of course. It was nice to meet you, Clare.”

She walked directly to the powder room and swilled water in her mouth. She washed her hands with a bar of black soap. She looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were pink.

BACK ON THE first floor, Clare was scanning the room for Jed when a hand clutched her elbow. She turned to find Tasha directly behind her.

“Did I see you talking to Gabriel Prévost?” she asked, leaning in so close that Clare was enveloped in an overpowering cloud of Fracas.

The color in Clare’s cheeks deepened. “Yes, why?”

“I’m so glad you found each other. I was hoping to introduce you. He’s doing some work for Alec, and I told him he had to talk to you—­you know more about art than anyone we know.”

“I doubt that.”

Tasha rolled her eyes. “Take the fucking compliment, Clare.”

Clare smiled. “Thank you.”

“He’d be a great resource for you. And vice versa.”

“I appreciate all your help, Tasha. I hope you know that.”

Once, after too many glasses of wine, Clare had confided in Tasha how stalled she was on her dissertation; how worried she was that she’d never pick it up again. A few days later, with no warning, Tasha had called to tell Clare that she had made an appointment for her with Clement Rosier, MoCA’s chief curator of painting and sculpture, one of the most powerful people in the art world.

Clare hadn’t been sure what to expect from the meeting. Not a job offer certainly; no one gets a curator’s position at the country’s top modern art museum with half a PhD. Clement had been exceedingly gracious, but he seemed as baffled as she was over the purpose of their introduction. Despite Tasha’s good intentions, the interaction had left Clare feeling more defeated than before.

“I don’t do favors,” Tasha told Clare. “You know that. It’s up to you to figure out what Clement can do for you. I only set up that meeting to guilt you into that conversation with my godfather. Which he still talks about incessantly, by the way.”

Tasha’s godfather, Viktor, was a collector of early abstractionists, and Tasha had asked Clare to speak to him about her work on Blake Webley, a successful but enigmatic midcentury painter who was the subject of Clare’s dissertation.

“I’m glad he found it useful,” Clare said. “He turned out to be very knowledgeable.” This, she felt, was a diplomatic way to describe a man who had been much more interested in explaining to her his own theories on early abstract expressionism than in seeking her perspective. When Viktor referred to Kandinsky—­“my compatriot”—­as the inventor of abstraction, he hadn’t taken kindly to her suggestion that Francis Picabia or František Kupka might have beaten him to the punch.

“You’re kind,” Tasha replied. “I have no doubt that he was insufferable, but now he gets to say he has an eminent Webley scholar on speed dial, so—­mission accomplished.”

Clare was about to take issue with the word “eminent,” but she knew that Tasha would chide her for it. Clare hated to act (and feel) like a self-­effacing twit—­what kind of example was she setting for her daughter?—­but the accolades she’d once accepted as rightly hers now felt too glaringly exaggerated to let stand.

The truth was, Clare was deeply embarrassed to have as much money as she did without working, like a budding Dorothy Bast. So why did she find herself envying Tasha, who didn’t have a job either and was much wealthier than any Bast?

The main reason, she supposed, was that Tasha had made her own money as opposed to inheriting it. She’d started her career at the investment bank Roth Briggs, which is where she’d met her future husband. Alec had once recounted his courtship to Clare as if it had been a hunting trip. “You should have seen her,” he said about Tasha. “She was twenty-­two, drop-­dead gorgeous, and sharp as a razor blade. She had men running in circles around her. But I worked fast. I snapped her up her first week there.”

“Not true,” Tasha cut in. “It was my first week, but I chose him. I heard someone screaming obscenities into his phone a few desks away from mine. The guy next to me—­Brian something—­goes, ‘They call that guy Vlad the Impaler. He destroys anyone who gets in his way.’” She paused and smiled. “Any guesses?”

“Alec?” Clare supplied.

“Within two weeks, we were dating,” Tasha said. “Brian never spoke to me again.”

“For the record,” Alec said, “I have never impaled anyone.”

Tasha put her hand on top of Alec’s. “No, Alec is never cruel. He’s driven. When he sees something he wants, he goes after it, like a bull.”

“If I’m a bull, you’re a shark!” Alec exclaimed.

“Hardly.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Not a shark. A fox. You’d never stoop to brute force.”

Tasha laughed, finally conceding the point. “Maybe. But that’s only because no matter how hard I pushed or how loudly I yelled, nobody was ever going to feel threatened by me. I have to use more roundabout methods.”

Tasha turned to Clare. “You know, Alec and I both made managing director the same year. Nobody was surprised about his promotion, but I know they were by mine. ‘Her?’ I could hear people whispering when I walked down the halls. I looked like I was supposed to marry money, not make it. But that’s what happens when your methods are subtle. You keep on winning, and people assume it’s by accident.”

“What are your methods?” Clare asked.

“Simple, darling. I make it my business to know what every person in the room wants. If you know that, then—­poof!—­you become the most powerful person there. Desire is what makes the world go ’round, and if you don’t know how to exploit it, you’ll never get anywhere. I’m not talking about sex—­or not just sex. It’s everything: business, politics, relationships. You find out what someone wants, and then you either become that thing or you become the person who gets them that thing.” She took out a tube of crimson lipstick and applied another coat. “Luckily, I have always been exceptionally talented at sating other people’s desires.”

Jed had blushed openly at that pronouncement.

Clare had been taken aback, and frankly envious, of this brazen attitude. Tasha was co-­owner of Gatepost, but she’d never actually worked there. She’d left Roth Briggs when they had children—­two, teenagers now—­and never gone back to work, but she didn’t seem to suffer from any of Clare’s anxiety over her aborted career. She sat on a dozen different boards and collected art and houses as if they were tchotchkes. Being that rich was a full-­time job. She spent her money liberally and with a flagrancy that Clare almost admired. Tasha seemed impervious to shame, and Clare longed to be so free and unencumbered.

And, of course, to live a life surrounded by art. To not just admire it from afar, but to acquire it. To be allowed to touch it, hold it, even lick it if she wanted. All without any self-­recrimination or guilt. No, when Clare thought about it, it didn’t sound like a bad life at all.

Clare suddenly spotted Jed across the room, chatting with an old friend from law school. Clare extracted herself from Tasha’s grip and wended her way to her husband. When she put her hand on his back, he turned and smiled broadly.

“Hello, beautiful,” he said and pecked her on the lips. “Are you all right? You look flushed.”

Clare instinctively brought the back of her hand to her cheek. “It’s hot in here.”

“I’ll see if they can open a window.”

“No, no, I’m fine.” Clare turned to kiss Vishal and his wife, Lena, who had gone to Harvard with Tasha. “How are you two? It’s been a while.”

“We’re good,” Lena said. “Jed was just telling us about the rabbit.”

Clare shook her head. “Don’t get me started.”

“I’d file for divorce. I really would.”

“Hey!” Vishal said with mock affront.

“I’m not kidding,” Lena retorted.

“I can’t say I haven’t considered it,” Clare said, “but these guys are the only lawyers I know.” She turned to Vishal. “Are you taking new clients?”

Jed laughed and pulled her close. “Don’t answer that, buddy.”






Chapter 3

THE NEXT MORNING, CLARE WOKE a little before five and eased out of bed so she wouldn’t wake Jed. She’d gotten good at this since developing insomnia during her pregnancy. She crept into the hallway and immediately stepped in a pile of rabbit poop.

“Fantastic,” she whispered to no one. Just fantastic.

She hobbled into the kitchen for a paper towel, and when she flicked on the lights, she found the culprit’s long, pale form stretched out on the granite floor.

Clare sighed. Noodle was making it a habit to escape from his cage.

“Come on,” she said, picking him up. “Back to bed.” He flopped in half like a wet rag and one red eye opened and peered at her accusingly. She placed him back in his cage in the corner of the room and closed the latch. He settled back into a fitful sleep, one ear twitching.

The day before, Clare had told Jed that she thought Noodle was depressed.

Jed had laughed. “He’s not depressed. He’s a rabbit. They sleep a lot.”

Clare turned the coffee maker on and looked at her own reflection in the darkened windows. Her skin looked ghostly pale.

Jed, who fell asleep thirty seconds after his head hit the pillow, was constantly urging her to get a prescription for Ambien. She didn’t know how to tell him that she actually looked forward to those hours of wakefulness in the inky darkness. It was the only reliable time when Sadie—­­or, in fact, Jed himself—­wasn’t pulling on her attention. Her mind was free to wander where it wanted; it wasn’t on someone else’s leash. Besides, she hated the idea of being trapped in some groggy stupor if Sadie ever needed her in the middle of the night.

Clare drank her coffee in the still-­dark living room. Every so often, a light in the building across the street would flicker on and illuminate a stranger cinching the sash of her robe or turning on a kettle. Clare loved watching these other lives unfold like a silent movie. She attached stories to the characters, like the woman on the seventh floor who must be having an affair because she whispered fervently on the phone while her husband slept. Or the man two floors above her who had lost his job but couldn’t bring himself to tell his wife; he always stared dolefully into the mirror after knotting his tie.

The sky slowly pinkened and grew pale, and the details of the room she was sitting in emerged from the shadows. Jed’s mother, who had worked on and off as an interior designer over the years, had decorated the apartment herself. Clare would have preferred clean lines and modern furniture, but she’d been trying to make herself amenable to her mother-­in-­law, so she’d ended up with chintz and tchotchkes—­and she was still pretty sure Dorothy didn’t like her.

Clare picked up her phone, checked her email, and then found herself googling Gabriel Prévost. As soon as his face appeared on the screen, she turned it off and put it back down on the coffee table. A few minutes later, she picked it up again and started scrolling.

Sadie appeared at six-­thirty with her blond curls matted at the back of her head and her cheeks flushed from sleep. Even now, three years in, Clare’s heart still heaved when she saw her each morning.

“Hi, sweet pea,” she said with a smile. “How’d you sleep?”

Sadie pulled down one leg of her ducky pajamas. “Good. I dreamed about Noodle.”

“I hope it was a nice dream.”

“We put spaghetti sauce on him and ate him.”

“Yikes. Let’s not do that.”

Sadie nodded thoughtfully. “Okay.”

“Do you want pancakes?”

Sadie’s eyes widened in excitement. “I’ll get the aprons!” she shouted, dashing out of the room before Clare could respond.

Jed had given them matching aprons the previous Christmas, and Sadie now insisted they wear them for any kitchen-­related task.

She returned a moment later, apron strings flapping, and spun around for her mother to tie them. “Don’t forget boots!” she said, wiggling a little.

A few months earlier, they’d been making cookies while listening to music on Clare’s phone and “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’” had come on. Sadie had frozen stock-­still, as if possessed. “What is this song?” she’d whispered.

“Do you like it?” Clare asked.

“Oh, Mama, I love it.”

It had been one of Clare’s proudest parenting moments. Now, whenever they cooked together, matching aprons and Nancy Sinatra were nonnegotiable.

Clare put the music on softly. Even at a barely audible volume, those twangy opening beats cascading in on top of one another filled her with delight.

“Are you ready, Boots?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Start walkin’!” Sadie hollered back.

“Shhh,” Clare said, laughing. “Daddy’s still sleeping.”

“In fact,” Jed said from the doorway, “Daddy is not still sleeping.”

Sadie yelped in surprise.

“I’m sorry,” Clare said, covering her mouth. “Were we too loud?”

Jed shook his head. “Far be it from me to stop those boots from walking.”

Clare and Sadie started crooning to each other along with the music: “You keep lyin’ when you oughta be truthin’. And you keep losing when you oughta not bet.”

“That was so good!” Clare cried. “You got it this time!” Sadie usually garbled the lyrics into one long indecipherable nonsense word.

Sadie looked down at the ground and smiled, her face turning beet-­red. Clare knew her inability to take a compliment came from her.

“Come here, Boots,” Clare said, pulling her daughter into a squeeze.

AN HOUR LATER, Clare was trying to usher Sadie out the door to school, but her daughter was too busy buckling her baby doll into its stroller. The doll, stripped naked and covered in streaks of Sharpie, seemed to be sending Clare a silent plea for help with her one open eye.

“Sadie, if you want to press the elevator button, you have to do it. We’re going to be late.”

Sadie ignored her.

“I’m pressing it . . .” Clare warned.

“Don’t!”

“Then come do it.”

Sadie stomped over and stood on her tiptoes to reach it.

They lived on the top floor of a large, brick building on the corner of Park Avenue and Eighty-­Second Street. When they’d been looking to buy, Jed had insisted on only seeing penthouses because they were “far above the hubbub.” Clare had gone along with it, but what she hadn’t factored in was the very obvious fact that Sadie’s school would be down there in the hubbub, the grocery store was down there in the hubbub, everything was down there in the hubbub. All they’d done was create an extra-­long commute to the hubbub.

And it was long. The elevator was slow and creaky because the building was old. (“Prewar! As long as it’s prewar!” his mother had shrieked when they told her they’d found a place; she and Abe had helped with the down payment, so who were they to argue?) Most mornings they ended up waiting almost ten minutes.

“Where’s the alligator?” Sadie asked. She was definitely old enough to know that the word was elevator, but Clare couldn’t bring herself to correct her. It was too cute.

“I don’t know, lovebug.”

“Why is it taking so long?”

“I don’t know. We just have to be patient.”

“Why?”

“Because we can’t control how long it takes.”

“Why?”

“Because we are not elevator technicians.”

“Why?”

“Because we didn’t go to school for that.”

“Why?”

Clare sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s probably a few floors below us.”

“When is it coming?”

Clare didn’t answer.

“Mama, where’s the alligator?”

Finally, the godforsaken alligator arrived, and they clambered on. After a slow, jerky descent, they were ejected into the lobby.

Clare greeted Gino, the doorman on duty.

“Good morning, Mrs. Bast,” he replied. “Good morning, Sadie!”

“Happy birthday!” Sadie bellowed. She had recently adopted this as her all-­purpose greeting.

“Thank you,” he said sincerely.

The first chill of fall was in the air—­early this year—­and the leaves on the trees rustled like cheerleaders’ pom-­poms. The streets, as always, were teeming with kids on scooters and parents pushing strollers. Clare put on a small frozen smile and a faraway look in her eyes, in case she saw anyone she knew but didn’t know she knew. This happened fairly frequently. Acquaintances seemed to appear out of nowhere like pop-­up targets in police-­training simulations. (“Clare? It’s me, Gretchen! Jed’s friend from Penn!” or “Clare? It’s Francesca! From Music Babies!”) But on that particular day they made it the three blocks to Sadie’s school without any run-­ins.

Sadie attended the same nursery school—­Saint Mary’s—­that Jed and Lauren had gone to. It even had the same headmistress, a sturdy woman in orthopedic shoes named Mrs. Dwyer. Little about the school or Mrs. Dwyer had changed in the past thirty years: Girls still wore smocked dresses every day, and it was still harder to get into than Harvard.

When they arrived at school, one of Sadie’s classmates, Lisbet, was already in line outside the building with her mother.

“Hi, Mina,” Clare called out.

Among a bounty of acquaintances, Mina had become her closest—­maybe only—­friend on the Upper East Side, in part because she was one of the few other mothers at Saint Mary’s who didn’t use a nanny, and she also had an only child. They often ended up taking the girls to the park together after school.

Clare had been surprised by how isolated she’d felt after moving in with Jed uptown. Most of her friends from her PhD program had scattered to various curatorial or academic jobs across the country; and the ones who’d stayed in the city, along with a few old coworkers and college friends, lived downtown or in Brooklyn. Maggie, her best friend, had moved to Denver three years earlier. The two had met in college and moved to the city together afterward. Clare had been devastated when she left.

Clare had worked hard to build a friendship with Mina, and she was grateful for it, but she often wished that it replicated some of the closeness she had with Maggie. For whatever reason, it didn’t. Clare’s attempts at self-­deprecating jokes or candor always fell flat with Mina. Most of the time their conversations evolved into an endless exchange of escalating compliments. Clare had realized over the past couple of years that that was the easiest way for women to communicate their goodwill toward one another. For now, it would have to be enough.

“Morning, Clare. Morning, Sadie,” Mina said. “Ooh, love that jacket.” She rubbed a hand up and down Clare’s sleeve.

“Oh, thanks. Great boots.”

They were saved from the flattery arms race by the opening of the big wooden doors and the appearance of Mrs. Dwyer in her long wool skirt. “Good morning, families,” she called out, indicating that school was officially open.

AFTER CLARE HAD deposited Sadie in her classroom, Mina reappeared at her shoulder.

“Want to grab a cup of coffee?” she asked.

Clare nodded. “I could use several.”

They walked over to Fifth Avenue. Traffic was stalled, and they could barely hear each other over the din of car horns and some unseen jackhammer. The Metropolitan Museum of Art stood still and stolid across the street. Clare stopped for a moment to look at it.

“You used to work there, right?” Mina asked.

“In the development office. It was my first job out of college.”

“Remind me where you went to school? Bennington?”

“Not quite.” Clare smiled. “SUNY Binghamton. I grew up there.”

Clare’s mother, Nessa Regan, had worked in the university’s financial aid office for almost thirty years. A single mother, she used to bring Clare to work with her on school holidays and set her loose in the university art museum. The place had always bored Clare on field trips, but when she was allowed to explore it on her own, she felt like she’d stumbled upon a hidden world, a world that felt in some ways more real than her own. She could remember coming across a self-­portrait by a German artist named Käthe Kollwitz when she was around fourteen. It was a woodcut from 1923, and the expression on the artist’s face was arrestingly haunting. Clare just stood there, transfixed. The accompanying text said that her youngest son had died just a few days after joining World War I, and she never recovered from the grief. For weeks afterward, Clare couldn’t get that face out of her mind.

Something happened to her when she looked at certain works of art, she realized: a slight internal shifting or rearrangement. It was like there was a tuning fork inside of her that she would otherwise never have known existed, and then all of a sudden, something hit it just the right way, and it started to hum.

There wasn’t much of an organizing principle to the things that affected her, even now. It could be a Brancusi sculpture: The sweep of slick brass, the veined wood, the cold marble—­the combination could make her sick with longing. Walking into a James Turrell installation had once drawn a thick, involuntary sob from her body. Carsten Höller had done the opposite: infused her with such a sudden influx of joy that it had felt like an invasion. The way the light hit the folds of a gown in a Jan van Eyck—­she could feel that color somewhere in her chest. She really could.

She wondered: If you gathered everyone who’d had a reaction to, say, a particular Rembrandt painting into one room, would they have anything else in common? What did this one guy who had lived hundreds of years ago know about her—­Clare Regan’s—­inner workings? Something. It was uncanny.

Nothing in her life until then had prepared her for these feelings. She and her mother didn’t go to church; she didn’t do hard drugs; the music on offer was Kelly Clarkson and Justin Timberlake—­she hadn’t had a lot of opportunities for transcendence. Once she experienced it, though, she realized it was the exact thing she’d been craving all along.

She was a good kid: She studied hard; she helped cook dinner; she rarely complained. The prospect of disappointing her mother terrified her. But every so often she’d be overcome by the feeling that if she didn’t get a reprieve from the sheer everydayness of her life, she would combust.

Her high school boyfriend had once tried to show off by going ninety mph on the highway, and Clare had surprised them both by urging him to go faster and faster, even after they’d passed a hundred and five. She’d loved the feeling of being pressed back into her seat, hurtling toward the unknown.

Art, she found, scratched a similar itch. It granted her a brief, blurred view of something beyond the ordinary. It hinted at another way of living, one that valued mystery over certainty and freedom over security. It encouraged her to fix her gaze on the horizon; to imagine the possibility of escaping not only Binghamton, but everything familiar to her.

But she’d had no sense of what to do with these reactions. She couldn’t paint or draw: She had no talent for making it and got no enjoyment out of it, only frustration tinged with boredom. Still, something in her was pulled forcefully to art. Back then, like most kids, she thought everything had a reason. She thought she had a reason—­that there must be a slot for her somewhere in the world; she just needed to find that Clare-­shaped void. Art seemed to offer a signpost. She never felt as fully herself as when that inner part of her started to hum.

During her senior year in college, she sent her résumé to
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