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    “Art attracts us only by what it reveals of our most secret self.” ~Jean-Luc Godard


    “Think outside the box, collapse the box, and take a fucking sharp knife to it.” ~Banksy

  


  
    Chapter One


    There’s a thing that happens at these art gallery parties filled with the beautiful people. Everyone orbits the room pretending not to look at the one person they all want to notice them. They pretend that her glance isn’t the ultimate prize.


    I’ve been playing this game my entire life.


    The owner of New York’s most prestigious art gallery, she is a pale-skinned, willowy brunette, wears dark-red matte lipstick, and is dressed in all white. There are several ropes of pearls around her neck and a cigarette in her hand—even now, when no one smokes in public anymore. She’s like a living photo from the past, Coco Chanel or Dovima. She is timeless but perfectly of this moment. Elegant, powerful, elusive.


    She’s my mother.


    “You should stand closer to him so you get in some of the photos,” she says to me so quickly and quietly no one else would have heard.


    I immediately cross the room. I’m a junior at NYU, an art major, and girlfriend of one of the hottest up-and-coming painters in New York. But around my mother, I’m still the six-year-old who ignored her warning never to use the scissors without her permission, only to cut my own bangs and ruin my hair for a year.


    Hoping to satisfy her, I stand closer to my boyfriend, Brandt. It’s not even his night, but he looks like the star. And in three months, he will be: It will be his paintings on the walls, his sound bites the journalists and bloggers want. But for now, New York magazine just wants a photo of us together for their party section.


    “I’m going to get some fresh air,” I whisper to him, uncomfortable with the attention. It’s late, close to midnight by now. He looks at me, his blue eyes shiny, his cheeks flushed from excitement and wine. He is talking to the showing artist, Dustin McBride, whom my mother just poached from Vito Schnabel’s gallery.


    A few months ago, Dustin wouldn’t have given Brandt the time of day. But now Brandt is part of the club. Not just an “emerging” artist but one about to have his first one-man show with Anna Sterling.


    “I’ll go with you,” Brandt says, but I know he doesn’t mean it. He’s high from all the attention, buzzing with it. Hovering close by is Inez Elliot, my mother’s trusted gallery director and probably the coolest girl I know. She has pale coco skin and bleached blond hair offset by dark eyebrows—Rita Ora on steroids. I smile at her; she looks away.


    Other women are circling—the art groupies, the hipster writer from The Times, and even the new “it” girl model with her heart-shaped lips, pink-edged blond hair, and stud in her nostril. Brandt drinks it all in. He was made for this.


    “I’ll be right back,” I tell him.


    Outside, I gasp with relief when I feel the humid June air. The streets of SoHo feel like they are running on different oxygen than the freezing gallery. For the first time in hours, my goose bumps disappear.


    This wasn’t how my summer was supposed to go, I thought while crossing Greene Street. I’d wanted to be spending this week packing for a trip to Spain with my roommate, Niffer. We’d spent months planning our trip and even knew where we would eat dinner our first night—Els Pescadors, for tapas. It’s where Niffer met her boyfriend, Claudio, last summer. He still works there.


    Now Niffer is going without me, thanks to my mother.


    I inhale the summer air greedily and walk slowly down West Houston Street in my impractical shoes and sheath dress. The initial elation of escaping the party turns sour as I start to perspire. I’m exhausted.


    I always imagined working at the gallery alongside my mother. Dreamed of it, actually. I knew it was my future. But now that she wants me to start this summer, it feels all too soon.


    But, I can’t say no to my mother—I never have. And now I’m paying the price for it. Keeping up with her breakneck work ethic is going consume the next two months of my life, as it has consumed all of hers. She only took time off from the gallery twice in twenty-five years: when I was born, and then six months later, when my father killed himself.


    My phone vibrates in my dangly, beaded vintage clutch. A part of me dares to hope that it’s Brandt, saying that he wants to get some air, too. “Let’s get pizza,” or more likely, “Let’s fuck.”


    I pull the phone out. It’s my mother. “Where are you? Richard wants a quote from you.”


    “From me?” Richard is the art critic for The New York Times.


    “Yes, Lulu.”


    “I’m outside. I just needed some fresh air. I’ll be back in a minute.”


    I dutifully turn to head back to the gallery. And that’s when, out of the corner of my eye, I see something.


    I look up. Sure enough, on the side of a building, ten stories above the street, a man dangles from a harness. One arm is perfectly still, the other is waving in sharp, methodical sweeping motions. He is holding a stencil in one hand, spray-painting with the other.


    I watch, rooted in place, mesmerized as swaths of paint start to form an image. It’s a dark-haired woman. The spray can leaves a trail of colors to form a blue shirt with capped sleeves and a long yellow skirt. The woman’s body appears to wilt, her arm falling to her side. I take in the image from top to bottom. It’s Snow White. She’s beautiful, vulnerable, falling into the legendary sleep that will only be broken by her prince.


    He moves quickly, now painting near Snow White’s limp hand. His body blocks my view. Finally, he pushes back on his feet, moving away from the painting. It is now complete, with a poisoned apple dropping from her limp hand.


    But it’s not just any apple—it’s the tech company logo.


    I gasp. It’s the most exciting piece of art I’ve seen all night, and it’s on the side of a building.


    Suddenly, the can of spray paint falls from his hand. It seems to happen in slow motion, tumbling over and over, until it hits the sidewalk with a tinny crash.


    The noise attracts other people, and a small crowd gathers at the base of the building. People are pointing. And then, nearby, the wail of a police siren.


    But he is not finished yet. With quick, efficient circular motions of his arm, he claims the painting, tagging the piece with the name GoST. And I realize I am witnessing the artist whose brilliant, politically-edged stencil paintings have been popping up all over walls and billboards in SoHo and the Village. A thrill runs through me.


    And just like that, he is gone.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Two police cars pull up to the scene, lights flashing. I sigh; I have to get back to the gallery.


    But something keeps me from turning back. And before I realize what I’m doing, I step into the street, dashing across the middle of West Houston with cars blaring horns at me.


    I reach the sidewalk, hobbling. Without hesitating, I pull off my high heels and run down Broadway.


    Eventually I stop, putting my hands on my hips, try to catch my breath, and look around. This ten seconds of stillness gives me what I need: in the crowd of late night revelers spilling out of bars and restaurants, traversing the cobblestones arm-in-arm and competing for cabs with drunken inefficiency, one solitary figure stands out. He moves deliberately, but without rushing. He is dressed in all black, a hood over his head despite the heat.


    I move quickly. I’m so excited I can barely think straight.


    And then he stops, so I stop.


    What is he doing?


    He lifts up a section of the sidewalk, some sort of hatch that blends right into the ground. For a heart-stopping second, he looks up—right at me. He is wearing a ski mask, but our eyes lock. It’s more electric than anything I’ve ever felt before. His eyes are big and dark, and leave me breathless. I open my mouth but nothing comes out.


    “Out of the way,” a gruff voice says from behind me. I know without turning around that it’s the police, duty bound to arrest him for vandalism.


    And I know what I have to do.


    I turn to the officer, and “faint” into his arms. Thankfully, the guy catches me.


    I hear his partner say something about me being drunk. He’s not happy. I steal a quick glance at the spot where GoST had been standing.


    He’s vanished.


    *** ***


    It’s only when I walk back into the gallery that I realize my horrendous, colossal mistake: I forgot to snap a photo. I could have snagged evidence of the elusive GoST. It would have gone viral on Instagram in a matter of minutes. I didn’t even get a shot of the painting!


    I have to go back.


    For months, I’ve been chronicling street art around the city on Instagram and my Tumblr site. The idea that some other blogger might post the photo of Snow White before I do is unbearable. It’s become a competition.


    But it’s too late. My mother has already spotted me.


    “Where have you been?” she asks icily.


    I step inside. The room is startlingly bright and loud, the hum of conversation broken by the occasional burst of laughter, the inescapable cameras. And yet something has shifted since I walked out the door a half hour ago. The evening has obviously peaked. People are punctuating their conversations, heading toward the door. But Brandt is exactly where I left him. Only now, the paintings that hang behind him suddenly look bland.


    “I ran into someone … ”


    I realize my right foot is cut. It’s bleeding. She notices it at the same time I do.


    “Lulu!”


    “I’ll be right back.”


    I duck into the bathroom to check the damage. But I don’t regret the barefoot dash. I’d almost missed him.


    I wonder if he saw my faux faint. Or maybe he was oblivious to the fact that a stranger aided his clean getaway. I felt like the Little Mermaid, dragging the unconscious prince to shore, anonymous, yet forever changed from the encounter. My body warms thinking of him. This stranger somehow moves me when, lately, I don’t feel much of anything at all.


    For almost a year, every time I spot one of his paintings around the city, I am inspired. The sighting of a GoST is like a talisman. My good luck charm. And tonight, for the first time, I saw him in action.


    I leave the bathroom and find my mother talking to Richard Vogel, the feared and revered art critic for The New York Times. To me, he is simply Uncle Richard.


    “There she is! I’ve been meaning to talk to you all evening,” he tells me, giving me the double-cheek kiss. “We blinked, and she’s all grown up,” he says to my mother.


    My mother nods, smiling, my little disappearing act and inelegantly bleeding foot all but forgotten. For now.


    “I just want a few words about the show,” he says, holding out his mini tape recorder. Richard has been doing this for twenty years, so I guess he feels no need to jump into the new millennium and use his phone to record his interviews. “Do you have a favorite from this series?” he asks.


    I glance across the room, where Dustin McBride stands next to his largest canvas, a nearly floor-to-ceiling work entitled Threshold. It’s blocks of color, very Mark Rothko. There is a red dot on the information placard next to the painting, signifying that the painting has been sold. Every painting in the room is marked with a red dot.


    “Threshold,” I say.


    “What do you have to say to the notion that this collection is a commentary on the American dream?”


    I feel nervous answering, not wanting to make a misstep that will be locked in print. Richard’s column matters in a way few other art journalists’ work does. He has considerable sway over what is bought and sold. I’ve been reading his columns since I was in grammar school, and he inspired me to want to be a journalist. But mother’s philosophy is, why write when you can do? But I think the real reason she discouraged me is that journalists don’t make a lot of money. As far as my mother is concerned, cash is king—and the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit.


    One or two dealers define each era in art. Starting in the early 1990s, that dealer was my mother. She’d made her first million by the time she was twenty-eight. And expects no less from me.


    I look at Richard.


    And I think of the painting of Snow White, the poison Apple.


    I glance at my mother. She nods slightly.


    “I think it is a commentary on our toxic consumerism,” I say.


    My mother smiles.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    A car waits outside to take us to the after-party in Williamsburg.


    The hot new DJs of the moment are going to be spinning there. They are a pair of fraternal twins who go by the moniker X & Y. My friends have stood in line for hours trying to get into clubs to experience their magic.


    Brandt and I climb into the back of the black Town Car. “Just drop us off on the corner of West Twenty-third and Tenth,” Brandt tells the driver as the car pulls away from the gallery.


    “You want to skip the party?” I ask, incredulous.


    “I don’t mind being fashionably late,” he says, his hands already under my dress, skimming the edge of my cotton underwear.


    “I can’t be out all night. I have a final in the morning,” I tell him.


    “I’ll be quick,” he says, kissing me.


    “Brandt,” I say, in feeble protest. And I do mean feeble: I have never been able to resist Brandt’s desire for me. The first time we met, I kissed him and went further with him than I ever had with anyone else I barely knew.


    It happened at Niffer’s brother’s college graduation party in the lush green suburbs of the Main Line, Philadelphia.


    I didn’t want to go to the party, but Niffer guilted me, and the next thing I knew I was on Amtrak headed to 30th Street Station. I always felt weird around Niffer’s parents, the Holgates. They are big art collectors and don’t even try to hide the fact that they are impressed by who my mother is. And to Niffer’s absolute horror, her father is always angling to get her brother and I together, but he is even less interested in me than I in him. (His date at his party was a Swedish exchange student who I could have sworn I heard call him “Daddy”).


    The party was a year ago on a perfect June day at a country club. Hors d’oeuvres were served out on the manicured lawn, and I noticed Brandt immediately. He was a few yards away from me, talking to Mr. Holgate. And I was riveted.


    He was easily the most gorgeous guy I’d ever seen. His thick hair was golden and his nose and jaw perfectly sculpted. And though he was just wearing jeans and black t-shirt, he looked polished. Maybe it was the Rolex on his wrist and the Tod’s driving shoes. Or maybe it was the sunlight, or the slight buzz I had from the white wine spritzer. Whatever it was, this guy seemed to glow.


    Sensing my stare, he turned in my direction. His bright blue eyes instantly locked on mine. I felt it in my stomach down to my toes. Mr. Holgate beckoned me over with a wave.


    “Glad you could make our little celebration, Lulu,” said Niffer’s dad.


    “Um, me too,” I say. Brandt’s eyes were on me, tracing my body.


    “I was just telling Brandt about you.” I looked at Mr. Holgate, startled. He was a bit of a jokester, so I waited for the punch line. “Brandt’s a painter. I told him your mother happens to be a big deal—and a big dealer.” Mr. Holgate laughed.


    I heard the words painter, your mother, and dealer. But it was all I could do to listen because Brandt looked at me with such intense focus, holding on, making it impossible to glance away even though I felt I needed to just so I could exhale.


    He walked me to the bar to refill my champagne, and I felt like I was in a movie that had cast me as the female lead by mistake.


    It’s not that I felt unattractive. But I was something of a late bloomer—at least sexually. I didn’t even have a boyfriend until freshman year of college: Andy Miller. We dated for six months, and I had sex with him once, it was incredibly disappointing, and the relationship kind of fizzled after that.


    But never had a guy as gorgeous and charismatic as Brandt ever paid so much attention to me. From the moment we were introduced, Brandt’s focus was entirely on me.


    By the time the sun started to set, we snuck off to the women’s locker room in the main clubhouse. I felt giddy and excited as he took my hand and led me to a discreet row of lockers and wooden benches near the back.


    After an afternoon of champagne, and feeling Brandt’s eyes following me from across the lawn as I made small talk with the other guests, and then finally the last hour we spent engaging in witty banter—him touching my hand and brushing against my shoulder—all I wanted was to feel his hands on my bare skin.


    Brandt didn’t seem nervous. The way he kissed and stroked me, you would never have known there was a party outside.


    He kissed me lightly, breathing into my neck as his thumb brushed my nipple gently under my bra. A warmth spread through me as a soft moan escaped.


    But even in the moment, I was worried he would try to have sex with me. I’d never had a one-night (or, in this case, one-afternoon) stand and I wasn’t ready to start now.


    But he didn’t. Instead, he left me wanting more.


    When we finally reunited in New York City three weeks later, I slept with him. And we’ve been together ever since.


    *** ***


    Brandt lives in a brand-new, ultramodern glass high-rise building in the shadow of the High Line, near where my mother plans to open a new gallery. That’s why she insisted I start learning the business this summer. With two spaces, she’s got a lot more on her plate. And when I graduate in the spring, she wants me to “hit the ground running.”


    The High Line is a public park built on a long-abandoned elevated rail line. It used to be a freight rail line that carried meat to the butchers in the neighborhood and agricultural stuff to all the factories and warehouses running along the West Side. They were going to tear it down in the late 1990s, but a bunch of people organized to save it. And so instead of demolition, it was turned into a gorgeous park that stretches for almost two miles from Gansevoort Streeet to West Thirty-fourth.


    Brandt’s apartment has panoramic views of the Hudson River and the West Village, and is minutes away from the Alexander McQueen store, the Apple store, and a smattering of velvet-rope clubs and restaurants.


    Fifteen years ago, the space was an empty lot surrounded by butcher shops and streets populated mostly by transvestite hookers. You couldn’t give away an apartment in the area. Now, the only reason Brandt can afford it is because he sold some stuff at a group show last fall and my mom is advancing him money.


    Brandt comes from a wealthy family. His father is a huge Wall Street guy. But Mr. Penn doesn’t approve of Brandt’s “creative” career, and won’t bankroll it. I think he’s waiting for Brandt to fail, come to his senses, and apply to business school.


    But my mother is happy to support her artists on their way up. It puts them in the position of owing her all the more when they finally make it. It also builds loyalty. This is one of my mother’s many examples of her favorite adage, “it takes money to make money.”


    Inside, Brandt’s furniture is mostly black, the throw rugs white. The only color comes from his paintings on the walls.


    I kick off my shoes and throw my bag on his couch.


    “I’ll be right back,” I say, heading to the bathroom.


    His mirrored medicine cabinet is perfectly organized. I find the Band-Aids easily, but don’t see any Neosporin, so I just bandage up the cut on my foot and hope for the best.


    When I pad out to the living room, Brandt has put on some music and is waiting for me on the couch with two glasses of red wine. I take one and smile at him. Every time I look at him, he still takes my breath away.


    “Cheers,” I say. “Next time, the night will be all yours.”


    He leans over and kisses me. “I’m thinking the night is all mine right now.”


    “We should go to the party. My mother would want us to make an appearance.”


    “That thing will be going ‘til four,” he says, playfully tugging at my dress. “Better take this off so you don’t get it messed up.”


    I want to tell him about the GoST sighting, but he’s looking at me with that heavy-lidded gaze, thick with desire. Soon he’ll be the guy everyone wants a piece of. Maybe he is already. But in this moment, all he wants is me.


    But I can’t help it. The excitement of what I saw is still bubbling inside of me. I need to tell someone, and Brandt will understand the significance.


    “Can I tell you something crazy?” I ask.


    He looks at me, surprised.


    “Um, okay,” he says, humoring me while stroking my leg distractedly.


    “I left the party for a few minutes to get some fresh air. I walked on Houston and I saw this guy spray-painting a building. It was GoST.”


    He knows immediately whom I’m talking about.


    “How do you know it was GoST?”


    “He tagged the painting. It was him, no question.” Of course, I leave out the part about me following him through the streets of SoHo, the police in hot pursuit.


    Brandt shrugs. “I don’t know why you’re so interested in graffiti.”


    That’s a lie. He’s interested, too. GoST’s paintings are interesting to anyone who even remotely cares about art. But that’s the competitor in Brandt, and I can’t fault him for it.


    “It’s not graffiti.” I frown. “He’s a street artist.”


    “Okay, call it whatever you want. I just think since you have, you know, access to the best art in the world, you don’t have to be so impressed with people who can only get attention by defacing public property.”


    “Ouch! The male ego … hear it roar,” I tease, pushing his shoulder a bit. But I know Brandt is sensitive because he takes my opinion seriously. He doesn’t just show me his works in progress, he truly wants my input. “It was interesting. But whatever.” I sigh.


    “I’ll show you interesting.” He grins wickedly as he stands up, pulling me to my feet. He kisses me, and I lean into him. He circles around to my back, unzipping my dress, easing it to the floor.


    “You’re so beautiful,” he says. Beauty is important to him. It’s not a compliment he gives casually. He traces his fingers down my spine as I shiver in the air-conditioned air, my nipples hard inside my strapless bra. He unhooks the bra and it drops to my feet. His hands reach around, cupping my breasts, his fingers skimming over my nipples. One hand slides down, resting on my waist, where he applies slight pressure signaling me to turn to him.


    I face him and he kisses me. The first flutters of excitement course through me. His hands move to my ass, slipping underneath my underwear, pulling me closer. I feel how hard he is and smile.


    “Lulu,” he moans as I slowly unzip his pants. He practically pulsates under my fingers. He quickly sheds his clothes and tugs off my underwear. When our bodies are pressed together, completely naked, he starts stroking between my legs.


    We move to the bedroom. I perch on the edge of his bed and he stands in front of me so I can take him into my mouth.


    “Baby,” he moans.


    It’s my cue. I stretch out onto my back, and he kisses my breasts as he enters me. It feels good to have him inside, and when he thrusts in and out with slowly building speed, I gasp.


    “Jesus, Lu,” he says. Our bodies move together with practiced ease. But then the initial hum of pleasure dissipates. And in this moment, when we are closest together, I feel the furthest apart; as Brandt tremors with his orgasm, crying out my name and shuddering deep inside of me, I feel nothing.


    It is my shame and constant secret: When it comes to sex, I never feel anything.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Inez Elliot ignored the car waiting outside to take her to the party. She ignored it so long, it left without her.


    Then she ignored the texts from her friends: Where the fuck r u? and We can’t get in w/out u bee-atch!


    Yes, the press was there and yes, Dustin McBride expected her to show and yes, she had a Stella McCartney top and white jeans in the back to change into. But she couldn’t leave without talking to Anna.


    Anna, however, was too busy with a phone call. Who could she be talking to at midnight? God knows she didn’t have a personal life.


    But then again, Anna was full of surprises these days.


    The cleaning crew maneuvered around her. Inez pulled a chair into the corner and sat under one of Dustin’s smaller works. The paintings on display tonight were his lesser pieces. The best of the bunch Anna had already placed with her top collectors, such as Nina Saroyin. Mrs. Saroyin, widow of a hedge fund billionaire, was one of her wealthiest but most insecure collectors. Once Anna had given Inez the go-ahead to start making calls, Mrs. Saroyin was first on the list.


    “Anna says you need this for your collection.”


    “I’ll take it,” Mrs. Saroyin had said. Not, “What does it look like?” Not, “How much?” Just: “I’ll take it.”


    Half of her calls about Dustin’s series Life is Full of Unbearable Beauty and Shocking Disappointments went similarly. And when she reported the good news to Anna, the reply was:


    “In a month, Lulu will be here. I want you showing her how it’s done.”


    What!?


    Inez should have known this day was coming. Of course Anna would want her daughter working at the gallery. And when Anna told her that Lulu would be “helping out” for the summer, she’d accepted it. It would be useful, actually. She needed an intern.


    As gallery director for the past three years, Inez always welcomed another set of hands. And yes, she was the director. Anna was the brand, Anna was the creative director. But as far as the day to day? That was Inez. It was the two of them against the art world: Anna, the name brand, the flawless tastemaker. And Inez, the fresh set of eyes, the girl with street cred.


    Until now.


    Inez told herself to put it in perspective. Lulu could not replace her. As far as she could see, Lulu Sterling was Anna’s daughter in name only. Lulu’d never shown any interest in working at the gallery. And at the end of the summer, she would be back at NYU. She still had a full year to make herself indispensable to Anna. And with the new flagship gallery opening next fall, there was plenty of room for both of them. Of course—who would maintain this old place? Lulu, while Anna and Inez moved to the bigger space. It made perfect sense.


    “What are you still doing here?” Anna said, startling her.


    “I wanted to touch base before I left for the party.”


    “It’s late, Inez,” Anna said with uncharacteristic weariness. “We can talk in the morning.” She ran her hand through her chic, short dark hair. A year ago, Inez would have taken that as a dismissal. But she’d learned to push through moments like these. That is how she had managed to become not just another employee, but one of the rarest things in Anna Sterling’s universe: a confidante.


    Inez stood up from her chair and gestured for Anna to sit. With a sigh, Anna folded herself into the seat. Inez stood behind her, and slowly began rubbing her shoulders.


    She remembered the first time she had touched Anna. She felt an electric shock. If she’d ever felt such searing, raw attraction to someone, she couldn’t remember it. It surprised her, because Anna really wasn’t her type. She was much older. And she was so cold, so patrician. Nothing like the hot little Latina Inez had had waiting at home for her in Greenpoint at the time. And while the cute hipster honeys came and went, that burning feeling for Anna Sterling grew stronger by the year. And it—coupled with her ambition—fueled her obsession with the Sterling Gallery.


    “Tonight was a major success,” Inez said.


    “It was fine. It wasn’t Max.”


    Yes, Max Kyle’s defection to Larry Gagosian had hurt. And with some of Anna’s other mega-name artists negotiating Anna’s commission down from fifty percent to ten—or less—she needed a summer and fall of hits. But they’d get them.


    “We don’t need Max,” Inez said, with conviction. “What we need is for Dustin to keep this momentum. And for Brandt to happen.”


    Anna nodded. The months leading up to the opening will be Anna’s busiest time—trying to get big collectors behind him. Seeing if Manhattan’s major modern art museum, MoMA, shows interest. Nurturing him along with the tough love of Anna’s infamous studio visits. And now, the new gallery to plan on top of it.


    “I was just on the phone with Beijing,” Anna said, her back still to Inez.


    “Are they interested in Dustin?”


    Anna turned slowly. “I need an international presence, Inez. I’m tired of sharing my artists with foreign galleries. I need to be over there. And I need new blood,” she said, as if Inez had argued with her.


    “Aren’t you spreading yourself a little thin?” Inez asked.


    Anna turned to look at her. “You’re a smart girl, Inez. And the answer is yes—this might be risky. But inertia is more dangerous than any risk.”


    Anna reached in the pocket of her slacks and pulled out her cigarettes. Wordlessly, she headed toward the front door of the gallery. She never smoked near the art, obviously.


    Inez followed.


    She hadn’t been outside in hours, and the fresh air was an unwelcome shock to her system.


    Anna crossed her arms as she smoked, leaning against the front door of the gallery. At forty-eight years old, she was still strikingly beautiful. For all of Inez’s trying, being next to Anna always made her feel very outer-borough, far from the brass ring.


    “I’ll need you in Asia when I open the gallery,” Anna said, exhaling.


    “Of course I’ll go with you,” Inez said, her heart pounding. She’d been waiting for an invitation to join Anna on one of her many trips around the world. And while Anna would probably never cross the line with her, if there was any circumstance under which her barriers might drop, it would be on an exotic trip to China.


    “I mean, I’ll need you to stay there. To run the gallery.”


    Inez froze. “But … who will run the new gallery here?”


    “Lulu, of course.”


    It was like a slap in the face.


    It took a few seconds for the professional ramifications to really sink in. This was the thanks she got for five years of complete and absolute devotion?


    “Don’t worry. I’ll set you up in a fine apartment. It will be a smooth transition,” Anna said, focusing her catlike, hazel eyes on her.


    Set her up? More like ship her off. Think, think …


    The only way she’d get a comparable position in New York, with a brand name gallery, would be if she brought an artist along with her.


    She looked at her phone. One in the morning. Maybe there was still time to catch Brandt at the after-party.


    “I should get to the party,” she said, trying to sound casual. Anna nodded absently, staring off into the street, oblivious to the storm raging right next to her.


    “Yes. Please do make an appearance,” she smiled. “I know I can always count on you, Inez.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    When I reach my apartment building, a five-story brownstone, my body wilts as if every cell knows I’m home.


    The front door has a heavy external wrought-iron gate, and for a minute my key sticks. But I push through. Inside, the temperature is about ten degrees higher. It’s an old building, and the air in lobby has been baking all day.


    I trudge up the four flights to the two-bedroom I share with Niffer. The entire place is dark. Maybe she’s asleep, but I doubt it. I can’t remember the last time she came home before me.


    There’s no sign of her. She leaves next week, and I miss her already.


    I flop onto my bed


    I hoist open my window a few inches, unzip my dress, and change into a well-worn Vince tank top. I log onto my laptop and do a quick Twitter and Instagram search for GoST. The Snow White painting has already been posted several times.


    “Fuck,” I say. I feel like the outfielder that missed the fly ball during the World Series. How could I not get that shot?


    I’ve been posting street art on Tumblr and Instagram for a few years. It started as a fascination with old graffiti around the city. I started noticing it when I was in middle school. Then I started spending time on the High Line. The thing that struck me the most was the amazing views you could get of old graffiti on long-standing tenement buildings. It’s weird that art galleries are starting to spring up now, and that soon my mother’s gallery will be among them. To me, the neighborhood has always been about those hidden pockets of lawless street art.


    I hear the front door click open. We always try to be quiet when we come home late, but the heavy brass lock is older than we are, and makes an obnoxious sound no matter how slowly we turn it.


    “Hey,” I call out.


    She doesn’t answer me, but I hear the sound of her combat boots on the hardwood floor.


    Seconds later she is perched in my doorway, all five foot nine inches of her. Her dirty blond hair is piled on top of her head, a few loose tendrils clinging to her neck in perspiration. She’s wearing a floral sundress and a short-cropped leather jacket.


    “Aren’t you dying of heat in that outfit?” I say.


    “God yes,” she replies, flopping on my bed.


    For two and a half years, I thought Niffer was her real name—until I saw her passport. Turns out her real name is Jennifer but in her class of twelve girls at the Main Line Philadelphia private school she attended from K–12, there were three Jennifers. Instead of being “Jen,” she chose to go by “Niffer.” If I had known that from the beginning, it would have given me a bit of a heads-up about her personality.


    “How was the show? Sorry I didn’t make it,” she said, picking what remained of black nail polish off of her thumb. The paint flaked onto my sheets like a tiny evil snowflake.


    “I didn’t really expect you to show. But I’m not letting you off the hook when it is Brandt’s opening.”


    “If I am in the country, I will most certainly be at the opening.”


    “You’ll be back. It’s not until September.”


    “You don’t know! I could fall in love and get married and just live there happily ever after.”


    “Okay, even if you fall in love and get married, please have your happily-ever-after back here in New York. I need you,” I say.


    Niffer is obsessed with the idea of true romance. She is in love with the idea of being in love, and thinks the fact that Brandt and I don’t say “it” to each other is strange. But unlike her, I’m uncertain what it means to be in love. I think I love him, but I don’t know.


    When I started seeing Brandt, I thought—this is going to be it. After the graduation party I thought about him nonstop. I fantasized about the way he kissed me, and imagined doing everything else with him. Just the thoughts turned me on.


    The first night we had sex, I was thrilled just to have him inside of me. Of course, I didn’t come that night. Everyone knows you don’t the first night with someone. I thought I’d just give it time. And now, a year later, I have never had an orgasm with my beautiful, sexy, talented boyfriend. And I’m starting to think something is wrong with me.


    Brandt has no idea.


    “I’m not accepting you bagging out of this trip,” Niffer says suddenly. “Come for just one week.”


    “You know I can’t.”


    “No, I don’t. You have the rest of your life to work in that gallery. You need to live a little.”


    “I am living—thank you very much. And besides, things are getting serious with Brandt.”


    “Bollocks,” she says, with the hint of a fake British accent. “So where is the second coming of Julian Schnabel?”


    Niffer doesn’t like Brandt. I think it’s a competition—boyfriends and best friends can be like that. “There’s an after-party in Williamsburg.”


    She groans. “God, I am so over Brooklyn. Why aren’t you there?”


    “I have my last final tomorrow.”


    “You’re such a good girl.”


    “Would you feel better if I told you I almost got arrested tonight?” Sort of.


    “I would feel better, yes. But I don’t believe you.”


    I tell her the GoST story, describing the Snow White painting in detail. Niffer is a visual person. If she could sit still and focus on something for more than three seconds, she could probably be some sort of artist.


    “So who is this guy?” she says.


    I shrug. “His tag is GoST. That’s all I know. All anyone seems to know.”


    “Tag?”


    “His art name. You know, like, nom de guerre.”


    She nods, reaches for her army-green canvas Marc Jacobs bag, and pulls out a lollipop. Niffer quit smoking a few months ago and is now a sugar addict. “Let’s go find him,” she says, pointing the shiny red heart-shaped pop at me.


    “Don’t drop that on my bed.”


    “Are you hearing me?”


    “Yeah, and I’m ignoring you. I have a final tomorrow.”


    “But you could discover the next Banksy! Make a name for yourself! Then you won’t be so afraid to say no to your mother.”


    “I’m not afraid to say no to her. I’ve just always had a hard time getting her to take my opinion seriously.”


    She crunches on the lollipop, then coughs, spraying sticky red shards on my bed.


    “Niffer!” I say.


    “Find him,” she says. Then unceremoniously walks out of my room.


    Typical. Niffer sees life in bold letters. Find GoST, change my life. Go to Spain, fall in love. I guess I’m a just a die-hard realist, like my mother. I could do a lot worse than to follow in her path. And this summer is my first step.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    I’m already late for my first official day at the gallery, but I can’t help but make a quick detour.


    In the daylight, GoST’s Snow White painting is even more impressive.


    Standing in the same spot where I stood less than twelve hours ago, I snap a few photos and upload them to Instagram. Even though I am the last to the party—at least online—I need to have my own shots.


    If only I’d gotten a shot of GoST himself.


    There’s a fenced-off, gated cement stairwell on the corner of Broadway and Houston that I never really noticed before. I pause in front of it, reading the dinged up, blue metal sign: N.Y.C. TRANSIT—DEPARTMENT OF SUBWAYS. DIVISION OF INFRASTRUCTURE—MECHANICAL. HYDRAULICS SUB-DIVISION.


    It was less than a block away that GoST disappeared—seemingly into nowhere. As my mind goes to work, my lips curl into a smile.


    Suddenly my phone rings out. I answer quickly.


    “You’re late.”


    *** ***


    I’m at home in the Anna Sterling Gallery. Literally.


    My mother bought the four-story, French neo-Grec building at 133 Greene Street in 1995. She put the gallery on the first floor, and I grew up with a bedroom two floors above. I spent many nights of my childhood lying awake, listening to the music and voices below, imagining the day when I would be old enough to join the party.


    I follow my mother through the chilly front rooms to her office in the back. Her pace is brisk, her irritation with me obvious. Still, it was worth it to get those photos.


    “Is Inez here?” I ask hopefully. The day would be more fun with her as my guide.


    “She had a stop to make this morning. Not ideal that both of you are dragging your feet today, but so be it.” My mother sighs in exasperation.


    Walking behind my mother, I imagine Brandt’s work on the walls instead of Dustin’s paintings.


    To be honest, I was surprised when my mother offered him a solo show. I thought she’d say, “He needs time to mature.” Personally, I was thrilled. But while there was no question that he was talented, if I had to be objective about it, the gallery already had Dustin McBride and a whole stable of painters doing similar stuff. And there was so much else happening out there—art my mother turned a blind eye to. Stuff like GoST.


    I’d tried talking to her about street art, alternative art, things that really got me excited. But those conversations went nowhere.


    Then again, I had never been officially working with her before.


    She closes her office door and pulls a seat up next to her.


    “Actually, my final didn’t run long,” I say. “I lied.”


    She looks at me. “So where were you?”


    I show her the photo of the Snow White painting on my phone. “Look at this. His tag is GoST.” I spell it out for her. “His stuff is showing up all over Manhattan and Brooklyn. I know a lot of it is stencil, but if you look at it—not just this piece, but collectively—it’s so smart. And his use of color is spectacular—”


    “Lulu.”


    The word is a period, punctuation to a conversation that is never going to happen.


    “I’m just saying … ”


    “I need you to focus. All you need to worry about right now is what’s happening in this gallery.”


    I think of the name of the famous London gallery, White Cube. And that’s what it feels like I’m sitting in: a sealed white box that I can never get out of and will never be able to bring anything into.


    “I thought you wanted me to bring things to you. I mean, you could hire anyone to just help out. And I can do this, Mom. It will be good for the gallery. There’s so much exciting stuff going on out there.”


    “Let me worry about what’s going on ‘out there.’ This summer, you need to let


    Inez and me teach you how to cultivate the artists in our stable. Starting with Brandt. He is our number one priority right now. Don’t get distracted.”


    “I’m the one who brought you Brandt!”


    She nods. “And there is a world of difference between Brandt, and the type of flashy distraction you are showing me on your phone. I have built this business on the type of painters that my clientele buy. Don’t look to reinvent the wheel. Learn how to keep the wheel spinning.”


    “Got it,” I say, giving up.


    The intercom buzzes on her phone. “Mrs. Saroyin on line two,” Nadia says.


    “Ask her to hold for one minute.” My mother turns to me. Her look is all business. What is she so tense about?


    “One more thing, Lulu—and then you can go find Inez: I want you to move back upstairs for the summer while Jennifer is away. You know I don’t like the idea of you living alone.”


    *** ***


    Inez pushed through the revolving door of the palatial glass high-rise that was Brandt’s apartment building, and was immediately greeted (intercepted?) by a doorman in a uniform that looked suspiciously like a Marc Jacobs outfit.


    “Can I help you?”


    She was startled to realize that the doorman, young and Puerto Rican, resembled a guy she banged in high school. She averted her eyes, glancing down at the slate floor. There’s no way he’d recognize her. She looked like a different person. She was a different person.


    “I’m here to see Brandt Penn.”


    “Is he expecting you?”


    “Yes,” she lied.


    “And your name?’


    No, on closer look, it wasn’t the guy from high school after all.


    She wiped the perspiration from above her upper lip, careful not to smear her lipstick, a perfect red from NARS called Shanghai Express. She should not be here. If Anna found out, she was fucked.


    “Inez Elliot.”


    The doorman retreated behind a desk and dialed up to Brandt.


    The studio visit was technically scheduled for Thursday of this week. There would be a few more between now and the opening of his show. Anna would accompany her, and they would sit with Brandt and discuss how his work was coming together thematically. Then they would take a look at his canvases and prop him up or humble him, depending on which direction Anna felt the scales were tipping on that particular day.


    But her visit today had nothing to do with Brandt’s work, and everything to do with gaining his trust. If Inez was going to be pushed out of the gallery, she had every intention of taking Anna’s brightest fledgling star with her.


    “You can go right on up,” said the doorman. “Elevators to your left.”


    Walking through modern, showy, and aggressively luxurious lobby, Inez reminded herself of the advice Anna had given her over the years about dealing with the beast that is the artistic ego. Number one: All artists are insecure. Two: They all need a little ego stroking, sometimes combined with a push in the right direction. Number three: Never make an artist too comfortable.


    “Comfort is the enemy of genius,” Anna always said.


    Brandt was slow to open the door. When he finally did, it was evident to Inez that her little impromptu visit woke him up.


    “What are you doing here?” he said, more than a little dazed. “I thought you guys were coming Thursday.”


    “Consider this an unofficial prep visit,” Inez said.


    He stepped aside and let her in. His obvious hangover did little to dampen his outrageous good looks. Fortunately, his blue eyes, high cheekbones, and dimpled smile had zero effect on her. Brandt Penn would have to climb way higher on the fame meter to get into her pants.


    They sat in Brandt’s sunlit kitchen.


    “I thought you and Anna would be at the after-party last night,” he said.


    Inez shook her head. After Anna’s news, the last thing she wanted was a party. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to go just to do Anna’s bidding. Not anymore.


    “We were busy talking business.” She tapped her long acrylic nails. They were painted an OPI shade that almost exactly matched her lipstick. “And we should, too. You feel like you’re in a good place thematically?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” he said slowly. “I took what Anna said to heart—you know, about toning down some of the more violent motifs in the first few of the series.”


    Brandt’s paintings were neo-Expressionist, following in the tradition of artists like Eric Fischl. And like Fischl—whom Anna had always longed to snag away from her fiercest competitor, Mary Boone—Brandt’s work was very psychosexual.


    “Ignore her,” Inez said.


    “Excuse me?”


    “I said, ignore that advice. Anna’s lost her edge. Don’t let her dumb down your work.”


    “Is this a joke?” he asked, clearly uncomfortable.


    Inez took a moment to compose herself. This was it—there was no turning back.


    “I’m dead serious. Anna is over. You heard it here first.”


    “Okay, I’m going to forget you said that.”


    “No, I want you to remember it. Who do you think runs that gallery? Anna? She’s off kissing collectors’ asses and lunching with museum directors. And she’s running on the fumes of what she did in 2002. She is completely out of touch.”


    “Inez, get a fucking grip. I’m not going to get you in trouble by repeating this to Lulu, but you can’t go around talking like this.”


    “Ah, yes. Lulu. You know, the only reason Anna brought you in to the gallery was to make Lulu happy.”


    Was that true? She had no idea. But it sounded good.


    “I don’t think so,” Brandt said. But his voice went up a notch.


    “Open your eyes. You want to be the next Julian Schnabel? Because you won’t be if you stick with Anna. The smartest thing Schnabel did was leave Mary Boone. It’s called a stepping stone. Art business 101.”


    Brandt shook his head.


    “Look, I know you don’t want to hear this. You’re stuck at Sterling at least through the fall until Anna makes back all the money she rolled into you. But I’m telling you the real deal, and the sooner you realize it, the sooner you can plan the next phase in your career.” She looked out the window, at the majestic view of the High Line. She tried not to think about the new gallery space, the one she’d imagined she’d be running one day soon.


    “You know, Inez, you really shouldn’t shit where you eat,” said Brandt.


    If Anna had her way, Inez knows she will be eating in Beijing this time next year. And yes, that would be better than ending up back in Astoria, where she came from. But it would still be a step back. And after coming this far, that was not acceptable.


    Growing in up Queens had, in a word, sucked. Like Lulu, she had grown up with a single parent. But that was where the similarity—and her empathy for Anna’s lucky daughter—ended.


    Inez’s father, Luis Manuel, was a Cuban immigrant who worked in maintenance at the Waldorf Astoria even though he wanted to be an actor. Her mother, Iris, was a Brit. They met at a club one night in the mid-nineties, when clubs were all about dancing and fucking, not bottle service and money. Iris was barely out of her teens—only in the city for the summer. When she got pregnant, she moved in with Inez’s father because her parents wouldn’t take her back. They weren’t married when she gave birth, and she gave Inez her last name. That was basically all she ever gave her.


    Six months later, Iris left—never to be seen again.


    Inez couldn’t imagine how far she’d have gone in life if she’d had a wealthy, powerful mother. She’d sure as hell be doing more to make a name for herself than that parasite Lulu.


    “Did you come up with ideas for the title of the show?” Inez asked.


    Brandt looked at her like she was crazy.


    “Did you?” she repeated.


    “Wanderlust.”


    “I don’t like it.”


    “Lulu likes it.”


    “Lulu might have gotten you this gig,” she said, and saw him bristle. “But she has no idea how to keep you in it. I do. Anna might want to occasionally throw her kid a bone, but that doesn’t mean she takes her seriously. My job this summer is to train Lulu—so what does that tell you?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “It tells me that Anna knows that Lulu doesn’t know shit. Get that?”


    Brandt didn’t say anything. He looked at her carefully. She felt like she was holding her breath. This was the point where he either told her to fuck off, or he bought in.


    “Okay,” he said. “So what do you think?”


    Inez almost choked on her relief. “I’ll come up with something harder-hitting. Just leave it to me. You focus on the painting.”


    She stood to leave, and felt Brandt’s eyes on her as she walked to the door.


    “And Brandt? Let’s keep this little visit between the two of us. If not, I won’t be able to help you. And trust me, you don’t want that to happen.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Move back home?


    It’s the last thing I want to do. And the worst part was that I had to stew over it all day at the gallery, pretending everything was fine. I texted Niffer during lunch—no response. She was probably still sleeping. But Brandt didn’t respond to my text or voice mail. I hadn’t heard from him since he left me to go to Dustin’s party last night.


    At six, I burst out of the gallery, exhausted but happy to be free for the night. I check my phone, surprised to find nothing from Brandt.


    Okay, he knows my mother, and probably didn’t want to incur her wrath by distracting me. But he doesn’t answer his phone when I call on my way to the subway. I leave a message.


    By the time I reach his apartment building, still nothing. The doorman just waves me in.


    I knock on Brandt’s door. No answer.


    He’s probably closed off in his studio. I usually know when he’s working and try not to bother him. But his complete radio silence pushes me to make an exception.


    I hesitate for a minute outside the apartment door. I lean closer, my ear nearly touching it. Sometimes Brandt listens to music when he paints. I don’t hear anything.


    I knock twice—hard.


    It takes about thirty seconds for him to open the door, almost as if he’d been expecting me.


    “Hey,” he says. He is shirtless and barefoot, and his hair is tousled and specked with green paint. He has streaks of paint on his chest and his eyes are bloodshot. I can’t tell if he’s happy to see me or not. I follow him to the master bedroom, which he has cleared of all furniture and uses as his painting studio.


    “How was the party last night?”


    “Pretty beat,” he says with a shrug.


    “Is everything okay? I thought I’d take a look at your stuff. I know you wanted to talk about that larger canvas before the studio visit tomorrow.”


    “No, it’s fine. I’m just finishing up.”


    I frown. Brandt always wants my input. He asks my opinion on color, or perspective; on what he’s trying to say with each piece.


    There’s not much to do while I wait. I walk to the windows lining the opposite side of the room, and look out at the High Line. The sound of his brush on canvas makes only the slightest noise—almost as if I’m imagining it. I keep my back to him, knowing he will talk to me only when he is finished.


    I wait. And I wait.


    I tell myself this is part of the dating-an-artist deal. When my mother found out I was hooking up with Brandt, she tried to warn me off getting involved with a painter. But the train had already left the station.


    I told her everything was fine with Brandt—she didn’t have to worry. That he wasn’t a typical, temperamental artist. But that didn’t stop her from rolling out a litany of warnings: “Artists are self-involved and they have to be,” she told me. “They have nothing to give.” Another bit of motherly wisdom was, “They have eggshell egos.” And the kicker, “You’ll never come first.” I found that one especially ironic, because it’s basically how I would describe her parenting style.


    But I don’t blame her any more than I blame Brandt. The cost of greatness and all that.


    And then I hear a tube of paint fall on the floor. I turn around, and Brandt is walking toward me.


    “Stay where you are,” he says.


    I turn back to look out the window and feel him move directly behind me. He pulls up my dress with one hand and slides the other around to pull down my underwear.


    “Brandt … “ I say. We’re in front of a window that has no shades and is in full view from High Line onlookers.


    “Shhh,” he says. “I want you like this.” And I hear the metal of his belt, the soft woosh as his jeans hit the floor. And then he is hard against my bare ass, his fingers parting me, inside me, and somehow my body responds, even though I don’t feel particularly turned on. “Bend forward a little,” he says.


    “Someone might see us … ”


    He pulls my hips toward him, nudging my legs wider apart with his knee. His mouth is open against my neck, and his breathing hard and fast. I’m swept up in the momentum of his desire, and as he eases inside of me I brace myself by holding on tighter to either side of the window. Brandt pumps into me so fast and hard it’s as if I’m not even there. For once, I don’t have to worry about pretending to come. This isn’t about me.


    His hands grip my hips so hard it hurts. I’m about to tell him to let up when he bucks against me with a low keening sound.


    “Fuck,” he mutters, with a final spasm.


    The second he pulls out of me, I whirl around.


    “What the hell was that?”


    “Um, sex,” he says, walking to the bathroom.


    I follow him and grab some toilet paper to clean myself up while he gets in the shower.


    “You think I was into that? You’re not exactly reading the room.”


    It’s hard to have a conversation with a shower curtain, but I’m too pissed off to wait until he’s out.


    He says nothing, until the water turns off. He steps out, wrapping himself in a towel.


    “First of all, ‘reading’ you when we have sex is impossible. You didn’t get off? Because frankly, I can never fucking tell.”


    He has no idea how much his words hurt. I should have been honest with him sooner.


    “What’s bothering you?” I search his face, looking for the boyfriend I love.


    “Nothing. I’m just working. Your mother is coming here on Thursday.”


    “That’s all it is?”


    “Yeah,” he says, brushing past me into the other room.


    I look at myself in the mirror, stalling. My face is shining with perspiration. I pull my long hair into a ponytail. It’s a relief to have the weight of it off of my neck.


    “Did your mother take me on just because you asked her to?”


    I jump. I didn’t realize he was back in the doorway.


    “What? No—of course not. She would never do that.” I’m floored that he would even ask me that. “Why would you think that?”


    He shrugs, walking away again. I follow him.


    “Brandt, don’t stress out. It’s just a studio visit. Don’t let it mess up your head.”


    “That’s easy for you to say. You’re on the inside. It’s all right there for the taking.”


    And then it hits me—the unthinkable: Was Brandt with me just to get to my mother? Had it always just been about that?


    “You didn’t seem to mind me being on the ‘inside’ when I introduced you to my mother,” I say quietly, the words catching in my throat as I walk out the door.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Niffer shakes me awake.


    “Why are you asleep?”


    I sit up, blinking in the darkness. The argument with Brandt comes rushing back to me. I drop back down and pull the covers over my head.


    “Oh, no you don’t,” she says. “I’m leaving in two days. We have to go out tonight.”


    “I texted you when I got home, like five hours ago. I’m not going out now.”


    She turns on my bedroom light and yanks off my comforter.


    “Niffer, stop! I’m not in the mood.”


    “Are you in the mood for this?”


    She sticks her phone in front of me, a single photo on the screen. I am instantly awake. I grab it from her.


    At first, I think it’s the same painting I saw on Houston Street. But in this one, there is a cameraman behind Snow White. The man is barely detailed—it’s almost a silhouette. Is he a paparazzo? Part of a reality show film crew? Niffer might have cut off the rest of the painting, making it impossible to get any context.


    “Where did you take this?”


    “Mott Street,” she says.


    “Just now?”


    She nods. “Come on. We’re going GoST hunting.”


    *** ***


    Inez went through girlfriends faster than panty liners.


    Her latest was Bianca True, a six-foot blonde. The edges of her waist-length hair were fuchsia, as if they had been dipped in pink paint. Bianca had Angelina Jolie lips, the hips of a ten-year-old boy, and small but perfect tits. She had a five-page spread in this month’s Vogue wearing Oscar de la Renta couture.


    Bianca’s attitude was terrible, but her face was so heartbreakingly beautiful, Inez put up with her. Plus, the stud in her tongue felt fantastic when she was eating Inez’s pussy.


    Tonight, they were at Bianca’s apartment on East Seventy-seventh Street and York Avenue, which Bianca shared with her gay, male-model roommate, Troy. It was a boxy little place in a generic high-rise building. Inez hated going above Fourteenth Street, but this is where the agency housed their models—in social Siberia. But Inez’s apartment in Chelsea was uninhabitable for the next few nights. It was Gay Pride weekend, and her block was already making Mardi Gras look tame. Troy, not surprisingly, was scarce, so at least they had some privacy.


    Bianca was attempting to cook Cuban food for Inez, but whatever was sizzling in the frying pan was completely unidentifiable. Sometimes it was so tedious dealing with women her age. Bad apartments, bad cooking. It all just made her yearn for Anna. Everything was top shelf with Anna Sterling. But Anna was not available to her—had never been available. And worse, now she was casting Inez aside.


    She slipped behind Bianca and ran her hands up to her breasts. Her tank top was damp with perspiration.


    “Take this off. You’re all sweaty.”


    “Don’t mess me up—I have to keep stirring this,” Bianca said, swatting her hand away. Inez reached around her, turned off the burner, and stuck the pan on the back of the stove. Bianca turned around to face her, pouting.


    “I’ll buy us dinner somewhere. If we can find a decent restaurant around here,” Inez said, lifting off Bianca’s shirt.


    She was always amazed by Bianca’s nipples, so small and pink. Inez took one in her mouth, thinking about that tongue stud, already wet.


    Bianca sighed deeply, her failed culinary experiment forgotten.


    Inez’s phone rang. It wasn’t one of her set ring tones, which meant it could be one of Anna’s clients. She had to answer it. “Sorry babe.” She retrieved her phone. “This is Inez.”


    “It’s Brandt. You have totally fucked my head up. I can’t paint, I can’t do a fucking thing.”


    “Where are you?”


    “My studio.”


    “Don’t leave. I’ll be right over.”


    She hung up and smiled at Bianca. “Get your clothes on. We have to make a house call.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “This is the spot?” Niffer asks. We stand in front of the Nine West store on Broadway. To our right is the Prince Street subway station.


    “Yeah. It was here.”


    “Okay. So … we wait.”


    I told her my theory that there is an emergency exit hatch from a nearby subway station that GoST uses to slip off of the street level unseen.


    “It might have just been a one-time thing. Because the police were chasing him,” I say.


    “The police are probably chasing him every night.” She has a point, and it satisfies me enough to follow her lead and plant my ass down on the sidewalk outside of Nine West.


    “This is a great spot for people-watching,” she says.


    She’s right. But there’s only one person I want to watch, and I’m afraid this is a ridiculous way to go about it. My mood starts to plummet. And once it goes down, it’s a free fall.


    “My mother wants me to move home for the summer.” I had planned to tell her about the argument with Brandt, but this comes out first.


    She looks at me with an appropriate level of indignation.


    “What the hell for?”


    I shrug. “I made the mistake of telling her, after Spain, you’ll be in the Hamptons all of August. She doesn’t want me living alone.”


    “So tell her you’ll crash at Brandt’s most of the time. You can’t live with her all summer, Lulu. Working with her all day is enough. You’ll have no life.”


    “Well, the crashing at Brandt thing is a questionable option at this point.”


    “Why? What’s the problem with boy wonder?”


    “I don’t know. He flipped out on me today.”


    “In what way?”


    I hesitate. “He asked me if my mother is repping him only because I asked her to.”


    “Wow. Insecure much?”


    “I know. I mean, I don’t mind having that conversation. But he was just so … “ I think of the sex, and push it out of my mind.


    Niffer waved her hand like she was swatting a fly. “Men are babies. And add the artist ego on top of it? Forget it. He’ll get over it.”


    “I know. You’re right.” You didn’t get off? Because frankly, I can never fucking tell.


    “You know, it’s not too late for you to change your mind about Spain.”


    “Niffer.”


    “Just sayin’ … ”


    A well-dressed, middle-aged couple walk by. The woman glances at us with pity, as if we’re homeless.


    “How long can we really sit here?” I ask.


    “As long as it takes,” Niffer says, shaming me. She doesn’t even really care about street art, but she has less qualms about this little stakeout than I do.


    We sit. And we wait.


    *** ***


    Inez knocked on the door to Brandt’s apartment. This time, he opened it immediately.


    His eyes locked onto Bianca, taking in her tight little body poured into white cutoffs and a flimsy black tank top.


    “Who’s this?”


    “This is Bianca,” Inez said.


    Brandt nodded to Bianca, who was busy looking at her phone.


    “So what’s the problem?” Inez said, after he ushered them in.


    “Can we talk in, ah, private?” he asked, glancing at Bianca.


    “She’s not in the business and couldn’t care less about your drama. So spill it.”


    Brandt sighed. “I can’t get what you said out of my mind. You know, about Anna only taking me on to make Lulu happy. And if that’s true, then this show is going to bomb. The critics aren’t going to play nice just to make Anna happy. The buyers won’t step up for her.”


    “Oh, they will.”


    “But for how long?”


    “Brandt, you have to chill the fuck out. This is just a game. And I’m telling you how to play it. Now let’s go get a drink.”


    “I don’t want to drink,” Brandt said,.


    “Okay. Well, the work day is over. And you need to find a way to relax.”


    “I can’t.”


    “Well, then watch me and Bianca relax. Maybe you’ll get inspired.”


    She pulled a vial of coke out of her bag. She shook it at Brandt.


    “No, I’m good, thanks,” he said. “Okay, Inez, you don’t have to be here. I’m just stressed out, and I didn’t know who else to call.”


    She found it interesting that he didn’t think to call Lulu. Or maybe he had, and she didn’t help him. Either way, she felt her position solidifying.


    “Well, I’m here now. And I don’t feel like bouncing again. It’s a hundred degrees out.”


    “Yeah,” Bianca chimed in.


    “All right, well—the table’s over there if you two want to party. I should get back to work.”


    “We don’t need a table. Bianca’s stomach is flat as a board. Take off your shirt, babe, and lay down on the floor.”


    Bianca, happy to oblige, pulled off her tank top and didn’t stop there. She shed her tiny denim shorts and stretched out wearing only a pair of black Calvin Klein boy shorts. She was so damn hot, Inez almost put the coke away and went straight to eating her pussy.


    She tapped two lines of coke on Bianca’s taut lower abdomen, and then retrieved a cut plastic straw from her bag. She snorted the first line, then sat back on her heels and looked up at Brandt.


    “You sure you don’t want some?” she said.


    “I’m … no, I’m good,” he said, his eyes glued to Bianca.


    Inez licked her finger, then soaked up some of the second line. She held her finger to Bianca’s mouth. “Open up, baby.” Bianca parted her pillowy lips, and Inez rubbed the coke on her gums. Then she snorted the rest of the second line.


    She sat back for a second, then moved back down to Bianca’s stomach, this time licking the spot that had been covered in coke seconds ago. She trailed her tongue lower, pulling Bianca’s black panties down, baring her pussy with its tufts of blond hair.


    Bianca spread her legs and Inez licked her pussy. Then she looked at Brandt.


    “You sure you don’t want some?” she said, her voice low.


    He didn’t answer. His wide eyes darted from Inez, to Bianca, and back to Inez. Slowly, he shook his head no. Inez knew he probably didn’t trust his voice.


    She bent down again, her mouth between Bianca’s legs.


    She knew it wouldn’t be the last time Brandt called her in a moment of crisis—creative, or otherwise.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    I wake up to Niffer shaking me.


    “Miss, you have to vacate this spot.”


    But it’s not Niffer. It’s a very pissed-off-looking police officer.


    “Oh my god.” How could I possibly have fallen asleep on the street? I’m¸ like, one bad decision away from doing crack. I look around—Niffer is gone. She ditched me!


    “Please stand up,” the policeman says. I scramble to my feet.


    “Have you been drinking?” he asks.


    “No. I was just … waiting for my friend. And she was late so I sat down and … I guess I fell asleep.”


    He’s scrutinizing me, and I must pass the eyeball sobriety test, because he waves me along.


    Damn Niffer! She drags me out here and probably goes off for cigarettes or something stupid, and ends up wandering into some bar or party because she spots a guy or someone she knows. I’m better off not going to Spain. I’d be spending the entire trip wandering the streets alone while she bangs Claudio.


    I check my phone for a message from Brandt. Nothing.


    My stomach does a little lurch. This is ridiculous. We’re fighting for no reason, and it feels like shit. I should never have left before we hashed it out.


    I look at the time. One-thirty in the morning.


    We need to talk. And, as my mother would say, no time like the present.


    I start looking for a cab.


    *** ***


    The driver is riding the brake and making me feel ill.


    “I’ll just get out here, thanks,” I say, three blocks from Brant’s apartment building.


    As I walk west, my irritation with Niffer grows with each step. What the fuck? Where are u? I text her.


    Sorry—bumped into that guy from the other night …


    I don’t bother asking what guy from what night. I really don’t care.


    I almost got arrested—again.


    She texts back: There’s no secret handshake. There’s an IQ prerequisite, but no secret handshake.


    It’s our favorite quote from Reality Bites.


    I type back, Define irony. Another favorite.


    It’s impossible to stay mad at Niffer.


    When I reach Sixteenth Street and Tenth Avenue, I realize I should text Brandt and see if he’s even home.


    Are you home? I’m coming over?


    I stand in place, waiting for a reply. And that’s when I see him.


    He’s ten stories up. He is spray-painting the north side of a brick building. The image is a blond woman in a blue ball gown, a gown as recognizable to me as the American flag. It has capped sleeves and a poufy skirt and is equipped with elbow-length white gloves. Cinderella. But her yellow hair is not piled into her usual 1940s-style chignon with her matching blue headband. Her hair is messy, spilling over her face. She is bent over with her glass slipper in her hand. The glass slipper has tube in the front, and she is smoking from it.


    A crack pipe.


    My eyes grow wide and I quickly snap as many shots with my phone as I can until GoST maneuvers his rope and harness to step onto the metal fire escape. I run across the street. This time, there aren’t any police to get in the way.


    I see him, just a few yards away. He’s walking quickly, wearing jeans and a gray t-shirt. He is long and lean, taller than I realized the first time I saw him. Again, his face is covered in a ski mask. He bends to the ground, and I see him pull a bike upright.


    “Um, hey!” I call out. “GoST—your work is amazing!”


    He turns, stilled for a split second, a deer caught in the headlights.


    Then he jumps on the bike and takes off, heading south.


    “Fuck!”


    I break into a run, but there’s no way I’ll catch him. I glance around—not a cab in sight.


    After running a block, I reach Ninth Avenue and I see the Citi Bike station.


    When the paid bike-share stations sprang up all across the city two years ago with their obnoxious blue Citibank logo, I hated them. My mother served on some board that helped with the planning, and told me to get used to it—the bikes were here to stay. She gets free annual membership, so she gave me the key.


    “For emergencies,” she said.


    I slow to a jog, then stop, rummaging through my black, bottomless Urban Outfitters handbag. When my fingers close around the plastic keychain, I almost laugh with relief.


    And then I do something I haven’t done since I was six years old: I get on a bicycle.


    *** ***


    GoST rides his bike like a maniac. He jumps on and off the sidewalk, swerves in and out of traffic, and doesn’t stop for a single light. I do my best to keep up with him, certain all the while that the next block will be the one that kills me.


    Despite my best efforts, I lose him. Still, I think I know where he is going.


    I drop the bike at the Mercer and Bleecker Street station. I start running again, hoping to reach the corner of Prince and Broadway before he does.


    I pass The Mercer hotel, and something is askew at hipster central: a bike is strewn across the entranceway.


    A guy is walking casually toward Prince. He’s wearing jeans, a gray t-shirt … and a ski mask.


    This time, I don’t yell out. I don’t run. I power walk as quietly as possible until I am past him. And then I whirl around.


    “Please don’t run away,” I say. And there they are: the dark eyes that flashed at me the night of the gallery party. Does he recognize me? “I just wanted to say I really love your work. I want to know more about it … ”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, walking away.


    I can’t believe I’ve actually heard his voice.


    “Look,” I say, trailing after him. “I’m an art student. And I missed everything interesting—Warhol. Basquiat. Keith Haring. I don’t want to miss you, too.”


    “Go away,” he says, sharply. We’re on Prince now. He lifts the hatch on the edge of the sidewalk, and descends below the street pulling the hatch shut behind him


    I look around helplessly. Then I bend down and lift the hatch.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    The greasy smell of the subway hits me immediately. And it’s hot—maybe fifteen degrees hotter than street level.


    But the worst part is the darkness. Once the entry hatch closes on top of me, it’s complete blackout. Halfway down the ladder, I change my mind. This is crazy. I start climbing back up. My heart is pounding, and I press on the hatch but it doesn’t open. I feel around for a lever or knob or something, but I can’t find it.


    “Help!” I yell, totally panicked.


    And light shines up from below.


    “Get the fuck out of here!”


    I know without even looking that it’s GoST.


    “The, uh, hatch won’t open.”


    “What the hell are you doing here?”


    Um, stalking you.


    I resume my climb downward.


    “Oh, no you don’t. Get back up there.”


    “I told you, the hatch is stuck,” I say, making my way slowly, step by step. I see the New York Post headline now: “Art Queen’s Daughter Plunges to Underground Death.”


    I feel him watching me and it’s more excruciating than the solitude and darkness from a minute earlier.


    My feet hit a landing. And I turn to face him. He’s still wearing the ski mask. I wish I’d caught him by surprise and been able to see him without it. “I really just want to talk to you about your work.”


    “My work speaks for itself,” he practically growls.


    Okay, now I am starting to feel like an asshole. “Fair enough. Can you shine that flashlight so I can make my way back up?”


    He points his flashlight at the stairs, and with the illumination in this direction, I see the wall next to us, covered in graffiti.


    “Oh my god,” I say. Now I know how the archeologists who discovered King Tut’s tomb must have felt. There, in all caps, inside a thought bubble, are the words: MUSEUMS REPRESENT THE MUMMY OF A CULTURE THAT HAS LONG SINCE BEEN DEAD! “That’s Apollinaire. Is that an original? Or did someone else write that?”


    “What do you know about Apollinaire?” GoST asks, skeptically.


    “Everything,” I say. “Although I have to admit, I thought Apollinaire was strictly West Coast.” I lean closer to the wall, fighting the urge to run my fingers over the writing.


    “I think it’s legit. All this stuff is mid 80s.” He steps back so the light gives me a broader view. I gasp when I see the names Sane and Smith.


    “No! No fucking way.” This time I do touch it. It’s the holy grail of New York graffiti.


    Sane and Smith were brothers from Washington Heights who tagged all over the city. When Ed Koch died in 2013, NY1 News ran an interview with him talking about the graffiti boom during his time in office, and he mentioned Sane and Smith by name. Sane drowned in 1990. End of an era.


    We stand in silence for a few minutes, and I drink in the images and tags of artists whose work I’ve only read about or seen photos of online. Until GoST says, “You should get out of here.”


    I turn to him. “Let me come with you one night. Watch you work.”


    He shakes his head. “You’ll get in the way. If the cops show up, you’ll get me busted.”


    “Are you kidding? I’m the one who kept you from getting caught the other night.”


    “What?”


    “Snow White, on Houston? The cops were on top of you right outside here. I pretended to faint. And you got away.”


    He smiles. Barely. “That was you?”


    “Yeah.”


    I know I should go. But I’m rooted in place. I feel myself close to greatness, true greatness. Something bigger and more important than anything that has hung in the walls in my mother’s gallery. And if I leave now, I might never get close to it again.


    “Just one night,” I say. I am sweating so hard. My hair is clinging to my neck, my back. I resist the urge to pull it into a ponytail. “Look, consider it a contribution to art education. Giving something back to the community.”


    “You have some balls.”


    “Is that a yes?”


    “Let me see your phone,” he says.


    “My phone?”


    He nods, crossing his arms in front of him. I reach into my bag and hand over my iPhone. As soon as he takes it, I realize what he’s doing.


    “Look, I want to preserve all this stuff. Half of it gets painted over … ”


    But he’s busy tapping away; erasing the photos I just took of him working on crack pipe Cinderella.


    He hands it back to me, and our fingers touch for the briefest moment. Something hot and sharp shoots straight through me—a strong, irrational attraction. I swallow hard.


    “Meet me on the corner of Broadway and Houston tomorrow at midnight,” he says. “Without the phone.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Have you heard a word I just said to you?”


    I sit in front of the computer in the back office of the gallery with Inez. She is showing me how to update and maintain the client database. And no, I haven’t heard a word. I can’t stop thinking of GoST touching me.


    “Sorry. I had a late night,” I say.


    Even after I got back to my apartment, I was awake for hours, replaying the conversation with GoST in my head. I thought about that wall, a priceless archive of decades-old graffiti. And I held my phone against my chest, thinking about him holding it.


    “We all have late nights. Still have to get things done.”


    If Inez had had a late night, it doesn’t show. She looks like she just stepped out of the pages of W. She’s wearing a white Marc Jacobs t-shirt, a military-style bolero jacket, and black capri pants. Her eyes are made up with black liquid eyeliner, her lips inWithout honey-colored skin is flawless, her face inin signature deep-red lipstick. I’ve been trying to replicate the look since high school, with mixed results.


    “So what did you do last night?” I ask, trying to stay focused, to get in the moment.


    “Clearly nothing as interesting as you. What’d you do? Party?”


    I haven’t told anyone about meeting GoST, but I can trust Inez.


    “Have you heard about the street artist GoST?”


    “No. Should I have?”


    “I’m sure you’ve seen his stuff. Did you notice that Snow White painting around the corner on Houston?”


    She shakes her head.


    “Well, I first noticed him about a year ago. Look up his stuff online—it’s sick. And last night, I met him.”


    A strange smile plays on her red lips. “Does your boyfriend know you spent last night running around with this insanely talented street art dude?”


    I know she is teasing me. “Seriously, Inez. The stuff is incredible.”


    “If he’s so good, why not tell your mother about him?”


    “I did. She doesn’t care.”


    Inez nods. “Yeah. Anna has never cared for that sort of thing. What’s his name?”


    “His tag is GoST.” I spell it for her.


    My phone buzzes. I whip it out of my bag. As of eight this morning, I still hadn’t heard from Brandt. He never replied to my are you home, I’m coming over text.


    “Hello?” If my mother caught me on the phone she’d kill me. But luckily it’s just Inez and me today.


    “Hey. It’s me,” he says. I breathe a sigh of relief at his voice. The run-in with GoST was a distraction, but deep down I’ve been a wreck about what happened with Brandt yesterday.


    “Hey,” I say. “I was going to stop by last night but I guess you were already asleep.”


    “Um, yeah,” he says. “Look, I feel bad about the way things went down. Can you meet for lunch? I’ll come to you. Lucky Strike at, say, twelve thirty?”


    “Okay. See you there.” I’m still unsettled from the argument, but at least we’re talking.


    “Who was that?” Inez says.


    “Brandt. We’re meeting for lunch.”


    I’m surprised to see her flinch with annoyance. What does she care?


    “Here you two are! What are you showing her, Inez? The client database?” My mother breezes into the room in a cloud of Chanel.


    Inez perks up. “Yes. And then I’m going to get into the remit files.”


    “Perfect,” my mother says, a hand on Inez’s shoulder. “Lulu, come to lunch with me at one o’clock. We’ll go over some things.”


    I feel Inez looking at me. See, I told you so, her glance says. But my mother told me to be supportive of Brandt. She’s not going to mind.


    “Actually, I’m meeting Brandt for lunch.”


    “Remind him about the luncheon on Friday.” My mother is hosting a gallery preview at the new space at the end of the week. The brick building hadn’t looked like much when she bought it two years ago. I had thought she was just making a real estate investment, maybe renting out apartments. But instead she hired the best architects in the city, gutted the place, and made it nearly unrecognizable. The exterior is now one giant glass window. The rest of the façade is cream-colored brick, with new cornices crafted to look antique.


    The luncheon will be a catered affair with long tables filling the empty space. The walls will be covered with art by her most famous clients, most just on loan for the day. And the guest list all press, celebrity friends, and her top-tier clients. One thing I really admire about my mother is her expertise in creating buzz in stages. Each show is rolled out with carefully orchestrated, strategically scheduled events. And I see my mother doing the same thing for the new gallery.


    It seems obvious, now that she has mentioned it, that Brandt is going on Friday. And yet he never mentioned it to me.


    “Brandt’s going on Friday?”


    “Yes, he needs to be there, “ my mother said. “If the renovations stay on track, I’m thinking his show will be the debut of the new space. So make sure he’s with the program.”


    *** ***


    Lucky Strike is an institution, a French bistro that opened its doors on Grand Street in 1989. The black-and-red sign with white lettering out front is like the unofficial flag of SoHo.


    The menu is written on mirrored walls, and I sit facing it, across from Brandt at the long dark leather banquette in the middle of the room.


    He looks especially gorgeous this morning, with two-day stubble and wearing a powder-blue t-shirt that brings out his eyes. I have the urge to reach out and touch his face. But then I think about the little episode in front of the window, and I don’t.


    We make small talk until the waiter takes our order for a couple of burgers. And then Brandt says, “I’m sorry about last night.”


    I feel limp with relief. “Thanks for saying that. Did you get my text last night, or were you already asleep?”


    He looks down at the table. “I needed time to think. It’s the pressure of this show, Lu. Seeing Dustin’s stuff the other night … I don’t want to disappoint your mother.”


    “She’s investing in you for a reason. And it has nothing to do with me. I know that was just the stress talking—that you don’t really believe that.”


    “Okay, so let’s just drop it. I’m sorry I took it out on you.” He reaches for my hand across the table. “I need your support.”


    “You have it,” I say. “But I wasn’t upset about you asking me that. I mean, I was upset that you would think that—that you would doubt the merit of your work in that way. The thing that really bothered me was what you said about, um, the sexual stuff.”


    He looks at me blankly. Maybe he doesn’t remember. Maybe it had just been said in the heat of the moment. You didn’t get off? Because frankly, I can never fucking tell.


    Whatever made him say it, it doesn’t change the fact that it’s true. And it’s my fault.


    “I’m sorry if you weren’t into it. I shouldn’t have pushed,” he says. Then he smiles a devilish grin. “But doing it in front of that window was kind of hot, you have to admit.”


    “Um, yeah,” I say. “But I’m talking about what you said after—about not being able to tell if I’m into it or not? Not just yesterday, but not ever. That’s—you’re right. And it’s my fault.”


    “How is it your fault?”


    “I basically never, um, have an orgasm.”


    “What do you mean? Lately?”


    “No. Like, never ever. I never have.”


    He doesn’t move. Doesn’t even blink. Then he leans forward, looking at me like he’s never seen me before. “How could you lie to me about something like that? Faking it this whole year. I feel like an idiot!”


    I reach for his hand but he pulls it away.


    “No—don’t. I’m sorry. I just kept thinking that if I didn’t talk about it, didn’t put so much pressure on it, it would happen.”


    “I can’t believe it.”


    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I think these things just take time.”


    “You know what?” he says, leaning back against the booth, his eyes scanning the room behind me. “I can’t deal with this right now. I need to focus on work. Okay? I need your support.”


    Of course he does. It’s all about what he needs from me. Maybe that’s all it’s ever been about.


    The burgers arrive and we eat in silence. Or, rather, he eats and I sit there with my mind racing, vacillating from wanting to make up to thinking the worst about our relationship to thinking about GoST.


    “You’re not hungry?” he says. He sits back and looks at me. “Look, come over tonight. Stay the night. We need some time together.”


    He’s probably right. But I’m not sure I want time with him right now.


    “I have a … work thing tonight.” And it’s sort of true.


    Brandt shrugs, and goes back to eating his burger.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    The night is thick and dark, clouds covering the full moon.


    It feels strange to be without my phone. An almost dangerous type of freedom.


    GoST and I stand at the base of an old apartment building in the shadow of The High Line. It’s twelve thirty, and the air is as still and hot as inside an attic. I’m dressed in a black t-shirt, jeans, and Converse. GoST is in his black ski mask, camouflage pants, and a black t-shirt. My heart is pounding with excitement.


    Two hours ago, I was at Prune for Niffer’s farewell dinner with five of our friends. I could barely sit still, waiting for it to be midnight so I could get to the designated meeting spot on Houston. When I got there, I saw Snow White had been painted over. My stomach dropped.


    “It lasted longer than I expected,” GoST said, coming up behind me. His voice made my body jump with anticipation. “Come on—we have work to do.”


    Now we’re in place, in the alley behind the five-story brick building that is his mark. He’s carrying a bucket, a paint roller, and a scrolled-up piece of paper or poster board that is bulky under his arm. On his back, a black bag that a hiker might carry.


    “You should have let me bring my phone,” I say. “What if your stuff tonight gets painted over even faster than the one on Houston?”


    “The point is the act —not the painting. If one person sees it, great. If a million do, fine. But I still did it, either way.”


    He sets the bucket on the ground, and pulls a jar out of his backpack. He pours a thick liquid into the bucket.


    “What is that?”


    “Wheat paste,” he says. “I’m hanging a poster tonight.”


    He puts his backpack over one shoulder, but leaves the bucket and paper on the ground.


    GoST jumps and grabs hold of a small cement ledge. Whatever fantasy I ever had about being a street artist dissipates. I might or might not have any artistic ability. But I definitely do not have the upper-body strength: I’m the girl who failed the rope climb every single year in gym.


    From the ledge, he scales high enough to unhook a metal ladder from alongside the first level of the fire escape. It drops with a clattering sound.


    GoST pulls himself to the ladder, and lands on the fire escape in seconds. He climbs back down to me.


    “Follow me up. I’m going all the way to the roof, but you stay a level below me, okay?” He picks up the bucket and paper.


    “Yes.” I don’t even know this guy, but I would follow him anywhere.


    We start up the fire escape. Somehow, it’s darker than it seems on the ground. GoST moves like a cat burglar. I am slow and cautious.


    “Um, what if the police show up?” I say in a loud whisper.


    “I’m going to run. Do not follow me. You’ll just get caught, and by running you’ll look guilty. You’re just a bystander. No matter what happens, remember that.”


    “Okay. By the way, my name is Lulu,” I say.


    No response.


    “What should I call you?”


    “You don’t have to call me anything,” he says. “In fact, the less talking, the better.”


    He reaches the top, pulls himself onto the roof, and I stay down a few steps. I watch him set up his bucket, then unfurl two massive sheets of paper.


    GoST gets on his knees, perched at the edge of the roof. He leans over the edge of the building, dangling the paper.


    “Go down a few steps and hold the bottom. And tell me if it’s straight,” he says.


    I scramble down, and reach for the edge of the paper with a shaking hand. My entire body is pulsing with adrenaline.


    “Move to the right a few inches,” I yell up at him. He makes his adjustment, then starts rolling on the wheat paste.


    The poster is blue and white, but I can’t tell what it’s supposed to be until GoST hangs the second half that fits seamlessly against it. Again, I pull the bottom straight. He glues both pieces together, then climbs down the ladder with his rollerbrush to reach the edges and bottom.


    It’s the Facebook logo—a blue square with the white lower case “f” and also the hand “like” symbol. But instead of a thumbs-up, it’s giving the middle finger.


    I love it.


    “Let’s go,” he says. We climb down the stairs faster than we went up. When we reach the ladder he tells me to just jump.


    “I can’t,” I tell him.


    “It’s not that far.”


    But I’m too nervous. He jumps. I continue, step-by-step.


    I half expect him to leave without me as soon as he hits the ground, but he waits.


    “You might have to move a little quicker at some point. No fear. This is the easy stuff.”


    I nod.


    “Can I ask you something?” I say. “Why did you poster that instead of stencil and spray paint? Don’t get me wrong—it looks amazing … ”


    “I’m trying to take some time off the clock. The cops are getting aggressive. Let’s go. There’s another spot I want to hit right around the corner.”


    Back on the street, he points to the streetlamps with the Whitney banners hanging from the middle.


    “I really want to replace those,” he says, his dark eyes bright with excitement. They are intelligent eyes, knowing and ambitious. I wish he’d take off his mask. I am dying to see his face, touch his neck, feel—I shake my head.


    “Replace them with what?” I finally ask, trying to distract myself, not quite trusting my voice.


    “Not sure yet.”


    “How would you reach them?”


    “Not sure of that, either,” he says. “The fucking Whitney. Just what this neighborhood needs.”


    The Whitney Museum, which has always been on the Upper East Side at Sixty-eighth and Madison, is moving to a new home by the High Line, scheduled to open in 2015.


    He brings me to another alley, an extremely narrow one between two buildings. The back of one has large windows and is clean with obviously resurfaced bricks. The one directly across from it is faded and still sports some old graffiti—bubble letters and a few scattered tags.


    The base of this fire escape is much lower to the ground. It’s as if the engineer knew that there would never be anything worth robbing in the building.


    We stop at the top level of the fire escape. The roof is still a good ten feet above us, but GoST is already setting up his bucket and paint roller. I glance across the alley to see rows of large, narrow wooden crates and some oversized frames balanced against the window inside the building next door.


    It’s the storage room of an art gallery.


    “Hold this edge,” he says, rolling the paper against the building. We work differently this time, side by side instead. He rolls on the glue, moving the roller with quick, methodical strokes. His nearness is electrifying. I accidentally-on-purpose brush my shoulder against his. GoST is real, he is here, and in a single night, he has turned me from an audience into an activist. I want to say these things. I want to put my arms around him. I want things—and I feel things—I want to feel him. It scares me a little.


    The poster is up. It’s a thick gold picture frame—the kind you see in a museum. Inside is a black-and-white stencil of a sheep. I stare at it, not even realizing he is already heading back down. Apollonaire’s decades-old words run through my mind: Museums represent the mummy of a culture that has long since been dead. If he was that harsh on museums, I can only imagine what he thought of art galleries.


    “You coming, or what?” GoST calls from below.


    I take the steps down quickly. From the ground, I look back up one more time. God, I want my camera.


    “Next time,” he says, as if reading my mind. “I’m gonna bolt. But if you’re into it, I’m doing something on Friday and could use an extra set of hands.”


    “Yeah. Absolutely.” I nod, eagerly.


    “Meet me in front of Chelsea Market at noon.”


    “Daytime?”


    “Yeah. That’s usually when noon is.”


    “Right. See you Friday at noon.”


    I watch him walk off into the darkness, the unlit side streets swallowing up his form before I am ready to see him go.


    It’s only when I start walking to find a cab that I realize Friday is the preview party for the new gallery space.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    I wake up to a knock outside my bedroom door.


    “Go away,” I yell at Niffer. But then I remember Niffer is in Spain, and I’m back to having my mother as a roommate.


    I haven’t lived at home since the summer before freshman year. Surprisingly, my mother left my room largely untouched. I guess she knew all along that she’d get me back here one way or another.


    “Rise and shine.” My mother breezes in. She is already dressed for the gallery luncheon in a black Prada dress. It’s a difficult length, falling to mid-calf, but my mother pulls it off. The waist is cinched, the sleeves short, and it has a mandarin collar. It’s completely out of place standing in front of my old Nirvana poster.


    “I picked this up for you at Bendel’s to wear to the party this afternoon.” She unzips a garment bag to reveal a white eyelet dress. I don’t like it. But all I care about is whether or not it can withstand the wrinkle-inducing act of being stuffed in a duffle bag to be changed into after my outing with GoST. I’m meeting him at noon at Chelsea Market, and I have to be at the new gallery space eight blocks north at twelve thirty.


    “I might be a few minutes late,” I tell her.


    “We’re leaving from here in a car at eleven thirty. Why would you be late?”


    “I have a, um, dentist appointment.” She can’t argue with oral hygiene—can she?


    *** ***


    I pace in front of Chelsea Market. GoST is ten minutes late and I’m anxious enough about time without this delay. Finally, I see him strolling up Ninth Avenue. He’s wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. I’m wearing Converse, my army-green cargo pants, a black t-shirt, and my hair is pulled into a high ponytail. Waiting for him, I’d felt jittery. But now that he is here, I am ready for action.


    He’s not wearing the ski mask, but he’s sporting a black flannel hunter’s cap with long ear flaps which, combined with his mirrored sunglasses, hides almost as much of his face. The one thing it doesn’t hide is his cleft chin, and his strong jaw with at least half a week’s worth of stubble. He has sensual lips.


    Jesus. GoST is hot. This was going to be harder than I thought.


    “What’s that?” he asks, eyeing my duffel bag. I want to ask him the same thing—he’s carrying a ton of stuff. Some type of circular case strapped across his back, a large duffel bag in one hand, and long, black canvas cases slung over each shoulder. These are marked PROPERTY OF NYU/TISCH. Is GoST a student at NYU?


    “I have to change and be somewhere as soon as we’re done,” I tell him.


    We walk up Ninth for a block and then take a left, heading to Eleventh Avenue. I start to relax about time, because we are heading in the direction of where I will need to be for my mother’s party, not heading away from it.


    I follow him, wanting to ask if he attends NYU. But he’s clearly not in the mood for conversation, so I stay silent.


    He turns onto West Twenty-third street, leading me to a cement courtyard and through an alleyway behind a building. The sun is intense, and I forgot my sunglasses. I look up to the top of the building, but can’t see because of the harsh glare.


    At the base of the building, he unloads his gear and pulls down the fire escape ladder. I look up, blinking against the light, shielding my face with my hands.


    “Didn’t you bring a hat?” he says to me.


    “Um, no.”


    He unzips his backpack and hands me a black baseball cap.


    “Oh—thanks,” I say, already hoping he doesn’t ask for it back. I want a souvenir, proof that this really happened. Because I feel like he could disappear and I will never see him again.


    “Here’s the drill,” he says, pulling a thick white rope from the bag. “When I get to the roof, I’m going to throw one end of this down to you. You’re going to tie it to this stuff, one thing at a time. I’ll pull the bag up, then drop the rope back down to you for the next bag.”


    I’m dying to know what’s in the bags. Clearly, this is not a simple paint and stencil job.


    He didn’t tell me what to tie first, so when he final throws the rope down, I pick the flat round case. It’s heavier than I expected. When I’ve secured it as tightly as I can, I step back. Looking up, I see GoST watching. I give him the thumbs-up. Slowly, he pulls the bag up the side of the building.


    We repeat this process with both long cases, and then finally, the huge duffel bag. When he successfully drags the duffel to the roof, he calls down to me.


    “Okay—I’ve got it from here.” And then he disappears.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Are you kidding me?


    There’s no way I’m leaving without seeing what he’s going to do.


    Just leave, a part of me screams. I could just leave, find a Starbucks, change, and barely be late for the luncheon.


    Instead, I walk to the fire escape ladder and start climbing.


    My sweaty hands are slippery on the metal rungs. When I reach the fire escape, I resist the urge to look down, and head toward the roof.


    But at the final landing, I am surprised by the distance to the roof. I can’t do it. I stand there, eyeing the cement ledge of the roof and having bad flashbacks to the rope climb at Spence.


    Heart pounding, I climb onto the metal bar running alongside the top of the fire escape. I reach for the ledge, and I’m able to get my hands on it easily. Pulling myself up is the hard part, but I’m surprised by how much leverage I’m able to get and as my feet leave the metal bar, I feel a surge of elation.


    But my joy is short lived—I’ve pulled myself as far as I can. Now I’m stuck dangling between the roof and the fire escape six stories above ground.


    “Help!” I yell, panicking


    “Jesus, what the hell are you doing?” GoST yells, quickly dropping flat on his stomach, his arms reaching down, circling my torso.


    “Pull yourself up as much as you can,” he says. “I’ll get you up.” I pull harder than I ever tried to do anything in my life. GoST does the rest, hoisting me up and holding me tight as he rolls us both away from the ledge. My heart is pounding so hard I’m afraid it will stop working, and I’ve ended up on top of him while he’s flat on his back. The sun is beating down on us, and I can smell his skin, my face resting in his neck. A piece of brown hair has escaped his hunter’s cap. And I am shocked by how much restraint it takes not to press my lips to the stubble on his jaw.


    “What the hell are you trying to do, kill yourself?” he says.


    Embarrassed, I jump to my feet. “I just wanted to see what you’re doing. I mean, I came this far.”


    He shakes his head. “If I wanted you up here I would have brought you up.”


    “I won’t get in the way.”


    The absurdity of this comment—after what just happened—renders us both mute.


    GoST walks away, toward the center of the rooftop. I follow him, relieved to be on solid ground. But my relief disappears when I realize where we are.


    Directly across the street from my mother’s new gallery space.


    Town cars are already lined up out front. A photographer snaps photos of Julianne Moore and her husband walking inside. Inez is directing a delivery around back.


    No. This can’t be happening.


    GoST is crouched next to one of the round exhaust vents of an air conditioner, duct-taping a large, colorful expandable tube to it—the type of fabric used for pop-up play tunnels for little kids. The size of the tube matches up perfectly with the circumference of the exhaust vent, and I realize how meticulously he has planned whatever it is he’s about to do.


    Sensing my stare, he turns to me. “You might as well make yourself useful. See those light stands over there? Can you set them up? Adjust them to about your shoulder height.”


    I don’t know if I should stay or leave. Stalling, I fumble with the metal light stands, while GoST tapes a second tunnel tube to the first so that the length extends to the edge of the roof.


    I manage to get the light stand to the right height and stabilized. GoST waves me over, and I carry the stand to him. He sets it up under the tube, and then uses big metal clamps to secure the tube to the light stand so that it is elevated off the ground. He does the same thing with the second one, so the entire length of the tube is off the ground and stretches exactly to the edge of the roof. Again, I am amazed by his preparation and precision. The tube vibrates with the steady stream of air-conditioner exhaust pumping through it. Overall, the colorful setup looks like something out of a Dr. Seuss book, and I can’t help but smile.


    My smile fades quickly though: a) I’m now extremely late to the party, and b) the party is in disturbing proximity to whatever he has planned.


    GoST is now dragging the large duffel over to the tubing. He crouches down and unzips it. I peer over to see what’s inside, and my stomach drops.


    It’s filled with cash.


    “Where did you get that?” I ask nervously.


    “I made it.”


    “You made it? You counterfeited a massive load of money? You do realize that’s a federal offense, don’t you!?”


    GoST shakes his head. “It’s not counterfeit. It’s art.” Then he smiles. Sort of. “You should see your face. And when you recover, feel free to come over here and help me get all this inside the tubing.”


    GoST opens a cutout flap on the top of the tube and starts shoving the bills inside. Some of the fake money has spilled out, and I see the fake bill is a hundred. But the IN GOD WE TRUST has been replaced by IN GoST WE TRUST. And instead of Benjamin Franklin’s face, it’s my mother. Blood rushes to my face.


    “Hey—can you load some of that in here?” he says as he quickly stuffs mounds of the paper into the opening.


    I stand frozen, stunned. It all seems too insane to be a coincidence. Does he know who I am?


    He’s looking at me, wondering why I’m just standing here. It’s hard to read someone’s face when it’s covered with glasses and a hat that drops down like a Midwestern hunting cap. But I am certain there is nothing to suggest he has any clue that I am a part of the art establishment he despises.


    And I want to keep it that way.


    I walk slowly to him, then grab a wad of the cash. Working side by side, we take turns feeding the “money” into the tube.


    And that’s when I start hearing shrieks from below. I run to the edge and peer down. GoST’s contraption is raining the fake money onto the guests arriving at my mother’s party. The photographers turn their attention from the A-list guests to the shower of fake money. Amidst the chaos, I spot Brandt getting out of a cab.


    “Back away from the edge. I don’t want anyone to see you,” GoST says.


    But it’s too late: My mother has emerged from the front entrance, no doubt to see what all the fuss is about. Sharp as always, she homes in on the source.


    She looks straight up at me.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “Let’s go,” GoST calls from the other side of the roof. I’m just standing in place, rooted in panic.


    “What about all this stuff?” I’m stalling. The idea that my mother might have seen me is paralyzing.


    “Just leave it. I told you.”


    GoST is already a few steps below me on the fire escape. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely maneuver my way down.


    “You okay there?” GoST calls up to me. The distance between us is growing. He is almost on the ground, and in my state of panic, I have stopped descending.


    My mind rushes into nightmare scenarios. I imagine the police surrounding the parameter of the building, my mother in the center of it all, pointing me out to them.


    “Yeah, fine,” I say, telling myself just to put one foot below the other. Finally, I land with a thud on the ground.


    “Catch you later,” he says, picking up my duffel bag.


    “Wait? Where should I go?” A police siren wails in the distance, and it’s getting nearer.


    “Just go where you said you had to be after this. Don’t lose your shit—we didn’t shoot anyone.”


    I stand there, immobile. Am I really supposed to just go to the party like nothing happened? My mother knows. She has to know.


    He holds out my bag.


    “It went great up there. Perfect. Now get out of here before the cops show up.”


    I watch him disappear into an alley, his hat pulled low. And for all of my worry about what just happened—about my mother having seen me, about the police—about the fact that this entire outing was about shaming the gallery with my name on it—all I feel is the sinking pit in my stomach that he is gone.


    *** ***


    Inez couldn’t believe her eyes.


    The shower of money seemed endless. By now, all forty guests had gathered on the sidewalk. She could see by their delighted faces they assumed this was some sort of performance-art stunt arranged by Anna for their amusement. Of course, one look at Anna, rigid with fury, would have told them otherwise.


    The photographers were having a field day, snapping away at the rain of green. Some were bent low to the ground, getting close-ups of the mysterious slips of paper.


    Inez shielded her eyes and looked up, trying to figure out where it was coming from. The sun was too bright.


    She looked over to see Anna talking furiously into her cell phone.


    “What is this?” Brandt asked


    “I have no idea,” Inez replied.


    “Have you seen Lulu?”


    “Lulu?” Inez said incredulously. “You think I care where Lulu is? Why don’t you go call her? Maybe go inside so I can start hustling the guests back in before Anna has a nervous breakdown.”


    That’s when she realized the spectacle of flying paper was luring people off of the High Line toward the gallery, like the Pied Piper’s flute. Tourists, parents with small children, teenagers with nothing better to do trailed after the fluttering paper, grabbing at it in delight.


    “Keep these people away from the gallery,” Anna said, ushering guests back inside.


    Inez knew she had to act—to capitalize on the bizarre incident. She pulled out her phone and shot off a text to Damian Damian, who had R.S.V.P’d that he couldn’t make it. The decline hadn’t bothered Anna—she had a disdain for bloggers. But Inez had known it wasn’t a good sign. Damian Damian mattered—maybe not to the Park Avenue set, but certainly to the influencers and tastemakers, to the people who perpetuate the art scene beyond the pristine walls of the Sterling Gallery. These were the people whose clout Inez would need if and when she jumped ship. Or even just to solidify her power and influence if she stayed.


    Inez had been looking for an opportunity to grant Damian Damian a favor. She knew that one day, maybe sooner than she’d thought—she’d need to call in one of her own. You missed a scoop by missing Anna’s luncheon. It’s not too late. Get here ASAP and I’ll fill you in. Or you can read about it later today on NYMag.com.


    She bent down, snagged a few fake hundred-dollar bills, and shoved them into her handbag.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    I am jumpy and agitated as I wait in the line for the Starbucks bathroom.


    Once inside, I look in the mirror and feel instantly better: I had forgotten I was wearing GoST’s black baseball cap. There is a chance—a slim prayer in hell—that my mother didn’t see my face. I could be any female, twenty-something, roof-hopping vandal.


    Holding onto this slim shred of hope, I unzip the duffel bag and shake out the white dress. It’s hard to believe my mother gave it to me just this morning. It seems like another lifetime now.


    I shed my sweaty, dirty clothes and stuff them into the bag, knowing now that I have to ditch them.


    Strapping on my high-heeled Tory Burch sandals, I step closer to the mirror and use toilet paper in a futile attempt to help my face recover from the dipped-in-Crisco sweaty look I am currently sporting. Above all, I avoid looking at my phone.


    I can only imagine the messages.


    *** ***


    “Can you believe how those people behaved? Just running around and grabbing that paper? I have to say, Anna usually does everything flawlessly. But this neighborhood—I don’t understand why it’s so trendy.”


    Inez nodded, a captive audience to Nina Saroyin. Over her shoulder, she watched Anna outside, talking to the police. Barricades were being set up to keep the crowd of onlookers away from the gallery. A crew was already raking up the fake currency, piling it into evidence bags.


    A waiter appeared holding a tray of mimosas. They both took a glass.


    “It has always felt sketchy to me,” Nina said. “And look what just happened!”


    Once the police arrived, the guests realized that Anna had not staged the spectacular display for their amusement.


    “I had to call the authorities,” Anna told her. “If people feel they can get away with these sorts of pranks they will simply be emboldened to continue.”


    Nina looked at Inez for commiseration, shaking her head in disgust. Inez simply nodded along, because what could she say? The Nina Saroyins of the world never understand that you couldn’t pay for this type of publicity. An hour ago, Inez was on the phone with Page Six practically begging for a mention in tomorrow’s column. Now she would not be surprised to see Anna on the Post’s front page.


    One of the photographers called Nina aside for a picture with Joan Rivers and Dustin McBride.


    Inez dipped her hand in her Chloe bag, and surreptitiously took a peek at one of the fake bills. She bit her lip to keep from smiling at the sight of Anna’s photo. She turned it over for a peek at the reverse side.


    IN GoST WE TRUST.


    Why was that name so familiar?


    Lulu!


    What a coincidence—or not—that the street artist that Lulu tried to pitch to her mother showed up with a stunt like this. Inez was sure Anna would find it very interesting.


    “So when do I get to meet Brandt Penn?”


    Inez jumped in surprise. Nina was back, craning her neck to look around the room.


    “No time like the present,” Inez said, stuffing the fake money deep into her bag. She waved Brandt over. He trotted toward them. Good doggie.


    Just then, Anna breezed back into the gallery, smiling as calmly as if she had merely stepped outside for some fresh air. Inez was gratified to see Anna nod in her direction, probably the only acknowledgement or thanks she would get for having smoothly hustled the guests inside and away from the scene of the crime, so to speak.


    “There you two are! I trust Inez had made the introduction?” Anna said to Nina and Brandt.


    “Anna, you do know how to pick them! So handsome. Like a movie star. What happened to the days when the painters looked like Julian Schnabel? Not that I’m complaining … ”


    Inez felt an incredible sense of calm. Her world felt in good order. With Anna and Brandt by her side, with Nina Saroyin clutching her arm as she spoke, the idea that Anna would ship her off to Asia was unthinkable.


    “Isn’t that your daughter?” Nina said to Anna.


    And all eyes turned to the door.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    A police officer stops me about twenty feet away from the entrance to the gallery. The whole perimeter is barricaded off. It’s as if someone called in a bomb threat. I wonder if GoST had any idea how much commotion he caused.


    “It’s my mother’s gallery,” I tell the officer. He asks for ID and I hand him my driver’s license. He talks into his radio and I wait and wait. In my wild imagination, my mother reports back that I am the culprit. He leads me away in handcuffs.


    “You’re all clear,” he says, waving me along.


    I push through the glass door, and immediately spot my mother and Inez and Brandt huddled together with my mother’s client, Nina Saroyin. I’ve never felt more like an outsider. I can’t believe I just blindly walked into a near disaster. How long have I waited for my mother to take me seriously? This summer is my chance to prove myself to her. I can’t blow it over GoST—no matter how intriguing he is.


    And he really is.


    My mother notices me and beckons me with one finger. Her face is placid but stony—her public face. I have no clue if she recognized me on the roof. But I have already decided my strategy if she did. Niffer has a saying: Lie and Deny Until You Die. She swears by it, and says in high school she was busted by her parents for everything from smoking to sneaking boys into her room and that just by digging in her heels and denying whatever offense she was charged with, they eventually backed off.


    “Lulu, you missed all of the excitement,” my mother says with a small smile.


    What would be the normal response of someone who had nothing to do with the event?


    “Yeah, what’s the deal with all the police?” I ask. There, that was easy enough. Brandt moves closer to me, and slips his arm around my waist. I look at him, surprised by the affectionate gesture.


    Guilt courses through me. I had been busy running around with a guy—an artist—who was not my boyfriend. It’s irrational, but I felt like I cheated on him. At the same time, I’m still pissed at the way he reacted at lunch.


    Before my mother can fill me in on the drama, Nina breathlessly recounts the whole thing.


    “Really,” Nina says. “It was like terrorism.”


    “Wow,” I say, shaking my head. “That’s crazy.”


    “Never a dull moment,” my mother says breezily. There is no tension in her voice—at least, no more than usual. And in that moment I know that she did not recognize me.


    “What’s crazy is that you showed up here just as all the police left,” Inez says, looking at me funny. “What timing.”


    “Yeah,” I mumble.


    I’m saved from an awkward pause when pretentious art blogger Damian Damian walks in the door.


    “Excuse me for a minute,” Inez says, rushing over to him.


    “Who is that?” Nina wrinkles her nose, pretending to be appalled by Damian Damian’s appearance, but probably secretly wanting an introduction. Damian dyed his hair pink since the last time I saw him. He’s wearing a black suit with a fuchsia tie that matches his hair. He does not remove his dark glasses.


    “Can I borrow Lulu for a minute?” Brandt says, to no one in particular.


    He leads me by the hand toward the back of the room. A photographer stops us to get a few shots. It’s the last thing I want to do—I still feel sweaty and disheveled from running around with GoST. But Brandt immediately agrees to pose, and doesn’t hesitate when two more photographers get into the mix. The whole thing probably takes no more than three minutes, but I can barely stand still.


    When we break free, I steer Brandt behind a thick column hoping no one will see us for a few minutes.


    “Are you okay? You seem kind of jumpy,” he says. He’s wearing a lightweight pinstriped suit I’ve never seen before. He’s not wearing a tie, so the look is pulled together but not too much for daytime. Brandt always knows how to dress.


    “I’m fine,” I say.


    “Where’ve you been?”


    “Dentist appointment.”


    “You should have seen that crazy stunt out there. I can’t wait to find out who did it. Probably some loser artist trying to get your mother’s attention.”


    I can’t help but smile. If he finds my reaction strange—and he should—he doesn’t comment on it.


    “I’m sorry I missed it,” I say.


    “I thought maybe you were avoiding me.”


    “Why would I be avoiding you?”


    He shrugs. “Because things are shitty between us? Look, I’m sorry for the stuff I said. I want to get back on track.”


    “Are you just apologizing because you’re afraid of pissing off my mom? I mean, being in this gorgeous new gallery space must really remind you what it’s all about.”


    “Why are you being so cynical all of a sudden?”


    “You were pretty cynical the other day when I came over and you fucked me like that. And then suggested that my mother was repping you just to make me happy.”


    “It was a moment of weakness, Lulu. And I’m saying I’m sorry. I’m under a lot of pressure. You of all people should know what artists go through before their first major show. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”


    I nod. “I guess there’s some stuff we need to work out.”


    “Here,” he says, handing me a house key.


    “What’s this?”


    “A peace offering.”


    “Is this for your place?”


    He nods.


    I don’t want this fight to go on and on. But handing me a key to his apartment doesn’t change the fact that he acted like a total dick the other day. I told him something painful and embarrassing, and he made it all about him. I can’t deal with this right now. I need to focus on work. I need your support.


    Whether he likes it or not, he’s going to have to hear that I’m pissed. But now isn’t the time or place. So I just put the key in my handbag.


    “We should go somewhere after this. Just the two of us,” I say.


    “Agreed.” He leans in to kiss me, and I give in to it, telling myself we’ll work out the details later.


    He leads me by the hand back to the front of the gallery, where we’re immediately intercepted by my mother.


    “There you two are. Nina just invited you to join us at a little post-reception at her apartment. We’ll leave directly from here.”


    I look at Brandt. Is there a way for us to beg out of this?


    “Sounds great,” he says enthusiastically.


    *** ***


    “So what’s the scoop, Elliot? This better be good. I was in the middle of getting blown by a publicist for the Forrester Whitman gallery.”


    Inez led Damian outside and closed the door behind them.


    “Do you know the street artist GoST?”


    “I don’t know him. I’ve seen his stuff around. Very Banksy-esque. A tad cynical for my taste. Why? Is he hot now? Is Anna repping him?”


    Inez shook her head.


    “See that roof up there?”


    She pointed to the building across the street.


    “Yeah?”


    “Just as the guests were arriving for the party today, someone stood up there and used some kind of machine to blow fake money all over us.”


    “Bee-zar,” Damian said. “And you think it was GoST?”


    Inez pulled one of the bills with Anna’s photo on it from her bag and handed it to him. He took one look and started laughing.


    “I love it!” he said, jumping up and down. “Love it, love it, love it!”


    Inez pointed out the line IN GoST WE TRUST.


    “You didn’t get a look-see at the person on the roof?” he asked.


    “It was too far away, the sun was glaring.”


    “Can I keep this?” he asked.


    “No. But you can photograph it right now and then scurry back to your little lair and write about it.”


    Damian rolled his eyes and placed the paper on the sidewalk. He crouched over it to get a good shot with his phone.


    “The thing is,” Inez said carefully. “Not that many people knew about this luncheon. I mean, the gallery isn’t even open yet. I wonder why GoST targeted this particular spot. I almost wonder if it was some kind of inside job.”


    “Oh, that’s juicy. I’m kind of loving you right now,” he says.


    “You should,” Inez said, glancing back at the gallery. “I have to get back to the party.”


    “I hope it’s not too rude, but I’m going to skedaddle and get this posted.”


    “It’s totally rude,” Inez said. “But I’d expect no less from you.”


    Damian tensed at the comment, but then decided it wasn’t an insult.


    “Just one question: Why now? You’ve never given me anything but the same party invites you give to all those pandering art journalists.”


    “Maybe things are changing. And maybe you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Damian.”


    “Oh, I’m not. I just hope this is the gift horse that keeps on giving.”


    “Absolutely. As long as the giving isn’t a one-way street.”


    “What did you have in mind?”


    “You’ll be the first to know.”


    They shared a conspiratorial smile, and she slipped back inside the gallery.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Nina Saroyin’s apartment is palatial and bursting with art. A massive Jeff Koons stainless-steel balloon animal—a pink dog—dominates the entrance foyer.


    Koons always makes me feel like I’m being mocked.


    My father, Shane Holland, was a sculptor. He did geometric abstract work from sheets of metal—stainless steel, copper, bronze, and titanium. There are about two dozen pieces of his work floating around in private collections. My mother has one in her living room. I saw another at the Whitney once, when it was on loan. When I walk into an apartment like this, I always look around hoping to see his work. I wish my mother had donated some of his sculptures to museums. But it’s as if she buried his work along with him.


    My phone is dinging with Google Alerts, and there’re only two things I have set for alerts: the gallery, and GoST. Today, the cyber alarm bells are ringing for them both at the same time.


    I ask the uniformed dude who answered the door to direct me to the bathroom. On my way down the hall, I spot another Koons—a major one. It’s his forty-one-inch-tall porcelain sculpture of blond bombshell Jayne Mansfield holding the Pink Panther. She is shirtless, and Panther has his arms around her waist, his chin resting on her shoulder. I once heard Koons tell my mother that the piece represented the Pink Panther as a masturbation aid for women.


    My mother is not a fan of Jeff Koons. Still, she probably would have liked the commission on that sixteen-million-dollar sale. But she stopped repping sculptors after my father. “They’re all crazy,” she told me.


    The bathroom is completely mirrored. This would be unsettling if I were actually planning to pee. But all I need to do is check my phone.


    The first item that shows up is, surprise surprise, a blog post by Damian Damian.

    



    Phantom of the Art Gallery


    Guests of Mary Sterling at her new Chelsea gallery space (still months away from opening to the public) got more than just a sneak peek of the latest entry in the West Side art world gold-rush: Upon arrival, bold-faced names such as artist Dustin McBride, Joan Rivers, socialite Nina Saroyin, and artist Brandt Penn were showered with piles of fake cash coming from the sky above. Lest there be any thought that this was a performance piece sponsored by Madame Sterling for their amusement, a close look at the crazy-making currency revealed the slogan, “In GoST We Trust.”


    We do trust we will be seeing more of this street-art provocateur, whose paintings have been popping up all over Manhattan the past few months. The question is, how did this underground upstart know about an intimate, invite-only party for those nearest and dearest to the Sterling Gallery? Anna Sterling, beware: there appears to be a GoST whisperer your midst.


    Oh my god. It’s worse than I imagined. A “GoST whisperer” in her midst? Could he know? No. He’s just being provocative—that’s his M.O.


    I close out of the site and check the coverage on other blogs, more mainstream press. New York magazine has a paragraph about it on their home page, with a photo of the rain of bills coming down. Visually, it’s stunning. If I didn’t feel so guilty, I’d be proud. I wonder if GoST follows the media coverage of his work. Or at the very least, the blog and Twitter posts.


    I’ll have to post about this on Tumblr. If I don’t, it will be a glaring omission.


    I know I should stay away from GoST. Today was my one get-out-of-jail-free card. Either I’m going to get busted by the police, I’m going to be busted by my mother, or—and this is the worst-case scenario—I’m going to get busted by GoST.


    It never even crossed my mind that he would know who my mother is. Now I feel like such an idiot for trying to interest my mother in his work. I should have known he would never want any part of her gallery.


    He was right to be wary of me.


    And my mother is right: She knows what her clients want. I need to keep my focus on the gallery. This summer is about learning to be an asset to her, not chasing after GoST.


    I look at myself in the mirror and run a comb through my hair and put on a fresh coat of NARS lipstick. It’s the same deep-red matte Inez wears, and I love it—though it looks better on her.


    Outside the bathroom, I’m disoriented. I wander down a hall and spot one of my favorite Rothkos—White Center (Yellow, Pink and Lavender on Rose).


    “There you are,” Brandt says. “Where’d you run off to?”


    “The bathroom,” I say. “Look at this.”


    He barely glances at the painting.


    “Rothko’s overrated,” he says, taking me by the hand.


    I wish we’d had some time to really talk at the gallery. The conversation we need to have is weighing on me. But for the next few hours, we will have to present, as my mother would say, a “unified front.” We have to be a couple—a happy couple. And it’s not that I don’t want to be with him. I just want to get the reality in sync with the surface.


    “Your mother wants to introduce you to some people,” he says.


    It kind of annoys me that he’s acting like her ambassador. But would I really want to be with a guy who didn’t respect my mother?


    I think of GoST. The rain of money.


    And I follow Brandt into the party.


    *** ***


    It was unspoken protocol that Inez did not stay at parties after Anna made her departure. And so when Anna breezed by her and said, “I’m saying my good-byes,” Inez knew it was time for her to do the same.


    The last hour of the party had been the best part of the night. Brandt and Lulu had already left, and as soon as Anna’s little princess was out the door, the other guests got a whole lot more interested in talking to Inez—including Anna herself.


    God, it burned her ass to see how Anna beamed with pride over Lulu. And for what? Because they shared some DNA? And then there was Brandt—that lapdog. One minute, he was completely on board with Inez—the next, Anna shows up, and he starts acting like their conversations never even happened. The second Anna told him that his show would launch the official opening of the new flagship gallery, all was forgotten.


    It didn’t matter, really. The whole notion of poaching Brandt and getting a job at a rival gallery was the wrong strategy. She had been hurt by Anna’s plan to ship her off to Asia, and she had acted emotionally. Carelessly. She could see that now.


    No, she wasn’t going to leave the Sterling Gallery. If anyone was going to be pushed out, it was Lulu. That was the campaign that she needed to be on. And tonight had given her an excellent start. That “GoST whisperer” line in Damian’s article was pure genius.


    Her phone buzzed. Yet another annoying text from Bianca. Ru done w/work? I want 2 party. She rolled her eyes.


    Nina’s manservant showed them to the front door.


    “Can I share a car with you?” Inez said. Anna looked at her like, if you must.


    “Did you forget to call one for yourself?” The private elevator whisked them to the lobby.


    “No. I wanted to talk to you about something.”


    “Can it wait until tomorrow, Inez? It’s been a long and exhausting day.”


    Inez glanced at her boss. She showed no signs of weariness. Each glossy dark hair was perfectly in place, her lipstick was still intact, and her black Prada dress did not show even a hint of a wrinkle. It was, by any account, a successful afternoon and evening. And yet, the chaos outside of the gallery must have rattled her.


    “It’s about Lulu,” Inez said.


    The doorman turned the revolving door for them. Outside, they approached the waiting Town Car. The driver stepped out to open the door for Anna.


    “Get in,” Anna said to Inez. “But no talking in the car.”


    Of course not. Anna was the queen of discretion. Which would make this conversation all the more delicious.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    “I don’t think re-hashing an argument is the best way to get past it,” Brandt says from the kitchen. He opens a bottle of red wine and sits next to me on the couch.


    He’s changed into jeans and a gray John Varvados t-shirt. His hair is slightly tousled, and there’s a hint of gold in his five o’clock shadow.


    “I’m not suggesting we re-hash it. I’m just saying that it was really hurtful to confide in you about my hard time … um, coming. And then you lash out at me that you can’t deal with it because you’re under work pressure? I mean, what’s that about?”


    He runs one hand through his hair, then leans forward, focusing on me. “I shouldn’t have said that. Look, guys take that personally. I didn’t handle it well. I’m sorry.”


    I nod. When he puts it that way, I understand. I think on some level that’s part of why I didn’t want to tell him about it. I knew it would make him feel bad.


    “It’s okay,” I say. He leans in and kisses me.


    “Besides—tonight I’m going to fix all that,” he says.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I’m going to make you come tonight. I mean, now that I know, it’s just a matter of focusing.”


    “I’m not sure more focus on that is what I need,” I say nervously. “I wasn’t telling you to get you to do something different, per se. It was more in the spirit of full disclosure. Sexual honesty. Um, something like that.”


    He doesn’t seem to hear me, and walks back into the kitchen. When he returns to the couch he announces, “We just need to have fun with it.”


    And then I noticed he’s carrying a little baggie.


    “Since when do you do coke?” I say, trying not to sound as dismayed as I feel. I’m not a big fan of drugs. Probably because my father died of an overdose.


    “I dabble,” Brandt says with his trademark charismatic grin. I don’t smile back.


    I don’t think I ever told Brandt explicitly how I feel about hard drugs, but he definitely should know by now that, at the very least, I have no interest in them.


    He passes me a cut straw.


    “I’ll pass,” I say, shooting him a pointed look.


    He’s about to bend down and do a line, but reconsiders.


    “Are you mad at me?” he says.


    “I seriously didn’t even know you were into this.”


    “I’m not into it. I just thought it would be a fun thing for us to do together.”


    I stand up and pull my bag over my shoulder. “Look, it’s been a long day. I should probably just get going.”


    He follows me to the door. “Come on, Lu. Don’t.”


    I look into his beautiful blue eyes, and I know that if I leave, I’m continuing a really bad pattern of stops and starts for us lately. We need a good night together. I need a good night with him. Because even as I’m sitting here, trying to communicate with Brandt—I’m still thinking about GoST. I’m wondering if he went out painting tonight, or if the stunt at my mother’s gallery was it for the day. I wonder if he liked having me along. I wonder if he’s thinking about me at all.


    Brandt takes my bag off my shoulder. I let him lead me into the bedroom.


    The room is cold. I wrap my arms around myself to contain a shiver.


    “It will warm up in a minute,” Brandt says, pulling me onto the bed. “In fact, it’s about to get extremely hot.”


    I force myself to smile. I’m not in the mood—not for sex, not for flirtatious banter. I wish I’d never told him the truth. Now we’re both going to be completely self-conscious.


    Brandt starts to take off his clothes. I dutifully pull off my dress, because I know it will only be a tangled mess if he tries to get it off of me. But I leave on my bra and underwear. Maybe he’ll get the hint, and we’ll just kiss and cuddle and then we can go to sleep.


    But Brandt’s touch—on my breasts, sliding down to my thighs, pulling off my panties—is unmistakably determined.


    He spreads my legs and licks the outer lips of my pussy. I close my eyes and try to get into it. It feels good, but good in the way that a back massage feels good. Relaxing, not stimulating.


    Something is wrong with me, for sure.


    He fingers me, deep, while his mouth moves to my clit. He doesn’t usually focus on this particular part of my anatomy, but tonight he’s sucking on it and I feel a sharp flash of intense pleasure that is gone so quickly, it’s almost as if I imagined it. His mouth continues with the same pressure, but the feeling doesn’t happen again.


    Brandt slides up beside me, moving his mouth to my breasts while his hand strokes between my legs, alternating between fingers inside me and pressure on my clit. I almost feel it again, that surge, a pinprick of ecstasy. And just as quickly, it’s gone. It’s like when a bright light flashes in front of you, and you see colors, and then it disappears.


    “Show me what you like,” he says.


    “This is, um, good,” I say.


    “No, really. I want you to show me. I was reading an article, and it said if you let me watch you masturbate, I’ll have a better idea of how to make you come.”


    “I can’t do that. I mean, I just don’t … ”


    “I’m trying to help, here, Lu.”


    “I know,” I say. “But I don’t want to be overly focused on that. I’d be happy if you came. Honestly.”


    His breathing is heavy. I reach down and touch his cock, rock hard and ready. I think maybe I should start sucking him off, but he’s already switching positions.


    “Let’s try it this way tonight,” he says, pulling me up to my knees. “I’m going to fuck you from behind.”


    I know a lot of women find the doggy style position degrading, but it doesn’t bother me. It’s the same as any other sexual position: he comes, I don’t. So I get on my hands and knees, and he enters me from behind. He goes in harder than usual, and I gasp. But then he slows into a rhythm I’m comfortable with. I know that there is no chance, now that he is penetrating me, that I will feel that spark again. But it’s fine—I don’t expect to. I just want him to be satisfied.


    Brandt slides one hand between my legs, in the front, stroking my clit. He had never touched me while fucking me before, and it does heighten the sensation I feel.


    “Yes,” I whisper.


    “You like that, baby?” he says.


    “Yeah.”


    He fucks and strokes me, and it feels warm and wet but not particularly good. His thrusting grows faster and harder. “Come with me, baby,” he says, his hand moving away from my pussy, holding onto my hips as he bucks into me with abandon and a deep, throaty moan that tells me everything I am missing.


    He pulls out, and flops onto his back, pulling me down next to him so my head rests on his arm.


    “Did you come?” he asks, excited as a puppy.


    “Yeah,” I lie.


    He kisses the top of my head. “See? Not such a big deal after all.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-one


    Inez wordlessly followed Anna up the cut-steel staircase into the gallery at 133 Greene Street. After spending the afternoon in the new space, it felt small.


    Anna flipped on a few of the lights. Dustin McBride’s paintings looked stark and lovely in the empty room. The stillness, the late hour, made for the perfect mood to view the paintings. Inez realized, in that moment, that Brandt did not have the same level of craft. He might have talent, but he wasn’t there yet. And she wondered if maybe Anna was rushing the one-man show. If anyone should launch the new flagship space, it should have been Dustin. Was it possible that Anna had actually given Brandt a jump start because of Lulu? That would be incredibly disappointing. But no. If anything, it was a rare case of misjudgment. As was her decision to try to dispatch Inez to Asia.


    Tonight, she was going to give Anna a whole new perspective on things.


    “You’ll have to come upstairs. I want a cigarette,” Anna said.


    Inez tried not to appear too jubilant at the invitation to Anna’s upper-level apartment.


    Anna looked impatient and uncharacteristically weary in the glass elevator that transported them to Anna’s third-floor living room, a stunning art deco space done in silver, black, and chrome with accents of bold splashes of color. The furniture was all streamlined, made of exotic wood; the floors were covered in zebra and sharkskin rugs. The wall fixtures were ebony and marble. It was a space that reeked of money and taste, and gave Inez a rush that was almost sexual in its intensity.


    “So let’s hear it,” Anna said, sitting on the curved black couch. She lit a cigarette, and crossed her legs. Inez thought she had not seen such a sexy, challenging, nearly confrontational demeanor in lighting a cigarette since Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct.


    God, that movie got her hot.


    She told herself to get her head in the moment. This was a crucial, game-changing conversation. Afterward, she could go to Bianca’s and let off some steam by fucking her senseless.


    “What did you think of that little episode outside the gallery?” Inez said.


    “Don’t play games with me, Inez. Do you know something about it?”


    Inez sat next to her on the couch. The scent of her Chanel perfume was still potent, even at the end of a long day. She opened her Chloe clutch and fished out the GoST money. She handed it to Anna.


    “Have you really looked at it?” Inez said.


    “Why did you hold onto this?”


    “I noticed something on there I thought you should see. Read the top.” She watched Anna’s sharp eyes move over the words IN GoST WE TRUST.


    At first, Anna didn’t say anything. Inez was patient. Best for her to come to her own conclusion.


    “I know that name,” Anna said.


    “I thought you would,” said Inez.


    “Has Lulu spoken to you about him, too?”


    Inez nodded. Anna drew deeply on the cigarette, then exhaled. “Lulu has always had a taste for the subversive. An underdog mind-set. I’ve tried to quell that, but it must be in her blood.” Anna glanced at a metal sculpture in the far corner of the room. Like father, like daughter.


    Inez knew she had to tread carefully. “I know it seems like a stretch to think Lulu was involved in that stunt this afternoon. But the timing of her arrival was quite a coincidence.”


    Anna shook her head. “Why would she do that? To get me to notice his work for the gallery?” And then she smiled. A smile that was the opposite of what Inez hoped to see. “If so, that was quite ambitious of her.”


    “No,” Inez said quickly. “He’s a graffiti artist with an agenda. People like that have no interest in people like us. They see us as part of the ‘art conglomerate.’ Trust me, that episode today was mocking us—not courting us.”


    Anna’s face, behind a haze of smoke, was contemplative. Inez knew she had to punctuate the conversation, to drive home the fact that Lulu was consorting with the enemy, or at very least could not be trusted.


    “Lulu should stay away from him,” Inez said. “And get him to leave our gallery out of his pranks. What’s next? One of his ‘fuck you’ paintings on the side of this building?”


    “I don’t believe Lulu is actually consorting with this person,” Anna said. And from the tone of her voice, Inez knew she was signaling the end of that particular conversation. But Inez knew that, for once, Anna’s impeccable instincts were off. And she would have to find a way to prove it.


    *** ***


    Brandt is snoring softly next to me. I know that I’ll never sleep.


    I’m anxious, filled with a deep-seated sense that something is wrong.


    My thoughts volley back and forth between what happened with GoST this morning, and my night with Brandt. It’s a mental ping-pong game of trying to pinpoint the source of my restless ache.


    I know that I have to go home. But I can’t just leave in the middle of the night without a word. It would seem like something’s wrong. And obviously something is wrong. But I can’t explain it to myself, never mind Brandt.


    “Hey,” I say, shaking him gently. “Brandt. Wake up for a sec,” I say.


    He reaches for me. “Sssh. Go to sleep,” he murmurs.


    “I can’t sleep. Listen, I’m just going to go home.”


    He slowly sits up. “Now? What time is it?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe one?”


    “Lu, just go to sleep.”


    “I really can’t. And I don’t want to keep you up all night.” I know this is going to be conversation-ending. The last thing he wants is for me to keep him up all night.


    “Do you want me to walk you out?”


    “No, I’m fine.” I kiss him on the cheek and quickly hop out of bed. I feel newly energized.


    It’s the middle of the night to me, but outside, the Meatpacking District is teeming with people. Sharing the streets with the dressed-up revelers stumbling out of bars and restaurants, I feel out of place in the black yoga pants and white v-neck t-shirt I’d worn to sleep. My casual attire is punctuated with one of the many pairs of TOMS that have migrated to Brandt’s apartment.


    I know I’ll have no trouble getting a cab, so I indulge in a few blocks of walking. By the time I reach West Twelfth Street, and pass “my” building, I know I don’t want to go to my mother’s place in SoHo. I consider crashing at my empty apartment just for the night, but if I go up there now, it will just be a repeat of the tossing and turning at Brandt’s.


    There’s only one place, one person, who can help me put this day to rest.


    I backtrack to Seventh Avenue, to the bodega on the corner of Fourteenth Street, and ask the Korean guy behind the counter if he sells flashlights.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-two


    “I think you’re wrong about Lulu,” Inez said.


    Anna looked at her sharply. “And you base this opinion on … what exactly?”


    Before Inez could start making her case, Anna cut her off with, “Regardless of what happened this afternoon, creative pranksters are the least of my problems.”


    Anna stood and crossed the room. Her back was to Inez; her usual stance when she was upset or irritated.


    Inez jumped up and stood behind her. She put both hands on Anna’s shoulders, and was not shrugged away.


    “What’s going on?” Inez asked quietly. The pause was excruciating.


    Anna turned around slowly. Her face had, in the past minute, aged five years. The skin under her hazel eyes looked so thin, it was almost translucent. Inez thought that if Anna was this intimidating now, she could only imagine what she had been like at the prime of her beauty. Because Anna had had it all—youth, beauty, and power. A rare trifecta.


    “Business is not good,” she said finally. A simple statement. But it chilled Inez.


    “In what way?” she asked.


    Anna walked to a mantel and extinguished her cigarette in a metal ashtray that Inez knew must have cost more than most people’s monthly rent.


    “In every way. We’re losing artists to other dealers—dealers who are willing to practically forgo commissions. We are competing with virtual galleries online. The international end is cannibalizing our business. Everything is so fragmented.”


    None of this was news to Inez. What was news was that Anna was so rattled by it.


    “If this is such a crucial time, why are you sending me off to Asia? I should be side by side with you, launching the new flagship space. Let Lulu run this one. It can practically run itself.”


    Anna shook her head. “I sold this space to finance the new gallery. I’d planned to sustain all three, but it’s just not possible. I’m closing it down by the end of the year.”


    Inez took a sharp breath.


    This was a disaster. It was bad enough when Inez thought Anna was sending her off when there were two viable galleries in New York. But now there was only one. And that space on Twenty-third Street might be big, but it wasn’t big enough for her and Lulu—that was for damn sure.


    “Things might be changing,” Inez said slowly. “But you’re still Anna Sterling. This gallery still represents something. Let me be your bridge between the gallery’s past and its future. Will you let me do that?” Inez’s voice was low, a tone she used with Bianca, in bed. When she was talking about doing things that had nothing to do with business.


    And then she did something she’d wanted to do since walking through the door of the gallery five years ago. She kissed Anna Sterling.


    It was thrilling, of course. But Inez couldn’t let herself enjoy the moment. This was as much about strategy as it was about physical desire.


    For a heartbeat, she felt Anna stiffen. But then came the response, a kiss that was so sensuous, it reminded Inez that, as always, Anna was in charge.


    Not for long, Inez thought.


    *** ***


    When I arrive at my destination, there isn’t much foot traffic around the sidewalk hatch. Still, I wait a few minutes until I’m certain I’m alone. I think of how pissed off GoST had been to find me down there. But we’re friends now, right? But if we were friends, why did I have the nagging feeling that if I didn’t go down there, I might never see him again. That’s the thought that kept me awake in Brandt’s bed. That if I don’t somehow find him tonight, when we are still loosely connected by the events of this morning, it’s over. As for the near-dizzying surge of self-preservation that told me I was a fool to risk my mother’s trust and confidence over this? Gone. Now there’s only one thing I’m worried about, only one person I’m thinking about.


    I bend down and pull the metal catch and go down.


    The hatch closes on top of me, and I’m in total, heart-pounding darkness. I fumble with the switch on my flashlight, and have a moment of panic that it won’t work. But the switch catches and it turns on. I make my way down the ladder.


    The descent feels longer this time. I hold my breath until my feet hit the landing.


    I feel a little panicked. Last time, he’d been standing right here. I hadn’t had more than a few seconds alone. Now I’m completely cut off from everything. I direct my flashlight at the graffiti wall, shining light on the classic tags. The sight of the artwork calms me a little.


    Very little.


    I didn’t come here to stare at thirty-year-old graffiti, so I force myself to turn in the other direction. In the distance, from somewhere within the bowels of this network of tunnels, I hear a rumbling train. But it’s very far away.


    I shine the light on the cement ground. I hear rustling behind me, movement on top of old newspaper. The hairs on my arm stand on end. My light strikes red eyes, little pink glow-in-the-dark beads.


    “Fuck,” I say. This is madness.


    I shine the light beyond the rustling newspapers and see stairs.


    If there’s another level below this one, that’s probably where GoST makes his escape. He doesn’t just sit around this boxy area under the stairs. I have to either go deeper, or go home.


    I’m not going home.


    It’s only half a dozen steps to the lower level, but it’s a much narrower space. And it immediately feels twenty degrees hotter. I don’t know where I’m going, so I follow the tunnel, just taking it slow. The smell is musty and foul.


    The air is so still it’s hard to breathe. I’m about to turn back, when my flashlight catches something on the wall next to me. From the edge of the grimy cement ground to the very top of the tunnel is a mural. It’s a fence, and in big black letters is spray painted DO NOT FEED THE ANIMALS. Human hands are holding the fence, but the person’s face is not visible. GoST’s tag is at the bottom.


    I’m in the belly of the proverbial beast, and I have to keep going.


    I follow the mural to a bend in the tunnel, which then branches into different directions. It’s like the catacombs down here. Light is shining down one of the passageways, so I head in that direction.


    I shine the flashlight along the walls as I walk, unwilling to miss a painting. But there’s no more art. Not until I get to the end. And then, I hit the jackpot.


    It’s the first three-wall enclosure I’ve seen since the upper level, and every inch of the concrete is covered with paintings. The light source is a bunch of bare bulbs shining out of a square wall casing that probably once housed an exit sign.


    Clothes hang neatly from wire hangers dangling from the long rows of piping running along the wall. A thin mattress rests on a row of crates that have been turned into a makeshift bed. It’s covered with an army blanket. On the end of the bed are books. Charles Bukowski’s Factotum and Italo Calvino’s If On A Winter’s Night a Traveler. Something called The Long Emergency.


    “Oh my god,” I breathe. Does he live here?


    One entire wall is a mural like the one back in the earlier stretch of tunnel. It’s repetitious images of a woman, old-fashioned, like a cameo silhouette. It’s done in black and white stencil, dozens and dozens of images. And at the bottom in red-stenciled letters it reads, AND I DON’T KNOW HOW TO STOP. On another wall, there’s a gold frame, and painted inside is the KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON sign but the crown is a gas mask. American Girl dolls are tied to helium balloons, which lift only their arms. Colorful plastic crates are arranged vertically to look like a robot.


    But the one that makes me cry out is a stencil of my father’s sculpture, one he called No. 12. It’s one of his larger pieces, done in bronze. I’d never seen it in person, but it’s one of the more prevalent images on the Internet when you search Shane Holland. But it’s not just an image of his sculpture: it’s the sculpture behind bars.


    My father has a real cult following, and a lot of them see my mother as the Yoko Ono to his John Lennon. If GoST is a fan of my father’s work, his attack on my mother’s gallery takes on an entirely different meaning. It’s personal.


    “You can’t be here.”


    The sound of his voice startles me so badly I scream.


    “Jesus. You scared me.”


    His face is hidden under his usual hat, tightly pulled sweatshirt hood, and sunglasses. Down here, it’s no longer quirky. It’s menacing. He looks like the Unabomber.


    “What are you doing?” he asks in a tone that is aggressively pissed off. “This is no place for you. Don’t you know how dangerous it is?”


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, like, invade your space. But there’s no other way for me to get in touch with you.”


    “You don’t need to get in touch with me. Now come on—time to go.” He walks close to me. I think he’s going to grab me, but he lifts up the mattress and pulls something out of one of the crates, which I now see are filled with cans of spray paint, paper, foam rubber paint rollers, and all sorts of other tools. GoST retrieves something that looks like a cross between a wrench and scissors and stuffs it in the pocket of his sweatshirt. Then he picks up a piece of cloth to protect his hand while he unscrews the light bulbs. We’re in pitch darkness.


    He takes the flashlight from my hand.


    “You walk ahead of me,” he says, shining the light back toward the outer tunnel.


    As eerie as it is down here, I don’t want to be dispatched like this. Being near him thrills me.


    His footsteps are heavy behind me. I am acutely aware of his presence, even in the near darkness. At one point, I forget which way to turn to get back to the stairs.


    “Right,” he barks.


    He walks even closer behind me. I imagine him stopping in his tracks, grabbing my arm. Turning me to face him. He’d press me against the filthy wall, pinning me with his hips, my face pressed against his chest, his strong arms around me. I would give in to it, long enough to lift that mask, to touch his face and kiss him.


    “Watch the steps,” he says. And we are almost back to the upper level.


    The air already feels cooler against my skin.


    “Can you see?” he asks, shining the light upward. We’re at the base of the ladder.


    “Yeah,” I say. I don’t have a sense of the stairs, but I don’t want to make him impatient, so I climb faster than I should. Somehow, I keep my footing, and when I reach the top I press my hands against the hatch. “It’s stuck.”


    GoST moves up a few steps until he’s so near I can smell him, the way I was able to when he pulled me onto the roof this morning. Was that only today? The hours between that moment and now feel like an empty, meaningless week I had to endure only to get to this point.


    “Move over so I can get up there,” he says. “And hold this.” He passes me the flashlight. I squeeze over to the left, clutching the thin metal railing. Our sides are touching, hips grazing one another’s. As he reaches up to open the hatch, I glance down just enough to see his t-shirt lift. It’s too dark to really see his stomach, but just the hint of his skin gives me the urge to touch him.


    A rush of fresh air, and the streetlights flood in.


    It’s like waking up from a dream that I don’t want to end.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-three


    “Hurry up.” GoST reaches down for me. I don’t need his help getting onto the sidewalk, but I take his hand just for the contact.


    He bends down, quickly closing up the space. “Stay outta there. You’ll get hurt.”


    The street is empty. A police siren wails in the distance.


    “Are they looking for you?” I joke. He doesn’t smile.


    “I’m totally fucking serious,” he says.


    “If it’s so dangerous, why are you down there?”


    He starts walking away, toward Houston.


    I follow him. “You know, you make me feel like I’m being crazy. And maybe I am. But if you would just talk to me like a normal person, it would be a lot easier for me to act normal.”


    “I don’t know what you want from me, Lulu.”


    The sound of my name on his lips thrills me to my core. “I want to keep working with you. I … I think you’re a genius. And I don’t want to walk away and never see you again.” It’s hard to keep up with his long strides.


    “Did you see anyone else underground?” he asks.


    “No.”


    “Exactly. I don’t want company.”


    “But sometimes you need help, right? Like the setup for today.”


    “Yeah. And I find help when I need it.”


    “What I’m saying is that I want to be that person. So let’s figure out a way for you to find me. Do you have a phone? E-mail? Anything?”


    “I’ll tell you what,” he says. “If you want to help, I need a car. You got one?”


    “Yes,” I say, without hesitation, even though my access to the car is highly questionable. It’s my mother’s—a sleek but temperamental Jaguar convertible. Even if I can get access to it, I have no idea if the engine will even start.


    “Then let’s go,” he says.


    “Now? Tonight?”


    “Right now.”


    *** ***


    Inez loved being with older women. They were so into it. They knew what they liked, and that made all the difference. She could only imagine what a woman like Anna was like in bed. Either she’d be completely dominant or she’d totally get off on kickin’ back and letting someone else take her on a ride for a change.


    Just as Inez was getting ready to segue this little party into the bedroom, Anna pulled away. “Are you prepared to be an adult about this, Inez?” Anna’s cheeks were flushed, but her facial expression was neutral, unruffled.


    Inez waited a beat, then smiled a slow, sexy grin. “You might still have a thing or two to teach me about the art world. But when it comes to affairs, I’m a pro.”


    “I have to think about this.”


    Anna. So controlled. So unyielding. But Inez knew she couldn’t back down now.


    She stepped forward, cupping Anna’s ample breasts over the heavy, expensive fabric of her dress. Anna’s breath caught in her throat.


    “Why don’t you let me do the thinking for tonight,” Inez said, willing to wager that when it came to sexual dynamics, Anna was a beta dog.


    Anna’s dress closed in the back with a dozen small buttons running the length of her spine. Inez turned her around and slowly undid each one, resisting the urge to rush. Each moment that Anna stood in acquiescence gave Inez more confidence.


    Inez didn’t have a clue about Anna’s sexual orientation. Anna would occasionally show up on the arms of wealthy, high-profile men at parties or museum events, but she never had a boyfriend to speak of. Nor did she seem to run in any of power-lesbian circles that were prevalent in the art world.


    Of course, there’d been the husband. Lulu’s father, Shane Holland. The guy was a genius, and from the few photos she’d managed to find online, a hottie. But Anna never, ever mentioned him, and for all Inez knew, Anna had just been fucking him to snag him as a client. Inez wouldn’t put it past her.


    But tonight, Inez would remind her that, sometimes, pleasure was enough of a reason.


    The dress parted like a curtain, and Inez eased it off Anna’s shoulders, to her waist, then to the floor. Anna stepped out of the pile of fabric at her feet, and turned to Inez, stunning in her cream-colored La Perla bra and matching panties. Her body was slammin’—and not just for a woman in her forties. That scary Pilates instructor of hers—her name was Hauna, but it should have been Trauma—was clearly doing something right.


    “I’m dying to eat your pussy,” Inez said. She was going for shock value, and it worked. Anna’s fair skin flooded with color. Inez pulled down one of the lacy bra straps, brushing her thumb over Anna’s hard nipple. She bent down to tease it with her tongue, noting that it was the same color as her favorite lip gloss, Honey Pink.


    A noise came from somewhere deep in Anna’s throat. Inez reached around and unclasped the bra, then stood up to unzip her own dress. Time to show Anna what she’s got—because she knew her own tits were really something. Even Anna, with her discerning eye, would have to admit they were flawless.


    Anna reached for her, cupping her breasts and expertly playing Inez’s nipples with a light but commanding touch—a touch that told her Anna was not on unfamiliar territory.


    “I’m going to fuck you right here on this floor,” Inez said, her fingers skimming the lace edge of Anna’s panties.


    A jarring, operatic tune rang out. Inez recognized it as one of Anna’s ringtones. And she had a sinking feeling she knew whose call it heralded.


    “Don’t even think about getting that,” Inez said.


    “It’s Lulu. I can’t imagine why she’s calling so late.” Anna reached for her Céline handbag, and Inez worked hard to swallow her fury. Damn Lulu. How did she manage to get in the way even now, in this very moment? It was uncanny.


    “Why do you need the car at this hour?” Anna was saying. “Why isn’t Brandt with you? Okay, put Miguel on the phone. Yes, Miguel—that’s my daughter. You remember Lulu? She’s on the list. I don’t know why you’re not seeing it in the computer. …”


    Inez felt like screaming. She was really going to have to pull off something spectacular to get the mood back after this.


    When Anna finally hung up the phone, she turned to Inez with a look that said it all: Game over—at least for tonight.


    There wasn’t much Inez could do to salvage the situation, except be the one to say it first. That was crucial.


    “I should get going,” said Inez. And the look of surprise on Anna’s face told her that she nailed the situation. Maybe it was even better this way—leave her wanting more. Leave her wondering if she’d get the chance. Maybe Lulu had inadvertently done her a favor.


    “I know my way out,” Inez said with a smile. She didn’t bother giving Anna a kiss good-bye.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-four


    “This is a bullshit car,” GoST says. “I probably could have carried more on the subway than I can fit in this thing.”


    I pull out of the garage, heading south on Seventh Avenue. “Really? That’s the thanks I get?”


    He’d waited outside for me while I fetched the car, and therefore had no idea that securing the vehicle involved biting the bullet with a phone call to my mother. The worst would come tomorrow, when I had to explain where I went with the car.


    “Just tell me where to go,” I say.


    The thing is, I don’t think I woke her. She sounded distracted—like she was in the middle of something. Like she couldn’t wait to get off the phone.


    He tells me to turn around, to get to the 59th Street Bridge to Long Island City.


    “What’s in Long Island City?”


    “The FreshDirect warehouse.”


    What?


    I don’t bother asking why he’s interested in the online grocery delivery service. I know he’d find any question irritating.


    There’s barely any traffic on the bridge. I feel a rush of exhilaration—a mini road trip with this mysterious stranger. It sounds crazy, but it’s probably the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me.


    I just wish he’d take off the hood and glasses. I don’t get it—what does he think I’m going to do? Instagram him the minute I see his face?


    “You can take that stuff off,” I say. “I’m not Lois Lane looking to unmask Superman.”


    “Superman,” he says, wryly. “Funny.”


    “No—really. Do you think I’m going to narc you out or something?”


    “S’got nothing to do with you.”


    “Then what?”


    He turns on the radio, and I know I’m not getting any answers. He flips from station to station, finding nothing but pop or R&B. New York City doesn’t have a single decent alternative or rock station. I stream music over iHeartRadio to listen to L.A.’s Alt 98.7.


    With one hand on the wheel, I fumble around in my bag for my phone and hand it to him.


    “Click on the red heart icon. Then hit 98.7.”


    He takes my phone and in a few seconds the car fills with the Of Monsters and Men song “Little Talks.”


    “I feel really stupid calling you GoST,” I say. “Can you at least tell me your real name? I mean, I am driving the getaway car.”


    “You don’t have to call me anything. That should solve the problem.”


    “Why do you have to be such a dick?”


    He doesn’t say anything for a long, awkward pause. “How, exactly, am I being a dick?”


    “You act like I’m putting you out, but all I’ve done is tell you how much I love your work, and then I help you get shit done. Clearly you get something out of my company or you wouldn’t keep bringing me along. And fine, maybe tonight you’re just using me for the car. But you could at least pretend to find me worthy of conversation.”


    “I don’t want to give you the wrong idea,” he says.


    “Like what? That you’re a nice person?”


    I glance at him and catch a fleeting smile.


    “I told you—I’m not looking for a buddy. I’m a lone operator. It’s better for me, and it’s better for my work. And you say you’re a fan of the work, so—don’t mess with that.”


    “Well, you’re not a lone operator tonight.”


    “Yeah, you know why? Because you keep stalking me.”


    “I’m not … stalking you.”


    “You must be really bored,” he says.


    My mouth drops open. “I am not bored. In fact, I’m extremely busy.”


    “Oh yeah? Doin’ what?”


    Unfortunately, this is a conversation stopper. I guess I can’t really blame him for holding out on me when I’m not exactly Ms. Full Disclosure.


    I glance at his hands, resting on his thighs. I notice for the first time the fine tiger stripe of scars on the knuckles of his right hand. And on his forearm, another type of scar. The dappled skin of a serious burn, about the size of a quarter. How many questions would it take to know anything about GoST?


    “I told you. I’m an art student,” I say.


    We ride the rest of the way in silence.


    *** ***


    The FreshDirect warehouse is massive. Maybe 200,000 square feet or more. The entire complex is surrounded by a tall fence and lit by stadium lights.


    Now I’m nervous.


    “So what, exactly, are we doing here?” I ask.


    “I need boxes for an installation I’m planning,” he says.


    My first thought is that it would be much easier to order food and keep the boxes. But then, FreshDirect probably doesn’t deliver to abandoned subway tunnels.


    He’s already cutting the bottom of the fence with the pliers-like thing he pulled from the box beneath the bed.


    “How do you know where to go? This place is massive. And they probably have nighttime security. I don’t think this is a good idea.” I look around nervously.


    “I used to work here,” he says. “I know exactly where to go. So just sit tight.”


    “Not many boxes will fit in the car,” I say.


    “Yeah, that’s what I was saying earlier and you almost bit my head off.”


    He crawls under the fence, leaving me to sit and wait.


    I wonder what he did when he worked here. Pack groceries? Lug boxes onto the trucks? And what does he do now for money? Maybe he really is homeless. I think his art could be really valuable some day—maybe even someday soon. But he probably doesn’t think about that. That’s just my upbringing: every action has to have a value-added result at the end of it.


    Ten minutes pass. My nervousness turns to boredom. When I finally see him crossing the wide expanse of cement back to where I’m waiting, I stand up and brush myself off.


    The bundle of cardboard is unwieldy. He’s carrying it awkwardly in front of him, like a shield. At the fence, he slides the cardboard under first, then crawls through the opening.


    “Start the car,” he says.


    I motor up while he adjusts the passenger seat to create more room in the back. The pile of flat cardboard boxes fits, but blocks my view of the back window.


    “This makes it hard to see,” I say, driving in reverse out of the field.


    “Live on the edge,” he says dryly.


    Back in Manhattan, he tells me to just drop him off at the garage where I’m returning the car. It’s three in the morning, and I’m still full of adrenaline.


    We’re standing on Seventh Avenue. I halfheartedly look for a cab.


    “You’re not doing that installation tonight, are you?”


    He shakes his head.


    “So what’s it going to be?” I ask. “Since I won’t get to see it.”


    “You might see it,” he says.


    “Really? Where? How?”


    He doesn’t answer me. “How many times can I hunt you down?” I say, only half joking.


    “You tell me,” he says. God, I wish he’d take off those damn glasses.


    He walks away, toward Sixth.


    “You suck,” I call out.


    He stops short, and turns around. There’s about ten feet between us, but I feel something electric.


    “Rory,” he says.


    “What?”


    “My name is Rory.”


    I nod, trying not to smile too much.


    “I guess asking for your last name is pushing it?”


    He turns back to Sixth, shaking his head. “Thanks for the ride, Lulu NYU.”


    “No last names. Fine by me,” I call after him.


    But this time, he doesn’t turn around.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-five


    The beep of my phone alarm, three hours after I fall asleep, is painful.


    I groan, forcing myself out of bed, away from my restless sleep. Dream after dream, I followed GoST around, jumping from rooftop to rooftop across the city, like Spider-Man. Always, the fear of getting caught by the police. And of never catching up with GoST. And somewhere along the way, my mother and Brandt were in the crazy mix. But now, awake, suffering a dream hangover, none of it makes any sense.


    I shower, and then, hair still wet, walk down the street to Aroma, where I get my coffee. I pass a newsstand on the way, and the Post headline stops me cold.


    “GHOST Story: Street Artist Creates Mayhem for Gallery Elite.”


    And there, in mottled colored newsprint, is a photo of my mother, in her black Prada dress, standing next to Inez as the fake money rains down on them like they’re Yankees at a ticker-tape parade. My mother looks admirably calm. Inez is already on her phone.


    I grab the Post and The New York Times, drop three singles on the counter, and take the papers with me to Aroma. Sitting with my coffee at the long counter by the window, I quickly flip to the Post cover story. The article calls my mom the “raven-haired art maven,” recounting her most notorious and pricey clients, and goes off on some bullshit tangent that GoST is a disgruntled, rejected artist. It even quotes an unnamed source about how even in the heyday of Basquiat and Keith Haring, Anna Sterling was never a champion of street art, and as someone who called the emperor-has-no-clothes bluff on more than a few occasions, has always been the subject of their distrust.


    I pick up The Times. I don’t really expect to find any mention, but there, at the bottom of the Metro Section, is a photo of the rain of money and the headline “Art’s New Frontier Finds a Clash of Cultures.” The article doesn’t mention my mother or GoST until the third paragraph. Instead, its focal point seems to be the recent migration of SoHo galleries and the impending move of the Whitney to the Meatpacking District, suggesting that the development is the last straw for the small bastion of struggling artists who call the far West Side of Manhattan home “giving rise to a resurgence of protest art not seen since the 1980s.” The article goes on to compare GoST to Keith Haring, whose Ignorance = Fear, Silence = Death murals became a rallying cry for the AIDS epidemic. It says that GoST’s “commentary on consumerism is a natural extension of the Occupy Wall Street movement of 2012.”


    I stuff both papers in my bag and hurry back to the gallery.


    “Hi, Caroline,” I greet the receptionist, who is blond, pale, and pretty. Just a year out of Vassar. She’s deferential to me, and it’s weird because she’s older.


    “Good morning, Lulu. Anna said to meet her in the office.”


    I’m sure my mother has read both news stories. She has all three New York papers delivered every morning. My only hope is that she doesn’t remember that I ever mentioned the name GoST.


    “You look god-awful,” my mother says. She looks bright-eyed and flawless this morning—maybe even particularly beautiful. My mother wears a lot of black and white, but today she’s in some chocolate-brown number, with belted waist and a bell skirt. Very glam. In my wrinkled, white cotton H&M tank and skirt, I feel like something that the proverbial cat dragged in.


    “I didn’t get much sleep last night,” I say, taking a giant pull of my iced coffee. The New York Post is resting on top of her mouse pad.


    “Did you at least manage to get the car back to the garage?”


    “Yeah. Thanks. Sorry if I woke you.” She closes the door to her office. Forty-five minutes ago, a time I now see as blissful innocence, I thought my biggest hurdle of the day would be explaining the car. I now realize I will not be so lucky.


    “Did you have a chance to read this?” She waves the Post at me. “I assume not, since you look like you literally just rolled out of bed.”


    Before I can answer, she says, “Let me give it to you in a nutshell: It seems the person behind the mayhem at the gallery yesterday is a street “artist”—and I use that word very loosely—called GoST. I believe you’re familiar with his work?”


    “Yes,” I say, trying to sound casual. “I told you about his paintings. There was one right around the corner from here. But it’s gone now,” I say, as if that’s the end of that story.


    “Do you know him personally?”


    “No,” I say. It’s almost true. I don’t know him at all.


    “You don’t spend time with him?”


    I shake my head no. “No,” I repeat.


    And I feel guilty. At the very least, I should tell Rory the truth about my mother. Ask him to back off. I know he won’t like hearing it, but he doesn’t think all that much of me anyway. What was that he’d called me? “NYU Girl?” So dismissive.


    But for all I know, that was just a one-time thing. I can’t imagine the FreshDirect installation has anything to do with her. And if he finds out that I’m connected to the gallery world, he’ll never trust me again.


    “I’m happy to hear that, Lulu. It would be extremely disappointing to find out that you were cavorting with people who have so little respect for us and our clients. If you willingly allowed yourself to be disrespected in this way, I can’t see how you could ever have any credibility in the real art world. Do you see what I’m saying?”


    “Yes. But don’t worry, Mom.”


    I know she would never understand that my relationship with Rory—possibly the most talented art provocateur since Banksy—might be valuable to me as a future art dealer. I can’t expect her to. But I know it.


    I also know that I’m not going to blow everything over my fascination with him. He and I have one major thing in common: We want to keep it under wraps.


    But if Rory really wants to be underground, he should stay away from lightning rods like Anna Sterling. He might call himself GoST, but as of today, he’s no longer invisible. More than that, he’s a story that sells newspapers. And when the tabloids get a bone like that, they don’t let go. I need to warn him.


    I won’t be the only one looking for him tonight. I just hope I’m the only one who finds him.


    “I suggest you go back upstairs and sleep it off—whatever ‘it’ may be,” my mother says. “We have the dinner at MoMA tonight.”


    Tonight is the party for some artist’s coffee-table book. My mother wrote the foreword.


    “I’m really not feeling well. I don’t think I’m going to make it.”


    “You have to make an appearance, Lulu. Brandt is going to be there. I’m sure he’d be disappointed not to have your company. And really, as he becomes more and more visible, you don’t want to give other women the sense that there’s an opening there.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “You haven’t had many relationships—and certainly none with a man who’s the focal point of so much attention. I’m just telling you, for your own good, don’t be so quick to send him out every night on his own.”


    “It’s not every night on his own—it’s one dinner.”


    “You said he wasn’t with you last night. When you called for the car.”


    “I’ll try to make it,” I lie.


    Brandt’s not the high-profile artist I’m worried about tonight.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-six


    The guy at the Verizon store on Broadway clearly thinks I’m making a big mistake.


    “It doesn’t even have a camera,” he says, handing me the generic little phone.


    “That’s okay,” I assure him. And then my own phone rings. Brandt. “Excuse me for a sec.”


    “I got your text,” Brandt says. “You’re sick?”


    I cup my hand over the microphone on my headset to block out the background noise.


    “I might be coming down with something,” I say, coughing a little. “Sorry I can’t go tonight.”


    “That’s fine—I really have to work the room, anyway. I’d come by later, but I don’t know what time I’m going to get out of there.”


    “Oh, don’t worry about it. I’m just going to go to sleep early,” I say.


    The sales guy, already hating me for picking out the cheapest, most basic phone, huffs with impatience.


    “Feel better, babe,” Brandt says.


    “Thanks. Have fun.”


    I feel inexplicably sad when I hang up.


    The sales guy leads me to the register. I ask for the unlimited plan, but even this doesn’t seem to appease him.


    “You can’t upgrade for a year,” he says, a final warning before I sign the contract.


    “I’ll be counting the days,” I joke.


    I call the new phone with my iPhone, saving my number in the contacts. Then I do the reverse.


    I walk over to the block with the sidewalk hatch, fully aware that what I’m doing is crazy. But how else am I going to bridge the communication gap with Rory?


    And a bigger question might be how to create more of a gap between my mother and me. Niffer had been right—moving back home was an epic mistake. I can’t have my mother privy to every move I make. I had to fake sick just to get out of going tonight—and that meant being stuck in my room until she and Inez left for the dinner. I waited a full hour after they were gone to make sure they didn’t come back.


    When this whole GoST thing blows over—hopefully in a day or two—I’m telling her I’m moving back to my apartment. Since she’s so concerned that I’m going to blow it with Brandt, I’ll tell her that not having my own place is putting a strain on our relationship.


    The stretch of Broadway that houses the underground entrance hatch is disconcertingly busy. After ten minutes of waiting, I don’t see any sign that I’m going to get an all-clear moment to go down below.


    Finally, I get my moment when two Swedish tourists lean against the corner of the Nine West store. One of the women pulls up her top and starts breast-feeding, and I figure it anyone’s looking around, they’re going to watch her and not me.


    I lift the hatch.


    *** ***


    The second floor of MoMA had been transformed into a crimson wonderland in homage to the book being celebrated, Red by Nia Galong.


    Even the entrance lighting cast a pinkish hue on Inez and Bianca as they stepped off the elevator, a perfect complement to Bianca’s shimmering, fuschia-tipped locks.


    And every eye in the room seemed to notice. Including Anna’s.


    Inez had to hand it to herself—bringing Bianca to the book party was a stroke of genius. She wasn’t trying to taunt Anna. But Anna was probably thinking that last night had been a mistake, and that Inez was now pining away for her. If Inez wanted to get into Anna’s pants anytime in the near future, she had to show her that she couldn’t care less about doing so.


    Besides, Anna had invited her as a last-minute replacement for Lulu.


    “I’d love to come,” Inez had said. “But I already have dinner plans. Can I bring a guest?”


    Anna, clearly taken aback by the request, recovered quickly.


    “Of course,” she’d said with a wave of her hand.


    There had been tension between them all day at the gallery—the best kind of tension. The frisson of unfinished business, the palpable heat of desire. Inez knew that it would just be a matter of time before round two. Maybe tonight, if playing the Bianca card worked as well as she hoped.


    And so far, so good.


    Inez and Bianca crossed the room, not side-by-side like a couple, but in a casual sort of parallel. Even among the jaded art crowd, Bianca’s beauty turned every head. And while Inez had made it clear to Bianca that she was not to act like they were a couple—Inez felt no need to broadcast her personal life—she knew that Anna had no doubt what Inez meant when she introduced Bianca as her “friend.”


    “Lovely to meet you, Bianca. I’ve admired your work in Vogue.”


    Inez was impressed, but not surprised, at the mention. Anna missed nothing.


    Brandt trotted over, greeting Anna with a kiss on her cheek.


    In his John Varvatos slacks and jacket, his chiseled face slightly tanned, his gold hair perfectly tousled, he looked like he belonged right alongside Bianca in a fashion magazine. She could see that he was making a huge effort not to look at Bianca.


    Inez drifted over to a table piled high with the thick, glossy tome being celebrated that evening. She flipped through one, waiting for Anna to break away from the crowd to talk to her, but that didn’t happen.


    “Hey,” Brandt said, also feigning interest in the book. At least, she assumed his interest wasn’t genuine. Did anyone at this party give a shit about the stupid book?


    “Hey yourself,” Inez said, taking a glass of wine from a passing waitress. “So Princess Lulu bailed tonight? Leaving you all alone?”


    “She’s not feeling well,” Brandt said.


    “I’ll bet,” said Inez.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Well, her little friend’s prank of her mom is splashed across every paper today.”


    Brandt shook his head. “She’s not friends with that guy.”


    Inez shrugged. “Whatever you say. I guess you’ve never heard her talk about him?” She could see by the look on his face that he had.


    “That doesn’t mean she knows him,” Brandt said.


    “If I were you, I’d keep a closer eye on your lady. Because in case you didn’t notice, she showed up at the party yesterday about ten minutes after the GoST extravaganza.”


    “You must be high again,” Brandt said.


    Inez laughed, even though she knew he didn’t mean it to be funny.


    Bianca joined them, bubbling with excitement.


    “One of the editors of W just said they’d love to have me in the magazine.”


    “I’m sure they would,” Inez said, emptying her glass of champagne and looking around for another.


    Now that it was just the three of them, Brandt was doing a considerably worse job of not blatantly staring at Bianca.


    “So Brandt,” Inez said. “What d’ya say we blow out of here after dinner and head to your place for our own little party tonight?” She really just said it to be provocative. But the look on his face was so eager, she figured, why the hell not? She was bored with fucking Bianca—especially after getting a taste of Anna. And maybe if he got a little taste of Bianca, he might reconsider his allegiance to Lulu.


    “Sounds good to me,” he said.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-seven


    This time, I almost feel comfortable underground.


    “Rory?” I call. I hope he’s here. I don’t want to just leave the phone, but I’d planned for that possibility, and wrote out a note ahead of time.


    I shine the flashlight along the ground, following the tunnel until I get to the part where it branches in two different directions. I’m sure I’m heading in the same direction as last time, but still don’t see the beacon of light from Rory’s space. Either he isn’t here and left the light bulbs unscrewed, or I took a wrong turn. I tell myself not to panic, but decide to abort the mission.


    I turn around and start heading back. The air is so still, it’s hard to breathe. I didn’t notice it as much last time. I guess I was too distracted. Now I just want to get out of here.


    My heart pounds as I gulp air. I shine the light on the ground, then the walls, trying to get my bearings.


    Suddenly someone’s arm tightens around my neck, and I can’t breathe. I try to scream but his hand covers my mouth.


    I have a desperate, fleeting hope that it’s Rory, trying to freak me out. But I know it’s not.


    “Shut the fuck up, bitch.”


    I hadn’t even realized I managed to scream.


    The guy shoves me onto the ground, pressing my face into the cement. I can’t make a sound. I can’t call for help. I can’t beg him to stop. All I can do is pray that I stay conscious. I feel certain that if I pass out, I’m going to die here.


    And then the pressure lets up, and I’m able to gulp some air. But I feel him tearing off my jean shorts, and I scream for help. I don’t know what I’m saying, or even if the sound is actually coming out of my mouth. My underwear comes off, and I feel the air on my bare skin. I gulp and scream again. This time, I hear the loud echo of my panic bouncing off the walls. He’s trying to pull my legs apart, but I kick at him. That gets me a punch between my shoulder blades that takes my breath away. Pain radiates from my back to my neck and I can’t move. A punch like that to my head, and I’ll be unconscious. Maybe I want to be unconscious for this.


    He stops touching me and I hear a thud. I put my hands over my head.


    “What the fuck. I’m going to kill you.”


    The voice is even. Measured. Very controlled, very familiar.


    Rory.


    The guy lands a few feet away from me on the ground, limp like a sack of potatoes. Rory pounds his head against the concrete. I jump up, but I’m so dizzy I fall right back down. The sound of the guy’s skull makes a dull thudding sound. I think Rory really is going to kill him.


    “Rory, stop,” I say. I barely get the words out. I try again. “Rory. Stop! Please, just stop.”


    I feel around for my flashlight, and when my fingers close around the metal base I have my first sense of control since the minute the guy grabbed me. I turn it on and shine it at Rory. The sight of all the blood makes me scream, but I realize it’s not Rory’s blood. And maybe the sight of the blood makes him realize it’s time to stop, because he stops pounding the guy.


    Rory is breathing really hard, but the minute he catches his breath, he says, “Are you okay?”


    I don’t answer him, busy shining the flashlight on the ground to find my shorts. Leaning down to retrieve them brings a shooting pain through my back.


    “Ow,” I gasp, but I’m not slowing down. My sole focus is on getting dressed, on getting out of there. I find my jeans shorts and pull them on without bothering to find my underwear. My shoes fell off during my struggle, and it’s difficult to get them back on my feet because my hands are shaking so hard.


    “Lulu, talk to me,” he says.


    “Just get me out of here.”


    *** ***


    Inez and Bianca ditched the party a respectable half hour after Brandt to avoid broadcasting the fact that they were all taking the party elsewhere. Besides, Inez knew the sight of her leaving alone with Bianca was a more potent sight for Anna. It was unprecedented for Inez to leave first.


    It took some self-control. Even though she knew she was playing the whole thing exactly right, she still felt an intense gravitational pull toward Anna. She was itching for a continuation of last night. But it would have to wait.


    “I think he’s into you,” Inez told Bianca on the way up the elevator to Brandt’s apartment. She knew she was stating the obvious, but perhaps not obvious to Bianca.


    “I thought he’s with your boss’s daughter.”


    “That’s just a career move,” Inez said, offhandedly.


    She hadn’t realized it at the beginning of the night, but this really was her chance to push Lulu further out of the way. She didn’t know how much Anna believed that her daughter was in collusion with the street artist, but at least now she was thinking about it. Tonight, she hoped her little chat with Brandt planted the same seeds of doubt. With the help of her firecracker, coked-up supermodel, he’d be looking for any excuse to stray. And then it wouldn’t be long before neither of them had much use for Lulu.


    Anna would have to reconsider who she was sending into Asian exile.


    Business was business.


    “He’s pretty hot, right?”


    “You think?” said Bianca, surprised, looking at herself in the mirrored wall of the elevator. She’d changed into yoga pants and a tight t-shirt. Bianca hated getting dressed up. Inez didn’t understand that. She lived for events that required cocktail dresses or black-tie gowns.


    “Not my type,” said Inez. “But yeah. You know what would get me off?” she said, pushing Bianca gently against the back of the elevator and kissing her,


    “What?” Bianca smiled, her pillowy lips forming almost a heart shape.


    “Watching him fuck you,” Inez said. The elevator doors opened with a discreet ding.


    “What took you guys so long?” Brandt said, opening the door. He was barefoot, wearing jeans and a powder-blue t-shirt. Music was playing—Muse or Imagine Dragons or some shit she didn’t like.


    “We had to hit Bianca’s place for the party favors,” Inez said, tossing a small baggie of coke onto the living room coffee table.


    They settled onto the couch, and Brandt handed Inez some sort of colorful Mexican tile. “This is useless,” she said.


    “Turn it over.”


    The reverse side was a mirror. She cut the coke and did the first line, passing it to Bianca. She must be doing too much lately, because it was taking her longer and longer to get the buzz going.


    She ran her hand down Bianca’s back.


    “Take off your shirt, babe,” she said. “I can’t wait another second to see your tits tonight.”


    Brandt coughed, eyes on the table, not looking at the two of them. But then Bianca’s t-shirt came off, baring her breasts.


    Bianca leaned forward to do another line, and Inez reached behind her to pull Brandt’s hand around to rest on the curve of her naked back. When Bianca straightened up, holding her nostril, Inez dipped her head forward, running her tongue over her nipples and cupping her breasts with both hands.


    A small sound emanated from Brandt’s throat.


    “Why don’t you take off your pants?” Inez said to him.


    “What?”


    “Yeah,” Inez said. “Bianca wants to do a line off your cock.”


    Bianca laughed.


    “I’m serious,” she whispered to her. “That would make me so wet.”


    Brandt was already shedding his pants and underwear. His cock was hard and, Inez had to admit, impressive in size. Difficult to believe mousy little Lulu was keeping this guy satisfied.


    “Stand in front of us,” Inez said. She picked up the tiled mirror and used the razor to scrape a tiny little toot onto the edge of his cock.


    Bianca hesitated.


    “Jesus, that shit’s making it numb,” Brandt said.


    “Better lick it off, sweetheart,” Inez said to Bianca. “Nothing more useless than a dull cock.”


    Bianca leaned her head forward. But she didn’t just lick the rim—she took his entire cock in her mouth. Inez looked up at Brandt, whose face was contorted with pleasure and shock.


    Beautiful.


    The only problem was that the coke supply was dwindling, and she needed cigarettes.


    “You know what?” Inez said, as if anyone were listening. “I think we are in need of supplies. So you two carry on, and I’ll be back before you know it.”


    She texted her coke guy to meet her outside the bodega on the corner of West Twenty-sixth Street. Then she glanced up at Bianca, who was working that cock like she was trying to suck coke out of it. Brandt’s head was thrown back, his ass muscles clenching. Inez was tempted to stay for the grand finale, but she figured she’d better hurry up in the name of keeping the party going.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-eight


    Rory helps me up the metal stairs, practically carrying me. I’m still shaking, my back hurts, and my legs are bonelessly limp. But my need to get above ground, to get out of that space, is enough to propel me step by step until Rory is able to reach the hatch, push it open, and then pull me to the street.


    “Lulu, I warned you about going down there.” He tugs at the hood of his sweatshirt, drawing it tighter.


    I start to cry.


    “I’m not trying to upset you,” he says, steering me to the corner of the street. We sit against a bare wall next to the stairs to the Prince Street station. People barely glance at us. Aside from my hysterical sobbing, I’m sure we look like a typical young homeless couple. All we need is a cardboard sign soliciting money.


    I’m such an idiot.


    “It’s not your fault. I brought this on myself,” I say, standing up.


    “Let me take you to the hospital,” he says.


    “What? No. I’m fine,” I say. And—aside from my shattered nerves and what will probably be a nasty bruise on my back—I am.


    “Okay, then I’ll take you home,” he says.


    “No,” I say quickly. What am I going to do—let him walk me to the gallery? Yes, this is where I live, Rory. Above the Anna Sterling Gallery. With my mother—Anna Sterling.


    That would be a fun revelation to top off this horrendous evening.


    But I can’t refuse his help because I am scared to walk by myself. I can’t shake the fear.


    “Where do you want to go? You can’t sit here all night.”


    And then I remember that now I have a key to Brandt’s apartment. “My boyfriend’s.”


    “You have a boyfriend?” Rory says.


    “Yeah. Don’t sound so surprised.”


    “No, it’s just that you spend a lot of time running around at night by yourself for someone with a boyfriend.”


    His remark is like the bookend to my mother’s comment earlier today. And they’re both right. I should be spending my time with my boyfriend—my artist boyfriend who needs me and wants me around—who is ready to build something meaningful that I can actually be a part of. And from now on, that’s where I’m going to focus my energy.


    I’m done with Rory, or GoST, or whoever the hell he is.


    Just as soon as he gets me out of here.


    *** ***


    The cab pulls in front of Brandt’s building. He hasn’t responded to my text telling him I’m heading over. He must still be at the dinner.


    Rory gets out of the backseat and rounds the car to open my door for me. I’m surprised by the gesture. But I don’t want him coming inside the building.


    “I’m fine. I’ve got it from here,” I say. “Do you want to take the cab somewhere or … ”


    “No. But I’ll wait here till you’re inside.”


    I nod. “Okay. Thanks.”


    I feel around in my bag for the key, and instead I find the phone.


    I’d forgotten all about it.


    My stomach sinks. Two hours ago, I thought the phone would be the beginning of real contact between Rory and me—the start of an adventure. But I’ve lost all taste for that now. I don’t belong with Rory. I belong with Brandt, with my mother, with the gallery and the world she has built.


    “I got this for you,” I say, handing him the phone.


    “Why?” he asks, not touching it.


    “I thought you could get in touch with me if you needed help with a project or something. But it was a bad idea. Still, I already prepaid a month. You might as well make use of it.”


    He takes the phone, and we look at each other. I can’t see his eyes, but I feel a certain warmth and empathy from him. I guess I never will get to see his face. Because I know, standing there, that this is the end of whatever this was.


    He must know it, too, because he says, “Good luck with everything, Lulu.”


    “Yeah, you too.”


    I turn and walk through the set of brass revolving doors. Tears fill my eyes—whether it’s the sense of loss knowing that my fantasy with GoST is over, or just post-traumatic stress, I don’t know. But by the time the elevator opens on the twentieth floor, I’m sobbing again.


    I’ve never used Brandt’s key before, and I hope it works. My hands are still a little shaky, but the key glides right into the lock and turns easily.


    The first thing I notice is that Brandt left all his lights on.


    The second is that he’s got his dick in some other woman’s mouth.


    At first, I think I’m hallucinating—because there is no way this is happening.


    But I recognize the woman. A face like that is unforgettable; she’d been at Dustin McBride’s gallery party.


    And then Brandt turns around to see what’s caused his little Kewpie doll to freeze mid-blow job. He’s horrified. And for a second we just stand there, locked in agony.


    “Lulu!”


    The sound of his voice hurts.


    He walks toward me, stumbling as he pulls up his pants.


    “No—stay away from me.” I pull the door open and run into the hall.


    *** ***


    Inez pushed through the revolving doors of Brandt’s building. Mission accomplished—she had a fresh supply of coke and a pack of smokes.


    She paused at the sight of a hysterical brunette stumbling across the lobby. Was that … Lulu?


    Her long brown hair was hanging in her face, her jean shorts were smudged with dirt, her legs were scraped and one seemed to be bleeding. And she was sobbing.


    “Jesus, Lulu. What the hell happened?” Inez asked.


    Lulu looked up at her with a blank stare. Finally she said, “Inez?”


    “Yeah. What’s going on?”


    “What are you doing here?” Lulu asked. The right side of her face was dirty and a bruise was forming under her cheekbone.


    “What happened to your face?”


    “I tripped,” Lulu said. “Why are you at Brandt’s building?”


    Inez had no problem pulling a lie out of her ass. “Brandt said he was having a party. I thought I’d stop by. Not much else going on tonight.”


    Lulu brushed by her, walking to the door. Inez followed close behind. “Wait. Where are you going?”


    “Home,” Lulu said.


    “Do you need a cab, ladies?” the doorman asked. Probably eager to get rid of them.


    “Yes, actually. That would be great,” said Inez.


    “Please … just leave me alone,” said Lulu.


    “Don’t be an idiot. I’m not letting you go home like that. Your mother would kill me. And probably not let you out of her sight the rest of the summer.”


    Had Lulu busted Brandt and Bianca? She couldn’t believe it. If she’d wanted to make it happen, she wouldn’t have believed it could work.


    Her moment of elation quickly turned sour. She couldn’t let herself get implicated in this. She had to calm Lulu down, and convince her that it was in her best interest not to pull her mother into all her drama.


    “I’ll take you home. If your mother is there, just let me do the talking. You go upstairs and chill out.”


    The cab pulled into the drive. Lulu didn’t protest when Inez slid into the seat next to her.


    “133 Greene Street,” Inez said to the driver. She turned to Lulu, who was quiet now even though tears were still streaming down her face. “So what happened? You and Brandt have an argument?” And had she fallen down the elevator shaft on her way to the lobby?


    “He’s cheating on me,” Lulu said.


    Inez had to admit that even though she’d orchestrated the whole thing—and for good reason—she felt kind of bad. But, she reminded herself, she’d feel a whole lot worse sitting in an apartment in Beijing.


    “Men are pigs,” Inez said. “Don’t let it get to you. Besides, didn’t your mother warn you to never date an artist?”


    Lulu didn’t respond. “I can’t believe this,” she said, her head in her hands.


    “Look, you’re young and gorgeous. You’re going back to school in the fall. There must be dozens of guys to bang at NYU.”


    She looked at Inez, her big hazel eyes wide with suffering. They were the same color as her mother’s, though larger and more dramatic.


    “You’ve always been the coolest woman I know,” Lulu said. “This would never happen to you. None of it.”


    “So take my advice: Cut Brandt loose, go out with your friends tonight, and just have fun. Don’t be all serious. And that goes for work, too. You have your whole life to be at the gallery. You should have gone to Europe with that psycho bitch roommate of yours.”


    “Niffer,” Lulu breathed. And for the moment, she looked almost calm.


    “One more piece of advice,” Inez said. “Don’t tell your mother all the gory details. You want to tell her you and Brandt split, go for it. But leave it at that. The more you tell her, you’re just inviting her to get involved. You know Anna likes to manage everything.”


    Lulu nodded. “She thinks she can control everything … I used to believe she could, too.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-nine


    “Lulu. I know you’re in there.”


    My mother’s voice is worse than nails on a chalkboard. But judging by the amount of light in my room, it’s late morning, if not afternoon already. And I can’t hide in here forever.


    My back hurts every time I raise my right arm, a development I would not like to share with her. I rummage through my handbag and swallow two Advil dry.


    I open my bedroom door. An inch.


    “I’m sick,” I tell her, poking my head out.


    “I’m not going to have this conversation standing in the hallway. Let me in.”


    I sigh, and step away from the door. I do not have the energy to argue. She strides in, dressed in a beautiful white suit and her crazy Van Cleef & Arpels brooch of some kind of wild-looking gold, emerald, and diamond bird carrying a giant yellow diamond dangling from its beak. My mother doesn’t wear a lot of jewelry, but when she does, it’s big and expensive—usually stuff she bought at auction at Sotheby’s. When I was little I used to play with that bird.


    “What conversation?” I say. I wish I could just throw myself into her arms, sobbing.


    “Lulu, what in god’s name happened to your face?”


    My hand instinctively covers the bruise on my face. “I fell.”


    “Were you drinking?”


    “No. I’m sick.” I know I’m not making any sense, and I don’t care.


    “If you’re sick, why did you go out last night?”


    “Out?”


    “Yes,” she said, closing my door and leaning her back against it, crossing her arms. “When I got home from the MoMA party, you were not here.”


    “Oh. Yeah. I went to Brandt’s.”


    She nods. “He was very charming at the party. The publicist said she’s already getting a tremendous amount of requests for him leading into the show.”


    “He’s cheating on me.”


    Her eyes blink rapidly, but other than that, there’s no sign that I said anything more troubling than I have a headache.


    “What do you mean?” she says.


    “I mean, I went to his apartment last night, and he was with another woman. Naked.”


    She sits on the edge of my bed. “I hate to say I told you so,” she said. “Now, I need you to be an adult about this, Lulu.”


    That’s my mom’s catchphrase for don’t get emotional.


    “I think even adults get upset about this sort of thing, Mom.”


    “Not when they work together, they don’t.”


    “Let me get this straight: Your daughter is telling you her boyfriend broke her heart, and you’re worried about work?”


    My mother shakes her head. “Stop being so dramatic.”


    “Thanks, Mom. You know, Inez had more empathy.”


    “You talked to Inez about this?”


    “I ran into her last night. And she knew I was hurting, and she brought me back here and at least pretended to give a shit.”


    My mother touched the sparkling bird on her chest, poking at the dangling diamond. “Well, I appreciate that. Inez is someone we can both count on. As for this situation with Brandt, he’ll apologize, and you two can work it out. Or you can move on. It’s your choice. In the meantime, keep your focus.”


    “My focus on what? Doing data entry? Updating the Web site? Going to parties? I thought I’d spend the summer learning how you built this place. I thought you wanted to teach me. I thought that you were starting to take me seriously.”


    “I can’t do that until you start taking yourself seriously, Lulu,” she says.


    I start opening drawers, tossing stuff into an overnight bag. Moving back home had been a mistake, but fortunately one of the few I could fix. Right now.


    My phone beeps with a text. I ignore it, but my mother doesn’t hesitate to pick up my phone to check it out for herself.


    “It’s Brandt,” she says, looking at me expectantly.


    “Fuck him,” I say.


    “Lulu, you might not want him for a boyfriend at this moment. But he is still a client—a client who has a showing in the fall that is important to this gallery.”


    When my bag is full, I zip it closed. She sighs heavily. “When we had breakfast at Balthazar, I asked you what you wanted, and you said you wanted this. You said you saw your future here. And that you were ready to start that future now. So why do I feel like I’m dragging you, kicking and screaming, every inch of the way?”


    I pull my bag onto my uninjured shoulder.


    “Don’t get me wrong—I love art.” Maybe more than you love it. “It’s like, this language that communicates something different to every person. But somehow we all speak it. And I always thought you felt the same way, and that you spoke this language better than anyone because you made these artists visible to the whole world. And I thought, I want to do that, too. But being at the gallery this summer just makes me feel further away from doing that.”


    “Hmm. And why do you think that is?”


    I look at her, surprised. Is this going to be a real conversation?


    “I don’t know.” I can’t really tell her that it’s because the stuff hanging in the gallery doesn’t give me the feeling I have when I see Rory in action.


    “I think I know why,” Anna says.


    “You do?”


    “Yes. It’s because you’re a quitter and a loser. Just like your father.”


    *** ***


    I curl up into a ball on my sofa, wishing Niffer were home. The fabric smells faintly of her cigarette and pot smoke. I breathe it in, missing her. She’d told me she’d get an international data plan so we can text, but so far she hasn’t responded to anything. I tap out a new one anyway. Ru there? heinous events the past 48 hrs.


    Nothing. But I do get yet another “I’m sorry, please let’s talk” text and voice mail from Brandt.


    Delete.


    I close my eyes, trying to sleep so I can chip away at the exhaustion that seems to have infiltrated every cell of my body. But the second I do, I’m below ground in the complete darkness, the man’s hand around my throat.


    I sit up, gasping for breath. I don’t know if I can stay here alone, but there’s no way I’m going back to my mother’s.


    I hate that she said those things about my father. He was more talented than anyone she’s represented since. If he’d stuck around, it would be his sculptures filling Nina Saroyin’s apartment. And MoMA. And the Whitney.


    My entire life, I’ve seen her forgive artists a multitude of sins all in the name of their talent. Except for him.


    I don’t know why he killed himself. Growing up, I felt like he left me. The fact that my mother never talks about him—never talked about him when I was growing up—made it worse. To this day, I have no idea how she felt about him when she married him, or how she felt about his suicide. She’s never said anything.


    I’ve spent hours looking at photos of the parties she had at that house in the early 1990s. I loved looking through the albums. This was before digital cameras, so she had hundreds of physical photographs in drawers and in these thick black albums embossed with her initials. My mother had everyone who was anyone at that house: David Bowie on the terrace with Tupac Shakur and my dad; Madonna holding infant me on her lap while talking to Johnny Depp; Sharon Stone the year Basic Instinct made her a superstar; Liz Tilberis celebrating her first issue of Harper’s Bazaar. And that’s not even counting the art people. My dad’s in a lot of the photos. And then he’s not. That’s when I stop looking at them, when they cease to matter.


    My phone buzzes with another text. A flutter of happiness somehow breaks through my despair as soon as I see the name on my phone. Rory.


    Are you ok? I’m thinkin hospital was the way to go last nite. Tell me I’m wrong.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    I text back that I’m having a PTSD freak-out alone in my apartment. And then I regret it. I don’t need him thinking I’m weaker than he probably does already.


    He responds, where ru?


    My apartment.


    Where’s that?


    I answer, but I don’t expect him to actually show up here. I’m curled up in the fetal position on the couch, pretty much committed to the idea of staying this way until Niffer walks in the door in August.


    And then the intercom buzzes.


    Even when he is standing right outside my apartment door, and I see him through the peephole—hood, dark glasses, and all—I barely believe it.


    “What are you doing here?”


    He walks right in, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. He’s wearing jeans, a gray t-shirt, and a red hoodie sweatshirt.


    “You shouldn’t be alone,” he says.


    “Yeah, well, I’m starting to see the virtues of your lone wolf policy.”


    Exhaustion washes over me and I crawl back into my position on the couch. He stands there, looking down at me. It’s incredibly awkward.


    “I’ve been in a lot of fights,” he says. “You get that adrenaline dump, and the next day, you just have to cash out.”


    “It’s that,” I say, half mumbling into the curve of my arm. “But I’m also just hating everyone in my life right now.”


    He drags over a wooden chair.


    I roll onto my back and look up at him.


    “You have to take off all that stuff,” I say.


    “What thing?”


    “The hat. The hood. The glasses. I mean, you saw me at probably the worse moment of my life yesterday and you can’t even show me your face?”


    “I don’t need this shit,” he says quietly, but in a way that makes me think, yeah, he does. And then, slowly, he pulls down his hood. And takes off his glasses.


    I have to bite my lip to keep from smiling. He’s hot. Really hot, with sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw and a full lower lip that I want to touch. I’ve seen pieces of this puzzle, but having it all come together in one visual moment is powerful. And that’s why it takes me a few seconds to register the vivid scars running from the corner of his left eye down the left side of his face.


    “Scalding water,” he says, glancing away.


    “Oh.”


    “My dad.”


    “Oh.”


    I sit up and we’re face-to-face, our knees almost touching. A faint beard shadows his jawline, framing his sensual lips. I lean forward and press my mouth to his. A flood of heat goes through my entire body, a heart-pounding euphoria, something electric and dizzying that leaves me breathless. I have to pull back to take a gulp of air, and he’s looking at me in shock, not moving. I kiss him again, hand touching his face, his hair, until he finally opens his mouth and I taste him. My body wants him so much it’s like a physical pain. And though he barely responds to me at first, I know when it clicks with him, too, because he pulls me to him, tight.


    My phone rings next to me on the couch. I ignore it. But he stops kissing me, and I realize he’s looking at it. And the expression on his face makes me turn around to grab it.


    A photo of my mother fills the screen. Along with the stark white letters spelling out MOM.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-one


    My mouth is still vibrating from the kiss. I run my fingers along my lower lip, dazed.


    But my phone is ringing, and the picture of my mother is like a grenade tossed into the room. The few seconds of heart-stopping happiness when Rory held me in his arms has turned to dread.


    We both look at the phone, then at each other.


    Rory’s face says it all. Disbelief. Hurt. Anger. Before I can react, he grabs my phone and puts it on speaker.


    “Lulu?” My mother’s voice fills the room.


    “Hey,” Rory says, talking to her but flashing his furious dark eyes at me.


    “Who is this?”


    “An artist you can’t buy or sell,” he says, tossing the phone to me. And then he walks out.


    I jump off the couch and follow him to the hall. He’s so fast that he’s already down the stairs. For all I know, he went out the window and down the drainpipe. From the hall, I hear my mother still squawking out of the phone.


    “Hello? Lulu? Are you there?”


    I want to hang up, but that would only make things worse. My mother is persistent, and the last thing I need is her tracking me down in person.


    “What do you want, Mom?” My tone of voice is so disgusted, so thick with irritation, I know it’s begging her to snap at me. But she holds back.


    “Where are you?”


    “My apartment.”


    “Who answered your phone?”


    “No one.”


    Silence. After a long pause she says, “I’m sorry our conversation took a bad turn.” I hear her directing her driver through traffic. “I’m coming by with the car to bring you back to the gallery. I just had a meeting with some very important collectors about the upcoming show, and if you want to be really involved—as you claim to—you need to get back to work.”


    Amazing how Brandt’s show is now just “the upcoming show.” As if I’m going to forget that it centers around the guy who just cheated on me.


    I hang up on her.


    *** ***


    Inez was certain the interns would topple off the ladders. Frankly, she could care less if they broke their necks—they were so useless they made Lulu look like a genius.


    With a mountain of paperwork on her desk—invoices, purchase orders, artists’ tear sheets—she had the time-suck of hanging some work from Anna’s permanent collection to replace the spots left vacant by some of the sold Dustin McBride pieces. Some collectors are okay leaving their art in the gallery for duration of exhibition period, others are not. Nina Saroyin was one of the irritating “gotta have it now” collectors.


    “Move it lower,” Inez said.


    A few years before Inez started working for her, Anna had a British gallery manager who specialized in nineteenth-century art. She wasn’t a good fit and hadn’t lasted very long, but she told Anna that the Royal Academy had artists paint according to the perspective of viewers on the floor. Anna had repeated this tidbit of information to Inez on more than one occasion.


    “Like this?” one of the interns said.


    “I said lower, not left.”


    “That painting is meant to be hung very high.”


    Inez turned around, surprised to find Anna standing in the back of the room.


    “I thought you were meeting with the Roths.” She knew that Anna was counting on the huge collectors to come in for some of Brandt’s work.


    “I need to see you in my office.”


    “Just … prop the canvas against the wall for now.” Inez told the interns, who were red-faced and trembly in Anna’s presence.


    Anna closed the door to her office. She was slightly red-faced and trembly herself.


    “Why are you back so soon?”


    “The Roths want a studio visit before they commit to buying.”


    That was not, in itself, unusual. But Inez knew it wasn’t what Anna wanted to hear.


    “We’re going to have to red dot this whole damn show,” Anna said, referring to the practice of stickering paintings that hadn’t sold just to make the show appear to be a success. It was a trick of the trade that Anna had not resorted to in her entire two-decade career. Inez started reassuring Anna that it wouldn’t come to that, but Anna cut her off:


    “The Roths are the least of my problems at the moment,” she said, lighting a cigarette. She inhaled deeply. “As you know, Lulu caught Brandt. … in flagrante delicto.”


    Inez nodded.


    “Lulu mentioned that you gave her a sympathetic ear last night. I’m very appreciative of that. Now, Brandt is an imbecile, but he’s an imbecile we’re invested in. I perhaps expressed this indelicately to Lulu this morning, and she stormed out of here. Now she’s holed up at that apartment in the Village.”


    “She just needs some time to chill. She’ll come around.” Or not, if Inez had any luck at all.


    “I could accept that, but apparently she’s with undesirable company.”


    Inez felt challenged by Anna’s vagueness.


    Undesirable company.


    Who or what did Anna find undesirable? Inez ran through a mental catalogue of everything causing Anna recent aggravation. It was a long list, but one thing did stand out.


    “She’s with GoST?” she asked, unbelieving.


    Anna rounded her shoulders at the sound of his name.


    “I believe so. And since you clearly said something she found empathetic and helpful last night, I need you to go over there and talk some sense into her.”


    Inez wanted to scream. She’d succeeded in driving Lulu away from the gallery, and now she was the one who had to drag her back? “Like I said, she might need some time to lick her wounds.”


    “And she can have some time. Some alone time. Get that scum out of her apartment.”


    As little interest as she had in being dispatched to deal with Lulu’s adolescent heartbreak, she had to admit she was intrigued by the prospect of seeing this GoST character. “I’ll leave right now.”


    “Wait just a minute,” Anna said. “Get Brandt on the phone. Put him on speaker.”


    Inez hesitated. Brant had been texting her all day. Where did you go last night? Do you have any idea how fucked I am? Call me ASAP. Oddly, she had not heard from Bianca.


    If she called him on speaker, god only knew what he’d say when he answered.


    “Maybe it would be better if you called him.”


    “Don’t play games, Inez. Brandt won’t answer my call. He’s probably too ashamed. Or fearful. But he shouldn’t be afraid of me—he should be afraid of the press getting wind of this. I’ll look like a fool if I’m running around town propping up an artist who’s unfaithful to my own daughter. So get him on the phone. And let me do the talking.”


    Anna was right. Brandt and Lulu’s scandalous breakup would look bad for the gallery. For her own professional security, she needed to marginalize Lulu. And it was working. She just had to keep it from getting too messy—and too public.


    Inez dialed up Brandt, and he answered on the first ring.


    “You’re on speakerphone and I’m with Anna,” Inez said in a rush.


    Anna shot her a withering look for failing to let her speak first. “Brandt, I know there’s been a bit of drama over there,” Anna said. “So this is what you’re going to do. In one hour, Inez is going text you. And then you’re to go to Lulu’s apartment and beg, grovel, and show her some goddamn tears. Fix this, and then call after you do.”


    “Okay,” Brandt said, agreeing without argument.


    Inez was torn. Now that Brandt and Lulu were apart, she wanted to keep it that way. But she had to be a diplomat here. Lulu had to walk away, but she had to do it without being so angry that she would spite the gallery in the process. She also had to make sure that idiot Brandt was discreet with women until after the show.


    Anna finished with the call and handed the phone back to Inez. “Make sure Lulu is in the right frame of mind for Brandt’s visit. I think she trusts you, Inez. I’ve seen you talk clients into parting with millions of dollars. I’m sure you can convince my daughter to turn a blind eye to one minor indiscretion.”


    “Maybe she’s better off without him,” Inez said.


    “Oh, without a doubt. But after the show.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-two


    The intercom buzzes, and for a fleeting moment I think it’s Rory coming back. Just as quickly, reality sets in.


    He’s ignoring my texts. I knew they were useless even as I sent them. The only thing left to do is to go after him, try to explain. But he could be anywhere.


    The door buzzes again.


    “Who is it?” I ask, heart pounding.


    “Inez. Let me up.”


    My mental state drops off a cliff. I lean my back against the door, wondering if she will just go away if I ignore her.


    Reluctantly, I buzz her inside.


    “What are you doing here?”


    She’s dressed in black skinny jeans and a plum-colored silk blouse. Her five-inch heels, open-toed stilettos, reveal nail polish that perfectly matches the blouse. As always, her makeup is dramatic and flawless.


    “You look like shit,” she says, glancing around the room sharply. I know she’s never been here before, but she seems pretty interested in a space that just isn’t all that interesting. She walks to the kitchen, then peeks into my bedroom.


    “Seriously, Inez. What are you doing?”


    She eyes the closed door to Niffer’s bedroom. And that’s when I realize my mother sent her to do her dirty work.


    “He’s already gone,” I say.


    “Are you fucking that guy?”


    “What? No! No. Absolutely not.”


    “You can tell me,” Inez says. “I mean, it’s not like Brandt doesn’t deserve it.”


    I shake my head. “I barely know him.” I feel myself tear up when I say it. I don’t know him, but I was getting there. Until I blew it by not telling him the truth when I had the chance.


    She sits on the chair that Rory pulled next to the couch.


    “I’m not going to lie,” she says. “Your mother sent me to check on you.”


    “Yeah, I figured.”


    “I thought you were wrecked over what happened with Brandt last night, but today you’ve got some other dude here. What’s that all about?”


    My stomach seizes up in a knot.


    “It’s such a mess,” I say, choking on a sob. I cover my face.


    “So you are fucking that guy.”


    “No—I’m not.” We just kissed. I can’t believe it.


    “What’s his deal? Your mom thinks he’s trying to get her attention.”


    I shake my head. “He doesn’t want her attention. At least, not the way she thinks. He has no interest in being part of the art establishment.”


    Inez nods. She gets it. “So who is he?”


    “I don’t really know. No one knows, no one’s going to know because that’s the way he wants it. But I’m telling you, the guy is a fucking genius. He’s the next Banksy. Except he’s more talented.”


    “Is that right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “If he doesn’t want to go commercial, what does he want with you?”


    “Nothing,” I say, crying harder. “Absolutely nothing.”


    Inez sits back in her chair, crossing her arms and looking at me like I’m speaking in code. “So what do you want with him? Because someone has to want something or why would you be hanging out?”


    I shrug. “Like I said, I think he’s brilliant. I have a compulsion to be around his art. I can’t explain it.”


    “What about being around Brandt’s art?”


    I don’t know how I feel about Brandt. When I caught him with that woman last night, for a split second it felt like the end of the world. But since Rory showed up at my door, I’ve barely thought about Brandt. And the pain of Rory leaving is worse than what I felt at the sight of Brandt cheating on me.


    “I can’t think about this right now,” I say.


    “You’re going to have to think about it. He’s on his way over here.”


    The words were barely out of her mouth when the intercom buzzed.


    *** ***


    Damian Damian had a rule: no sleeping with male models. They tended not to be gay or bisexual as much as they were career-sexual. Climbers, climbers, climbers—every last one of them. But Troy Alden was so beautiful, Damian had made an exception.


    Now he regretted it. Yes, the sex had been phenomenal. But here they were at a lovely brunch at Café Gitane, and the lanky-limbed blond was texting away as if he was oblivious to the fact that he had company—highly esteemed company.


    Damian did not like to think of himself as intolerant. But this was simply not acceptable.


    Making things worse, Troy was smiling, almost laughing with delight at whatever information he was getting on his phone. There was only one thing Damian hated more than social climbing models and texting at a restaurant table: not being in the know.


    “Rude much?” said Damian.


    Troy looked up, startled.


    “Oh, man, you’re going to love this,” he said.


    “I’d better.”


    “My roommate told me she was blowing Brandt Penn last night and his girlfriend walked in on them.”


    Damian dropped his fork. “Give me that,” he said, snatching Troy’s phone. Before Troy could protest he scrolled through the text exchange with Bianca True.


    He could only pray that Page Six didn’t have word of this yet. Even if they did, he would get an exclusive quote on the situation. His fingers shook as he reached for his own phone and dialed Inez.


    The call went straight to voice mail. He shot off a quick text: I will not be painting a pretty picture of Brandt Penn in my story about him cheating on Lulu Sterling. Call me back ASAP if you would like to comment. Post going up within the hour.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-three


    I refuse to let Brandt into the building.


    “Can we just talk for a minute?” he says through the intercom.


    “No. Leave me alone.”


    I feel completely battered. I should have checked into a hotel under a fake name, like a celebrity.


    “You’re not going to hear him out?” Inez asks.


    “No.”


    “Well, can’t say I didn’t try.” Inez stands up and pulls her bag onto her shoulder. Her phone pings and she pulls it out on her way to the door. Then she stops in her tracks.


    “Oh my fucking god. No.” She dials and presses the phone to her ear, waving me to the intercom. “Get Brandt up here right now.”


    I look at her like she’s crazy.


    She goes for my intercom and presses the button. “Stay right there Brandt. We’re coming down.”


    “I’m not dealing with this now, Inez. Just go back to my mother and tell her to leave me alone. …”


    But Inez isn’t hearing me. She’s talking furiously into her phone.


    “I don’t know where you’re getting your information, but that’s absolutely untrue. In fact, I’m with Brandt and Lulu right now and they can tell you for themselves that your story is bullshit. We’re just leaving a restaurant. I’ll call you back.”


    She’s pulling me by the arm.


    “What’s going on?” I ask.


    “Don’t even ask me fucking how, but Damian Damian found out about what happened with you and Brandt last night. I know you don’t care about the gallery right now, but you should care about not being humiliated. So suck it up and follow my lead.”


    We go quickly down the stairs. I’m not ready to see Brandt. The image of him with that woman rushes back to me, and it hurts all over again.


    He’s standing on the bottom step to the building. His blue eyes are bright with contrition, searching my face for some way to connect. I look at the ground.


    “Listen up,” Inez says. She fills him in. He is suitably mortified. Inez gets Damian back on the phone and puts him on speaker.


    “Damian, I’ve got Lulu and Brandt here. They’re happy to report that their relationship has never been better, and you got dealt some bad information.”


    She thrusts the phone at me. I hesitate for only a few seconds.


    “Hi, Damian, it’s Lulu. I don’t know what you heard but there’s nothing going on. Brandt and I have never been better.”


    I can’t look at Brandt or Inez. The only thing that keeps me talking is the thought of what happened last night going viral online.


    Inez takes the phone and hands it to Brandt.


    “Hey, man, it’s all good here. Sorry to disappoint you.”


    “I’m tracking this story, people,” Damian says. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice … and it will be that much worse when I publish it.”


    He hangs up. Inez shakes her head and puts her phone into her bag.


    I feel Brandt looking at me, but I avoid meeting his gaze. Sitting in my apartment, I somehow hadn’t felt the pain of him cheating on me so strongly. Now that I’m standing close to him, I feel like he’s still mine. And I can’t believe that it can be over just like that.


    “Frankly, I don’t give a shit what you two do with your love lives,” Inez says. “But you better sit down and talk about how to keep it from being messy.” With that, she turns and leaves us standing awkwardly alone on the sidewalk.


    “What happened to your cheek?” he says, looking at my bruise with concern. I can’t reconcile the guy I’m seeing in front of me with the person I walked in on last night.


    “Nothing,” I say, putting my hand over it.


    “If you don’t want me to come upstairs, will you at least sit down with me at Starbucks for a few minutes? We have to talk, Lu.”


    The Starbucks on Greenwich had been a big meeting spot for us when we first got together. It’s also the place where I first told Niffer about him. She was doing the walk of shame, and I couldn’t even wait for her to make it back to our apartment to talk, so we met at Starbucks and sat at a window table for half the day.


    I hesitate to taint the place by going there now, creating bad memories. But it’s the closest option.


    “Fine. But just for a few minutes,” I say, quietly, the image of him and that woman running on repeat through my brain.


    We walk in silence, a wide berth between us. Every second with him sinks me lower emotionally.


    Starbucks is crowded. I tell him I don’t want coffee and he says he doesn’t either but that he’s going to order something anyway. I sit down to wait.


    Brandt brings me a coffee. With a little whole milk and a Splenda on the side. I don’t need a reminder that he knows me well.


    We look at each other across the small table. My mother once told me that the person who speaks first loses. She was talking about business negotiations, but it seems like the only way to get through this conversation.


    “I am so sorry, Lulu,” he says, reaching for my hand. I pull back so he can’t touch me.


    “I don’t get it,” I say, biting my lip to stave off tears.


    “I know this is no excuse, but I was really coked up. I wasn’t thinking.”


    “You think that makes it better?”


    “No,” he says, looking as upset as I feel. Maybe more.


    “Who was she?”


    “Nobody. Some model.”


    Groupie whore, I think.


    “When did you start doing so much coke?”


    “Things are really stressful right now. I was trying to let off steam.”


    “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to that,” I say, looking down at my coffee.


    “I know it’s not an excuse for what I did. And it will never happen again. You gotta forgive me, Lu. I need you.”


    He needs me, but does he love me? And do I love him?


    Sophomore year, I took a philosophy class. The one thing that sticks in my mind is a quote from Benedict Spinoza: “Substitute the word need for love and I will show you love in its true dimensions.” At the time, I dismissed it as overly cynical. Now I realize the seventeenth-century philosopher was on to something.


    I know my mother wants me to be “adult” and not let this ruin my relationship. Niffer would tell me he’s unworthy of me and to tell him to fuck off. But neither of these voices in my head mean anything compared to the realization that I simply want Rory more than I want Brandt. Maybe if he hadn’t cheated on me, I’d ignore that want—I’d tell myself it’s crazy and inappropriate and going nowhere. But now that the things that are supposed to be right feel so wrong, I can’t ignore the wrong thing that feels so right.


    “I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore.”


    “What? You can’t be serious. It was a mistake, Lu. One mistake.”


    “It’s not that. At least, it’s not only that.”


    He doesn’t look upset as much as he looks put out, like a child who’s had his favorite toy snatched away. “Then what is it?”


    “Honestly, in order to get past this, I’d have to want this relationship to work more than anything else. And I just don’t. Not anymore.”


    “You’re pissed off at me, and I totally get that. Maybe we’re just having this conversation too soon.”


    “No. It’s over.” It feels so good to say it. Ever since Rory walked out of the apartment it’s felt like my heart is being squeezed tight. That’s the pain I have to ease. Not this.


    Brandt isn’t looking at me anymore. He’s staring out the window. I’m sure he’s heard me. But for a full thirty seconds, there’s no response.


    “Will you at least come by and take a look my work?”


    That’s what he has to say about this?


    “You’ve got to be joking.”


    “Your mother is coming for a studio visit tomorrow.”


    I stand up. “Good luck, Brandt.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-four


    Inez and Anna stood shoulder to shoulder in Brandt’s studio.


    Every artist handled the studio visit differently. Some waited patiently, passively, for Anna’s verdict on the work in progress. Some lobbied of behalf of their efforts, giving a running commentary on every brushstroke and color choice or a running monologue about the themes at play. There was the occasional artist who couldn’t endure being in the room with Anna, and they waited elsewhere for her verdict.


    But Inez had never seen an artist so obviously defeated before Anna even stepped into the room. Brandt wasn’t so much nervous as he seemed to have checked out.


    The early morning light was strong, and Anna had to draw the shades to get a better read on the paintings. But even with the adjustment, there was no denying that Brandt’s work was shit.


    Anna paced in front of the canvases like a tigress in a cage. Her only response so far had been the slightest twitch of the mouth. After what seemed an interminable amount of time, Anna finally turned to Brandt. He was standing in the back of the room looking at his phone.


    “Brandt, can you please come here and tell me what I’m looking at?”


    Anna’s tone was calm, almost sweet. Inez hoped Brandt understood that this was not a literal question. But sure enough, he ambled over and launched into a speech about the color palette, the theme of the show, and then digressed into less relevant commentary on his title, Wanderlust.


    “I don’t see anything in here that speaks to suburban ennui,” Anna said. “I frankly don’t know what the hell you’re doing.”


    “Is it … I mean, this is all still work in progress.”


    Brandt’s face was so red she wondered if he was having a heart attack.


    “This is not showing me progression. I’m seeing regression. A month ago, this all seemed to be on track. And lest you think that my opinion is tainted by my disapproval over what’s transpired in your personal life, I can assure you that it’s not. I wish that were the case, because at least then my clients would potentially be excited by something here. But that is simply not going to happen.”


    “I guess I’m hitting a wall, creatively speaking. But I’ll work through it. I just need to focus.”


    “How can we get you focused, Brandt? Tell me that, would you?”


    “I don’t know,” he says.


    “When’s the last time Lulu looked at these?”


    The mention of her name made him visibly uncomfortable. “A few weeks,” he said.


    “Why so long? I thought she was more involved than that.”


    He glanced at Inez, and she prayed he wasn’t idiotic enough to say that he’d shut Lulu out because he’d been talking to her instead.


    “I thought I needed some time without her input.”


    “Brilliant,” Anna said sarcastically. “I’m tabling this conversation for now. Don’t touch these canvases until tomorrow. I have to sleep on this. And we’ll be back in the morning.”


    *** ***


    I didn’t sleep at all. My dreams were filled with images of that man pulling me down into the darkness. I’d wake up every hour, drenched in sweat, heart pounding. I had to turn on all the lights. I sent Niffer another SOS message. This time, I abandoned any pretense of subtly. Can you come home early? Last night I’d simply texted, Need you like bloody hell. I thought maybe the faux English thing would get to her.


    At around two in the morning I gave up entirely on sleep.


    I’m not at the gallery. I’m not with GoST. I don’t know where I fit in with the art world at all anymore. There’s the part I was born into, and the part I fell into, and both ended in disaster.


    It’s my fault for straddling the line between the two. That day on the rooftop, blowing the fake money down on my mother’s gallery. That was my moment to make a choice. But I wanted it both ways.


    My finger hovers over the DELETE ACCOUNT button. And my phone rings.


    “Lulu, it’s Inez,” she says, as if I don’t know.


    “What now?” If Damian Damian is running the story anyway, I don’t want to hear about it. Frankly, I don’t care.


    “You need to come to the gallery as soon as possible.”


    “I’m busy.”


    “You can’t hide forever, Lulu.”


    “Don’t you ever get tired of doing my mother’s bidding?”


    “Do you get tired of acting like a child?”


    Ouch.


    I hit the DELETE button on Tumblr.


    *** ***


    Sitting on my mother’s couch, I have a perfect view of my father’s sculpture. That’s what I focus on while my mother goes off about how this gallery is my future and she knows I’m not happy with her but I’m being overly emotional instead of practical.


    “I know you’re not happy with me, and frankly, I’m not happy with you. But that doesn’t change the fact that this gallery is your legacy. And Brandt, for all of his flaws, needs your counsel for his work. You’re aware of that, aren’t you?”


    The statue, all sharp angles and flat surfaces, looks almost like an odd geometric shark. A big, futuristic shark that is speaking to me right now. And it’s saying, You’re not a loser or a quitter, and neither was your father.


    “Brandt used to tell me I was his muse,” I say. My mother nods enthusiastically.


    “Can you put your personal differences aside and perhaps give him some counsel? Your creative input is valuable to his process.”


    “It might be valuable, but I’m not doing it. I’m sure you and Inez can take it from here.” It’s flattering to hear that she values my opinion in some way. And I know Brandt does, too, but he probably should have thought about that before he put his dick in some other woman’s mouth.


    Inez shifts in her seat on the other side of the room. My mother lights up a cigarette.


    “I’m going to be frank with you, Lulu. We are not in a good place right now. Not financially, and not artistically. I brought Brandt in because we needed some fresh blood—and I liked what I saw at that small gallery you brought me to. My instincts are rarely wrong, but I’m afraid this might be one such case.”


    I’m shocked to hear this. “You don’t think Brandt can pull it off?”


    “I think he’s cracking under the pressure.”


    You have no idea, I think. It’s worse; he doesn’t have anything to say.


    I pull out my phone and take a photo of my father’s sculpture. You’re a quitter and a loser, just like your father.


    “What are you doing? Please stay focused, Lulu. I’m telling you that we’re at a crossroads here.”


    “Meaning what?”


    “Meaning that if Brandt’s show is a disaster, I won’t be able to afford the new space.”


    “So forget the new space. What’s wrong with this one?”


    “It’s too late. I sold this space in order to finance the new gallery.”


    I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This building has always been the center of everything—home to me, home to the art. And now she’s telling me I’m going to lose it?


    How could my mother let herself get into this position?


    “Don’t do this…”


    “It’s done. We’re moving to the West Side. That’s where the Sterling Gallery belongs.”


    “I was on the roof across from the gallery the day of your luncheon. When GoST did the money thing.”


    My mother’s hand freezes mid-air, the cigarette suspended like a smoking gun.


    “Why would you do that to me?” she says.


    “I didn’t know that he was targeting the gallery. I thought he’d just be painting a building. I honestly had no idea it would have anything to do with you. I was just as surprised as you were.”


    “Are you … involved with him?” my mother says.


    I shake my head. “I barely know him. But I love his art. I think he’s a genius.”


    “Maybe if you spent a little less time running around with this alleged genius, your boyfriend wouldn’t be flailing. He probably had to cheat on you to just get your damned attention, Lulu!”


    “You’re blaming this on me?!” I yell.


    “Don’t raise your voice to me. I am just suggesting that you get your priorities in order. And until you do, I can’t see a place for you at this gallery.”


    Is it my imagination, or did Inez smile at that comment? Inez, the person I’ve looked up to since I was fifteen, my pop culture guru, style icon, the shining example of effortless cool. How long has she been rooting against me?


    My response to my mother comes in the voice and lyrics of Kurt Cobain, first musician Inez introduced me to.


    “You can’t fire me because I quit.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-five


    Buying a can of black spray paint feels dangerous, trangressive.


    When I was in high school, Mayor Bloomberg tried (unsuccessfully) to make it illegal for anyone under the age of twenty-one to buy spray paint. Most stores still keep it behind the counter so it can’t be stolen. I’d read a lot about how real graffiti artists won’t actually buy spray paint, only steal it. Kind of the way it’s a badge of honor to steal books by Charles Bukowski.


    The Home Depot on Twenty-third Street had everything else I needed: X-Acto knives, a cutting mat, masking tape, acetate sheets, poster board, and reams of shipping paper.


    Now I spread all the supplies out on my living room floor as I examine the photo I took of my dad’s sculpture. He didn’t name his sculptures; they were simply numbered. The one my mother kept was No. 7. I don’t know if the number signified a date or something else personal to her, or if it was one she simply couldn’t sell for as much money as she wanted in order to part with it.


    A search online yields images of most of my father’s work, but none of No. 7, which is disappointing because I wanted something larger than the photo I was able to get on my phone.


    On the other hand, the fact that there aren’t any images of No. 7 makes what I plan to do all the more important.


    I log onto Niffer’s Mac and upload my photo. I enlarge it and crop it. It’s not perfect, but it will do. I print it out and tape the paper to an acetate sheet—the clear paper that can be used for transparencies. I trace over the outline of the sculpture with a thin black Sharpie, and then use the X-Acto knife to cut out the negative space. Dragging the blade along the image gives me an incredible feeling of creativity and power. I feel connected to some deep part of myself that I didn’t know existed.


    When I’m done, I discard the white paper and I’m left with the carved-out acetate in the shape of the sculpture. I tape it to the poster board, open the windows in the apartment for ventilation, spread newspapers all over the floor, and shake up the can of paint. The loud rattle of the metal balls inside makes it a satisfying gesture, one that feels as symbolic as it is practical.


    I lay the taped stencil flat on the ground, and go at it with the spray paint. The first burst of black shows me that I have little control over the application. But I adjust my pressure on the button until I get steady coverage.


    When it looks finished, I’m not sure if I’m supposed to wait for the paint to dry before I lift the stencil off of the poster board. So I wait just to be on the safe side.


    Twenty minutes later, I peel the stencil off of the white board, and smile. My father’s sculpture is rendered in perfect black and white.


    I take a photo of it. It takes five tries to get the right size and the right angle. But when I do, I upload it to my computer and log on to a site called Block Posters.


    I’m going to have to turn my stencil into something that is at least three feet high, and unless I want to spend hours at a photocopy place enlarging the image, this site is the way to do it.


    I upload the stenciled image and program in three feet. In about two seconds I have a pdf to print out, and what happens is the image comes out spread across many sheets of paper. When the printer is done spitting it out, I collect the paper and arrange the sheets on the floor like a puzzle to compile the large image. Then I tape it all together.


    When I have the three-foot image all taped together, I then attach it to the large poster board. And start cutting out the negative space again to make my giant stencil.


    I’m startled by the sound of keys in the apartment door, and quickly scramble to stand up.


    The door opens, and I let out first, a scream of fear, and then a squeal of delight.


    “Niffer!”


    Her hair is longer, almost to her waist, very blond on the ends, her roots dark as I’ve ever seen them. She’s tan, glowing, her complexion a shimmering burnt umber. She has a bandeau around her forehead, and is wearing a peasant blouse and very short jean shorts. She’s mother earth, a celestial hippie. I feel like I’m dreaming her.


    But when she steps carefully over the detritus on the floor and wraps me in her arms, I smell her patchouli, her earthy scent, and I know it’s real. She’s back.


    I guess she got my texts after all. I’m touched that she’s here, but the fact that she actually ended her trip early makes me feel guilty.


    “Do I dare ask what the hell is going on here?” she says, sitting next to me and picking up the X-Acto knife. “You haven’t taken up cutting, have you? It can’t be that bad.”


    “No,” I say. “But it’s pretty bad. You didn’t come home just because of my texts, did you?”


    “I can’t say it was entirely because of your texts, but your cross-continental despair did give me extra incentive.”


    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have dumped all this on you while you were away. But I had no one else to talk to. Why didn’t you ever text me back?”


    She waves her hand. “I hate dealing with emotional turmoil via text. I kept planning to call you, but with the time difference and everything it just kept slipping my mind.”


    The hand-waving calls something to my attention. It’s a thin, brushed gold band with a small round diamond on her left ring finger.


    “Wait a minute. You’re not … ”


    She beams. “I’m engaged!”


    “To who? Claudio?”


    “Claudio?” she says, as if she’s never heard the name before.


    “Yeah, the waiter. The guy we were going out there to see.”


    “Oh god, no,” she says, as if I’d completely lost my mind. “His name is Umberto Frissi. And I have you to thank.”


    My head is spinning.


    “Okay, how am I to thank?”


    “It was my third night there, and I missed you something fierce. So I saw a poster for an art fair. It was in this extraordinary square—the music, the food—it was like Coachella for art. And I only went because I knew if you’d been there you would have wanted to go. I even had this idea I’d send you pictures of it and you’d be so blown away you’d get on a plane. Anyway, that’s where I met Umberto. He was selling his paintings. I barely noticed them, though. All I saw was this tall, dark, gorgeous guy with flashing black eyes and incredible shoulders. Oh, my god. You can’t imagine.”


    I find this hard to believe—not because Niffer isn’t impetuous enough to run off and get engaged after three weeks, but because the one thing she values more than love is money. I don’t see her romantic, but no doubt penniless union with Mr. Barcelona lasting very long.


    “You left him in Spain?”


    “Of course not! He’s here.”


    “Here?”


    “At his parents’ place, actually. His father is a director at the New York City Ballet. His mother is some bigwig at The Met. They’re loaded.”


    This is starting to make a lot more sense.


    “I can’t wait for you to meet him,” she says.


    “Yeah. I can’t wait to meet him, either.”


    “Oh no—not so fast. I’m not letting him see my Lulu in full-meltdown mode. So tell me what’s going on. And start with this intense crafting situation you have going on here.”


    “I need you to help me with it,” I say.


    “Okaaay.”


    “But we have to wait until it’s dark.”


    Niffer walks into the kitchen, rummaging around. The fridge is pretty bare.


    “I’m not doing anything till you tell me what the hell is going on,” she calls out. “But first—wine. And food.”


    “Okay. In keeping with the spirit of your Spanish love affair, let’s go to Alta for some tapas.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-six


    Inez had never felt so powerful. Watching Lulu walk out was like a glorious dream. With a few smart moves—and some luck—she’d not only pushed Lulu out of the way, but she’d gotten her to quit of her own free will.


    Really, it bolstered her hope for her entire future. Ironically, the one person who would most appreciate her brilliant manipulations was Anna. The one person she could never tell.


    Inez couldn’t imagine why she took Lulu’s melodramatic tantrum so seriously, but she was inconsolable.


    “You were right about Lulu. That night, sitting right here. When you said she was involved with that fiasco at the gallery,” Anna said, lighting yet another cigarette and crossing the room to pour Scotch into a crystal tumbler. She reminded Inez of Anne Bancroft in The Graduate. She wished she’d get out of her funk and lay Anne Bancroft’s classic line on her: “Do you want me to seduce you?”


    Clearly, that was not going to happen. Inez would have to be the one to turn this sinking ship around.


    “I know you had high hopes for making Lulu a part of the gallery,” Inez said, moving to stand close to Anna at the black marble-topped wet bar in the corner of the living room. “Maybe she’s too young.”


    “You were her age when you started with me. And you didn’t miss a beat,” Anna said, tossing a single ice cube into her glass. Inez smiled, thankful that Anna made the comparison. It was glaringly obvious to Inez, but she couldn’t assume Anna would think the same way.


    “Not everyone is cut out for this business. It’s pretty on the outside, but as we both know, it can get ugly.”


    “I’m extremely disappointed.”


    “We can’t control Lulu’s bad choices. So let’s focus on things we can control: Brandt’s work is a disaster right now, but it’s fixable. You’ve done it before.”


    She sighed. “I’m going to an auction tomorrow night at Sotheby’s. Ordinarily I’d be selling him hard, but I can barely bring myself to do it with any enthusiasm.”


    “I’ll go with you. I’ll blow the smoke screen about Brandt’s genius. We’re a team, Anna. I’ll take Lulu’s place dealing with Brandt and making him visible in a positive way. Do what you have to do to stabilize the gallery financially, and starting next year it’s all about rebuilding.”


    Anna turned around and sighed. “You say it like it’s so simple.”


    “I’ll tell you one thing that’s simple: You can’t ship me off to Asia.”


    Anna pursed her lips, painted a deep maroon. After a moment of reflection, she sipped her drink. Then sipped it again.


    “What’s your game, Inez?” Her hazel eyes were sharp, focused, unemotional.


    “Success. The same as yours.”


    Anna nodded. “It’s a lonely game. Are you prepared for that? I don’t think anyone of your generation truly is. Your constant need to be ‘connected’—all that social media bullshit. You have no idea what it is to be truly alone.”


    “I’m not going to be alone.” Inez takes Anna’s drink and sets it on the bar, freeing her hand to press it against her breast. For a few seconds, Anna’s was still, not even moving a finger. The only movement was her eyes fluttering closed, as if she were concentrating very hard on something. Then, slowly, like a statue coming to life, she caressed Inez’s breast with gentle but possessive strokes.


    Inez took a few steps back, bracing herself against the wall as Anna began to undress her. She realized in the moment when Anna yanked down her Cosabella thong that she had misjudged—Anna was not different in the bedroom than she was in business. Any illusion Inez had about seducing her, about taking control of the situation for once, of being in charge, disappeared with the first searing stroke of Anna’s fingers between her legs. She heard herself moan, and her last coherent thought was that once again she was at Anna’s mercy.


    *** ***


    “How much time do you think we have before we get arrested?” Niffer says, holding her side of the three-foot stencil up against the brick wall. We are both dressed head to toe in black and wearing ski masks. I’m so hot I feel like my face is melting.


    It’s three in the morning, and we’re on Broadway, just feet away from the hatch to Rory’s underground art world. Being so close to the place where I was attacked is difficult, but I have to push through my anxiety. What I’m about to do is absolutely necessary. If I don’t, I’ll probably regret it for the rest of my life.


    “Not that long,” I say, seeing if the stencil is straight. It will have to do. “This is it. Don’t move.”


    I use painter’s tape to hold the stencil in place. Then I pull two cans of black spray paint out of my canvas messenger bag and toss one to Niffer. We both start spraying, and for two full minutes the hissing sound is all that I hear—not a car, no foot traffic, no sirens in the distance. I am completely focused on the kiss of the paint against the wall, the smell of chemicals rising in the black mist, and the blood pumping through me with such ferocity I can barely hold my hands steady.


    “Is that enough?” Niffer says. I don’t know. But we can’t stay here forever, and the stencil is only part of the work. The hardest part is next, the freehand note I am leaving for Rory.


    We pull the stencil from the wall, I shake the can, aiming it at the right side of the image. My father’s sculpture is rendered crisply, symmetrically, perfectly. But I don’t have time to revel in my handiwork. With a wide sweep of my arm, I spray the words in all caps: LET’S SET HIM FREE. I step back to see if it’s legible.


    “Stop that! Go vandalize someplace else. I’m calling the cops,” a woman calls from across the street. I see a flash as her phone camera goes off.


    “Fuck you,” Niffer calls, giving her the finger.


    “Shut up—let’s go.” I grab the stencil off the ground, and we run to the Prince Street subway stop. I hear a clatter as one of our spray cans drops to the street.


    Niffer has taken off her mask, and I hear her laughing in front of me.


    “Go, go, go,” I say, all too aware of how fast police can appear at the scene. I pull a MetroCard from my pocket and swipe us both through the turnstiles just as the N train pulls into the station. We jump between its sliding doors. I don’t breathe until they close, and Niffer and I collapse against each other on the plastic bench. I fold the stencil in my lap, stuffing the ski mask in my bag, breathless and paranoid.


    “By the way,” Niffer says. “This was totally worth skipping the last three weeks in Spain. I love grand romantic gestures.”


    I roll my eyes. “Look, you’re in full-bloom rose-petals-and-champagne mode with your engagement and all, but that’s not what this is about.”


    “If that painting isn’t a grand romantic gesture, then what is it?”


    “An apology.”


    I can tell she doesn’t believe me.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-seven


    “Yes, it’s surprising, to say the least,” I say to Umberto. We are on the Upper West Side, near his apartment on Central Park West, having brunch.


    What’s not surprising is his Mediterranean good looks. With his thick dark hair, tan skin, white button-down, and driving moccasins, he reminds me of the Ralph Lauren poster boy/professional polo player Nacho Figueras.


    “It surprised me, too,” he says, threading his fingers through Niffer’s. She is positively glowing, despite the fact that neither of us has had more than a few hours sleep. I’m dying to head back downtown to see what the painting looks like in the daylight. I tried to convince Niffer to let me do it first thing this morning, but she insisted I join her for brunch and meet Umberto. Since she spent the entire night listening to the saga of my mother, Brandt, and Rory—not to mention risking arrest by defacing public property with me—I couldn’t say no. “But your Jennifer is something special.”


    For a minute, I’m like—who’s Jennifer? Then I realized it’s an entirely new game in town. I’d have to get used to it. I wonder what other changes are on the horizon.


    “Have you discussed the logistics with her?” Umberto asks Jennifer. I’d imagined he’d have a Spanish accent, but apparently he’d been born in Madrid, but raised in New York. So he really seems just like every other hot guy Niffer’s brought home—albeit with a quicker willingness to buy her expensive jewelry.


    “What logistics?” I ask. The waitress brings our mimosas. Niffer gulps hers before responding.


    “Since Umberto and I are engaged, we’re obviously going to want to live together.”


    Oh. So that’s what this morning’s tête-à-tête is all about. And I’d just been thinking that my mother might refuse to pay my half of the rent now that I’ve quit the gallery and totally alienated her. Now I have to worry about the entire rent until I find a new roommate.


    “I get it,” I say. And I do. I’m happy for them. I just wish my own life wasn’t in such a tailspin.


    My phone buzzes with a text.


    “Oh my god. Will you—I’ll be right back,” I say, pushing my chair away from the table. We are outdoors at Sarabeth’s, so in just a few steps I’m alone on the sidewalk. I touch my fingers to the words on the screen, as if it will somehow make me closer to him.


    What do you want?


    That’s all it says, but it’s enough for me to know that he saw the stencil. And he knows it was me.


    My heart leaps, and I text back, It’s your turn to help me with a project.


    He doesn’t respond. After a few minutes, I glance back at Niffer, and she gives me a what’s-up look.


    Spirits plummeting, I head back to the table. Umberto and Niffer are talking to me, but I’m not processing a word of it. The silence of my phone is torture.


    The check comes, and I know I can’t wait another minute. He’s obviously not going to reply, so I write, My mother is only one half of me, one half of the story. I know u love my dad’s work.


    “Lulu, are you upset about the apartment situation?” Niffer asks.


    “No, it’s okay. I get it.”


    “You haven’t said a word since we told you.”


    My phone buzzes. I can barely look. It’s one word.


    So?


    I quickly text back, So meet me at the garage on Seventh Avenue tonight at 8. I’m asking for him, not for me.


    He doesn’t respond.


    *** ***


    Tonight’s the only night I’m certain it will work. My mother is going to the Sotheby’s auction. It’s been on her calendar for weeks.


    Besides, if I don’t do it now, I’ll lose my nerve. The idea came to me sitting in her living room, and it’s morphed from a fleeting, semi-insane thought to an intractable need that’s eating at me, an itch I have to scratch. But I don’t know if I’ll have the guts—or the physical strength—to do it alone. If Rory doesn’t show, it might not happen.


    I’ve been standing on the corner of Seventh and Waverly for twenty minutes, and there is no sign of him.


    “This better be good.”


    I whirl around. How did he get behind me? Of course he’s completely hidden behind his usual hat and dark glasses, as if I haven’t seen his face already. As if we haven’t touched, kissed, revealed ourselves to one another in a moment of pure want and need.


    “It will be,” I say, barely able to contain my excitement. “I’m going to get the car. Don’t move.”


    This time, the garage attendant hands over the keys without a phone call to my mother—thank god.


    I pull the Jaguar slowly onto Seventh, and open the passenger door for Rory. He climbs in without looking at me.


    “You should have told me,” he says.


    “I know. You’re right. I’m in the habit of not mentioning my mother to people. And that day on the roof—I was shocked. I had no idea she was even on your radar.”


    “On my radar? Anna Sterling discovered maybe the best sculptor of the twentieth century—the first artist whose stuff meant anything to me.”


    “So why are you so anti?”


    “Look at the timeline: Shane Holland produced ninety percent of his work in 1991. He started working with your mother in 1992, did a few pieces. And then nothing for a full year until his death. She rode him into the ground. Worse, she made it impossible to see his art after his death. Where the fuck is it?”


    “Every fan of my father somehow feels the need to vilify my mother. It’s like the conspiracy theorists who say Courtney killed Kurt. It’s a fucking fantasy for people who can’t deal with the fact that sometimes there’s no one to blame. Yeah, it sucks when people kill themselves. Okay, I get it. But I lost more than anyone. So stop telling me that my mother crushed his art. The only thing that crushed his art was the bottle of pills he swallowed. I know that’s a lot less sexy to rant and rave about, but it’s the truth.”


    I feel him looking at me, but I keep my eyes on the road.


    “Fair enough,” he finally says.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-eight


    I find parking on Houston.


    “Can you take all that gear off of your face? You’re just going to draw more attention to us walking down the street. I mean, I’ve already seen you. Why do you have to be so dramatic?”


    “I like it this way.”


    We walk to Greene Street in silence. The sun is barely starting to set even though it’s at least eight thirty at night. Usually, I love that about this time of year. But right now I wouldn’t mind a lot less visibility.


    Being so close to him out on the street, side by side, gives me an adrenaline rush. Maybe it’s Pavlovian—I’m used to doing thrilling things with him, so my body is already shifting into fight or flight.


    “How can you like it? I wore a ski mask last night when I was spray-painting and I was dying of heat.”


    “Well, you’re lucky enough to feel comfortable in your own skin. And you should—you’re beautiful. On the other hand, I like to be under wraps.”


    “I thought it was just because you’re trying to stay anonymous.”


    “That’s part of it.”


    “Oh please—don’t tell me you don’t know how good-looking you are. Sometimes it takes all of my self-control not to reach out and touch you.”


    “Don’t tell me—you also have a fetish for scars.”


    “It’s barely noticeable.”


    “And just when I thought we were having an honest conversation.”


    “I am being honest.”


    But I feel the wall going up around him. He doesn’t actually shift further away from me toward the passenger door, but he might as well. It’s heartbreaking to know that he’s wearing all that stuff because he feels his face isn’t worthy of being seen. I can barely believe it.


    We turn onto Greene Street.


    “You never told me what we’re doing,” he says.


    “I’m taking one of my father’s sculptures out of my mother’s place.”


    I glance at him. He’s smiling. “So I’m helping you steal it?”


    I shake my head. “I’m not stealing it—I’m just … relocating it. My mother’s at Sotheby’s tonight. But I need help carrying it down the stairs and getting it into the car.”


    “What’s the piece? The one you stenciled onto the building? Nice work, by the way.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. I’m impressed.”


    Now I’m the one smiling—beaming, actually. “My roommate, Niffer, helped me. But then this crazy old lady across the street started yelling at us and threatened to call the cops.”


    “You surprised me, Lulu NYU.”


    “You know my last name now. But I still don’t know yours.”


    “I only know your last name because you got busted. Don’t think I’m forgetting that so easily.”


    “Fine. Be that way.”


    I use my key in the front door of the building. It crosses my mind that Inez might be here, but I doubt it. She’s always out at night. And if she is here, she really can’t stop me. She’s just an employee—she has no say over what goes on in the private residence upstairs.


    But it’s a nonissue—the gallery is dark and we are clearly alone.


    “I don’t have a key to work the elevator, so we need to take the stairs,” I tell him. But he’s distracted, already drifting over to look at Dustin McBride’s paintings. How can he resist? He might disdain my mother and the gallery world, but he is a true art lover.


    When he’s done, I lead him up the stairs to my mother’s apartment. I turn on the switch for the central chandelier, and it’s not until I see her furniture and smell the faint hint of her lingering perfume that I feel the weight of what I’m about to do. It might not technically be a criminal act, but I feel sorry for anyone who tries to explain that to my mother.


    A few steps into the room, and I can’t move any further. My heart is racing.


    I feel Rory behind me, waiting. “Are you going to pussy out, NYU?”


    Turning around, I catch his smile. And I want to kiss him again, right here in my mother’s living room. Really, the sculpture is suddenly secondary to the very intense need I have to finish what we started two days ago in my own apartment.


    “Not a chance.”


    He takes my hand. “Then lead the way.”


    I don’t so much lead him as stand there holding his hand. Now my heart is pounding for an entirely different reason.


    “Look around. Do you see it?”


    Before I even finish the sentence I know that he’s spotted No. 7.


    “Jesus,” he says, dropping my hand and walking slowly toward it, as if the sculpture is a skittish animal that might run away.


    “Yeah. It’s major.”


    “Is it copper?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I hate to break it to you, but no way is this fitting into the car.”


    Now that he mentions it, that fact is glaringly obvious. What was I thinking?


    “Fuck.”


    “I’m going to call my buddy with a truck.”


    What buddy? I thought he was a solitary creature of the night.


    “Wait a second—I don’t want to get someone else involved in this.”


    “This guy is all business. Flies under the radar and does not mess around.”


    “So why didn’t you call him the night we drove to the FreshDirect warehouse instead of cramming all those boxes into my car?”


    “He was working at the warehouse that night.”


    I hesitate.


    “You don’t trust me?”


    “I trust you,” I say.


    *** ***


    Banger—that’s his name—drives a FreshDirect truck.


    Rory did not give me advance warning about this—maybe he thought the fact that the guy works at the warehouse should have prepped me. I walk out onto Greene Street and I’m shocked to see the massive vehicle with the familiar green-and-orange logo on the side, along with a twenty-foot mural of organic salmon.


    We’ve wrapped No. 7 in a sheet, not because we’re trying to hide it but because Rory reminds me that copper scratches very easily.


    I’m nervous watching Rory and Banger load it onto the truck.


    “Is the refrigeration turned on? I don’t know if it’s good for the metal,” I ask, squeezing into the front between him and Rory. Any vulnerability I felt absconding with the sculpture is gone. I feel like I’m in an armored vehicle.


    “You hanging at the gig tonight?” Banger says, deftly maneuvering the hunkering truck through the narrow SoHo streets. Except for his full sleeve of horror tattoos on both arms, he looks like a tech geek, kind of a Bill Hader type.


    “Yeah,” Rory says. I wonder what “gig” they’re talking about. Where does Rory hang out?


    There aren’t any legal parking spots in front of my building, so Rory suggests I stay in the truck while the two of them carry No. 7 up to my apartment.


    I hand over my keys, a gesture that feels extremely intimate. And then I wait, thinking about the note I left my mother.


    *** ***


    “It just wasn’t the right time or place to gauge interest in Brandt’s show,” Inez said, leaning against the glass elevator inside the gallery. Anna looked weary, and she threaded her hands through her ropes of Chanel pearls in a familiar gesture of nervous energy. Inez had never been a huge fan of Chanel—something about it just seemed a bit Upper East Side ladies-who-lunch. But then Miley Cyrus wore those fabulous chain belts and cuff bracelets while promoting her last album. Instantly, Chanel went from matronly to must-have, and Inez scoured secondhand shops for anything similar she could get her hands on.


    Anna sat on the sofa without turning on the lights. Inez had never seen her anywhere this close to despondent. She took the liberty of turning on one of the corner Tiffany lamps.


    “Oh my god,” Anna said.


    “What?”


    “I’ve been robbed.”


    It only took Inez a few seconds to identify the source of Anna’s distress: the large empty space in the corner where Shane Holland’s No. 7 used to be. Anna walked to the spot and bent down.


    “I’ll call the police,” Inez said, looking through her bag for her phone.


    “Wait,” Anna said, straightening up, a small and colorful Post-it note in hand.


    One quitter and loser deserves another. This belongs with me.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-nine


    “What are you going to do with it?”


    Rory and I stand in the middle of my living room, looking at No. 7. Banger is long gone.


    “I have to just leave it here. It won’t fit in my bedroom.”


    “No, I mean—big picture,” he says.


    “I’m going to try to get it in MoMA.”


    He nods, circling it, reaching out to gently touch the corner of it. “Your father really was a genius.”


    Something about hearing him say that makes a sob catch in my throat. I nod, not trusting my voice.


    He’s taken off his hat and dark glasses. I’m trying to get used to seeing his face, but it affects me new and fresh every time I look at him. He is so beautiful, with those lush bedroom eyes and fine cheekbones and lips that were made for kissing. I know he thinks the scar is a big deal, but if anything, it saves him from being too perfect. It only makes him hotter.


    “I want to get this into a museum. And also, stenciling on the wall last night, I felt something. I don’t have that thing inside me that you must have—the drive to do this night after night, saying all sorts of things with the art. But putting my father’s sculpture on that wall meant something. I mean, it literally meant something because I was trying to communicate with you. But it also felt good to make his work more visible.”


    “So do more of it.”


    “I was thinking about that.”


    “I’ll help you.”


    “You will?”


    He nods, walking closer to me. “I probably owe you a few nights of work before we’re even.”


    I feel like if he were any other guy, he’d kiss me. But he’s not just any guy—he’s GoST.


    Nothing will happen if I don’t make it happen. The night I kissed him I’d done it on impulse—as if my mind and body weren’t even connected. But tonight, no such luck. I’m nervous.


    But I want him so much—like I’ve never wanted anyone. I touch my mouth to his, a butterfly kiss. He doesn’t move, his hands still even as his mouth opens to me. I put my arms around him, touching his hair, his jaw, kissing his neck, my body vibrating with feelings that overwhelm me.


    I press myself against him, and finally his arms circle my body. Emboldened, I tug at his t-shirt, and he lets me pull it off. His chest and shoulders are wiry with muscle, the body of an athlete, though I know his only sport is scaling buildings and running from the cops.


    I see scars on his chest and upper arms, and I trace them with my fingers, then bend to kiss them. I slide lower, kissing his stomach, then down still, until my lips feel the hard bulge under his jeans. I undo his zipper, my heart pounding.


    “Lulu,” he says, as if he’s going to tell me to stop.


    “Let me,” I say, my voice husky, almost unrecognizable. I take him into my mouth, and my stomach flutters with excitement. I feel his hand in my hair, and a small moan escapes him. I’ve never been more excited, and as much as I just want to keep doing this, to make him feel good, I selfishly can’t resist the intense need I have to feel him inside of me. He’s so mercurial, I don’t know if he’ll ever be with me like this again. In a day or two, it will feel like a dream, and I want that dream to be complete.


    I pull back for a minute, pausing to catch my breath before telling him, “Wait here just a sec.”


    Hurrying into Niffer’s room, I rifle through her bedside drawer for a condom. I almost laugh at the sheer volume and variety she has on hand. I quickly pick the one with the least bells and whistles and not some crazy color.


    Rory is sitting on the couch, his jeans back on.


    “What are you doing?” I tell myself not to feel rejected, but I’m crushed.


    “This is a bad idea,” he says.


    “What? Why? I mean, you don’t want to?”


    “It’s not that. But I’m not—this isn’t my thing.”


    “What? Sex?”


    He smiles. “I have sex. I don’t get involved.”


    “We don’t have to get involved.”


    “Don’t push, Lulu. It’s for your own good.”


    “I think I know what’s good for me or not.”


    He puts his head in his hands, then sits up again but looks off into the distance.


    “You deserve better than me, all right?”


    “Bullshit,” I say, standing in front of him. He still won’t look at me. So I start taking off my clothes. He needs to know how much I want him. And I need to know if he wants me.


    When he finally looks at me, I get my answer. Without his mask on, he’s as transparent as they come.


    “You’re so…” he says.


    “What?”


    “Beautiful.”


    Rory stands up and pulls me into his arms. He gently runs his hands down my back, as if I’m made of porcelain. He jeans fall to the floor, and he kicks them off, his hands running all over my body. And then his hand finds mine, taking the condom. When he puts it on, I am vibrating with nervous excitement.


    He kisses me, our naked bodies pressed together, and I feel his raw, brutish need. It’s thrilling.


    He pulls me to the ground, moving on top of me. He kisses my breasts gently, breathing raggedly. And then eases inside me. “Lulu … ”


    It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. For once, sex isn’t just about trying to feel good or make the other person feel good. I need him inside of me, and once he is, it’s like I’m breathing for the first time.


    His thrusts grow more urgent, but then he seems to stop himself, as if I’m fragile. But I’m pulling at him, sinking my nails into his back, pressing him harder and deeper inside of me, wrapping my legs around him.


    “Fuck me,” I breathe.


    I feel the moment when he finally gives into it, when he stops holding back. His controlled strokes become faster, vibrating with intensity like the strings of an instrument. The movement of his body in mine triggers something, a deep pulse of pleasure that swells from my pelvis up through my chest until even my lips feel like they’re buzzing. My entire body is one exposed nerve, and when I feel his final thrust before he shudders with elation, that nerve is pressed. And my flesh becomes liquid, a soaring rush of ecstasy that is beyond anything I’ve imagined.


    “Oh my god,” I say, over and over. It’s like our bodies are feeding off of one another, and the pleasure ebbs and flows between us, until our rocking together finally comes to a stop. Even now, after the most complete pleasure I have ever known, I don’t want him to pull out of me.


    I love him so much in this moment


    “That’s never happened to me before,” I say, when our bodies finally separate, and we are laying side by side on the floor, only our shoulders touching.


    “I dunno the last time it was like that for me, either,” he says, reaching for my hand.


    “No, I mean I’ve literally never felt that before. I’ve never, you know….”


    He sits up, propped on his elbows.


    “You don’t have to say stupid shit like that with me.”


    “I’m not—that’s not some sort of line. I really thought something was wrong with me.” And then I start to cry.


    Rory holds me tight.


    *** ***


    “You’re just going to let her walk out of here with a million-dollar sculpture?” Inez asked, pacing in Anna’s living room.


    Anna lit a cigarette and shrugged off her Stella McCartney cape.


    “I feel a burden has been lifted by not having it here,” she said. “I should have sold it a long time ago.”


    Yeah, but you didn’t sell it, Inez thought. You just gave it away. She could not believe Lulu had the balls to march in here and take something so valuable. And whether or not Anna wants the damn sculpture, she should be coming down hard on Lulu just on principle—just for her sheer audacity.


    Maybe Anna was losing the thirst for blood that had won her so many tough battles over the decades.


    “Can I make a suggestion?” Inez said, taking Anna by the arm and leading her to the couch.


    “If it involves calling the police, I’m going to repeat: not necessary.”


    “No, forget the sculpture. This is a larger issue. I think you are fighting, as they say, a war on all fronts. And when people do that, they lose. So I need for you to let me take care of at least one of those fronts.”


    Anna shook her head. “I know what I’m doing, Inez. Don’t overstep. I have no intention of fighting a war on all fronts, which is precisely why I’m not going to waste energy on a piece of art that is a thorn in my side. I’ve tried not to see him every time I look at Lulu, but her recent choices have made that increasingly difficult. Let her have the damn sculpture. We have bigger things to worry about.”


    “Fine. Let me make a personal suggestion then: You shouldn’t do all of this alone. You’ve been on your own long enough. Let me be by your side.”


    She brushed her hand over Anna’s thigh. The older woman looked at her, a bemused smile on her face.


    “What are you suggesting?”


    “Let me move in with you.”


    She was already unbuttoning Anna’s delicate silk blouse. By the time her mouth found her breast, Anna said, “I’ll think about it.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    I ask him how he can live underground.


    “It’s no big deal to me,” Rory says. We have moved from my floor to the couch, and my clothes are draped over me like a blanket but I haven’t fully committed to actually getting dressed.


    “Yeah, I get that. But why isn’t it?”


    “My parents were squatters half the time I was growing up. What I’ve got underground is better than some of the places I’ve lived in.”


    “Are there other people down there? I mean, that man … “ I shudder, and Rory pulls me closer.


    “Lots of people down there. I’ve seen areas that have whole families—but that’s rare. Most people down there are pretty far gone, really checked out. Violent. That’s the one problem with it.”


    “Did your parents have jobs?”


    “My father drove a cab for a while. My mother had jobs on and off, but she kept losing them. When I was in second grade she moved upstate. Some commune. She changed her name. I haven’t seen her since.”


    I wonder if the burns happened before or after she left. These are things I can’t ask. I’m so awed by the fact that he’s opening up to me. The conversation is fragile and precious and I don’t want to crush it by pushing too hard. But I want to know everything about him.


    “How did you get into art?”


    “I punched a teacher.”


    “What?”


    “I was a bad kid. Started with vandalism. Stealing. By the time I was nine I pretty much accepted the fact that I was headed for jail sooner or later. One day I just snapped. Punched my teacher at P.S. 42. It could have been anyone, but for some reason it was her. And I was fucking lucky, because instead of trying to get me locked up she decides she’s going to save me. Made me stay after school every day, and we painted, did sculpture. She took me to the Met. It changed everything. I mean, I don’t think it changed as much as she wanted it to. I didn’t get good grades, I didn’t want college. But I realized that the stuff I was doing on the street—the random, shitty vandalism—could mean something. It could be something bigger, and it gave me, I don’t know, purpose, I guess.”


    I wish I could have known him then. It’s crazy to think that while all this was going on, I was uptown at Spence, living my sheltered life. And now here we are, naked, wrapped in each other’s arms.


    “Do you keep in touch with her?”


    “I did for a while. Not so much anymore. She stopped teaching and became one of those art therapists.”


    We fall back into silence. I’m afraid he’s going to leave.


    “Will you stay here tonight?”


    With any other guy, I would never ask that. It sounds weak and needy, but the truth is I can’t stand to think about him going back to that place.


    “I gotta meet Banger in Brooklyn. We’re working on something.”


    “Oh.” I try to hide my disappointment.


    “You can come.”


    He doesn’t have to ask me twice.


    *** ***


    We meet Banger at a warehouse party on a dark, abandoned street in Bushwick. I hear the thumping music before we even walk inside.


    The place is teeming with people, and I feel underdressed in my jeans and black tank. It’s not that everyone else is dressed up so much as they’re dressed right—it’s an Inez crowd, full of the beautiful people who are simultaneously hip and chic. I’m pretty sure it’s one of those roving parties from masters of nightlife, Ladyfag and Seva Granik. Niffer always tries to make it to the bimonthly extravaganzas, especially when X & Y are spinning.


    Rory is hiding behind his hat and sunglasses. Here, at least, no one would find this unusual. He exudes his own effortless cool.


    “How are we going to find him?” I yell. Rory takes me by the hand and we weave through a crowd full of actors and models. I see Dustin McBride and for a minute my stomach clenches that Brandt could be here, too. I haven’t, for one minute, regretted ending the relationship. But that doesn’t mean I want to see him.


    “He’s spinning,” Rory says, taking me by the hand and leading me to the DJ booth.


    “Lulu! Lulu fucking Sterling,” someone calls.


    I turn around and there’s Niffer, weaving through the crowd, tugging Umberto along with her.


    “My roommate’s here,” I tell Rory. Ex-roommate.


    “Catch up with me later,” he says, dropping my hand and pushing his way to the DJ booth.


    Niffer reaches me, breathless, her cheeks flushed and her eyes shiny with whatever she’s smoked. She’s wearing a black romper paired with super-high Louboutins. Her long hair is loose, and she has a sequined bandeau around her forehead.


    “I can’t believe you’re here,” she says.


    “Yep. I’m here.”


    “I missed New York,” she says. Then, to Umberto, “Didn’t you miss New York?”


    “I missed you,” he says, kissing her.


    “You didn’t even know me.”


    “Guys, great to see you, but I have to run.”


    “Who are you here with?”


    “Just … a friend from the gallery.” I kiss her on the cheek. “Call you tomorrow.”


    I’m sure she’s mystified why I’m blowing her off, but I don’t want to lose Rory.


    A throng of people block my path to the DJ booth, and I panic. Crowds like this always make me feel like I’m drowning. The music is pounding, and it’s a hundred degrees despite the giant fans stationed every fifteen feet or so.


    “Lulu.”


    He’s behind me, and takes my hand to lead me back the way we came in. I keep my head ducked down, hoping to avoid seeing anyone else I know. Banger is walking nearby, so between Rory and him I feel somewhat hidden.


    Outside, I gulp air like I just came up from under water. And it’s blissfully quiet. I’m a little disoriented, but Rory’s still holding my hand, leading me away from the club.


    “Lulu,” someone calls from the street. I turn in the direction of my name, and a flashing light goes off.


    “This way.” Rory pulls the hood of his sweatshirt more tightly closed, and we follow Banger around the corner. The paparazzi must be waiting at the club for an A-lister and a photo of me was just a small bonus.


    We walk briskly, in silence, until we are a block away from the club.


    “Did they get a shot of us?” he asks.


    “Yeah.”


    “Fuck.”


    “You’re completely unrecognizable. No one will be able to identify you.”


    He seems unconvinced. We walk in silence until I ask where we’re going.


    “Banger’s place.”


    Nothing around here seems residential. We walk for another five minutes before stopping in front of a small, dilapidated warehouse.


    Now that we’re away from the crowd I feel a renewed sense of adventure. Yeah, it would have been great to spend the night just curled up against him in my apartment. But Rory is a nocturnal creature, and I am happily along for the ride.


    Banger pulls up a gate and pushes open a metal door. Inside, it’s dark. Rory tells me to hang back while Banger walks ahead. He hits a light switch somewhere, and the entire place instantly lights up with bright, fluorescent overheads.


    We’re in a big, boxy space with twenty-foot ceilings. When my eyes adjust, the first thing I see are all sorts of random supplies. Spray paint, oil paint, brushes, masking tape, and stacks and stacks of cardboard boxes. In the far corner there’s a mattress on the floor, and a heap of clothing.


    I follow them around two large cement pillars toward the back of the loft, behind which is even more space filled with giant cardboard boxes—each one has to be about five feet high, five feet wide, and six feet long. Two of them have the green FreshDirect logo painted on the sides.


    “What is this stuff?”


    “I planned to use the actual FreshDirect boxes. But they’re too small,” Rory says, hands on his hips, surveying the area.


    “Okay, what exactly are you guys doing?”


    “It’s my next installation,” Rory says.


    “Yeah, I get that. But what is it?”


    “Ever hear of the three-thousand-mile Caesar salad?” Banger says.


    “No.” I look at Rory, but he’s busy examining the boxes. I notice that the bottom three inches or so are painted black.


    “Why is the bottom painted dark?”


    “It’s waterproofed,” Banger says. Then, to Rory, “Why is she here?”


    “She’s going to help.” Rory tosses me a can of spray paint. Banger doesn’t seem thrilled with this development, but he directs me to the stencils of the FreshDirect logo.


    We get to work. All four sides of each box, plus the tops, need the logo.


    “It has to be visible from every angle,” Rory tells me, showing me where to position the stencil. He’s taken off his cap and dark glasses. I’m still not used to seeing his face, and I can’t get enough of it. But I know that standing around just gazing at him is the fastest way to get myself kicked off this project—whatever it is. But I say, “I want to go with you. Let me help.”


    “We’ve got it covered,” Banger said.


    “Maybe not. I could use a lookout when we’re launching them. Broad daylight, man. Don’t underestimate that.”


    Banger is clearly not happy to have a third member join the three-thousand-mile Caesar salad party. But Rory is the only cook who matters in this kitchen.


    We share a conspiratorial smile. My heart leaps.


    “Count me in.”


    *** ***


    We take the long L train ride back to my apartment. I ask him to come inside, to stay with me at least until the sun comes up. But he says no.


    “When will I see you again?”


    I can’t shake the fear that he will disappear into the night and that will be it.


    “Soon.”


    “Okay.” I fight the urge to press him for more, to ask for reassurance. I know that in order to be with him, I have to be strong.


    But when I look into his eyes, I find all the reassurance I need.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-one


    “Did you see this?” Brandt said, waving the New York Post at them.


    Of course, they’d already seen it. The Page Six photo of Lulu leaving a Brooklyn club hand-in-hand with an unidentified man.


    “What I see is the fact that you have made zero progress since our last conversation,” Anna said.


    Brandt read the headline: “ ‘Pop Art Princess Parties with Mystery Man.’ She’s undermining me before my own show!”


    Anna ripped the paper from his hand and tossed it onto the floor. “The only thing undermining you is your lack of talent. How many times do I have to visit this studio before you get on track? Do I have to hold your hand for every brushstroke?”


    “Lulu is running around with some other guy. How am I supposed to work? And no one is going to buy into me when I’m being humiliated like this. I’m a punch line.”


    Inez could barely believe this train wreck. In her five years with the Sterling Gallery, she’d never seen an artist crack so quickly under pressure. And she’d never seen Anna make such a massive error in judgment. She’d gambled on Brandt, and she’d gambled wrong. Clearly, he’d been a rebound artist: Anna had been hurting after Angel defections to Larry Gagosian’s gallery. She was under new financial pressure. She wanted to launch the new gallery with a splash—and Brandt looked the part.


    But he couldn’t play the part.


    “No,” Anna said. The single syllable punctured the room like a bullet. “Lulu didn’t leave you. That is you.” She picked the paper up off of the floor and smoothed it out so they could all get a better look at the photo. The guy holding Lulu’s hand was about Brandt’s height and build. His head was completely obscured by a hooded sweatshirt. He could be anyone.


    “What are you talking about?” Brandt said.


    “You can’t tell who this person is. Inez, call the editors and tell them they’re wrong; it’s not some mystery man, it’s Brandt. That will shut up the tabloids. As for you.” She turned to Brandt. “You need a change of scenery. I’m sending you to work at my house in East Hampton. The studio has unbelievable light and you won’t be disturbed.”


    “I don’t know…”


    “There’s no discussion on this, Brandt. My driver will pick you up in the morning. Inez, help him pack these canvases.”


    Anna walked to the door. “I need a word with you in the hall.”


    Inez followed her outside of Brandt’s apartment. She noted that Anna’s cheeks were flushed with irritation.


    “Do you know who that person is in the photo?”


    “With Lulu?” Inez said. “I don’t know. Maybe that guy GoST. He answered her phone that day when you called her. She admitted to me that she’s basically obsessed with his work. It makes sense that she’s out with him.”


    Anna shook her head. “Who is he?”


    “I don’t know. No one knows. I think this guy wants to keep it that way.”


    “Well, I don’t want to keep it that way. Find out who he is. And in the meantime, contact the press. That man in the photos is Brandt—from what you’re telling me, that freak isn’t going to come forward to dispute it.”


    “I’d bet not.”


    “And don’t forget to talk to that dandy with the pink hair. After all, he was so quick to report on the fiasco outside the gallery that day.”


    Damian Damian. Looked like it was time to call in that favor.


    *** ***


    At eleven in the morning, it’s already pushing ninety degrees.


    Rory and Banger pick me up in the FreshDirect truck. I didn’t have much notice—just a quick text an hour ago. Of course I’m available. Since quitting the gallery, I have absolutely nothing going on.


    Rory is concealed in his full-on hat, hood, sunglasses getup. I’m disappointed. In the few days since he left my apartment near dawn, all I’ve wanted is to see his face.


    “Where are we going?” I ask, climbing in between them.


    Banger seems less than thrilled to see me.


    “Randall’s Island,” says Rory.


    Randall’s Island is uptown, directly across the East River. I first visited Randall’s Island on a seventh grade field trip. I didn’t go back until the Frieze Art Fair in 2012. And then Niffer and I went to the Electric Zoo musical festival, until they shut down early when two people OD’d.


    “What’s at Randall’s Island?”


    “Nothing. But that’s where we’re going to launch the boats.”


    “Boats?” I feel like he’s speaking another language.


    “The FreshDirect boxes. We’re sending them down the East River.”


    Interesting. “But why from Randall’s Island? No one will see them.”


    “The water will carry them to the Manhattan side.”


    “Are you sure the river flows in that direction?”


    Banger looks at me like, why don’t you just shut the fuck up?


    “Technically, it’s not a river, it’s a tidal strait,” Rory says. “And the tide changes four times a day. We’ve got the timing all figured out. About an hour after launch, the boxes should be down by Wall Street.”


    Banger maneuvers the truck onto the FDR Drive headed north.


    “So what’s this all about?” I ask. I know I’m probably missing something obvious—the FreshDirect logo, the river—excuse me—tidal strait, carrying them downtown. But as hard as I try to figure it out, I have to ask.


    “Ever read the book The Long Emergency?”


    “No,” I admit.


    How is it that I’m three-quarters of the way through NYU and a guy who barely finished high school consistently makes me feel undereducated? “What’s The Long Emergency?”


    He doesn’t respond, and I regret asking all the questions. I should have just watched. But again, it’s that insatiable need to know everything about him, everything that drives and inspires him. And this mission, at least for today, is inspiration number one.


    We ride the rest of the way in silence.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-two


    I stand at the water’s edge of Randall’s Island Park, waiting for Banger and Rory to navigate the FreshDirect truck around the strategically placed metal posts and small trees that make it an unlikely place to drive a massive vehicle.


    Just before he dropped me off, he finally said something about what we’re doing here.


    “Ever think that all the food has to be shipped onto Manhattan? We don’t produce anything here. And as if that’s bad enough, people can’t even walk to the grocery store. They have to have the groceries trucked to their front door, the food all boxed up. Can we get any further from sustainable agriculture?”


    Probably not. However, I don’t think the police will find that a suitable response.


    “What happens when the police show up?”


    “Try to create a diversion.”


    “Like what?”


    “You’ll think of something.”


    FreshDirect trucks are so ubiquitous about the city, there is a good chance no one will even notice it. Despite the city’s perennial “If you see something, say something” campaign to keep people on the lookout for suspicious activity, New Yorkers can be pretty oblivious. So I’m not surprised to see them successfully back the truck down to the water.


    I walk toward them as Banger unfolds the metal ramp that hooks onto the back of the truck—the launching pad for the boxes.


    “Can you go to the bridge and keep a lookout from there? Call me if you spot anything we have to worry about,” Rory says.


    I reluctantly walk to the bridge.


    Rory and Banger load the first box onto the ramp, and push it off onto its journey. I’m tempted to watch the box make its way downriver, to see if it flows the way they anticipate. But I know it’s more important that I keep an eye out for them.


    But I can’t tear myself away from the sight of the boxes, moving surprisingly steadily and quickly downriver, and moving toward the Manhattan side.


    I turn back to the truck. Immediately, I spot a woman with a baby stroller, aiming her camera phone at Rory loading the next box into the water. Banger is hidden by the truck, and Rory is incognito as usual. Still, the woman makes me uncomfortable.


    I call Rory, and from where I stand I see him pull his phone from his pocket.


    “There’s a lady taking pictures of you guys.”


    “A cop? Or civilian?”


    “Just a regular lady, I think.”


    “Okay, nothing we can do about that. Let me finish. Call me if you see a cop.”


    He says something to Banger, and they start to move noticeably faster. If I’m keeping accurate count, half the boxes are in the water. They could only fit eight in the truck. The first four boxes are now inching along to hug the Manhattan waterline.


    I check the time on my phone. A quarter after eleven. I’m supposed to meet Niffer on the west side to see the apartment she’s sharing with Umberto. I made the plan before I knew today would be boat launch day, and I forgot to cancel. Running late, I text.


    Overhead, I hear the buzz of a helicopter. It’s blue and white. The colors of the NYPD.


    I dial Rory again. This time, he doesn’t pick up his phone because he’s busy getting a box that seems to be stuck along the ramp. I turn and count the boxes floating in the water behind me. Seven. I take a second to snap my own photo. It feels like I’m capturing a piece of New York’s art history, as big as the Sane/Smith tag on the Brooklyn Bridge. Maybe bigger.


    My phone rings.


    “We’re done and getting out of here. You do the same.”


    “I’ll ride back with you guys.”


    “No—there’s still a chance we could get pulled over. Walk back. Take the subway home. Stay out of sight.”


    *** ***


    Umberto lives in a luxury building between Eighty-second and Eighty-third and Central Park West. It’s not The Beresford, the fabled building that Jerry Seinfeld and John McEnroe have called home, but still it reeks of money and exclusivity.


    From his tenth-floor apartment, I have a perfect view of the park. I can only imagine how glorious it is in the fall, when the leaves change color. Or in the spring, when the trees bud with flowers.


    “We’re going into the bedroom for some girl talk,” Niffer tells Umberto after giving me the tour, and we leave him in the living room.


    I sit on a cream-colored chaise. She flops on the bed, onto her stomach, kicking her feet together like a five-year-old.


    “What do you think?”


    “It’s gorgeous.”


    “But I miss you already.”


    “I miss you, too.” I feel a little guilty, because I actually don’t. I’ve been so preoccupied with Rory, I’ve barely given anything else in my life much thought. Including the fact that my mother has not contacted me since I took No. 7. It’s not that I wanted a reaction, but I definitely expected one.


    “What’s going on, Lulu?”


    “What do you mean?”


    She shoots me a ‘cut the crap’ look. I want to tell her about Rory, but I’m not sure how to do it without betraying his confidence.


    “I saw the photo in Page Six.”


    Oh. That.


    “Is that guy who I think he is?”


    “Yeah.”


    She claps her hands together. “So the painting on the wall worked!”


    “It worked.”


    “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me, you little bitch.”


    “It’s complicated.”


    “Did you bang him?”


    I smile.


    “Oh my god, no, you’re going to talk. Now.”


    “Sssh. Umberto is going to hear you.”


    “Talk before I start screaming.”


    “Okay, yes. We hooked up.”


    “And?”


    “And it was seriously the most incredible experience of my life.”


    I can’t explain exactly how monumental it was, because I never confided in Niffer about the elusive O. Still, from the smile on her face, I know she gets that something significant happened.


    “I am so happy for you! So what’s his deal? Who is he?”


    I hesitate.


    “Ladies, come out here. You’ve got to see this.” Umberto knocks on the bedroom door.


    “We’re having a serious conversation,” Niffer calls back, rolling onto her back and grabbing a pillow.


    “Just come here for a second. Something crazy’s going on downtown. I love New York!”


    My stomach flips. Just like that, I know.


    I head for the bedroom door, following Umberto back to the living room, where the TV is turned to NY1. The screen is filled with footage of the boxes floating by the United Nations building. Another shot shows a crowed gathered on the Brooklyn Bridge.


    “Police were alerted when a passerby in Carl Shurz Park noticed the boxes floating past Gracie Mansion. New Yorkers are warned to stay clear of the East River …”


    I grab my handbag and bolt for the door. If the boxes are near Forty-second Street now, I might just be able to make it downtown as they reach Wall Street.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-three


    I run across South Street at Fulton, and it’s eerie that there isn’t a car in sight. I realize they must have shut down part of the FDR Drive and closed off streets, and that, more than the crowds, more than the deafening sound of the circling helicopters, makes me realize how serious this is.


    The water is straight ahead, but I have to traverse a wide stretch of shops and restaurants. I’m shocked by the enormous crowd filling the path to Pier 17. I’d imagined I would get down here, walk to the edge of the water, and watch the boxes float by. Instead, it seems like the entire city had the same idea. And from the look of the police closing off the perimeter, they’re not happy about it.


    There’s a weird sort of energy in the air, anticipation and fear that’s palpable. It’s strange to me that people would rush closer to the boxes. If I didn’t know that they were harmless, I’d be keeping as far away from this chaos as possible.


    I head for Fulton Market, pushing through the crowd. But when I reach the pet store Salty Paw, a police officer stops me.


    “You can’t go past this point.”


    I’m tempted to argue that other people are past this point, but I know it’s useless. The best I can hope for is to find another area, so I turn and head back to South Street. There are several more piers if I continue to walk south. The street is lined with police command center vehicles and ambulances. I feel a stab of guilt. They don’t need ambulances—the boxes are harmless. But they would never take my word for it: I’d just end up in jail waiting for my mother’s lawyer to bail me out.


    Overhead, the helicopters are circling lower. I’d probably get a better view of what’s happening with the boxes if I duck into a restaurant that has a TV. But I want to see the boxes in person. I painted them; I watched them begin their journey down the river. And I love the man who created them.


    Finally, a few piers later, I see people somehow cramming up to the sides of one of the more modern piers. During a normal day, it’s a very spare, beautiful space to relax and admire the waterfront.


    Inching my way through the crowd, I start to get a sense of what’s happening in the water. All of the ferries and water taxis are being held across the river on the Brooklyn side. The Coast Guard has flanked the immediate area. And the pier to my left—the one in between the place where I’m standing and Pier 17—is completely empty. No civilians, no police—just half a dozen men in white, futuristic bomb squad outfits setting up an elaborate system of pulleys and rigs. My heart starts to pound. This is out of control. This is beyond just an artistic statement. It feels like the city is at a standstill. Those men in suits think their lives are in danger.


    Does Rory have any idea how big this thing blew up? I almost hope not. I hope that he is far below ground, and stays there until this is just yesterday’s news.


    I hear the words “terror threat” as I walk around the crowd. Some optimistic woman said, “prank.” But no one is talking about this as simply an art installation, that’s for damn sure. I think Rory was well-intentioned in trying to say something about the way we deal with our food supply, but the only thing this event seems to be signaling to people is that our ports are vulnerable. And no one seems very happy about it.


    The first box bobs into sight. I feel a surge of excitement. I want to get even closer, I want to photograph it as it’s pulled from the water. I get my phone camera ready.


    “Miss, you have to clear this area.” A police officer puts his hand on my shoulder. I look behind us. There a dozens of cops moving everyone off this pier back to the street. I’m not going to see the boxes.


    But I certainly got to see what they wrought.


    *** ***


    Damian Damian had come to the conclusion that Inez Elliot was one of the least trustworthy people he had ever encountered. Sitting next to her at the crowded bar at Barbuto, the chic yet rustic Italian place on Washington, he had the urge to share this thought. Instead, he focused on his fabulous glass of bold, spicy red wine, and reminded himself that there was always the remote chance she was telling the truth. Best to hold off on completely alienating her.


    She slid the three-day-old copy of the New York Post across the table. He scrutinized the photo of Lulu Sterling and a mystery man leaving a club—the man Inez insisted was, in fact, Brandt Penn.


    ‘”Why is it that everything you tell me is contrary to the word on the street?” he asked.


    “Talk is cheap.”


    He nods. She had a point. And she did have Lulu and Brandt together on the morning Troy insisted they were finished. He looked at the photo again. The man holding hands with Lulu could be Brandt. But really, it could be anyone behind those dark glasses, the hooded sweatshirt, and hunter’s cap.


    “You’re sure?” he said.


    “That’s what I’m telling you—yes.”


    “Okay. So the Post got it wrong. What do you want me to do about it?”


    “It’s not what I want you to do, it’s what you should want to do: Be the one to identify the ‘unidentified’ man. It’s Brandt. Lulu and Brandt are together. He’s gearing up for a smashing show in the fall, he’s a media magnet, and if there’s any story, it’s that this is the golden couple of the art world, and collectors should be getting ready for a piece of art history in a few months when his show opens.”


    But Damian Damian barely heard her. Across the room, a television screen hanging above the bar showed a “breaking news” ticker running at the bottom of the screen. The network had broken through its regular broadcast to replay footage of the spectacle of the bomb squad fishing those oversized boxes out of the East River, something the networks had been showing all day. Damian found the prank mildly amusing, but hadn’t paid it much attention. Until now.


    Because now they were broadcasting a color photo of the man who sent the boxes down the river. Despite the clarity of the photograph, the man was unidentifiable in his dark glasses, hooded sweatshirt, and hunter’s cap.


    The closed caption read: ANYONE WITH INFORMATION REGARDING THE IDENTITY OF THIS INDIVIDUAL SHOULD CALL THE NUMBER AT THE BOTTOM OF THE SCREEN. THE FBI IS OFFERING A $5,000 REWARD. AGAIN, ANYONE WITH INFORMATION …


    He turned to Inez, smiling gleefully.


    Inez looked at him, wide-eyed. “No, that’s not … ”


    “That’s obviously the same man in this Page Six photo. You can’t have it both ways, Inez. So why don’t you tell me now: is this, or is this not, Brandt Penn?”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-four


    I watch the endless loop of footage on NY1 News. I didn’t get to see it in person. Aside from the news crews hovering in the air, no one did. The police barricades kept people back, herded in like cattle. But that didn’t stop hundreds of people from getting enough of a distant view to record the event on their phones. It’s trending on Twitter, all over Instagram. The YouTube videos are racking up thousands of views: the pulley fishing each box out of the water, the careful swing of the metal contraption to lower the boxes onto the pier. And then the robot that opened each box with methodical movements of its metal limbs only to reveal … absolutely nothing.


    Each time the robot revealed an empty box, the crowd omitted a collective gasp. Of relief? Disappointment? It’s hard to say. Watching it on TV, you don’t hear it at all. But standing there in person, it had been one of the more interesting and peculiar parts of the entire experience.


    I turn the channel to CNN. How much of this is Rory seeing? I have no idea. I’ve texted him many times, but with no response.


    When my intercom buzzes at close to eight, I almost jump out of my seat. I tell myself not to get my hopes up.


    “Who is it?”


    “Me,” he says. There’s something comforting about the intimacy of that one word. As if it couldn’t be anyone but him.


    When he appears in my doorway, I throw my arms around him. He’s not wearing dark glasses, or a hat, or any type of disguise. For a minute, I can pretend we’re just a normal couple. But we’re not.


    “I was worried about you,” I say.


    “Why?”


    “Did you see the news? Do you have any idea how much chaos the boxes caused?”


    He smiles. “It really worked.”


    “Yeah, it worked. Maybe too well.”


    I close the door behind him and he sits on the couch. I flip back to NY1 so he can see the full scope of the news coverage. The footage starts at the beginning, when the first box appears just past Pier 17.


    “Have you seen any of this yet?”


    He shakes his head. We sit in silence, through the fifteen minutes it takes to get to the end when the last box is carted off by the FBI.


    “Once the media gets over the knee-jerk hysteria, they’ll start talking about what it means,” Rory says.


    “Are you watching the same thing I’m watching? The only thing this means to anyone is that our ports are not secure. I don’t see them segueing into a discussion of peak oil or sustainable agriculture or anything else.”


    “Why are you so upset about this?”


    Before I can answer, the footage on the screen changes. It’s a photo—a very clear color photo of Rory launching a box into the river.


    Oh my god. That damn woman with the stroller! It’s all my fault for not being on the lookout. I was so busy watching the boxes. If I’d seen her earlier, I could have warned Rory to duck, to hide behind the truck.


    “If anyone has any information that can help identify this man, please call the hotline at the bottom of the screen … ”


    “Oh my god, this is a disaster,” I say, putting my face in my hands.


    “Lulu, chill. This could be anyone. It’s not a big deal. You don’t like me covering my face, but now you see why I do it.”


    He pulls me into his arms. It feels so good to be close to him. I breathe in his smell and stroke the back of his neck. Everything else disappears.


    “Can you get onto the roof of this building?” he asks.


    “What?”


    “Is there a stairwell that opens onto the roof?”


    “I think so. I’ve never been up there.”


    “Let’s do it. I want to look out at the city.”


    I wish he would sit still for a minute, just let me enjoy him. I’m burning for him to touch me. It’s as if this entire day has been extended foreplay. I’ve never been hotter for anyone.


    But Rory is always in motion. And now, so am I.


    The stairwell is muggy, but it’s only a flight and a half up to the roof.


    “This could lock behind us,” Rory says, looking at the catch on the doorframe. He removes one of his sneakers and uses it as a doorstop.


    Rory takes me by the hand, leading me outside. The roof deck has a smooth finish, a slightly rubbery blacktop surface. We walk around a few ventilation units until we get to the edge. The cement perimeter of the roof is roped off, so we stand behind it, looking west at the other rooftops of the Village.


    “I’m surprised you can be on a roof and not tag something.”


    “Who says I won’t?” He puts his arm around me. Leaning into him, I turn to kiss his neck. Our mouths find one another’s, and my insides flip


    He pulls me close, and we stand that way, kissing like there is no one and nothing else in the world. My body is greedy, aching for him to be inside me and make me feel the explosive pleasure that only he has given me. But he is clearly content just the way we are, and I suspect that moments of contentment are few and far between for Rory.


    “You never did tell me your last name,” I murmur.


    “Abequa.”


    “Abequa. I like it. What kind of name is that?”


    “A secret one.”


    “Your secret is safe with me.”


    “Is it?”


    “You have to ask that?”


    “No,” he says. “I don’t.”


    “I quit my mother’s gallery.”


    “I figured.”


    “How did you know?”


    “I would think that snagging that sculpture out of her apartment might make things tense at the office.”


    I laugh. “Yeah. But I made the decision before that. Even before the day you first came over here.”


    We hold hands and look up at the sky.


    “Stay here tonight,” I say. He shakes his head. “Why not?”


    “You’re not going to change me, you know.”


    “I’m not trying to change you.”


    “Well, then, you know where I live. That’s where I’m comfortable.”


    “You’re not comfortable being with me?”


    “Comfortable? No,” he says. “But I like it a lot.”


    “I like it, too.” We kiss again. My body trembles with want for him. “Let’s go back downstairs.”


    He takes my hand and we don’t say a word between the roof and my apartment. There’s nothing left to say. The physical tension between us is overwhelming. I can barely get my key in the door. My hand is shaking and he has to help me open it.


    I want it to happen in my bedroom this time. But before I can say or do anything I notice the TV. It reads BREAKING NEWS in a big red banner in the upper left corner of the screen. “An arrest has just been made in today’s disturbance along Manhattan’s East Side … ”


    The police are leading a handcuffed man out of a house, a house that is shockingly familiar to me. It’s my mother’s East Hampton house.


    And the man is Brandt.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-five


    I fumble with the remote, turning up the volume on the television. The NY1 anchor says an anonymous tip led to an arrest in the East River “terror scare,” as footage plays in an endless loop of the giant FreshDirect boxes being pulled from the water by the bomb squad.


    “That’s my ex-boyfriend,” I say, standing up and pacing in the middle of the room.


    Rory is staring at the screen but doesn’t say a word. His face is unreadable.


    “This is totally fucking crazy. Why would they blame this on him?” I say.


    “Blame? You mean, why would they give him credit.”


    “Believe me, Brandt does not want this kind of ‘credit.’ He can barely deal with the pressure of producing work at this point. I’m sure he’s freaking out. Oh my god, and my mother. As if she doesn’t hate me enough as it is.”


    “You’re worried about your ex-boyfriend and your mother?” Rory says.


    Is he jealous? “I’m not worried about them, exactly. Look, I’m choosing to be involved with you and this type of stuff. They’re not. I feel responsible.”


    “How are you responsible?”


    I think for a minute, trying to put the pieces together. “It has to be that photo in Page Six of us leaving the club that night. Someone assumed you were Brandt. And then the photo of you launching the boxes … they put two and two together and got five.”


    “This won’t stick,” Rory says. “He didn’t do it, so they can’t prove it. If that’s what you’re worried about.”


    He looks at me like I’m betraying him somehow.


    “I’m not worried about Brandt. I just want distance from him and my mother, and I keep getting pulled back.”


    “Don’t let this suck you in. It’s got nothing to do with you. I’m not even getting upset, and that guy is getting credit for the work we did.”


    I’m not sure if the “we” includes me, or if he is referring to himself and Banger. But either way, it reminds me where my priority is now.


    He stands up. “I’ll catch you later. Just tell me you won’t talk to anyone about me. That guy will deny it, and this story will be over. I can wait it out.”


    “I would never talk about you.”


    He nods.


    Since the minute I expressed concern about Brandt and my mother, I felt his wall go up. It’s like he’s just waiting for me to let him down.


    “Don’t leave.”


    He kisses me on the cheek, and I grab his hand so he can’t walk away.


    “I mean it. Stay here. Not just tonight, but for good. You can do your art here. I want you to help me with the stencil project of my dad’s sculptures. I’m not freaked out by what happened today. I just want to keep my past and my future separate. So I can move on with my life. With you.”


    His expression softens, and he pulls me close for a minute. When he steps back, he says, “You’ve seen my paintings, my fairy tale princesses. There’s no happily ever after with me.”


    “I don’t believe that,” I say. I reach up and stroke his hair, then slowly caress the side of his face, my fingers tracing his scar. “I’m already happier because of you. You set me free.”


    “You know what they say about freedom,” he says, his lips brushing my neck. Every nerve in my body tingles with desire. “It’s just a word for nothing left to lose.”


    “That’s not true,” I breathe. “I can still lose you. And I don’t want that.”


    I want him to reassure me that I won’t. He says nothing. But his body, hard and urgent against mine, gives me hope.


    I press my mouth against his, and he holds my face, kissing me with frenzied need. We stand like that, kissing until everything else falls away. My gaze lands on my father’s sculpture in the middle of the room. I have an almost superstitious feeling about it—like until I find it the right home in a museum somewhere, the universe will be in disarray. At least, my universe.


    “I love you,” I say, heart pounding.


    “What does that even mean?”


    “Let me show you. Stay here tonight.”


    *** ***


    Anna Sterling’s bedroom was the epitome of luxury.


    It wasn’t just the king-sized, four-poster brass bed dressed in Pratesi sheets, or the custom-designed Mark Evans wall décor, or the Jackson Pollock painting above the antique walnut dresser. It was the sense that this was an unassailable domain. There was no computer, no cell phone, and no television in the room. It was the space of a person who could afford to say no to the world, to be closed off for a few precious hours at the end of the day.


    For Inez, it was a huge turn-on.


    Anna still hadn’t responded definitively to Inez’s suggestion that she move in—but tonight was the eighth consecutive night she’d shared Anna’s bed. She had already put a bottle of her Bumble and Bumble creme de coco shampoo in the marble shower in the master bathroom, and her black canvas Sephora cosmetics case in the bathroom cabinet.


    Tonight, it was taking longer than usual for Anna to close the office and come to bed. Inez suspected it had something to do with her disappointment in Brandt, and the fear that her first big career miscalculation would be enough to sink the entire ship.


    Inez opened the door to the office to find Anna staring into space.


    “Coming to bed soon?” Inez said, lightly tapping her long acrylic nails on the doorframe.


    “Why don’t you open a bottle of Riesling. I’ll be upstairs in a few minutes.”


    Anna’s phone rang, shrill and startling. Inez sighed impatiently. She wasn’t used to waiting for someone. In the days with Bianca, and all the sycophantic climbers before her, Inez set the pace, called the shots, and had what she wanted when she wanted. It was an adjustment being with a woman who had other things on her mind, other priorities. When she finally did have Anna’s attention at the end of the day, it was all the more satisfying. But she hated moments like this, when she felt that Anna would just as soon curl up with a bottle of wine on her own.


    “Anna Sterling.”


    Inez was about to tend to the wine when she noticed Anna blinking rapidly, grabbing a sheet of paper and writing furiously.


    “What precinct are they taking you to?” she asked, reaching for the remote to turn on the flatscreen TV mounted on the far wall. The screen flickered to life, and Anna turned to the news channel, still writing down notes.


    With a feeling of dread, Inez glanced at the television, already knowing what she would see: the oversized boxes drifting down the East River earlier in the day. But then it switched to footage of a beach house that Inez took a few moments to register as Anna’s. And then Brandt emerged, in handcuffs and flanked by FBI agents.


    Damian, that motherfucker!


    “My attorney will meet you there. His name is Robert Leeds. Don’t say a thing until he arrives. Just stay calm, Brandt. Robert will clear this whole thing up.”


    Inez needed that wine. Immediately. By the time she returned with the opened bottle, Anna was off the phone.


    “You can’t imagine what has happened,” Anna said, reaching for a glass.


    Inez didn’t know if she should play dumb, or confess that it was her conversation with Damian that set this fiasco in motion. Hell, Anna had been the one pushing for Brandt to claim the Page Six photo as himself. She was just as culpable in this as Inez. Maybe more so.


    “Actually, I can. Remember you told me to talk to the pink-haired art blogger about the Page Six photo of Lulu? Well, I did. Tonight. I was selling him on the idea that the guy in the photo with Lulu was Brandt. And literally as the words were coming out of my mouth, the TV showed a photo of the guy who sent the boxes down the river. And it was obviously the same guy.”


    Anna stood from her desk, turning off the television.


    “You should have warned me,” she said.


    Inez took a gulp of wine. “I realize that now. I didn’t think it would get to this point.” She pressed her fingertips into her temples. “This is a disaster.”


    “Maybe,” Anna said, turning off the office lights. “And maybe not.”


    “What do you mean?” Inez asked.


    Anna’s phone rang again. She looked at the incoming number, then turned the screen to Inez with a satisfied smile.


    It was the Roths.


    “Hello, Genevieve,” Anna said. “Yes, that’s the artist I’ve been telling you about.”


    Anna’s facial expression was calm, but after all this time Inez could discern the spark in her eyes. After a few beats, she said, “My phone has already been ringing, Genevieve. Long before all this excitement. You and Martin were the lone holdouts. So if you’re in, you better let me know tomorrow because I barely have any pieces left.”


    She hung up and looked at Inez triumphantly.


    Inez realized in that moment that she could never outmaneuver Anna. Better to have joined her than try to beat her. She almost felt sorry for Lulu.


    Almost.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-six


    I couldn’t sleep all night. I kept thinking that the second I did, Rory would slip away in the darkness. I needed some sign that we might be able to have something real, not just fleeting moments in between bouts of his creative genius.


    And now, I have it. Right here, with him tucked against my body as the sun comes up. I prop myself up on one elbow and look down at his face, so peaceful in sleep. It gives me the luxury of looking at him without making him self-conscious. He really is beautiful, and with a twinge of jealousy, I wonder how many women have been with him. I wonder if he’s ever been in love.


    I wonder if he can love me.


    He stirs, and I know it’s his sharp, animalistic instinct of self-preservation that makes it impossible for him to sleep under my scrutiny. He told me once that living underground he learned to “sleep with one eye open.” But last night, since I was the one with both eyes open, I know that he slept soundly.


    I stroke his hair, and he looks up at me. First thing in the morning, and his eyes lack the typical glazed, semi-out-of-it look most people’s have. He is already focused, full of smoldering intensity.


    “Hey. You slept okay,” I say.


    He sits up. “I can’t remember the last time I crashed like that.”


    “You needed it.” I tug him gently back down, and he lets me hold him. He cups my breast. My body, tired and sore from the intense sex last night, wants him again. I feel a hum between my legs, raw and insistent. I move my hand down his naked body. It’s clear that he wants me again, too.


    I wordlessly move on top of him. My body is so ready, it’s as if it was just on a pause from the orgasm last night. I ride him slowly, and he clutches my hips, eyes closed, his face taut with pleasure.


    It only takes a minute for me to reach an intense crest of sensation, the razor-sharp ecstasy that I have only felt with him. It’s as if his body has taught mine a new language, and together, we are fluent.


    “Oh my god,” I say, still shocked by the feelings he gives me. The muscles in my pelvis tense at the same time that my mind downshifts into that floaty space where thought gives way to feeling, and I moan.


    Rory thrusts harder, his hands sliding down to hold my ass, getting deeper inside of me, and he comes just as my orgasm nears an end. This tips me toward another peak, and my skin is covered in goose bumps as we climax together.


    He pulls the covers over us, and I curl up in his arms.


    After a while, he slips out of bed. I take in his lean, muscular body.


    “Towels are in the closet right outside the bathroom,” I tell him.


    Fatigue washes over me. Alone in the bed, I turn on my phone and click on the Daily News app. The headline reads, “Jack *Ass in the Box: Painter’s Prank Creates Panic Along East River.” And a full-page photo of Brandt. The Post headline reads: “Fresh Arrest!” with a photo of Rory launching one of the boxes into the water.


    Filled with dread, I peek my head out of the bedroom to make sure Rory is in the shower. I dial my mother’s cell. She doesn’t answer, so I try the gallery.


    The receptionist tells me that my mother is on her way to the new space.


    “How long will she be there?”I ask.


    “I couldn’t tell you.”


    Helpful as always. I disconnect the call and wonder what to do about Rory.


    He’s still in the shower. I poke my head inside the steam-filled bathroom and tell him I have to run out for half an hour. “But stay – as long as you want.”


    He doesn’t answer me, and I know with a sinking feeling that by the time I get back, he will be long gone.


    *** ***


    Brandt looked gaunt and jittery. Inez didn’t know if the coke was finally catching up with him, or if the arrest had him spooked.


    “You call this good publicity?” Brandt said, waving a copy of the Daily News.


    “You’re not hearing me,” Anna said slowly, with commendable patience. “It doesn’t matter what ninety-nine percent of New Yorkers think about you this morning. What matters is the fraction of the one percent that is willing to shell out six or seven figures for paintings sight unseen. Or who are willing to look at this half-baked crap you’re producing because they believe they’re buying into a media magnet and future star. You’re just a stock, Brandt. And as of nine o’clock last night when this news broke, you went up.”


    As Brandt pondered this, Inez spotted a hot-pink, wide-knit wrap draped on the edge of the couch that she recognized as belonging to Bianca. In a moment of panic, she realized Bianca could be there, in another room, right that very moment. If Anna found out that the woman Brandt cheated with was the woman Inez brought to the party that same night, it would reflect very badly on Inez. Very badly, to say the least.


    “Excuse me for a sec.”


    She headed for the bathroom. Once she was out of sight, she looked for the bedroom, opening and closing random doors lining the narrow hallway until she hit pay dirt.


    Peeking out from underneath the white down comforter was a pink-tipped lock of blond hair.


    Inez said a silent thank you to the god she hadn’t spoken to since the day of her Holy Communion, and pulled back the comforter.


    “Hey,” she whispered, but Bianca barely stirred. Her flawless body was completely naked, and Inez had to admit she missed it a little. But the rest of her was useless. She finally had the big fish on her line, and she wasn’t going to let herself get distracted by this bait. Still, she couldn’t resist reaching out to stroke Bianca’s pale breast, running her fingertips over the tiny bunny nipples she’d enjoyed for so many months.


    “What?” Bianca’s baby-blue eyes, still caked with last night’s mascara, fluttered open.


    “Shhhh,” Inez whispered. “What are you doing here?”


    “What do you care? You haven’t texted me back in weeks.”


    “My boss is here. Do not come out of this room until Brandt tells you it’s all clear—you got that? It will get both of us in a shitload of trouble.”


    “I miss you.”


    Inez sighed. It was like dealing with a child. “I miss you, too. But Brandt is good publicity for you. And I don’t have time for anyone else right now.”


    Bianca took Inez’s hand and moved it down, skimming over her belly, between her legs. Her center was wet and warm and Inez was tempted to fuck her right then and there. But there was no way she could go back to the office with Anna smelling like pussy. She pulled her hand back and stood up.


    “Why should I do anything for you?” Bianca said. “You don’t do anything for me anymore.”


    “Do it for Brandt.”


    “He doesn’t do anything for me either.”


    Bianca pouted. Inez wondered how many minutes had passed since she left the living room. She began to perspire. And she realized that this trip to the bedroom was about to backfire.


    “Just hang out here until my boss leaves, and I’ll make it up to you.”


    “When?”


    Inez took a deep breath, willing herself not to lose her temper or her patience.


    “Soon.”


    “How soon?”


    “Damn it, Bianca. I don’t have time for this shit.”


    “Fine. I’ll just tell your boss I was here today. I’ll tell her I’m the one who stole her daughter’s boyfriend. I don’t care.”


    “Calm down. Hold it together, all right? I’ll hang out with you later in the week.”


    She gave Bianca a perfunctory kiss on her lush mouth, and hurried back to the hallway, closing the door behind her. With a quick stop in the bathroom to wash her hands and make sure she didn’t somehow pick up any traces of Bianca’s smeared makeup on her own face, she rushed back to the living room.


    Anna turned to her, mouth tight with displeasure. “How nice of you to rejoin us,” she said. “Perhaps you can explain to Brandt the delicate art of playing the press—that there is a way to deny his involvement with the events yesterday, while somehow perpetuating the belief that it was him.”


    “I don’t get why I can’t just deny it. That’s what your lawyer did to get me out of jail last night. Now I want to do the denial publicly. Everyone online is saying it was probably GoST. I don’t want anything to do with that guy.”


    “Here’s the sad truth,” Inez said. “GoST sells. Brandt Penn doesn’t. So suck it up until after the show.”


    “That is, if you want to have a show. Do you understand?” Anna added.


    Brandt looked at Inez, a glance of deer-in-the-headlights fear. She nodded to him.


    “I understand,” he said.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-seven


    I walk to Twenty-third Street and wait.


    When the Town Car finally pulls up in front of the gallery, Inez steps out first in a fabulous leopard-print sheath. My mother is dressed in a cream-colored suit with a bolero jacket. Both of their faces are covered with oversized sunglasses, and neither say a word.


    My mother doesn’t seem surprised to see me.


    “Come inside, Lulu.”


    The three of us stand awkwardly inside the cavernous space. A week from the opening show, it still feels cold and unfinished.


    Inez looks right through me. She doesn’t smile, she almost doesn’t acknowledge me. It’s like I’m a stranger walking into her gallery. And this pisses me off.


    I think about how she smiled when I told my mother I was quitting. I think about the way she just happened to appear in Brandt’s lobby the night I caught him with that blonde. And now her obvious displeasure at seeing me.


    “I’d like to talk to my mother alone.”


    Even through Inez’s ample application of her favorite Tarte blush, I see her face color with irritation.


    “Please excuse us, Inez. I’ll meet you in my office when I’m finished.”


    My mother and I stand in the vast space. One wall showcases four of Brandt’s paintings—the best four, the ones he finished before the summer. The other walls are bare.


    “I’m happy to see you, Lulu. And I hope you’re here because you’ve come to your senses.”


    “I just wanted to say I’m sorry for this whole mess with Brandt. I never meant for him to have guilt by association. And it’s not even his association, it’s mine.”


    My mother paces along the wall of paintings.


    “And how close is this association of yours?”


    “Pretty close.”


    “Lulu.” She shakes her head.


    “That’s not what I’m here to talk about. Like I said, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for any trouble I caused. I hope you know I didn’t do this on purpose. I’m not trying to fight with you.”


    “You could have fooled me with that note you left in my living room.”


    “You shouldn’t insult my father. Or me, for that matter.”


    “I’m entitled to my opinion about your father. After all, I’m the one who knew him. As for what I said about you, I do regret speaking so harshly. To be frank, it came from frustration. I hate to see you acting out of fear instead of out of ambition. That is not how I raised you.”


    “I have ambition.” Sitting across from her, I feel like a failure. My eyes tear. I hate that she has this much power over me.


    “That’s not the way you act.”


    I shrug, instantly a five-year-old. I want to end this conversation, but there’s one more thing I have to ask.


    “When are you going to make a statement?”


    “About what?” she says.


    “About Brandt—denying his involvement in what happened yesterday?”


    On my way over here, I justified the visit by telling myself that I was coming to make sure she and her publicists were going to clear it up in the media. And then I could tell Rory. I know he didn’t want to admit it—maybe not even to himself—but I know it stung to see that news story. It’s one thing to want to be anonymous. It’s quite another to see another artist get all the credit. I know Rory would have gladly suffered through an arrest and fine if people would at least talk about what he wanted them to talk about: the purpose behind the boxes in the river. But it looked like the best-case scenario was that my mother and Brandt would publicly denounce his involvement.


    “I’m not making a statement,” my mother says.


    She walks to a small Lucite desk in the corner and pulls something out of one of the drawers. Then, slowly but with great deliberation, she walks back to the wall of paintings, and places red stickers next to each one. The round, red stickers that designate a painting has been sold.


    “Your degenerate little friend is the best thing that could have happened to Brandt. To us, Lulu. So why don’t you come back to work, and we can put an end to this nonsense. There’s a lot to be done.”


    I’m trembling with anger. “Brandt can’t take credit for something he didn’t do.”


    “I don’t see anyone else stepping forward to claim responsibility.” Her eyes narrowed. “The truth is, that vandal doesn’t have the guts to claim his work. People like him rarely do. It’s easy to run around under the cover of night, pretending you don’t want recognition. Because you know what? Recognition is scary. Recognition is difficult. But it has its rewards. As I have learned. As Brandt is learning.”


    I stand up. “I have lost all respect for you.”


    “I wish, my dear, that I could say the same for you. But you never earned my respect to begin with.”


    *** ***


    The Thomas Pink store on Madison Avenue was Damian Damian’s favorite place in the world. The bow ties, the pocket squares, the cuff links … it was heaven.


    And heaven was very pricey. However, knowing that he had a nice chunk of change on the way courtesy of the Federal Bureau of Investigation gave him the breathing room to splurge. Thank you, Brandt Penn.


    It was almost the best of all worlds: cracking a great story and getting paid for it. Of course, he would have liked to have broken the news on his blog. The problem was, he didn’t believe it. Not one word. While the Brandt arrest sold newspapers and made the cops look like they were on top of things, there was just no way he did it. He couldn’t be responsible for the boxes incident because he wasn’t capable of the GoST paintings showing up around the city. What was Damian’s basis for thinking this? Instinct. The same thing that every good journalist relied on. And yes, he considered himself a journalist, sans doute.


    “The purples are beyond,” Troy said, waving the Sullivan Spot Skinny Tie. Damian already owned it. Then he realized Troy was talking about it for himself.


    “I see you in this,” Damian said, pulling out the Oldbury Houndstooth pattern in purple and sky blue.


    Troy’s big blue eyes lit up like electric saucers. “To die for.”


    “I’ll buy it for you—on one condition. Get that whorey roommate of yours to meet us at Le Pain Quotidien in a half hour.”


    “Bianca?”


    “Do you have another whorey roommate?”


    Troy shot off a quick text.


    “She’s on her way.”


    Damian strode over to the women’s section and picked out the most decadent item he could find—a white cashmere stole.


    “I need a gift box for this.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-eight


    I’m furious when I leave the gallery. It’s time for a drastic move. Shaking, I text Brandt.


    Can I stop by for a sec?


    Yeah. I’m here.


    I don’t know how it’s going to feel to be in his apartment. I know I’m not in love with him—that I’m deeply in love with someone else. But I’m still afraid that being there will trigger old feelings. It was such a quick, clean break—so much so that I feel certain we had never truly been in love. But it’s still sad that whatever we did have together hadn’t lasted, hadn’t, in the end, meant much of anything at all.


    The doorman recognizes me and waves me right up. This innocuous gesture gave me a pang.


    “Hey.” He answers the door in jeans and a paint-splattered gray t-shirt. He’s barefoot, and his hair is longer than usual and mussed. His handsomeness feels abstract now. Without meaning.


    He seems tired and detached. It’s as if my visit is just another drop in a shitstorm.


    “How are you?” I ask.


    We sit on the couch with a comfortable distance between us. I wonder if he’s still seeing the woman I caught him with, but I push the thought away. It doesn’t matter.


    “I’ve been better,” he says.


    “You didn’t stay in jail overnight, did you? I imagine Robert got things taken care of pretty quickly.”


    “He did. No, I was out of there fast enough. I’m not even going through the hassle of contesting the charges. Your mother is just paying the fine.”


    “But you’re going to deny your involvement, right? I mean, to the press.”


    He shrugs. “I took the blame. I might as well get some of the upside, too.”


    I feel like shaking him. “That’s not you, Brandt. That’s my mother talking. What, she’s got you convinced that you can’t sell without the hype? That’s bullshit. You’re a good artist. You can pull this thing off on your own. If you don’t at least try, you’ll regret it.”


    “My paintings aren’t moving. Or, at least, they weren’t until this morning. It would have been the first show your mother didn’t sell out before opening night.”


    “You’re not finished working on the paintings yet, are you?”


    “I’m frozen. I can’t work, I can’t even fucking think.”


    I feel terrible. I’m the one who brought him to my mother in the first place. I knew she had the power to jump-start his career. I just didn’t realize that in doing so, she’d crush him mentally and creatively. Maybe some of those blogs and articles about how she destroyed my father were truer than I wanted to believe.


    “It’s been hard working without you,” Brandt says, moving closer to me. “I miss you.”


    “You were painting way before we met. This doesn’t have anything to do with me.”


    “I fucked up,” he says. “With us, I mean. Can’t you let me make it up to you? I really need you through this thing. I wouldn’t have called you, I know you wanted some space. But the fact that you’re here … you must be thinking about it, too.”


    I shake my head. “That’s not why I’m here. I feel bad about what happened last night because I feel partly responsible.”


    “Are you with that guy?”


    “Yes.”


    He stands up and turns his back to me, looking out the window.


    “You can’t go on pretending to be GoST. It will only be worse when everyone finds out the truth.”


    “Inez said he’ll never come forward. That being anonymous is more important to him than anything.”


    Every negative feeling I’d had about Inez lately turns solid in my stomach, a sharp crystal of anger and distrust.


    “Inez doesn’t even know him. I’m the one who knows him.”


    He turns back around, his face red, his mouth tight.


    “So why didn’t he come forward today?”


    “Stop worrying about what he does or doesn’t do, and think about what you’re doing. You can’t perpetuate this myth that you’re a street artist.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because being an artist is as much about what you’re saying as what you’re creating. And what he’s saying has nothing to do with your work. It doesn’t make any sense.”


    “You’re overthinking it.”


    “No, the problem is that you’re under-thinking it. And you always have. You don’t have anything to say, and that’s why you can’t finish this series, and that’s why you don’t care that you’re associating with someone else’s message. Because you don’t have one of your own!”


    “You didn’t seem to feel this way when you brought me to your mother last summer.”


    “I’m not saying you don’t have talent. You do. But honestly, I didn’t expect my mother to put you front and center in a one-man show. Personally, I think you could use more time.”


    “Inez said your mother did it for you—to make you want to drop everything this summer for the gallery.”


    I have a flashback to that day when he fucked me like I was a stranger. When he first started asking me about my mother’s motivations for taking him on. How long, exactly, has Inez been working to sabotage me?


    “And you believed her?”


    “You just said you don’t think I’m ready. Don’t you think your mother, with her decades of experience, would see that?”


    “It’s subjective. And a lot of artists aren’t ready, but when the pressure is on, they get ready—fast. And you can do it, too. Let this GoST thing go, Brandt. It’s the only way you’re ever going to have confidence in yourself and develop your own voice. Don’t listen to my mother. She wants a shortcut for what’s best for the gallery, but I’m telling you what’s best for you.”


    “Best for me? Or for your new boyfriend?”


    His face is contorted with jealousy.


    “No,” I say. “That’s not it.”


    “Then give me another chance. Be with me. And I’ll go public denying any connection to the whole ‘Fresh Arrest.’ ”


    “I can’t do that.”


    “Well, then it looks like your mother is on my side. And you’re on his. So I’m sticking with the game plan.”


    *** ***


    Damian found a table upstairs at Le Pain Quotidien, away from the irritating crowds of midtown tourists and office workers on their lunch break. He sent Troy to wait for Bianca outside on Fifty-third Street.


    The second-floor table overlooked the entrance to the restaurant, and he spotted Bianca the second she walked inside. She was impossible to miss, a beacon in her white leggings, white tank, and silver, cat-eye sunglasses. Wearing four-inch, black-and-white Marc Jacobs platform sandals, she was positively Amazonian.


    “How fabulous to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you,” Damian said, gesturing for her to sit. “And look—we match.” He playfully tugged on a lock of her pink-tipped hair.


    “I wanted to go all pink like you, but my agent wouldn’t let me.” She pouted.


    “Never listen to the suits—that’s my motto,” he said.


    Troy watched them as if observing a game of table tennis.


    “I have to be at Wooster Street in, like, twenty minutes.”


    “Well, thanks for taking the time to stop by for a quick chat. You know, the whole city is talking about your friend’s little stunt yesterday.”


    She shoots Troy a look of irritation. “You told him about Brandt? What the fuck, Troy?”


    “No, no, no—I read about you and Brandt on a gossip site,” Damian said.


    “Really? What site?”


    “I don’t remember. The point is, you can’t believe everything you read. So I wanted to hear it from you. Are you the new woman in Brandt Penn’s life? And don’t be coy about it—snagging him away from that spoiled brat Lulu Sterling is quite the coup.”


    Bianca smiled. “I don’t know if I’m the new woman. But I’m a woman, for sure.”


    “But for the record, you’re lovers. You and Brandt.”


    “I’m not supposed to talk about this,” she said. “For his work—you know what I mean?”


    Damian nods empathetically. “I do. But everyone’s talking about him now. Unless you’ve somehow missed the news the past twenty-four hours.”


    “Yeah. He’s totally freaked.”


    “Because it wasn’t him, right?”


    She spins the sugar dispenser. “No, he didn’t do Fresh Arrest.”


    Damian smiled. “So why doesn’t his publicist make a statement?”


    She shrugs. “Look, me and Brandt just party sometimes. I don’t know about all that other stuff.”


    “Then how do you know he didn’t do it?”


    “He said he didn’t. And he was pretty upset about getting busted for something he didn’t do. And Anna Sterling sent him to Long Island yesterday morning. He wasn’t even in the city when all this happened. So, there’s no way.”


    Damian smiled. “You, my dear, are not just ridiculously gorgeous, you are fabulously in-the-know.”


    He slid the large pink-and-black box across the table to her.


    “What’s this?”


    “A little thank-you gift.”


    “For what?”


    “It’s a thank-you-in-advance gift, actually. For keeping me in the know.”


    “About what?”


    “Whatever I text you about.”


    She opened the box as quickly as a kid on Christmas morning.


    “This is so cute,” she squealed, throwing it over her shoulders.


    “So do we have a deal?”


    She shrugged. “Sure. If I can help.”


    “You already have.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-nine


    The weekend seemed to stretch on endlessly with Rory MIA. At night, I stare at the ceiling in the dark, thinking about my mother and Brandt and Inez. I’ve never felt so lost.


    Finally, Monday morning, I get to work on making more stencils of my father’s sculptures to distract myself. Using the X-Acto knife to cut out the negative space is starting to feel familiar, calming.


    Just when my mind is totally clear, my door buzzes.


    “Yeah?” I say into the intercom.


    “It’s me,” Rory says, his voice gravelly.


    I obsessed about him for two days and nothing. The minute I stop thinking about him, he’s here. Story of my life.


    “What’s wrong?” It’s obvious that he’s upset—really shaken.


    He doesn’t answer until we’re inside my apartment. I close the door and lead him to the couch. Sitting next to me, he rakes his hand through his hair. He’s tapping his foot, his knee bobbing up and down spastically.


    “They fucking destroyed it.”


    “Who destroyed what?”


    “The cops. They found my stuff in the tunnel, and they trashed it. All the artwork is smashed or missing, the bed is gone, my books. They took apart the whole place.”


    “Oh my god. I’m so sorry. Is this because of Fresh Arrest? It caused this much trouble?”


    “Don’t call it that.”


    “Sorry.”


    “I don’t know. They used to do sweeps of the tunnels every once in a while. But the timing of this seems to be too much of a coincidence.”


    I think of all the murals, the sculptures. The supplies. That space is everything he has in the world.


    I hug him, and with my body pressed close to him, say, “Stay here.”


    He shakes his head no.


    My chin is tucked into his neck and shoulder, so he can’t see the hurt and disappointment on my face.


    I wish I could give him some good news—that my mother or Brandt was going to come clean and deny any claim to the boxes. That at least he didn’t have to sit back and watch someone else get credit. But Rory’s home is gone, his work; the police have already charged Brandt with disturbing the peace or whatever they stuck him with. How long is Rory going to play the mystery card? And for what?


    My cell phone blares.


    “I’ll be right back,” I tell him. He barely moves, just slumping back against the sofa.


    I grab my phone.


    “Have you seen the cover of New York magazine?” Niffer says in one breathless jumble.


    “No,” I say, already logging onto my laptop. Of course my connection could not be slower.


    Finally Nymag.com loads. And there it is—a photo of the FreshDirect boxes in the river and the NYPD and FBI assembled at the South Street Seaport. The headline: “GoST Hunters: The Quest to Find New York’s Most Elusive Street Artist.”


    “Oh my god. Do you have the actual issue? Are there more photos?”


    “Yeah. Photos of Brandt.”


    “Fuck! I’m going to the newsstand. Call you back.”


    Rory eyes me from the couch.


    “You’re on the cover of New York magazine. But it’s not you, because you’re letting Brandt get all the press,” I say, grabbing my keys. “I’ll be right back.”


    *** ***


    Inez opened the door to Anna’s office, where she found her scrutinizing purchase orders and logging numbers into the accounting software.


    “Can you take a five-minute break?” she asked.


    Anna barely glanced at her. “Not really,” she said with a shake of her glossy dark bob. Inez thought about how it felt to grab hold of that shiny dark hair last night while Anna was going down on her. She could be such a cold fish in conversation, but god, was she hot in bed.


    Anna kept typing in the spreadsheet. “I’m in the middle of something, Inez.”


    Inez dropped the latest issue of New York magazine on her desk. “Yeah, you’re in the middle of this magazine. Right in the middle.”


    Anna glanced at the cover, then quickly flipped to the story: the photo of Brandt being led from her house in handcuffs; a picture of the IN GoST WE TRUST dollar bills with Anna’s face on them; Lulu and Brandt holding hands at the Dustin McBride opening-night party; and Lulu leaving a Brooklyn club with the man in the dark glasses and hat.


    Anna smiles. “They called me on Friday asking for a quote. I told them ‘no comment.’ ”


    “Why didn’t you let me know this was going to run?”


    Anna sighed, as if trying to maintain patience.


    “I didn’t know what they were printing. Or when. As I said, they just called me for commentary on Brandt’s arrest and his street art. I advised Brandt not to comment.” She skimmed the article. “And it looks like he listened.”


    Why hadn’t anyone contacted Inez for a quote? This was ridiculous. If she hadn’t done the dirty work, none of this would be happening. But once again, she was on the sidelines.


    “With all of this going on, I need to know where I stand,” she said.


    Anna took off the glasses she wore only for the computer. The gesture was startlingly sexy. But Inez pushed that out of her mind.


    “We already discussed that you’re not going to Asia. I need you here. That’s become exceedingly clear.”


    Inez shifted on her feet. A month ago that had been all she wanted to hear. But now she wanted more. She deserved more.


    “You never mentioned what Lulu had to say when she was here last week.”


    “I’m aware of that,” Anna said dryly.


    “I’m just curious if she’s coming around at all. I mean, it’s been a while since she walked out. I thought maybe the recent turn of events changed her mind about things.”


    “I think you know that’s not the case.”


    “So then it’s just you and me.”


    “So it is.”


    “I want to be partners.”


    “I’ve never had a partner and I have no intention of starting now.” Anna put her glasses back on and turned back to the computer. Inez moved to stand directly behind her, rubbing her shoulders.


    “You’re incredibly tense,” she said.


    “This conversation isn’t helping.”


    Anna rarely joked around, but that comment was close enough to give Inez some encouragement.


    “I think I give you more stress release than stress,” she said, slipping her hands to Anna’s blouse, undoing the first button and reaching inside to stroke her breast over the lace of her bra.


    “It’s business hours, Inez.” But her voice betrayed her arousal.


    Inez pulled back her hand, and walked slowly around to perch on the edge of Anna’s desk. Her skirt hiked up, showing off her long, tanned leg.


    “So let’s talk business. Partnership. Fine—you’ve never had one, but you’ve never needed one. Now you do. The art world is changing. I know it, you know it. That’s why you wanted Lulu. But she’s not stepping up. I am.”


    Anna regarded her with shrewd eyes. “Is that so?”


    “Yes.” Inez held eye contact.


    “You’re overreaching,” Anna said.


    “You always tell me every conversation is a negotiation.”


    Anna nodded. “I will never have a partner in the gallery itself. But we’ll go fifty-fifty on any artist you bring in, starting after Brandt’s show.”


    Inez’s heart was pounding. She knew she should quit while she was ahead, but she was so close to the prize.


    “A lot of women in my position would just find talent and open their own galleries. I’ve put five years in. I can’t keep on just building your gallery. I need to invest in myself. I’ve shown you loyalty. I’ve shown you my talent. I’ve shown you dedication. I want my name on the door.”


    “We can discuss this later.”


    “You always say that. No—the time is now.” She picked up the New York magazine and waved it at her. “Loyalty, Anna. We are at a crossroads.”


    Anna stood up, crossed her arms, and walked in a small circle. She looked at Inez, tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, and said, “The Sterling-Elliot Gallery.”


    Inez jumped off the desk and took Anna’s hands.


    “I’ll draft the press release.”


    “No. Wait a few weeks. We’ll announce on the eve of Brandt’s opening.”


    Inez knew when to stop pushing. “Sounds good.” She could barely contain her excitement. She had to make some calls—off the record, of course.


    Her hand was on the door when Anna called out,


    “Inez.”


    “Yes?” She turned around.


    “I would love, for just once in my life, to not be disappointed by a person in whom I’ve invested.”


    *** ***


    I stand on the street, reading the entire article, alternately thrilled to see Rory’s work in print—the Snow White painting with the poison Apple, crack Cinderella, the IN GoST WE TRUST money—and appalled to read the accompanying story. The critics quoted all hail him as a genius, the next Banksy or even Damien Hirst. When I see the photos of me with Brandt, and the picture of Rory and me leaving the Brooklyn party, my heart sinks. I feel responsible, as if my association with him has tainted something that had been pure and unassailable.


    I jam the magazine into my bag and run the one block back to my apartment.


    Rory is sitting exactly where I left him, staring into space.


    I swallow my impulse to jump right into the article, and sit next to him. I put my hand on his leg.


    “Are you okay?”


    “I try not to get attached to stuff. I told myself that place was temporary. I didn’t expect it to last forever. But it’s been almost a year. I got comfortable.”


    Comfortable? It makes me realize how far apart we are in fundamental ways. I want him to see that there’s another way. His work is too valuable to rot underground. And he’s too valuable, too talented, too thoughtful, too ambitious, to stay in the shadows.


    “I know you’re upset that people didn’t talk about what the boxes meant. But they’re talking about your work as a whole and what it means. Look at this article—they have the IN GoST WE TRUST money. They have the princess series—Snow White, crack Cinderella. Art critics are parsing it all and saying you’re a genius. The only problem is that half the article is spent with bullshit interviews trying to figure out who you are. And because of a lot of lazy reporting and the police report, the conclusion is that it’s all Brandt’s work.”


    “And I wonder why that is,” he says, coldly.


    “Look, the things you’ve been doing would have gotten you this level of attention regardless. The only thing that links me to you, or you to Brandt, is that damned photo outside the Brooklyn club. And you could make all of that go away in a second just by coming forward,” I plead.


    “Oh, just like that? Just erase years of work protecting my identity to disprove some stupid gossip magazine so your boyfriend can’t steal my work.”


    “Ex-boyfriend,” I say quickly.


    Rory stands, and I jump up.


    “If you leave this article unanswered, you have no one to blame but yourself—not me, not Brandt, not the big, bad art conglomerate. All you have to do is call this magazine, say that you are GoST and Brandt Penn has nothing to do with your work. Then you can tell them what you’re saying with your work—all of it. Including the boxes. The problem isn’t that other people are stealing your work. It’s that you’re not owning it.”


    “That’s where you’re wrong. I do own it. This is your bullshit world.” He tears the magazine in half and throws it on the floor. “This means nothing to me. I don’t want any part of it.”


    “What good does your work do if it’s just painted over the day after you put it up? Don’t you want to do something bigger? Be something bigger? I think you do. The city—the entire art world—is ready to pay attention, but you’re squandering it. What are you afraid of?”


    He glares at me. I want to grab him, to hold him and kiss him and beg him to stop living in the shadows. It’s time—I feel it in my gut. And it’s not just about him. I’ve been watching these patterns in art my entire life—periods of generic work, when everything is derivative and running on the fumes of greatness that changed the landscape decades before. And then—boom—someone comes along and blows the whole thing wide open again. It happens once a generation, and everyone waits for it. And it’s happening now, with him.


    “Fuck you,” he says. And walks right out the door.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty


    “They didn’t even use my quote!” Damian Damian said, tossing the magazine across the bed to Troy. “This is just shoddy journalism.”


    Troy lazily picked up the issue, flipping to the party pages. “Hey, check it. My Calvin Klein ad is in here!”


    “You are a pathological narcissist,” Damian said, snatching the magazine back. “Did you hear one word I said? I told the reporter that I had serious doubts that Brandt Penn and GoST were one and the same. But they didn’t have the balls to run it.”


    He pulled his iPad onto his lap.


    “You’re not going to start writing now, are you?” Trent moved closer to him and playfully tugged it away.


    “Don’t give me that horny puppy-dog face. I can’t get you off right now. I have work to do.”


    Damian started typing, a vicious glint in his eye.

    



    The Mother, the Daughter, and the Holy GoST


    Word on the street is that Brandt Penn’s sterling reputation is a bit tarnished now that he’s ditched his art world princess for a blond catwalk queen.


    But on to more important matters: For all the hoopla surrounding last week’s Fresh Arrest, yours truly was the first to recognize that it wasn’t terrorism, but a brilliant art installation, the ballsiest I’ve seen since 2005 when Banksy hung his own painting of a woman wearing a gas mask inside the Met.


    But that British import is yesterday’s news, since it seems NYC has its own perverse prankster. And while conventional sources—and by conventional, I mean boring, boring, boring—are quick to link this delicious mayhem to media darling Brandt Penn—I will go on record to say that this is just a smoke screen. And where there is smoke, there’s fire. Personally, I’m calling 911. And I’ll have this fire out in no time, dear readers.


    *** ***


    I’m making a mess of Niffer’s couch—Umberto’s couch, actually. It’s black suede and littered with my soggy tissues.


    For every reasonable thing she says to me, I respond with an hysterical, “But I’m in love with him!”


    Niffer, to her credit, is infinitely patient and just pats my hand and nods.


    “He told me once that he wasn’t going to change and I said I wasn’t trying to change him. But I guess I am. He’s just got so much talent and it’s his moment, you know? I’ve seen people struggle to get any kind of attention or recognition for what they do, and he has everyone’s attention, and he’s just turning away from it!”


    “It’s his choice. Maybe he doesn’t want fame. Maybe he’s scared of it.”


    “But he’s rejecting me, too! You should have seen the way he looked at me. Just like when he first found out who my mother is. And it was bad enough then. But now that we’ve been together … “ I start sobbing again. Niffer hands me another tissue.


    “Look, I’m going to give you the same advice I gave you at the beginning of the summer: You have your whole fucking life to work at the gallery and be so serious. You should be living it up right now. Be a kid—for one last year.”


    “I’m not at the gallery anymore. I’m nowhere. And you’re one to talk—you’re getting married.”


    Niffer screws up her face like I just said something crazy. “I’m engaged. I’m not getting married.”


    “Is there a difference?”


    “Of course. When I set a date, I’m getting married. But that’s a ways off.”


    “Okay,” I say, wondering if Umberto is aware of these fine distinctions.


    “Do you hear what I’m saying? Let all this go. Forget Brandt, forget the gallery, forget this guy and all his craziness. You need to come out with me, and just fucking be.”


    She’s probably right.


    “But I feel so lost.”


    “You mean, you’re so free.”


    “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose,” I say, echoing Rory’s words.


    Niffer sighs, patting my knee. “Let’s try to look at everything from the whole things-happen-for-a-reason perspective: you couldn’t go to Spain because your mother wanted you to work at the gallery. So I went alone, and met Umberto. If you had gone to Spain, Brandt still would have cheated on you, only you wouldn’t have found out about it. So that all goes in the plus column. Then you met GoST, and you realized you love his work, you don’t want to peddle the same shit your mom always sells, so you break free from her. And you had the best sex of your life.”


    “It wasn’t just the best sex—it was like it was the only sex.”


    “That’s just heartbreak talking.”


    “No—I mean it. I never, um, came before. With a guy.”


    Niffer’s mouth drops open in the shape of, well, a big O.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I was embarrassed. I thought something was wrong with me.”


    “All those nights we talked about our boyfriends and who had a big dick and who knew what they were doing and who gave bad head … you totally were holding out on me! And the worst part is that maybe I could have helped you.”


    I shake my head. “How? It’s not like there’s some magic button to push.”


    “Actually, there is.”


    “You know what I mean. With everyone else, it was like I was waiting for something to happen. With him, I just wanted to be with him in every way and I didn’t think—it was like my body just took over. And it made no sense to be with him—it contradicted everything else in my life. And once I let go of everything else in my life, that’s when it happened.”


    “No wonder you’re such a wreck. You think you’re watching your last chance at an orgasm walk out the door. Trust me—there is plenty more where that came from. No pun intended.”


    “That’s not it. Be serious, okay?”


    “I am being serious. The best thing you can do—the only thing—is to go out tonight like the young, gorgeous, single, free bitch that you are. Umberto’s friend is having a party at The Maritime. Meet me there at nine.”


    My phone buzzes with a number I don’t recognize.


    “I should get this.” I hope that it’s Rory, calling me from a pay phone or Banger’s phone or anyplace.


    “Is this Lulu?”


    “Yes. Who’s this?”


    “It’s Damian Damian.”


    “How did you get this number?”


    “I’m a journalist, sweetheart. Now listen, I don’t buy that bullshit New York mag story. Tell me I’m right.”


    I freeze. Seconds tick by until he finally says something.


    “Silence is golden—but in this case, tedious. Meet me for coffee?”


    “I have nothing to say to you, Damian.”


    “Drinks—tonight. Name the place. I just can’t stand to see that marginally talented ex-boyfriend of yours get credit for sheer genius. And to go from you to banging some cheap blond model—talk about trading down!”


    He’s baiting me … and it’s working.


    “I can meet you at the bar at The Maritime tonight at nine. For one drink.”


    “I like your style.”


    “I mean it, Damian. Ten minutes, tops.”


    “I’ll bring a stopwatch.”


    I hang up.


    “Who was that?”


    “Don’t ask. I’ll meet you guys at The Maritime.”


    She hugs me. “It’s going to be a great night. A fresh start. Can you promise to come out with an open mind?”


    “I’ll try.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-one


    In a city full of dramatic spaces, The Maritime Hotel on West Sixteenth Street stands out as one of the most over-the-top.


    The nautical theme is so relentless, it’s almost campy. All the windows look like ship portholes and the guest rooms face west overlooking the Hudson. Inside, it’s easy to imagine you’re on a luxury cruise ship.


    The restaurant bar is hipster heaven. La Bottega, an Italian bistro on the first floor, has a ten-thousand-square-foot terrace. It’s always a huge scene and not a place I would choose to hang out. But I will try anything to alleviate this misery, so I may as well put myself in Niffer’s hands tonight.


    But first, Damian Damian.


    He is already sitting at one of the leather banquettes near the red-upholstered pool table in all of his pink-haired, foppish glory. He’s dressed in a cream-colored seersucker suit.


    “You look gorge,” he says, standing up to air kiss me on both cheeks.


    I don’t feel gorge. I could barely muster the energy to pull on a pair of jeans and a black tank top. My hair is in a high, messy ponytail, and I penciled on my black Laura Mercier eyeliner out of sheer habit. I can’t even wear my NARS lipstick anymore because it reminds me of Inez.


    “So what do you want?” I ask, sliding into the seat opposite him. He pours me a glass of Pelligrino from the large bottle on the table.


    “Don’t you check your e-mail?”


    I sigh and pull out my phone, checking my inbox. There’s something from Damian from a few hours ago. I click on the link and my browser opens to his latest post. I see the words “brilliant art installation.” And I read his denial that Brandt is the one responsible.


    Finally. I look up at him, trying not to smile. I know I have to tread carefully. As the police say, anything I say can and will be used against me. Or, rather, to expose Rory.


    “Okay. So?”


    “You know I’m right.”


    “I never said Brandt was the artist behind all of this stuff.”


    “So why is he taking credit?”


    “Why don’t you ask him?”


    “Because I’m not looking for another sound bite. I want the truth. Who’s GoST?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You were photographed with him. And don’t tell me that was Brandt, because you just admitted it wasn’t.”


    It’s tempting to tell him. But if I want to get Rory back, I can’t risk it. Though maybe I can steer Damian in a useful direction.


    “I think you’re asking the wrong questions.”


    “No, I’m asking the exact right questions. That’s why you don’t want to answer.”


    “You want to be the first one to write about who GoST is. But why not be the first one to write about what he’s saying? Maybe then, instead of chasing him, he’ll come to you.”


    Damian leans forward.


    “So what is he saying?”


    I shrug. “I don’t have all the answers.”


    “I think you do.”


    A waitress stops by the table. Damian orders a crostini and a bottle of red wine.


    “I can’t stay long,” I tell him. He ignores me.


    When she leaves, he drums his fingers on the table. His small brown eyes scrutinize me. “You’re in love with him.”


    The comment takes me completely aback. My eyes fill with tears.


    “Yes, I know—I’m good,” he says. “You don’t get to my position without a little something special.”


    “I thought you were an art blogger, not a gossip.” That’s not entirely true. I know he’s both—an art gossip.


    “I was wrong about you, Lulu. I thought your mother was the only one worth watching. And I thought Inez Elliot was the only one who had anything to say.”


    I stand up to leave. My back is already turned to him when he says, “Sustainable agriculture?”


    I turn around. “Not exactly.”


    “Come on, Sterling. Throw me a bone. I know he’s throwing you one.”


    It’s so tempting to just tell him to fuck off. But I’ve come this far. And I’m so close to having good news for Rory—someone finally writing about what the boxes mean.


    “The three-thousand-mile Caesar salad,” I say.


    “Clusterfuck Nation.”


    “You know about it?”


    He’s doesn’t answer, already typing into his phone. He doesn’t even notice when I get up and leave.


    *** ***


    Inez was surprised at how difficult it was to get away from Anna for a few hours.


    “It’s just an old friend in Greenpoint. A totally lame, hipster scene, but I have to make an appearance,” she said, kissing her.


    “Since when do you make appearances that don’t have to do with work?”


    “There could be some talent there.”


    “Yes, I’m sure,” Anna said dryly.


    This whole Brandt situation brought out an insecurity Inez had never seen before.


    “You know what I mean,” she said, trying to sound breezy as she glanced at her phone for the time. The sooner she got to Brandt’s, the sooner she could get back here and know Bianca was placated and willing to stay quiet—at least for a little while longer.


    *** ***


    Brandt answered he door wearing only jeans and holding a bottle of Stella.


    “Come in, come in. Hope you don’t mind the party started without you.”


    “Whatever. I don’t have all night. Where’s Bianca?”


    He pointed to the living room.


    Bianca was wearing denim shorts and her pert breasts were on display in a see-through black mesh top. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and her heart-shaped lips painted fuchsia. Despite her astonishing beauty, Inez felt nothing. She had the grand prize waiting for her at home.


    The coffee table was dusty with coke. Brandt sat next to Bianca, did a line, then offered some to Inez.


    “You really should cut back for a few weeks and finish your damn work,” Inez said.


    He shook his head. “Can’t work. My head is so fucked up from all this press, the whole GoST thing. Can’t you make it go away?”


    “Just throw some paint on a few more canvases. The quality is completely irrelevant at this point. Doesn’t that take some of the pressure off?”


    Bianca smacked a few pills down on the table, round blue tablets with butterflies on them.


    “You need to get happy,” Bianca said.


    She was right. There was no way she could stand these two losers without a little bump. Inez swallowed the pill dry, hoping the MDMA kicked in before she fucked her.


    “And why can’t I go out with him in public?” Bianca whined. “What good is he doing me if I only hang out with him in this apartment? What am I getting out of it?”


    “We’re going out tonight, baby,” he said.


    “No, you’re not. How am I supposed to keep convincing the press that you’re the guy in the photos with Lulu if you’re out with Bianca? This shit is staying under wraps until after the show. Look, Bianca—he’ll bring you to the opening. You’ll be in every magazine. Just have some patience!”


    “You’re not the boss of me,” Bianca said.


    Maybe she should have taken two pills.


    Inez told herself to keep it together. One more week until the opening. Her name would be on the door, the paintings would be sold. After that night, Brandt and Bianca could self-destruct all they wanted. And she’d be bulletproof. She was already feeling pretty damn secure. The way Anna looked at her when she walked out the door tonight—the longing, the jealousy. She wouldn’t be kicking her out of bed anytime soon. Even if she did, weeks from now, make the loose, triangular connection between her, Bianca, and Brandt, it would be too late. Anna would be at the point of no return—personally, and professionally.


    Until then, Inez had to play it safe.


    “Oh, I think you like it when I boss you around,” Inez said, sitting next to her on the couch and putting her hand on Bianca’s skinny, pale thigh.


    Bianca leaned against the cushions, putting her hands behind her head. Her shirt rode up a few inches, exposing her tight stomach. Inez lightly ran her fingertips over her belly, then unbuttoned Bianca’s shorts, sliding them down over her slim, boyish hips. She wasn’t wearing any underwear. Inez stroked her folds of pale pink flesh, slipping one finger inside her. Bianca moaned, closing her eyes. Inez glanced at Brandt, who watched them slack-jawed. She wondered if he realized that in fucking his girlfriend, she was yet again doing all the work to save his career.


    Bianca spread her legs. More, more—it was the same story with every single one of these people.


    Inez kneeled in front of the couch, between Bianca’s thighs. She dipped her head down, using her tongue to get the job done.


    Her future, her fortune, her destiny, was waiting for her at home.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-two


    The party is on the roof of the hotel, in one of the cabanas. It’s the only place in New York that feels like L.A. Under the night sky, with the leafy plants, and royal blue and white-cushioned banquettes, it has a casual but exclusive and decadent vibe. But my mind—and heart—are far away from this glittering crowd.


    The host is a guy named Eric Druban. He’s a big Brooklyn real estate developer, and it’s his wife’s thirtieth birthday. She’s a tall, beautiful blonde who works at the fashion label Marchesa. Georgina Chapman is here, along with the rest of the New York fashion crowd—journalists, stylists, photographers, magazine editors.


    Yancy Bird, a young editor from W magazine, sits next to me. She uses the votive candle on the wooden table next to us to light her cigarette. I’ve met Yancy at my mother’s parties, and I like her. She was not blessed with a single attractive feature on her face, but she is so eccentrically fashion-forward that it’s impossible not to look at her and experience beauty. She rocks the whole Diana Vreeland/Isabella Blow thing. And from reading her articles, I know she’s smart and passionate about her work. So when she asks me, “Where’s Brandt?” I don’t bristle and I don’t hedge.


    “We’re not together anymore,” I say.


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she says, and it seems genuine. I shrug.


    “It happens.”


    “We’re doing a whole art issue this winter. I’d love to interview you.”


    “I don’t know,” I say. “I haven’t done anything yet to be the subject of an interview. But maybe I can write something for it?”


    She snaps her fingers. “You know what would be genius? If you would interview your mother.”


    Across the room, Niffer waves me over.


    “Excuse me a minute,” I say to Yancy.


    “Think about it!” she calls after me.


    “I want to introduce you to someone.” Niffer puts her arm around my shoulders. A photographer snaps our photo, and asks Niffer for her name. He seems to know mine.


    Laughter drifts across the wide-open space. The night is breezy but warm. Everywhere I look there are beautiful people, trays of food, bottles of wine. This is my life, and it’s by every measure a dream. But he is not here, and never will be.


    Niffer leads me by the hand to a long, wood-paneled bar decorated overhead with paper lanterns. Waiting for us, drinks in hand, are Umberto and a ridiculously hot guy with dark hair and pale blue, Siberian Husky eyes under thick, expressive brows.


    Niffer says something to Umberto, the three of them laugh, and I experience it all as if I’m under water. I know that this guy is here for me, that I’m supposed to go home with him and let this rugged beauty of a man who belongs in my world erase the marks of the man who does not. It can be so easy if I just let it.


    He hands me a glass of wine, and his smile is so warm it’s hard not to respond. And so I go through the motions. His eyes tell me he thinks I’m attractive. Photographers snap more pictures. Niffer and Umberto hold hands. They kiss. The gorgeous guy puts his hand on the small of my back. Yancy passes by, says hi to him. Winks at me.


    It’s all here, all the pieces of a puzzle that was started twenty-one years ago when my mother and my father pushed their way into a closed, exclusive world. And now I’m here, the gates closing in around me.


    And Rory will never come inside.


    I put the wineglass down on the bar. He whispers in my ear—something about his room downstairs, he’s only here for a week. Business.


    The wine is doing nothing to erase Rory. I wonder if this guy can, his hands, his lips.


    The room is like an extension of the rooftop cabana, with its views of the Hudson, blue couch, round, nautical windows, and Japanese spherical ceiling lamps.


    From the terrace, I can see the High Line. It reminds me of the view from Brandt’s apartment, and I have a terrible feeling of déjà vu.


    “Excuse me for a minute.”


    The bathroom is pale marble, and I close the door, lean on the counter, and look in the mirror.


    “Stop being such a pussy,” I tell myself.


    He’s waiting for me on the couch. More wine. I can’t remember his name but it’s too late to ask now.


    He takes my wine and puts it on a glossy wood table decorated with a model ship. I feel lost without something to hold onto, something to do with my hands. Then he kisses me, and I feel nothing. It’s so familiar. It was the soaring, ecstatic happiness I felt with Rory that was so foreign.


    His hands are on my breasts, over my shirt, his touch so assured I know it’s just a matter of minutes before he wants me naked.


    I’m so tired of it all—my mother, Brandt, Rory, myself. I’ve never had a one-night stand, but for the first time I really understand the appeal. If I don’t know this guy’s name, what are the odds he remembered mine? Nothing exists outside of this room— fucking him has no yesterday and no tomorrow. I don’t have to figure it out, I don’t have to want anything, and I don’t have to be disappointed.


    He puts my hand on his cock, over his pants. I feel a pang of guilt, but I push it away. Rory will never change, and I can’t change who I am. Let it go, let it go, let it go.


    My phone buzzes from inside my bag.


    I pull back, hope soaring inside of me. It has to be him, it has to be!


    I mumble a quick apology, digging through my purse.


    The number on the phone is unfamiliar, and I’m so crushed with disappointment I almost ignore the message. But I see the word GoST, and I keep reading.


    The right question deserves the right answer. I’m hoping you’ll pass this on to GoST.


    Heart racing, I click on the link. Damian’s blog fills the screen. It only takes me a few seconds to skim the article, and another few to text it to Rory.


    I toss my phone in my purse, pull it over my shoulder, and apologize as I run out the door.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-three


    I call Rory’s phone before I even leave The Maritime, and an automated message tells me it’s been disconnected.


    It’s the last thing I want to do, but I know my first stop has to be the underground. I won’t go down, but I’ll open the hatch and call out for him. I can’t believe things are so bad that he’d ignore me.


    But when I get to the spot on Broadway, it’s as if I’m on an entirely different block. My stencil has been painted over and the hatch is gone—sealed up with cement.


    The underground was the one spot that gave me a sense of orientation when trying to reach him. Without it, I feel hopeless. He is a needle in a haystack.


    I turn and look around, then up at the sky. Now that I’ve made the decision to follow him—to go to him wherever it leads, I need him to be someplace that lets me meet him halfway. Maybe he’s there already. Or maybe it’s a place we’ll have to find together.


    I hail a cab. “Bushwick.”


    *** ***


    Inez got back to Anna’s place a little later than she’d planned. The sex with Bianca had been surprisingly good, and while peaking on the MDMA it was all so warm and fuzzy she didn’t want to leave Brandt’s apartment. The next thing she knew, four hours had passed.


    “That was a bit more than a ‘making an appearance,” Anna said. She was dressed in a black La Perla robe, smoking on the couch with a Baccarat ashtray in front of her.


    Inez was still a bit hazy—too hazy, if Anna was going to grill her. Best to stop the talking as soon as possible. Besides, all she wanted to do is crawl into Anna’s lap. She had the urge to be stroked, like a cat.


    Anna looked at her expectantly, arms crossed.


    “Sorry,” Inez said, sitting next to her on the couch. “You know how it is—once you’re all the way out in Brooklyn it’s like, well I’m here so might as well have a few drinks.”


    Anna leaned close to her, and for a minute, Inez thought all was forgiven. She had another pill in her pocket—took one for the road, just in case. If Anna wanted to go a few rounds in the sack, Inez would be happy to oblige her.


    “You smell like pussy,” Anna said.


    Inez froze. Had she somehow forgotten to clean up after her romp with Bianca?


    “No I don’t,” she said.


    “Don’t add insult to injury,” Anna said, distressingly calm.


    Inez inched slowly away from her.


    “Look, I’m sorry I got home later than I expected. Next time you can totally come with.”


    “I’ll pass. Three-ways hold no appeal to me.”


    Inez started to deny that another woman was involved in the evening, but she knew it was pointless.


    “Please leave,” Anna said icily. Inez panicked.


    “Don’t do this … ”


    “Do what? I’m just expressing my preference to be alone tonight. You don’t live here. So I’d appreciate you leaving.”


    Inez heard the subtext loud and clear: You don’t live here. And now, you never will.


    “Oh, and before you leave, I wanted to make sure you saw the latest news flash from that fuschia-haired freak you’re so fond of.”


    Anna’s razor-thin laptop was open on the far end of the sofa. Inez faced it with dread.


    Anna turned the screen so that Inez had a clear view of the blog post—a post accompanied by an incredibly hot photo of Bianca.


    Word on the street is that Brandt Penn’s sterling reputation is a bit tarnished now that he’s ditched his art world princess for a blond catwalk queen.


    “She looks quite familiar. One isn’t likely to forget that face.”


    Inez turned away so that Anna couldn’t read her expression, a muddled mask of guilt and fear. What could she say? It’s just a coincidence that Brandt is hooking up with the woman she brought to the MoMA party last month—the same night Lulu caught him cheating?


    Anna picked up her phone and dialed.


    “Brandt, it’s Anna. Is Inez still there? Oh, she left a half hour ago? Thanks. Now get your beauty sleep. We have lunch with the Roths tomorrow.”


    Anna smiled.


    Inez collected her things from the bathroom, and let herself out the front door into the dark, unwelcoming night.


    *** ***


    The warehouse where Banger and Rory painted the boxes looks completely dark, but I don’t let that deter me.


    The night we painted the boxes seems so long ago. I remember the exhilaration I felt, still buzzing on the adrenaline from the club, wondering if the paparazzi were going to use the photos of us.


    Tonight, the area feels completely desolate. In the distance, I hear a loud crack, like a firework or a gunshot.


    I knock on the front door. No response. This doesn’t surprise me. I try the latch, and the lock must be broken because the door opens easily.


    “Banger?” I call out. My heart thuds. I’m so scared it feels like the hairs on my arms are standing on end. It’s too much like the night I got attacked. My chest feels tight, and I can’t breathe. I feel around for a wall, and scrunch down against it.


    I need to get out of here. I feel around for something to force myself up. My legs feel weak, numb. I need a ledge, but the wall is smooth, the floor is smooth.


    I crawl a few feet until I feel metal—maybe a water pipe. I pull on it to hoist myself upright, but instantly realize that whatever I’m pulling on isn’t attached to the wall. I crash back to the ground, along with the object. It makes a shockingly loud sound, a splintering collision of metal onto the cement floor.


    Lights flood the room.


    “What the fuck are you doing?”


    It’s Banger. But I barely look at him, because I’m struck by how much the space has been transformed.


    One entire wall is covered in a mural—a re-creation of the Snow White painting that was covered up on Houston. Underneath her, a FreshDirect logo melting into a sewer grate. Next to it, a stencil of my father’s No. 2, behind prison bars. I try to take the inclusion of my father’s sculpture in the mural as a sign that he doesn’t hate me.


    The art blogger inside of me springs to life, and I start snapping photos with my phone.


    “Lulu get lost,” Banger says.


    “Is Rory here?”


    “No.”


    “But he’s staying here. Obviously.”


    The sight of Rory’s work fortifies me. I’m not afraid anymore, and I’m fueled with an intensified need to see him. I need to make sure he reads Damian’s article—to know that his work is being discussed in the way he wants, and that it’s worth it to come forward and be part of that conversation. But that if he doesn’t want to, I’m okay with it. I won’t bring it up again. I will accept him for who he is.


    I walk around the pillars at the back of the room, stepping around paint containers, roller brushes, spray cans, reams of paper, acetate, scissors—every type of art supply I can imagine. I follow them, like a trail of bread crumbs, to the bend in the room where we painted the FreshDirect boxes. In their place is a fledgling sculpture, a geometric tower of copper and brass.


    “Oh my god.” I walk closer. It’s nothing like my father’s work, but the influence is undeniable. The spirit of it.


    I sit down at the base of it.


    “Seriously, Lulu. Get the fuck out.”


    “I’m waiting for Rory.”


    “No, you ain’t. Leave. This is private property.”


    “Yeah, but it’s not your private property. What are you going to do—call the police and tell them you’re a squatter who’d like to report a trespasser?”


    I put my handbag in my lap, cross my arms, and look at him defiantly. He glares at me.


    “Fuck it—this is his problem,” he says before stomping away. I hear his footsteps on the stairs leading to the upper floor. I feel relieved until he turns the light out. The darkness is not my friend. But I’m not leaving.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-four


    The sensation of his body against mine pulls me from sleep.


    My side hurts from hours on the rock-hard cement, and when I feel him against my back, his arms circling me from behind, I am almost too stiff and sore to move. I sense him and smell him and hear him whisper my name before I actually see him. But I manage to shift around, rearranging myself in his arms, my bleary eyes taking in the beautiful sight of him in the early morning light.


    Before I can speak, he kisses me.


    He pulls off my tank. The room is hot and still, and we are both sweaty as we wriggle out of our jeans, pressing our naked bodies together. He moves on top of me, cradling me against one arm. I open myself to him, guiding him inside, lifting my hips greedily until I know he can’t go any deeper.


    His thrusting is harder, faster, more urgent than ever before. I can only give myself up to the frantic pace he has set and let it carry me. Usually quiet during sex, he is already moaning, a low, primal sound that signals how close he is to ecstasy. As for me, there is no greater pleasure than knowing how good he feels. All I can think is that I will do anything to make us whole.


    He shudders, throbbing inside of me as he peaks. His orgasm triggers my own, and my thoughts scatter. We writhe together, screaming each other’s names, the sound of our shared rapture echoing through the cavernous space.


    After, Rory holds me against his body so that I’m resting on him, not the concrete.


    “I’m sorry for pushing you,” I say. “It’s your work, your life, your name. It’s just that I love you and I want you to have all the recognition you deserve. But if you don’t care about it, I’ll let it go. I just want to be with you.”


    “Sssh,” he says, kissing my forehead. I hold on to him tight. I knew I was miserable and lost and empty without him, but I didn’t realize how bad it was until this moment. I don’t want to ever feel that way again.


    I look up at the majestic metal creation beside us.


    “It’s good, Rory. Really good. When did you start it?”


    “A few days after I saw your stencil on the building. It really hit me. I’ve been wanting to sculpt for a long time. I was avoiding it, pretending the other stuff was more important. But it’s not. I think that’s why I’m not fighting for GoST recognition. I’m pretty close to shedding that skin.”


    I try not to show my excitement. I don’t want to scare him away again.


    “I’m not done with painting,” he says.


    “What?” I’m already excited.


    “I have to show you.”


    *** ***


    Inez sat at the long white table in her office, looking over the latest tear sheets from aspiring artists. She sipped her Starbucks, and ignored the morning papers in favor of getting right down to business.


    The work submitted was dramatically different from anything she’d ever been given for consideration at the gallery, and it was exciting. The Sterling Gallery’s association with GoST had triggered an influx of edgier, more street-inspired work. It was exactly what the gallery needed.


    Still, it was difficult to focus under the cloud of what happened last night.


    Inez’s only consolation was that Anna was mature enough—and professional enough—not to let her personal feelings interfere with work.


    She heard the front door open, followed by the sound of Anna’s high heels on the polished wood floor of the hallway outside the office suite. Then another door opening and closing. Inez pictured Anna behind her neat, spare desk, turning on her computer, tucking a lock of her dark hair behind her ear as she put on her glasses and opened her laptop.


    Inez closed her eyes, fortifying herself to walk into Anna’s office as if nothing was wrong. The last thing Anna would want is an apology. She’d want to pretend the whole thing never happened.


    Inez knocked once and opened the office door. “Good morning,”


    Anna was dressed in a white Alexander McQueen suit. Her only accessories were pearl earrings the size of acorns. The outfit was striking and dramatic, but Anna looked tired, her weariness accentuated by the slash of red lipstick and gray eye shadow.


    “I’m busy right now, Inez. And I’m leaving at nine for a day of meetings with collectors.”


    “For Brandt’s show? I’ll go with you.”


    “That’s not necessary.”


    Inez told herself not to overreact.


    “Okay, whatever you want. But before you go I need to show you some interesting stuff. We are getting slammed with submissions, and I’m telling you, it’s the most exciting stuff I’ve seen in a long time. This whole GoST thing has just cracked everything wide open for us.”


    Anna did not seem even remotely interested. Undeterred, Inez scuttled back to her office, retrieved her laptop, and presented it to Anna.


    “Just look at the first two artists’ portfolios. And this one—who would guess these paintings are from a woman? We could use a woman in our stable.”


    “Oh we could, could we?”


    “And this guy—I know you were never a fan of Basquiat, but this is much more refined.”


    “I was afraid this would happen,” Anna said.


    “What?”


    “The publicity boosted Brandt, but is attracting the wrong kind of artists.”


    “It’s exactly the right kind of artists. We have to broaden our stable if we want stay competitive.”


    “There’s no we. It’s my reputation.”


    “Well, starting next week it’s going to be my name on the door, too. And this is the kind of work that’s going to build my reputation.”


    “I think our conversations about partnership were premature.”


    Anna’s expression was so closed off, Inez could almost imagine they’d never met, let alone had passionate sex.


    “Don’t punish me for last night. At least, not through work. If you want to be mad at me personally, fine. But this is business.”


    “Forgive me if I don’t take your lecture in professionalism seriously, considering you’ve been in this business all of five minutes.”


    “Five years, actually.” But she knew the conversation was over—as was her partnership with Anna. She was back to where she had been the night of the Dustin McBride show: looking for a new job.


    She would have to just hang tough until Brandt’s opening. Then, first thing the next morning, riding the buzz of the show, she’d put the word out that she’s open to accepting a position elsewhere.


    All the more reason to make sure the show was a smashing success.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-five


    We’re moving along the crowded pedestrian walkway on the Brooklyn Bridge.


    Rory holds my hand, guiding me through the anxiety-inducing tight space: cyclists roaring past us to the left, souvenir vendors clogging the lane we’re supposed to use, and both sides, a level below us, the rush of cars to and from Brooklyn.


    It’s a magnificent bridge, no question. And walking over it is definitely something every New Yorker should do at least once. I’m trying to enjoy it, but I’m filled with trepidation.


    Rory doesn’t exactly want to sight-see. This morning, as the warehouse slowly filled with light and I lay naked in his arms, he promised to explain the plan for his next—and final—GoST painting.


    “Look,” he says, pointing at the gothic double arches a half mile in front of us, the apex of the bridge. “That’s the spot.”


    He can’t be serious. Not only is the spot treacherously high and incredibly dangerous, it’s a pristine New York City landmark that is unblemished by even a hint of graffiti. And why is that? Aside from the logistical challenge of getting within arm’s reach of the brick surface of the bridge’s peak, the spot has been anathema to graffiti artists since the late 1980s, when Sane/Smith tagged it—making them the first graffiti artists in Manhattan to be formally charged with Criminal Mischief. The million-dollar lawsuit was dropped after Sane was found dead in Flushing Bay.


    “That’s insane,” I say. “No pun intended.”


    “It’s the holy grail,” he says.


    “Even in the 1980s that was a million-dollar offense. What do you think inflation’s done to that fine? And you can’t just run away when you’re a hundred feet above the East River. They’re going to catch you in the act. Someone’s going to see you doing it, Instagram it, and the cops will be here before you can even think about getting down.”


    “You think I’m worried about money? About getting caught?”


    “No,” I say. I’m the one who’s worried. I worry about him never really being able to move on. I worry that he will climb any mountain to stay out of reach of normalcy. That he will always be one step away from me—from us. It scares me because the only future I can see for myself is one with us together. “Did you mean what you said this morning about wanting to do other things? About moving forward artistically?”


    “Yeah. I told you, this is my sign-off. At least, GoST’s sign-off.”


    “You already did something huge—the boxes. And I know you think no one understood, but someone does. Read this.” I pull up Damian’s post on my phone. “This guy knows Brandt didn’t do it. And he understands what you’re trying to say.”


    He takes my phone, scrolling through the article.


    “Good. Hopefully he’ll get the next thing, too.”


    “And then what?”


    He shrugs. “You saw the stuff I’m working on.”


    “Yeah, I saw it. But who else will? Let me show your new work—the sculpture. Or any paintings you do. It’s not doing any good sitting in a warehouse. It’s no better than my father’s stuff hidden away.”


    “Show it where? And who do you think would buy it? The same elitist gallery fucks who buy everything.”


    “I don’t know. Maybe we could just display it—like an indie museum.”


    “That’s crazy talk, Lulu.”


    “Look, I just have to know that you’re open to showing your work. I’ll find a way. Some day. It’s something we can work toward.”


    Rory pulls me away from the edge of our lane as a fresh wave of cyclists buzz past us. We walk to the edge of the bridge, and he holds my hand while looking away.


    “What are you trying to do?” he says.


    “I just told you.”


    “I don’t need you to show my stuff. You know that. So what’s this really about?”


    “Isn’t it obvious? I’m trying to figure out a future for us.”


    “I told you—there is no future for us. That’s not who I am. Just because I’m moving on from GoST doesn’t change who I am inside.”


    “Then why did you bring me here? Why didn’t you just tell me to leave last night?”


    “I don’t know,” he says.


    And I don’t know if I can keep doing this.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-six


    I need my mother.


    I’m twenty-one years old, but leaving the Brooklyn Bridge, I’m a six-year-old who fell off my bike. Back then, she would pick me up, brush me off, and tell me it would be all right, that I had to get right back on. I don’t know what she can possibly tell me today. But I want to find out.


    I’m hoping she’s at the Greene Street gallery today, not the new monstrosity. I need the old gallery. I need home. Stepping through the glass door at 133 Greene Street—being greeted by the art—always cheers me, even on my worst days.


    The gallery is quiet mid-morning. The receptionist nods to me, and if she is surprised to see me for the first time in weeks, she does not show it.


    “Is my mother here?”


    “No, sorry, Lulu. She’s in meetings all day.”


    My disappointment is overwhelming. It takes me a minute to realize I can just call her and leave a message. Maybe she’ll make time to see me between meetings, or at the end of the day.


    She surprises me by answering.


    “Where are you?” she says. Wherever she is, it’s loud. I can barely hear her over the background noise.


    “Greene Street. I wanted to talk to you.”


    “I’ll be back at four.”


    I glance at the receptionist. Now that I’m hearing her voice, I’m having second thoughts about talking to her. We’re just going to come to another impasse. Or worse.


    “No, it’s okay. I’ll talk to you tomorrow or something.”


    “I’m at Balthazar. Meet me here. I’ll cancel my next meeting.”


    Cancel a meeting?


    *** ***


    My mother is sitting at her usual corner banquette. When the waitress puts a menu in front of me, I realized I am famished. I haven’t eaten anything since the hors d’oeuvres at the Maritime party. I order a burger.


    “They have excellent salads,” my mother prompts. Lord, she just can’t help herself. I stick with the burger.


    “I know you think I didn’t have confidence in you. But the one thing really holding you back was your lack of confidence in yourself. I wanted to show you that I took you seriously, and that’s why I signed Brandt.”


    “You signed someone you didn’t believe in?”


    “He has technical ability—very strong technical ability. But there are a glut of people with technical ability. The ones who set themselves apart are people with something to say. Unfortunately, Brandt seems to have exhausted his need for expression. In contrast, the best artists can spend a lifetime feeling they have never fully spoken.”


    “You can’t go around saying he’s the one responsible for GoST’s work. He’s stealing someone else’s creative identity.”


    “I’m not saying Brandt is GoST. I’m just not using my PR people to deny it. The gallery is what’s important, Lulu—not the reputation of some street artist. The expression ‘a dime a dozen’ exists for a reason. This gallery, however, is my life. And your legacy. So that’s what I’m fighting for. The press about Brandt and the other person—it’s already yesterday’s news.”


    “GoST is about to do something huge. It’s not going to be yesterday’s news. It’s going to be on the front page of The New York Times. Brandt will get charged again, and it’s going to be an expensive legal fight.”


    “It would be more costly if Brandt denies involvement. Not now, a week before his opening.”


    I press my fingernails into my palm.


    “What happened with my father?” I ask. I realize that is why I’m here. Sleeping under Rory’s sculpture, seeing him at the start of his career, how can I not think about my father at the start of his own? And my mother was a part of that, no matter how it ended.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Why did he kill himself?”


    “I don’t know the answer to that, Lulu. No one does except your father. Do you think I’ve been hiding that from you?”


    I shake my head. “No. I don’t. But I think you hid his work from me. Why did you sell it all off?”


    “I needed the money to keep the gallery going. He was my only client. I thought we were going to do it together. And he left me. He left both of us.”


    “I know you’re still so mad at him. I’ve always felt it, and it made me afraid to talk to you about him.”


    “I never said you couldn’t talk to me about him.”


    “Well, not in so many words. But the second I mentioned him—or anyone mentioned him—you totally shut down. I mean, you changed my last name to Sterling. You can’t erase him, you know. He’s always going to be my father.”


    “I’m aware of that, Lulu. And that is why I have been very careful not to let you shy away from working hard, from dealing with criticism, from having some ambition.”


    “My father didn’t have ambition?”


    Her eyes filled with tears. I’ve never seen my mother cry. And I don’t want to start now.


    “I thought I could let him be the artist, and I’d be the business person. I thought I had enough ambition for both of us.”


    “He didn’t want to sell his work?”


    “Only when it was easy. When it got hard, he didn’t have fight in him. And that’s also why I’m not interested in people who paint the sides of buildings. It’s very easy to pick up a can of spray paint in the dark of night. It’s another thing entirely to build a career. To deal with bad reviews, or no sales. That’s why I don’t want you to get too invested in someone who has style over substance.”


    “GoST has both.”


    “That’s your opinion. Or your hope. But believe me, it doesn’t make it so.”


    “You don’t have to worry. He doesn’t want my help.”


    “That’s a blessing in disguise, Lulu.”


    I roll my eyes. She’ll never get it. “Now that I’m twenty-one, I want to change my last name back to Holland.”


    She nods, almost as if she’s talking to herself. “Is that to punish me?”


    “No,” I say truthfully. “It’s because I want him to be a part of my life.”


    “He wanted to be a part of your life, too. He thought ahead to this year, your twenty-first birthday.”


    “Well, not enough to stick around for it.” Instantly I feel guilty.


    “Lulu, there’s something I need to show you. It’s at home.”


    *** ***


    I’m sitting on my mother’s gigantic bed. She’s digging through her closet, pulling out boxes.


    “He was a troubled person, Lulu,” she says from the depths of her closet. “I thought I could ignore that part while focusing on the art. It doesn’t work that way.”


    Is that what I’m doing with Rory?


    She finally steps back from the pile of stuff she’s gathered on the floor. There’s an envelope in her hand.


    “I’m not saying it to make you feel better. I’m saying it because it’s a fact. I didn’t give you this in June because I wanted you to focus on building a career of your own, to have a sense of urgency. I didn’t want you to be distracted. But he left you something.”


    She hands me the envelope.


    “What is this?”


    “It’s from him. For your twenty-first birthday.”


    My hands shake so hard I can barely get the envelope open. Inside, I find a handwritten letter on simple college-lined notebook paper.


    May 7, 1994


    My Lulu:


    The artist Elbert Hubbard said, “The sculptor produces the beautiful statue by chipping away such parts of the marble block as are not needed—it is a process of elimination.”


    And so it is in life, dear Lulu. Please remember that. I leave you with one more thought, from Kurt Cobain, who just left us all:


    The worst crime is faking it.


    I love you always.


    Dad


    I read it again and again. My mother is sitting beside me, reading it over my shoulder. A tear falls on the paper, and it’s not my own.


    I press it to my chest, and turn to her.


    “Why didn’t you give this to me on my birthday?”


    “There’s more. Your father left me a sculpture with instructions to sell it and put the money in a trust for you. You can legally access the money this year.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me on my birthday?”


    “Many young people would rather not work if they don’t have to.”


    “And you thought I would be one of them?”


    “Not necessarily. But I didn’t want to risk it.”


    “So you didn’t really need my help this summer? You just wanted to get me motivated before I found out about the trust?”


    She shakes her head vigorously. “No. I did need your help. And I still do. Will you come back?”


    I shake my head. “I can’t.”


    “I need you, Lulu. I can’t trust anyone else with the business.”


    I think about Inez, her possessiveness about the gallery that I never noticed until recently. And I think of all the signs that she sabotaged me, wanted me out of the way. But none of that matters now.


    “My heart isn’t in it.”


    “Is this because of that graffiti artist?”


    “I love his work.”


    “You mean you’re in love with him.”


    I don’t answer.


    “Aren’t you curious how much money you’re going to get this year?”


    “Is it enough to buy back my father’s sculptures?”


    She sits back against the headboard, her face showing more emotion than I’ve ever seen.


    “That’s what you want to do with the money?”


    “Yes. Will you give me the names of the collectors? Help me get in touch with them?”


    I unfold the note again, my eyes drinking in the words.


    “Yes,” she says finally, smiling. “I’ll help you.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-seven


    The phone wakes me.


    It takes me a minute to figure out that I’m in my own bed. In my dreams I was still on the warehouse floor, sleeping under Rory’s statue. Waiting for him.


    I don’t recognize the incoming number.


    “Hello?”


    “It’s me. Can you meet me at the bridge?” He sounds breathless, excited.


    I sit up. “Where are you calling me from?”


    “A pay phone,” he says. There’s still a working pay phone in New York City?


    “It’s the middle of the night.”


    “Meet me at the bridge.”


    “I’m done being your tagalong, Rory. Being close to your work … it’s been amazing. And a month ago, that was enough. It was more than enough. But now … I love you. And I can’t stand being on the edges of your life and knowing it will never be anything more.”


    “I’m here, standing across the street from the bridge, ready to do this thing. And I have this crazy feeling that it won’t be complete without you with me. Doesn’t that mean something?”


    “Something. But not enough,” I say, heart pounding. It’s so tempting to just give in, to pull on a pair of jeans and run down there, for one last adrenalized night. “I’m starting to think about my future. There’s a lot I want to do. Last night, all I wanted was to be with you. I thought I would give up everything just as long as I was with you. But I can’t give up everything before I’ve even seen what I can do.”


    “I want to see what you can do, too. What we can do. Starting now on the bridge.”


    *** ***


    The bridge feels entirely different in the dead of night, surrounded by city lights. There’s barely any foot traffic, so I spot him yards before I make it to the middle of the bridge.


    On a personal, emotional level, meeting him is probably not smart. But from an art fanatic standpoint, I can’t resist. Niffer’s camera—a Canon Mark II she left behind before Spain—is slung over my right shoulder. My phone doesn’t have the capacity to capture the peak of the bridge.


    He’s wearing all black and a ski mask. If I didn’t know his body so intimately—his stance, the breadth of his shoulders, the taper of his waist—I might wonder. It’s hard to tell if he sees me, but he’s facing me. As I get closer, I know he’s aware of my approach. And now I can see the outline of his backpack, and the black leather gloves on his hands.


    “You sure look ready for action,” I say.


    In reply, he pulls up his mask and tugs me close, kissing me. “Now that you’re here,” he says.


    “I can’t keep doing this. Give me one good reason to stay.”


    “What’s with the camera?”


    “I’m going to photograph it. Whatever you’re doing.”


    “Don’t post it.”


    “Why am I here, Rory?”


    “I don’t want you to give up on me.”


    “Give up on you? I couldn’t believe in you more.”


    “Then be with me. We’ll figure it out. Just stay, all right?”


    He kisses me again, running his hand down my back. My arms barely fit around him with his stuffed backpack.


    “What do you have in there anyway?”


    “Stuff. Will you be with me?”


    I think about how my mother counted on my father, how she believed that their life together could overcome his fear, his nihilism—whatever it was he was up against. I don’t want to make the same mistake. I can’t force Rory to want things he doesn’t want, and if he goes along with it just to keep me, it will be a disaster.


    “I can’t.”


    He holds me tight. My tears are sloppy, uncontrollable.


    “Will you be here for this? Tonight?”


    I don’t answer.


    He hands me binoculars.


    *** ***


    Rory balances himself, walking precariously along the metal pipe spanning the length of the bridge. Cables flank the pipe, and he assured me that they are secure enough to facilitate his walk to the peak of the bridge. The problem is that at the last quarter of the pipe, just before it slopes up to the roof of the bridge, the path of the pipe is interrupted by spikes designed to protect the gothic arches from exactly what Rory plans to do.


    In his black clothes, he’s still remarkably visible, even without looking through the binoculars. The bridge is brightened by hundreds of lights along the entire length. Only the stone arches are dark.


    My stomach churns with nerves as he creeps along.


    I unscrew the lens cap on Niffer’s camera, and take my first shot.


    When he reaches the spikes, he pulls a tarp out of his backpack and tosses it over the lowest point. The cloth covers about five spokes, enough for him to use some kind of climbing gear to hoist himself over what is essentially a fence.


    I exhale sharply when he finally lands on the other side. He then scrambles up the rest of the pipe, and uses a series of hooks and pulleys to get himself onto the flat top of the brick structure above the arches. For a minute, he disappears from sight.


    That’s when I notice that other people on the pedestrian walkway see him. They have their phones out. Flashes go off like a dozen fireflies.


    I train the binoculars on the top of the arches. Rory is hanging from the roof, a harness around his waist, suspended by a cord anchored by pitons or some kind of bolting gear. He braces himself against the flattest panel of bricks above the right arch.


    A police siren wails. And it’s close.


    Rory has a can of spray paint in his hand. I lower the binoculars and take out the camera. I focus the shot as the first burst of red paint hits the bridge.


    Above my head, I hear a loud, low helicopter.


    “Evacuate the bridge.” The command comes from behind me, through a speaker. Turning around, I see police cars blocking the entrance to the footbridge.


    My eyes go back to Rory, willing him to drop the spray can and start heading down. But I realize it’s pointless—he’s going to finish the painting. He’s forming a red circle, and filling it in—a giant red dot.


    “Go!” I yell, a useless cry for him to get the hell out of there.


    “You have to move,” a police officer brushes past me. “Off the bridge.”


    Dozens of officers have swarmed the walkway.


    “Evacuate this area,” one of them speaks through a megaphone. The small crowd that has gathered to witness Rory breaks up reluctantly, until the only one left—aside from the mob of police—is me.


    There is nothing I can do to save him—no fake fainting, no distraction to stop the inevitable. Still, I can’t move. I can’t leave him alone.


    “You need to clear this area immediately,” an officer tells me.


    I ignore her, watching through the binoculars as Rory tags the giant red spot with “GoST.”


    Rory is going to be arrested tonight. I raise my binoculars, just in time to see him tagging the painting.


    And as a female officer pulls my hands behind my back, I know I am being arrested, too.

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-eight


    They call it a holding cell, and now I know why: I’ve had to go to the bathroom for hours.


    My cellmate tells me she was wrongly busted for dealing heroin. But if the story she told the cops was as lame as the one she told me, I don’t think it’s going to hold up in court.


    I tell her I’m there for “obstructing an arrest in progress.”


    “Where were you when I needed ya?”


    That makes me laugh.


    The female guard unlocks the gate, calling my name. I jump up and follow her out.


    The first person I see when we reach the processing hall is my mother’s attorney, Robert Leeds. In the middle of the night, he is dressed in his usual suit and tie. Blinking against the harsh fluorescent glare, it takes me a minute to notice my mother by his side.


    “Oh, thank god,” she says, rushing to me and giving me an awkward sort of hug. I can’t remember the last time she touched me. “Did they mistreat you?”


    “No, Mom. I’m fine.”


    “Let’s go,” she says.


    “I can’t leave Rory here.”


    “Who?”


    “Um, GoST.”


    She looks at me like I’m out of my mind. “What do you expect me to do?”


    I look at Robert. “Can you find out what the bail is?” Then I turn to my mother. “I’ll pay you back.”


    She starts to tell me I can’t possibly afford to pay her back—then she remembers that, actually, I can.


    We stare at each other.


    “It could take a bit of time,” Robert says, looking at his Rolex.


    “Yes,” she says, holding my gaze. “But, I suppose, since we’re already here…”


    *** ***


    We watch the sunrise sitting on the roof of my building. Holding hands, we don’t say much. It’s the first all-nighter I’ve pulled in a long time, but I don’t feel tired. I feel wired.


    “Do you get it?” he asks. I know he’s talking about his dot on the bridge. And by dot, I mean five-foot circle sprayed solid red.


    “Yeah, I do.” At first, I didn’t. But I had plenty of down time in the holding cell to figure it out. When it hit me, I gasped and put my head in my hands.


    All this time, I’d been upset with him for not making a statement owning up to his work—thinking he was just letting Brandt take the credit. Meanwhile, he had been planning the biggest statement possible.


    “You knew you were going to get busted,” I say.


    “Yeah.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I didn’t want you to stress out.”


    “When did you decide to do it?”


    “That New York magazine story. I knew the GoST thing was over. I just had to figure out the exit in my own way, y’know?”


    “I should have known you weren’t just hiding. I’m sorry.”


    “I was hiding. But I’m not anymore.” He runs his hand down my back, and I lean into him, my head in the crook of his neck. He kisses the top of my head. I tilt my face up to him, and his mouth presses gently to mine. The whole city melts away.


    “So what now?” he asks.


    “You should just plead out and pay the fine.”


    “That’s not what I meant. But as far as that, I can’t pay. They are nailing me for every tag I’ve ever done.”


    “I’ll give you the money.”


    “No fucking way.”


    “You can’t mess around with this. You’ll go to prison.”


    “I’ll go to prison before I take money from you. Or worse, your mother. It’s bad enough I owe her for springing me tonight.”


    “Actually, my father paid for it.” I smile and tell him about the letter and trust.


    He shakes his head. “I still won’t take your money.”


    “Okay, you want a way to pay off the bounty on your head? I’ve got an idea. But you might not like it.”


    “No more talking,” he says, pulling me down on top of him. I feel him hard against me, and my stomach flips.


    “What are we doing?” I ask.


    “You tell me.”


    “I told you what I want. And you said you can’t be in a relationship.”


    “So show me how,” he says, kissing my neck. A delicious shiver runs through me, but I can’t let him off that easy.


    “Do you mean that?”


    He takes my face in his hands. “I didn’t come out of hiding for my art.”


    My eyes fill with tears. He kisses them.


    And we stop talking.


    *** ***


    The phone calls started at nine in the morning. Earlier, if she counted the voice messages. By nine thirty, Inez stopped answering the phone. One by one, the buyers for Brandt’s show were dropping out.


    Even the gallery receptionist seemed grim-faced. The pile of newspapers outside of Anna’s office was a smoking gun.


    The New York Times was the only one that printed GoST’s full legal name: Rory Abequa. It included photos of the vandalism of the bridge—some horrendous red circle, and a twenty-five-year-old grainy photo of the bridge with SANE SMITH.


    But it was the tabloids that really hurt. the Post called Brandt a fraud. The Daily News wrote about the upcoming show as “haunted by lies.” But the worst, by far, was Damian Damian’s post. Damian, that fuschia-haired fucking traitor.


    If You Believe That One, I’ve Got a Bridge to Sell You


    For those of you who believed Brandt Penn was behind the subversive works of genius popping up (or swimming along) NYC this past year, I love to be the bearer of bad news: I was right, you were wrong.


    Last night, in a feat of street art daring not seen since the late 1980s (the favorite decade of yours truly), the artist formerly known as GoST tagged the Brooklyn Bridge. This time, the police got their man—and so did we: He’s twenty-two-year-old Rory Abequa.


    My guess is that this isn’t great news for the Anna Sterling Gallery, which has been selling their upcoming (and lackluster) Brandt Penn show on GoST’s bad-boy notoriety. So for you bargain shoppers out there, today’s the day to make some calls. I have a feeling Mr. Penn’s one-man show is going to be pleasantly affordable.


    Oh, and as for Mr. Abequa’s painting on the bridge? All of us in the art world know a “sold” sticker when we see one.

    



    Inez’s phone rang again. Fighting nausea, she reached for it and checked the incoming number. Brandt.


    “Yeah?” she said, closing her eyes.


    “Jesus, Inez. My phone is going crazy, there are reporters camped outside my building. What should I say?”


    “Don’t say anything. I have to talk to Anna.”


    “Maybe we should postpone the show.” Either she was losing it, or he sounded relieved.


    “Are you fucking high again? That’s not going to happen. Just sit tight, wait for my call, and keep your mouth shut.”


    She hung up the phone, and pressed her fingers to her temples.


    The worst part, by far, was Inez knew she was stuck at the gallery—at least for the foreseeable future. No one else would hire her in the midst of this scandal. Of course, it would blow over. Everything did. But she had no leverage, no influence over Anna, and no power to leave her behind in the dust.


    The front door slammed closed, and Inez peeked her head out of her office to see Anna strolling down the hall in a white suit and dark glasses.


    “Thank god you’re here. I don’t know what to do. Nina pulled her offer. The Roths are out. Four other collectors left messages. …”


    If Anna heard her, she showed no sign of it. She walked straight into her office, and closed the door.


    What the hell? Inez didn’t have the patience for her ice queen treatment. Not in the middle of this crisis.


    She followed her.


    “You don’t have anything to say about this?”


    Anna removed the dark glasses. Her eyes were shadowed from lack of sleep, but she had an odd smile on her face.


    “Yes, actually. I’m canceling the show.”


    Inez’s mouth dropped. “We can’t do that. There’s no way to get a replacement artist in a week. We’ll have an empty gallery.”


    “There is no gallery. I’m retiring.”


    Inez had to lean on the edge of Anna’s desk to steady herself.


    “You can’t. What am I supposed to do?”


    “Get your résumé together.”


    “To send where? This is a huge scandal. The Roths said they might sue for fraud. Who would hire me?”


    “I have a friend who’s looking for an assistant.”


    “An assistant? I’m a gallery director.”


    “I wouldn’t split hairs if I were you. Besides, you’re quite the climber. I’m sure you’ll be running the place in no time.”


    Inez trembled with anger.


    “What gallery?” she hissed.


    “Iris Penz. In Beijing.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-nine


    We’re calling it Underground Art.


    It took a month to get it up and running. We found the URL we wanted, and thanks to my obsessive need to chronicle Rory’s work for the past year, we had tons of images to upload. I photographed all the new stuff in a single afternoon.


    We made our first sale within an hour of being online. It was a small one—just a couple hundred dollars for a reproduction of crack Cinderella. But since Damian Damian bought the rights to the image to use as his Web site logo, we know it will get a lot of exposure. More, even, than being on the side of a building in Manhattan.


    Dozens of other sales followed. Some modest, some respectable. Every day, we are amazed at people’s hunger to buy art. There is something primal about connecting to someone else’s creation, and being able to hold onto it.


    But all of those sales added up don’t compare to the one I got today in a surprising call from my mother’s former client, Nina Saroyin. She’s interested in one of Rory’s sculptures. I told her I’d discuss it with the artist. Although Rory said from day one he didn’t want his art in the hands of rich collectors who would hide it away, he also still has a seven-figure fine from the City of New York that he refuses to let me help him pay off. And the clock is ticking.


    “It’s your choice,” I tell him, buttoning my navy-blue baby doll dress with the white Peter Pan collar. I bought it at a vintage store. It’s probably a bit lightweight to wear in the middle of February, but the sales girl swore to me Courtney Love wore it during her Live Through This tour. I’m not sure I believe her, but it’s still nice to imagine. Besides, as soon as I saw it, I knew it was what I wanted to wear tonight.


    “You think I should sell it to her,” he says, his eyes sweeping over me from head to toe. Then, “You are too beautiful.”


    “Don’t try to change the subject. Yes, I think you should sell it to her because it’s your chance to pay off the fine. But it’s your call.”


    It’s weird. Being in business with Rory makes me feel closer to my mother than I ever felt working with her. Now I know that whatever she did in the past, she did it to build a future.


    “I’ll think about it. But don’t commit to her if you see her tonight.”


    “You won’t come?”


    The Web gallery took only a month to get started. But my other project took half a year, and tonight is the celebration of all that hard work. It’s the grand opening of a place I dreamed about my entire life.


    He shakes his head. Looking into his riotous dark eyes, I know I am asking too much. He has come so far, but he still has his limits.


    And I accept them.


    *** ***


    A crowd waits outside 133 Greene Street behind a velvet rope, hoping to be let inside. I wanted the party to be intimate—homey. But the crowds came.


    The press calls my name—Rory’s, too. The rabid crowd of photographers and journalists is the reason he can’t be with me tonight. But I need them here. I climb the metal steps and stand in front, letting them take my photo. All I really want is for them to get shots of the name on the door: The Shane Holland Sculpture Museum.


    With a deep breath, I push open the door. Inside, I feel immediately calmer. I’ve been walking through that door since I was barely out of a stroller. While it’s always felt like home, for the first time, it feels truly complete. The white walls are bare, but the floor space is host to eight of my father’s sculptures, most of which have not been seen publicly since the early 1990s. There are still a few out there—with buyers who didn’t want to part with them, or who gave me prices that I can’t afford yet. But I’ll get them someday.


    For now, this is a great start.


    I don’t recognize half the people in the room. The PR firm I hired insisted on inviting the usual tableau of beautiful people. I see two of my NYU professors. I took a leave of absence this semester, but I wanted them to be here for this. And then I spot a long blond braid, a tall beautiful woman wrapped in a purple fur coat and wearing knee-high boots. She see me, too.


    Niffer pulls Umberto across the room.


    “Killer party,” she says, handing me a glass of champagne. “You know what? We should have our wedding reception here,” she says to Umberto.


    “I don’t know why she teases me with such things,” he says. “She won’t even set a date.”


    “I believe in spontaneity.” She looks around the room. “Is your mother here?”


    “No. She’s still in London.”


    My mother went to Europe when the Brandt Penn show blew up. I thought she might come back for this opening, but I knew it was doubtful. Maybe she just wasn’t ready yet. Or maybe she wanted it to be my night, and mine alone.


    But I don’t want it to be mine alone. I want Rory by my side.


    “Look at you, riot grrrl,” Damian Damian says, trotting over to me. We do the double European air kiss.


    “I like the blue,” I say, acknowledging that his hair is now azure.


    “Picasso had his blue period; I’m having mine.”


    Richard Vogel, my mom’s longtime friend and Times art critic, makes his way toward me. I haven’t seen him since the beginning of last summer, the night of the Dustin McBride opening. Once again, he waves his anachronistic tape recorder at me. But this time, I’m happy to speak up.


    He asks me how long it took to track down my father’s work, and I tell him, about six months. He asks me how I could afford such an investment, and I tell him the truth—that my father himself helped make it happen by leaving me a trust.


    “He would be very proud of you,” Richard says, and I choke up. I think of my mother’s photo albums, all the parties, nights like this one. Nights when my father and mother stood side by side, planning a future. The weight of it hits me hard, and for a minute I think I’m going to start bawling. But mercifully, Richard changes gear.


    “Tell me about Underground Art. You’re exclusively showing Rory Abequa?”


    “Yes. That’s right.”


    “Is Mr. Abequa here tonight?” he asks.


    “No,” I say. “Not tonight.”


    “I’m here.”


    I turn around, confused. Rory takes my hand. I’m speechless.


    Richard puts the tape recorder in his face. “I’m sorry, I missed that. What’s your name?”


    “Rory Abequa,” he says.


    Photographers sense that something in the room has shifted. They circle us, snapping away. I squeeze his hand tighter. There is no turning back. We’re here. Together.


    For all the world to see.
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