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THIS ONE'S FOR MY DOMO.


The river coursing through us is dirty and deep.

â€”C. D. WRIGHT


1

MOMENTS OF
great import are often tinged with darkness because perversely we yearn to be let down. And so it was that I found myself in late September 2002 at my first solo show in Paris feeling neither proud nor encouraged by the crowds of people who had come out to support my paintings, but saddened. Disappointed. If you had told me ten years ago that I'd be building my artistic reputation on a series of realistic oil paintings of rooms viewed through a keyhole, I would have pointed to my mixed-media collages of driftwood and saw blades and melted plastic ramen packets, the miniature green plastic soldiers I had implanted inside of Bubble Wrap, I would have jacked up the bass on the electronic musician Peaches'
Fancypants Hoodlum
album and told you I would never sell out.

And yet here I was, surrounded by thirteen narrative paintings that depicted rooms I had lived in, or in some way experienced with various women over the course of my life, all of these executed with barely visible brushstrokes in a palette of oil colors that would look good on any wall, in any context, in
any country. They weren't contentious, they certainly weren't political, and they were selling like mad.

Now, my impression that I'd sold out was a private one, shared neither by my gallerist, Julien, happily traipsing about the room affixing red dots to the drywall, nor by the swell of brightly dressed expatriates pushing their way through conversations to knock their plastic glasses of Chablis against mine. There was nothing to be grim about; I was relatively young and this was Paris, and this night was a night that I'd been working toward for some time. But from the minute I'd seen Julien place a red sticker underneath the first painting I'd done in the series,
The Blue Bear
, I'd been plagued by the feeling that I'd done something irreversible, that I wasn't where I was supposed to be, that I hadn't been for months. Worse yet, I had no anchor, no one to set me back on course. My wife of seven years, a no-Ânonsense French lawyer who had stuck by my side in grad school as I showcased found sculptures constructed from other people's rubbish and dollhouses made out of Barbie Doll packaging, was a meter of my creative decline. Anne-Laure de Bourigeaud was not going to lie and tell me that I'd made it. The person who would have, the one person who I wanted to comfort and reboost me, was across the Channel with a man who was more reliable, easygoing, more
available
than me. And so it fell to the red stickers and the handshakes of would-be patrons to fuel me with self-worth. But halfway through the evening, with my own wife brightly sparkling in front of everyone but me, I was unmoored and drifting, tempted to sink.

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢

In the car after the opening, Anne thrust the Peugeot into first gear. Driving stick in Paris is cathartic when she's anxious. I often let her drive.

Anne strained against her seat belt, reaching out to verify that our daughter was wearing hers.

“You all right, princess?” I asked, turning around also.

Camille smoothed out the billowing layers of the ruffled pink tube skirt she'd picked out for Dad's big night.

“NonÂ .Â .Â .”
she said, yawning.

“You didn't take the last Yop, right?” This was asked of me, by my wife.

The streetlight cut into the car, illuminating the steering wheel, the dusty dashboard, the humming, buzzing electroland of our interior mobile world. Anne had had her hair done. I knew better than to ask, but I recognized the scent of the hairspray that made its metallic strawberry way, twice a month, into our lives.

I looked into her eyes that she had lined beautifully in the nonchalant and yet studied manner of the French. I forced a smile.

“No, I didn't.”

“Good,” she said, edging the car out of the parking spot. “Cam-Cam, we'll have a little snack when we get home.”

Paris. Paris at night. Paris at night is a street show of a hundred moments you might have lived. You might have been the couple beneath the streetlamp by the Place de la Concorde, holding out a camera directed at themselves. You might have been the old man on the bridge, staring at the houseboats. You might have been the person that girl was smiling in response to as she crossed that same bridge on her cell phone. Or you might be a man in a shitty French export engaged in a discussion about liquid yogurt with his wife. Paris is a city of a hundred million lights, and sometimes they flicker. Sometimes they go out.

Anne pushed on the radio, set it to the news. The molten contralto of the female announcer filled the silence of our car.
“At an opening of a meeting at Camp David, British Prime Minister Tony Blair fully endorsed President Bush's intention to find and destroy the weapons of mass destruction purportedly hidden in Iraq.”
And then the reedy liltings of my once-proud prime minister:
“The policy of inaction is not a policy we can responsibly subscribe to.”

“Right,” said Anne. “Inaction.”

“It's madness,” I said, ignoring her pointed phrasing. “People getting scared because they're told to be. Without asking why.”

Anne flicked on the blinker.

“It's mostly displacement, I think.
Verschiebung
.” She tilted her chin up, proud of her arsenal of comp lit terms stored from undergrad. “The big questions are too frightening. You know, where to actually place blame. So they've picked an easy target.”

“You think France will go along with it?”

Her eyes darkened. “Never.”

I looked out the window at the endless river below us, dividing the right bank from the left bank, the rich from the richer. “It's a bad sign, though, Blair joining up,” I added. “I mean, the British? We used to question things to death.”

Anne nodded and fell silent. The announcer went on to summarize the fiscal situation across the Eurozone since the introduction of the euro in January of 2002.

Anne turned down the volume and looked in the rearview mirror. “Cam, honey. Did you have a good time?”

“Um, it was okay,” our daughter, Camille, said, fiddling with her dress. “My favorite is the one with all the bicycles and then the, um, the one in the kitchen, and then the one with the blue bear that used to be in my room.”

I closed my eyes at all the women, even the small ones, who wield words like wands; their phrases sugary and innocuous one minute, corrosive the next.

Aesthetically,
The Blue Bear
was one of the largest and thus most expensive paintings in the show, but because I had originally painted it as a gift for Anne, it was also the most barbed.

At 117 x 140 cm,
The Blue Bear
is an oil painting of the guest room in a friend's rickety, draft-ridden house in Centerville, Cape Cod, where we'd planned to spend the summer after grad school riding out the what-now crests of our midtwenties and to consider baby-making, whichâ€”if it wouldn't answer the “what now?” questionâ€”would certainly answer “what next?”

The first among our group of friends to get married, it felt rebellious and artistic to consider having a child while we were still young and thin of limb and riotously in love. We also thought, however, that we were scheming in dreamland, safe beneath the mantra that has been the downfall of so many privileged white people:
an unplanned pregnancy can't happen to us.

Color us surprised, then, when a mere five weeks after having her IUD removed, Anne missed her period and started to notice a distinct throbbing in her breasts. We thought it was funnyâ€”so symbiotic were we in our tastes and desires that a mere discussion could push a possibility into being. We were delightedâ€”amused, even. We felt blessed.

During those first few weeks on the Cape, I was still making sculptures out of found objects, and Anne, a gifted illustrator, was interspersing her studies for the European bar with new installments of a zine she'd started while studying abroad in Boston. A play on words with “Anne” (her name) and
Ã¢ne
(the French word for “donkey”),
Ã‚ne in America
depicted the missteps of a shy, pessimistic Parisian indoctrinated into the boisterous world of cotton-candy-hearted, light-beer-guzzling Americans who relied on their inexhaustible optimism to see them through all things.

But as the summer inched on and I watched her caress her
growing belly as she read laminated hardcovers from the town library, a curious change came over this Englishman who up until that point had been the enemy of sap. I became a sentimentalist, a tenderheart, an easy-listening sop. Much like how the lack of oxygen in planes makes us tear up at the most improbable of romantic comedies, as that child grew within Anne into a living, true-blue thing instead of a discussed possibility, I lost interest in the sea glass and the battered plastic cans and the porous wood I'd been using all summer and was filled with the urge to paint something lovely for her. For them both.

The idea of painting a scene viewed through a keyhole came to me when I happened upon Anne in the bedroom one morning pondering a stuffed teddy bear that our friends, the house's owners, had left for us on a chair as an early baby gift. They were, at that point, our closest friends and the first people we had told about the pregnancy, but there was something about that stuffed animal that was both touching and foreboding. Would the baby play with it? Would the baby live? I could see the mix of trepidation and excitement playing over Anne's face as she turned the stuffed brown thing over in her hands, and it comforted me to know that I wasn't alone with my roller-coaster rides between pridefulness and fear.

And stillâ€”Anne is a woman, and I, rather evidently, am not. There was a great difference between what was happening to her and what was potentially happeningâ€”going to happenâ€”to us. Which is how I got the idea to approach the scene from a distance, as an outsider, a voyeur.

Except for the tattered rug and the rocking chair beside a window with a view of the gray sea, I left the room uninhabited save for the stuffed bear that I painted seated on the rocking chair, a bit larger than it was in real life, and not at all brown. I painted the bear blue, and not a dim pastel color that might
have been a trick of the light and sea, but a vibrating cerulean that lent to the otherwise staid atmosphere a pulsating point of interest. Unsettling in some lights, calming in othersâ€”the blue stood for the thrill of the unknown.

When I gave the painting to Anne, she never asked why the bear was blue. She knew why, inherently, and in the giving of the painting, I felt doubly convinced that I loved her, that I
truly
loved her, that I would love her for all time. What other woman could wordlessly accept such a confession? A tangible depiction of both happiness and fear?

In the fall, that painting traveled with our belongings in a ship across the Atlantic, and it waited in a Parisian storage center until the birth of our daughter, when we finally had a home. We hung it in the nursery, ignoring the comments from certain friends and in-laws that the bear would have been a lot less off-putting and child
appropriate
if it hadn't been blue. The very fact that other people didn't seem to “get it” convinced us that we had a shared sensibility, something truly special, making the painting more important than a private joke.

We continued feeling that way until Camille turned three and started plastering her walls with her own drawings and paper cutouts and origami birds, and we began to feel like we'd enforced something upon her that only meant something to us. So we put it in the basement, intending to scout for a new bookshelf system so that we would have enough wall space to hang the painting in our bedroom. But then I met Lisa, and too much time had passed, and when
The Blue Bear
was brought up, the discussions were accusatory, spiteful. And so it stayed in the basement, hidden out of sight, not so much forgotten as disdained.

Months later, when I started gathering the paintings for the exhibition, my gallerist said he still remembered the first key
painting I'd ever shown him, and that he'd been impressed by it. Might I consider including it in the show? The suspicion that
The Blue Bear
didn't mean what it used to mean was confirmed when I told Anne about Julien's proposition and she said if he thought it made the show more complete somehow, what did she care. Go ahead and listen to him. Sell.

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢

After finding a parking spot outside of our house in the fourteenth, we moved automatically into our pit-crew positions to execute the life-sustaining gestures of our domestic life. While Anne gave Camille the aforementioned liquid yogurt, I went upstairs to draw her a bath, adding a peach bath ball that she liked. Anne came in to supervise her splashing while I tidied up the kitchen. Then I tucked her in bed and kissed her, and her mother read her a story before lights-out.

In our bathroom, I brushed my teeth quickly and splashed water on my face. Without it ever being stated, I knew well enough to be out before Anne came in so that she could take care of her own needs without having to look up and see the reflection of my face next to hers.

I slipped into bed and waited for the distant sound of singsong reading to fade. When I heard my wife's footsteps in the hallway, I picked up the book on my nightstand and started to read
Poor Fellow My Country
, the longest Australian novel of all time.

Anne went into the bathroom, shut me out with a closed door. When she came to bed, she did so smelling of rosemary with her dark hair in a high bun, hair I had been besotted with back in grad school, but now no longer touched. She said good night without looking at me, and I said good night back.

It has been seven months and sixteen days since I last had
sex with my wife. I loved her, and I lost sight of her, and I took up with someone else. And although she never asked who it was or when it started or exactly what it wasâ€”sex, flirtation, lustâ€”she said didn't want to know, she wanted it to be
done
. She wanted me as a husband and a father again, but no longer as a friend. And I made a promise to her that I would end it, although the relationship had already reached its final chapter. By the time Anne confronted me, certain I had a mistress, my mistress had left me to
marry
someone else. I told Lisa that I loved her, and she didn't care.
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