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 chapter one

Pug Night

It was a decision we would later look back on with regret. There were pugs running loose in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Imagine a vast army of pugs attempting to summit the grand central staircase of the Met. Only, the pugs were not on the stairs. They were contained—if the word “contained” can even be used in the same sentence as “pugs”—in the Temple of Dendur Hall, a great expanse of rose-hued marble running the length of one side of the museum. True, this fact was only a small solace. But I’ve long been a believer in taking solace where you can get it.

At the center of the Temple of Dendur Hall, the namesake  temple has been reconstructed and elevated so that people, and now pugs, can walk around it and within it. In front of the temple, there is a reflecting pool. An entire wall of the room is made of slanting windows that look out into Central Park. That night, an early evening in late April, the setting sun flooded in through the wall of windows and bathed the room, and the pugs that ran throughout it, in shades of orange, red, and purple. I remember that. I remember the light. Some of the pugs pounced on the rays of light. Others strode dangerously close to the aforementioned reflecting pool.

Classical music played in the background. A long buffet table covered with a thick white cloth held a stunning arrangement of flowers, rows of champagne flutes, and many plates of canapés. There was tuna tartare on tiny, perfect potato chips; mini quiches; slices of filet mignon on bitesized pieces of fresh baguette. Two tuxedoed men stood behind the table, their backs to the grassy knoll of Central Park just outside the window, making sure that the champagne glasses were all filled to the same height, that their rows were perfectly spaced, that their numbers on the table remained exact. They were vigilant in making sure that none of the hors d’oeuvre trays ran out or ever looked skimpy. They were good at this. Waiters were weaving gracefully throughout the room, refilling champagne glasses, passing a selection of the hors d’oeuvres from the table, and, most likely a first for them, keeping an eye on close to fifty pugs. 

The pugs were also vigilant. They ran wild through the room. They ran up the stairs that led to the temple, into it, around it, and through it. They were zealous as they forged a track, panting and gasping and struggling for air like so many marathoners. The floor was perfect for sliding, and the pugs slid. They returned, frequently and without fail, to the long and inviting buffet table, where they would sit waiting, hinting at their anticipation in the way that only a panting, bulging-eyed pug can. Their goal: a taste of the passing snacks.

The pugs were gathered that night to honor one of the museum’s top donors, Daphne Markham, a famed New York philanthropist who had recently announced plans to donate a substantial sum to the museum. And I was there. And even better, my pug, Max, was there, too. Though I usually think of my job at the Metropolitan Museum of Art as one tremendous perk, this particular perk of being with Max at a party at the Met for pugs was, for me, the ultimate.

Gil Turner, of the Development Office of the museum, had planned this party in Daphne Markham’s honor due to the fact that the aforementioned anticipated donation was “far beyond significant.” His words, not mine. Gil Turner is a man who often says things like “far beyond significant.” And he says those things in a tone of voice and with a method of delivery that can best be described as haughty.

This party, which had come to be called Pug Night, was  the museum’s Gil Turner–engineered acknowledgment of Daphne’s gift, its way of saying thank you in advance.

The reason for the pugs was simple. The pugs were there because Daphne Markham loves them. While Daphne was world famous for her philanthropic endeavors, she was almost as famous for her love of pugs: pugs in general and specifically her own pug, Madeline. Daphne Markham is a person who is often photographed arriving at parties, benefits, and dinners. She is always beautifully dressed. And she is always toting her butterball of a pug, Madeline. I’m the first person to know that dogs are not allowed everywhere, that one cannot tote her canine wherever she may please. But if one is Daphne Markham, one can. It was this—Daphne’s love for pugs, her long history of generosity to the Met, and her most recent plans for a “far beyond significant” gift—combined with a just-about-to-open exhibition of nineteenth-century paintings from the museum’s collection, that had gathered fifty pug-loving patrons here at the museum.

The night was not exactly a democratic or far-reaching or “all pugs are welcome here” type of night. Pug Night was more a gathering of the most glamorous pugs in New York City, of pugs belonging to socialites, philanthropists, and les amateurs d’art world. Pugs are very popular in New York; I’d long known that. But before that night at the museum, I’d never known how many extremely fancy New Yorkers had a pug to call their own.

It was as if the pages of Town & Country and the Sunday  Styles section of the New York Times had come together that night in the Temple of Dendur Hall, in tandem with all those pugs off their leashes. I had heard that an event like this had happened once before, years earlier, when Sotheby’s had a pug-friendly preview for the Duke and Duchess of Windsor auction. Apparently Wallis Simpson had been a great appreciator of not only the pug but also of a great deal of pug accoutrements. I wondered if Gil might have culled the concept and maybe even parts of the guest list from Sotheby’s.

The beautiful people looked beautiful. The pugs, almost every single one of them, looked crazed with glee. I kept a careful eye on Max, stationed over by the buffet with so many others. A smaller pug in a pink rhinestone harness sat right next to him. I should admit that many pugs are smaller than Max. Max’s weight has ballooned in recent months. But I’m on top of the situation. I’ve been working on an exercise regime for him. I do my best to walk him across the park twice a day, with bonus activity excursions on weekends. I gazed across the room at the wonderful, if perhaps a bit porcine, Max and thought about how much I loved him. I watched as this other, leaner pug looked up at him as if he were her leader. I got that. In the year that I’ve known Max, I’ve come to see that he is very wise, and patient, and thoughtful. I’m certain that in a situation like this he acts as a role model to other pugs. Surely the others see that in him.

“Yes, I think they’re going to drop a snack any moment now,” I imagined Max saying to his new friend. “I really do.”

As Max and his new companion continued to sit with laserlike focus in front of the buffet table, I took a moment to look around the room. On the side of the room farthest from the sloping wall of windows stood Valentino with his cadre of seven pugs circling close around him. Valentino’s pugs did not stray. They did not heed the siren call of the canapé. They did not run wild through the room as so many of the other pugs did. Pugs are nothing if not savvy. Valentino’s pugs jet around the world on a private plane. Valentino’s pugs live in a stunning palazzo in Rome, a chalet in Gstaad, un château just outside Paris, the largest private house in London, a house in Tuscany, another in Capri, and a New York apartment right by the Frick museum. Valentino’s pugs, no fools they, didn’t let Valentino out of their sight. My pug lives in a third-floor walk-up alcove studio on a kind of sketchy block, albeit very close to the park. Thoughtfulness aside, Max had better-dealed me for the hors d’oeuvre table the moment we’d arrived.

I hung back, watched the pugs, hoped the slightly girthy Max didn’t get too much to eat. I didn’t socialize very much. I’m not generally a cocktail-party-with-the-patrons-of-the-museum kind of person. I’m one-or-two-good-friends to someone else’s entourage. I’m stay-in-with-a-good-book to someone else’s night-on-the-town. I am more of what I’d call a background type.

Andy Warhol once said, “I’m the type who’d be happy not going anywhere as long as I could watch every party I  was invited to on a monitor in my bedroom.” I think that pretty succinctly sums it up for me. Except for this party; this party I wanted to be at. As soon as I’d heard about it, all I could think was: pugs. In the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It made me think, and I almost never think this: How could I miss it? The answer was simple: I couldn’t. No, technically I had not been invited. But! I worked at the Met, and I had a pug. I’d decided faster than I decide most things that I would absolutely stop by. I’d never once thought of it as crashing.

For a moment, as I stood off to the side in the Temple of Dendur Hall, surrounded by pugs, I had that feeling that everything was right with the world. Usually I’m a firm believer that you should avoid such a feeling, because surely it’s written somewhere that as soon as you feel something like that, everything in your life will go very wrong. But still, I felt it. I felt as if my only care that night, other than maybe my hope that Gil Turner didn’t cotton to the fact that I wasn’t on the guest list, was finding a photographer for a portrait of Max for my boyfriend, Ben.

Sometimes, just because it’s easier, I call Max “my pug.” Technically, he’s not. Technically, Max is Ben’s pug and I’m his caretaker ever since, eight months after we began dating, Ben took a job with Lawyers without Borders and left, full of hope and purpose, for a five-month stint in Kinshasa. Really. In case you’re not familiar—I wasn’t—Kinshasa is in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in sub-Saharan  Africa. It is not ideal. But I love Ben and admire what he’s doing. I love Max, and I’m grateful that even if I do not at this moment live in the same country as my boyfriend, I have his pug. It counts for something. It counts for a lot. Perhaps I had more on my mind than the portrait, but the portrait was up there.

Then, quite slowly at first and then faster, the whole system began to melt down. I watched as a fawn pug, a long-legged, remarkably slender pug, the Lara Flynn Boyle of pugs, skidded on the marble floor and slid across the entirety of the eastern side of the room, barking as she went. In a different corner, a rather large, almost perfectly round pug in an orange leather harness first showed tooth, and then lunged with a great deal of snarling at a much smaller pug who’d been outfitted for the occasion in a tartan sweater. A black pug who for a second I thought to be Max, but luckily wasn’t, vomited in a corner. Another one skidded across the south end of the room, making a soft howling noise as he progressed.

I scanned the room quickly for Max. He was still fixated on the amuse-bouche. Assorted pugs were peeing on several different surfaces. One left what could be viewed as a calling card on the polished marble floor. Maintenance men appeared with rolls of paper towels and spray bottles. Party guests fell silent, hushes ensued, and then people began to talk again.

In the background, Daphne Markham could be heard  calling out “Ahoy!” over and over again as if a record were playing, one that no one had realized had skipped.

“Ahoy!” she said to everyone who passed her. Her voice crescendoed throughout the room, over the din of conversation, over the clink of champagne glasses, punctuating the occasional pug-mishap-related hushes that broke out. “Ahoy!”

I leaned back against the wall. From this vantage point, I saw Gil Turner enter the hall. As he entered, he paused for a moment and straightened his tie. He took an iPhone out of his pocket, glanced at it with a half sneer, and then looked out across the room. As he did, his half sneer turned into a smile. He shifted his shoulders back and strode into the room like a famous actor onto a stage. He glided across the floor, almost like a pug who had lost his footing, and headed over to Daphne and her famed, held-aloft pug, Madeline. He looked happy, confident, pleased with himself. He didn’t yet know that his party, along with the pugs within it, was teetering very close to the precipice of out of control.

“Ahoy!” Gil called out to Daphne, and I smiled, I think because something about Gil calling that out to her didn’t quite work and it fell flat. He sounded foolish. Not nice, I know, but Gil didn’t always bring out the best qualities in me.

I looked again toward Max, still way over at the far end of the buffet table. Suddenly he perked up and stood very alert, at attention. Then, it was as if everything else in the room had gone dark and a single bright spotlight had been shone upon Max. I looked across the room at him standing  so still and watchful. He reminded me of these two German shorthaired pointers we sometimes see in Central Park. Like pointers who’d just seen a gunned-down grouse, Max was frozen, rigid, determined, moments away from bursting into action. Right then, he was the absolute embodiment of the calm before the storm. The calm part I could see; the storm part I knew was coming. Keeping an eye on Max was no small task in the sea of serpentining pugs, but it was made at least a little easier by the fact that Max is a black pug, and also, by his waistline.

I believe that just as the animals in the tsunami knew to get the hell away from sea level, I somehow knew something not good was a-coming. I also somehow knew that that moment was as good a moment as any for a fortifying sip of champagne. I took a sip of my champagne. I took a step toward Max, still statuesque beyond yonder buffet table. And then he wasn’t, neither statue still nor beyond yonder buffet table.

Max took off like a bullet in my direction. For one last delusional moment I allowed myself to believe he was running right toward me, that this was nothing more than a dramatic outburst of affection. But it was not so. Instead of bounding into my arms in a pug reenactment of the final moments of Lassie Come Home, Max stopped several yards away from me. He stopped right at Daphne Markham’s heels and began barking up at her and her pug, ferociously. He  barked more ferociously than I believe I have ever seen any pug bark.

Someone I recognized from photographs in magazines turned to another and said, “That’s not okay.”

“No,” someone else who happened to be wearing a tiara agreed. “It’s really not.”

Daphne’s pug, Madeline, safe in Daphne’s arms but perhaps outraged at the assault, angled her face ceilingward and began to howl. And then (then!) she jumped down from Daphne’s arms and began running, at full speed, in the direction away from Max. Completely unfortunately, that direction also happened to be on a collision course with the reflecting pool. I hastily put my champagne on the tray of a passing waiter and hurried through the crowd.

“My goodness!” I heard someone say as I passed.

“Oh, dear God!” someone else exclaimed as Madeline lost her footing and slid several feet before landing directly in the reflecting pool. It is to date the only time I have ever seen a pug aquatic. I will say she did a remarkably good job of swimming herself to safety.

By the time I arrived at the reflecting pool’s edge, Daphne was there, too, collecting the soaking-wet Madeline in her arms. Max, who was now foaming at the mouth, had followed her. A crowd had gathered, a crowd that unfortunately included Gil.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, as I swooped down on Max and  picked him up. Not that Max had ever had an outburst like that before, but picking him up had always had a remarkably soothing effect on him. This time it didn’t. Max continued to bark, to foam a little at the mouth, too, and his new airborne status served only to set off the unsettling wheezing sound he sometimes makes.

Daphne Markham was calm, sanguine, wet. Someone asked if she’d like to go to the ladies’ room to towel off there.

“Yes, yes, all right,” I heard her say. She held Madeline close as several waiters offered rolls of paper towels. She looked over at me and smiled. Shamed, I looked away. And then, without another word, Daphne carried Madeline out of the hall. Several people followed her. Throughout the room, people began gathering up their pugs and heading toward assorted exits.

The weight of what I instinctively knew was Gil’s stare bored into the back of my neck. I turned to see his eyes, usually so beady, bulging out at me in exaggerated exasperation. He jutted his nearly nonexistent chin in my direction and mouthed the words, “Out. Of. Here.”




 chapter two

What the Pug?

I fled the Temple of Dendur Hall and the Pug Night within it. I carried Max through the rooms of medieval arms, past rows and rows of knights in shining armor. As we walked, Max began to settle down. The noise he’d been making, a sound something like howling, once again became his familiar soft snuffling, punctuated by an occasional wheeze. At the grand central staircase of the museum, we turned left and right and right again, and through a door you’d most likely never notice if you were visiting the museum, into a world you’d never see. We walked together through the behind-the-scenes hallways and corridors, past secured doors  beyond which were curatorial departments, the development office, public relations, education, exhibition coordination, and shipping, until we arrived at art conservation, my department.

At the door to the Conservation Studio, I opened up my bag to look for my ID card. Sliding said ID card through a slot by the door was the only way to unlock it. It took me a minute to find it. It usually does. I am a person who can often be found looking for something. I have in the past spent a fair amount of time looking for any number of things. Among them: self-confidence, poise, a modicum of inner peace, happiness, a pug, and a boyfriend. It took me a while to find everything, and my favorite part of the search was that I found pug and boyfriend at the same time. If only, I thought as I peered deeper into my bag, the boyfriend were actually in New York. Not that self-confidence, poise, a modicum of inner peace, to say nothing of happiness and a pug, were anything to sneeze at.

I found my ID card at last. I slung my bag back over my shoulder, balanced Max on my hip, slid the card through the slot, and listened for the click-click sound that designated entry to the studio. I opened the door and walked in. To my surprise, the studio was dark. I reached over to a panel of switches just to the right of the door and flipped them up, turning on one row of overhead lights and then another, illuminating the vast space. Though it was of course much less vast than the Temple of Dendur Hall we had just fled,  the studio was still large and sweeping, organized, and clean. Throughout the room: priceless, breathtaking, beautiful—though at the moment in need of some consultation or repair—works of art. Paintings, sculptures, objects, placed with precision on easels, laid out with care on examination tables. I stopped for a moment, squirming pug still in hand, and took it all in. I almost always did this. It was rare for me to walk into this space that had been the center of my work life and my home away from home for the past eight years without thinking what an amazing place it was to be. Even then, in the aftermath of Max’s seriously embarrassing outburst, I thought it.

I walked with Max over to my workstation, a nookish L-shaped area that held my desk, computer, and files on one side, and easels, canvases, tools, and brushes on the other. In the middle, I had a stool upon which I swiveled from the administrative tasks at my desk to the restoration tasks at my easel, occasionally gleefully. I’ve long thought a swiveling stool can bring out glee in even the most serious people. I placed Max down, just to the right of my desk.

“Stay,” I told him, and looked down at him seriously for an extra moment to make sure he knew I meant business. He looked back up at me. I wanted to believe that the possibly contemplative expression he wore was meant to convey a renewed commitment to obedience. Crazed outburst aside, there wasn’t a lot of reason to think otherwise. Usually Max stays quietly at the bottom of the stool, snoozing or just  looking around, whenever I bring him with me into the studio. That’s saying something, as I bring Max to work with me with a perhaps alarming degree of frequency ever since the discovery of Alan and Belle, two, as luck would have it, pug-loving security guards at the employee entrance on the north side of the museum. They both pretend they don’t see Max when I arrive at their posts with Max stuffed in his Sherpa carrying bag. In order to make an at least passing attempt at canine concealment, I momentarily wrap him in a sweatshirt so he cannot be spied through the mesh of the bag. I think this tactic works well, or not, considering that Alan and Belle would let him in regardless. As an added bonus to the “Every Day Is Bring Your Dog to Work Day” that has become my life, both guards let me know in advance when they’re not going to be on duty, and those days I leave Max home. I’ll refrain at this juncture from getting into too much detail about what happens when one of them isn’t there without warning. But it has, on one or two occasions, gotten extremely stressful.

And once we’re past the museum entrance and inside the studio, it’s fine. All is well here. Max is like the fourth conservation colleague. Everyone here loves him. Really, how could they not? I looked down at Max again. After his display of horrid behavior at Pug Night, I considered that I should zip him into his bag while I gathered my things, even though he hates the Sherpa bag with the power of a thousand suns. As I reached down to get his carrying case out  from underneath my desk, my cell phone rang. I stopped midreach, stood back up, and retrieved my phone. As I did, I saw the international number flashing across the screen, and I thought, Oh, good, Ben.

“Hi, Ben,” I said, putting the phone to my ear.

“Hey,” Ben said. The instant I heard his voice I thought it again: Oh, good, Ben. I often thought that. I glanced quickly at my watch and counted six hours ahead so I knew what time it was for him.

“Hey,” I answered back. “It’s late for you there, everything okay?” I listened to the faint hum, the connection to Kinshasa that was always like a fan whirring in the background, and smiled, knowing that on the other side of that fan was Ben, who’d be home in two months. I remembered how right after the last election, I’d been nervous that Ben would get a job in Washington. But Ben did not get a job in Washington. Ben got a job in Kinshasa. Which just goes to show you something about worrying, only I’m not completely sure what that something is.

“Not so late,” he said. “And I had to hear how it went.” When last we’d spoken I’d told Ben of my plan to (real casual-like, so that no one would notice) slip into Pug Night.

“Not well,” I answered. “Do you want the long version or the short version?” I asked.

“Umm,” he said, sounding a little sheepish, “hate to say it, but . . . short version?” I could have guessed as much. When all of your phone calls with your beloved take place  over such a vast expanse of miles, when there is very spotty reception in Kinshasa and often a great deal of concern over a generator, most conversations are the short version.

“Max attacked the guest of honor. And her pug.” I explained, slightly amused by the mental picture I now had of the scene, but mostly mortified by it. “I’ll fill you in on the grimmest of the details by e-mail, though,” I added, thankful in a way to not have to retell that which I’d just lived through and wished I hadn’t. “But it could have been worse,” I summarized.

“Like so many things,” Ben said back, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

“Exactly,” I said, and smiled a little, too. We talked for the few minutes we had, a conversation composed mostly of “I miss you” and “I miss you, too” before someone in some background far away said something to Ben. I had no idea what it was about. For all I knew it was about a generator, and he had to go.

“You’ll say hi to Max for me?” Ben asked, before signing off.

“Of course I will,” I told him, lamenting the fact that he didn’t have time to say hi himself. I always enjoyed listening to Ben greet Max over a transatlantic, trans-everything call. Ben missed Max. Max, I was sure of it, returned the sentiment. As of course did I. Lately however, I’d been taking a lot of my missing-Ben energy and putting it into the plans for getting the aforementioned portrait of Max done for  Ben. It was important to put that energy somewhere, because energy like that, if it’s not put somewhere, will take you to the bad place. And Ben would love a portrait of Max. I had two months left to have it all done.

“All right, then,” Ben said next. “Two months.” This was how we usually signed off. Over the past months, as the number crept down to four, to three, and now two, and so on, Ben and I had begun a tradition of ending each of our brief conversations with an announcement of how long it would be until he was home.

“Excellent,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.” I’ve learned that optimism, especially when the man you love lives in wartorn Africa, is a really important quality.

“I love you, Hope,” he said, right before hanging up.

“I love you, too,” I said back. I hung up and felt the way I always felt after talking to Ben, certain in the knowledge that I did really love him, that he loved me, but also a little blue, and mostly, more than anything else, wishing he lived here.

I started throwing stuff into my bag. Judging by the angle of the light streaming in through the basement windows of the Conservation Studio, I calculated that if I left right then I’d have enough time to walk home across the park before it got dark.

As I tossed my phone into my bag, it was as if the small sound it made as it banged against something else in there had been a starting gun. Max, who’d been completely quiet,  obedient, docile even, for the duration of my phone call with Ben, twirled his head around like an owl and looked up at me with great urgency. His eyes were extra large, his gaze intense. His tongue lolled out the side of his mouth as he made a quick slurping noise. With a few grunting pants, he whipped his head toward the corner of the studio, hoisted himself up, and, like a bullet, took off, gasping, snorting, wheezing, across the room. I will admit that my first thought was not about the art. My first thought was that I was worried about Max’s ability to breathe. Sometimes when Max gets very excited he starts wheezing so much, and he gets so phlegmy, that it becomes quite the legitimate worry. He persevered. He charged clear across the room and then came to a stop in the far corner, as if he’d been drawn there by some powerful pug siren song. He started barking at something there, and wheezing even more, then making a great variety of noises—some of them a bit unsettling.

“What the . . . ,” I said, dropping my bag back down on my desk and hurrying across the studio.

Once there, I saw that the object of Max’s ire (rage? obsession? truth be told I wasn’t really sure) was a small painting. It was leaned up against the wall right next to the back door of the studio, a less-secure area, a place where no one in his or her right mind would ever leave a painting. I pulled Max away from the painting and bent down in front of it, both to use my body to block Max from getting any  closer and to get a better look. I held Max behind me and leaned in. It was a small, beautiful, important nineteenth-century still life—a picture of pansies by the French painter Henri Fantin-Latour. It was jewel-like, stunning enough that it could take your breath away, small enough that it could be carried around easily, or even overlooked if it were, say, resting nonchalantly against a wall.

This painting was part of the exhibition of nineteenth-century paintings from the museum’s collection that was opening the next day. There was no earthly reason why this painting should be here in the studio, or at least none that I could think of. If it needed to be restored—which, at least to the naked eye, it didn’t—there were channels to be taken, forms to fill out, protocols to follow. As a rule, I try not to get on an “I work at the Met” high horse too often, but at that moment, I kind of had to. In the Metropolitan Museum of Art, paintings did not simply get dropped off for conservation like a worn-down shoe dropped off at a cobbler. I had no idea what could be going on, but I knew right then, squatting in front of those unaccountable pansies, trying desperately to keep my crazed pug at bay, that something was wrong. Possibly very wrong.

I had to act quickly. I scooped Max up, thankful I’d made it across the room before he had lunged into the painting, horrified at even the thought of such a thing. Pug in hand, I hurried across the studio and put Max in his bag and zipped him in. I did my best not to be distracted by the  gasping, the wheezing, the snorting, and then to make matters worse, the howling, which in the case of Max sounds like a long, not at all unsoulful “wooo.”

“Max, honey, shh,” I said in as soothing a voice as possible, and dashed back across the studio to make sure no harm had befallen the Fantin-Latour. I couldn’t even let myself think how very bad it would be if any sort of harm at all were to befall it. I crouched back down in front of it, studied its surface, its frame, gently pulled it away from the wall and studied its back. Everything seemed to be in order. I breathed a sigh of relief. And then I wanted to unbreathe it. Sure, everything was in order, except for the fact that this painting, these beautiful delicate pansies, part of the exhibition that opened tomorrow, should not be here. It should be upstairs in the nineteenth-century paintings exhibition. It should be hanging on a wall, ready to be viewed by the thousands of visitors to the museum tomorrow and for many days after that.

I picked up the painting, one hand on the bottom corner and the other hand on the opposite top corner to be as safe as possible. When dealing with priceless, timeless, incredibly important works of art, safety is always of the utmost importance—so much, in fact, that it causes people who normally wouldn’t use words like “utmost” to use them. I carried the painting with me to the examination table in the center of the room and turned on an additional overhead  light. As I set the painting down, for one horrible split second I think my heart stopped. Something about the painting was off. Something in the corner didn’t look quite right. It was nothing concrete, nothing you could look at and say, “Look, this is wrong,” but it was a hunch, something a trained and practiced restorer might have.

And then I saw it: the tiniest bit of paint splatter, almost but not quite microscopic, in the corner of the frame. This was wrong. This painting was not right. This was definitely not right. I picked up a magnifying glass and examined the corner of the frame. I put the magnifying glass down. I took a deep breath. I needed to get a black light and shine it on the suspect corner. I stopped short of that which would confirm my fears. There was something else I needed to do first.

The only sound in the Conservation Studio was Max as he stopped howling and started to bark in the background. I headed back to my desk, turned on my computer, and pulled up our department log, the one that accounted for every painting to come in and out of the studio. As I suspected, there was no record of the Fantin-Latour being in the Conservation Studio. I picked up Max in his transport bag and slung the strap over my shoulder. I walked toward the door at the far end of the studio, the one by which Max had discovered the painting. I opened the door. In this order: I thought I saw a shadow rounding the corner at the far end of the hallway outside the studio, I blinked and the shadow  was gone, I got a strange chill, and then I wondered if maybe my mind was playing tricks on me. I wondered if maybe I should have looked outside that door the moment Max ran over to it.

I walked quickly back to where I’d left the Fantin-Latour on the examination table. I carried it with care to the safe and locked it inside. I went back to my desk and placed the still-bagged but now-quiet Max in the bed I kept for him under my desk. I sat on my stool. It swiveled under my weight but yet brought with it no sense of joy. I had to look up his phone number, because in all the years we’d worked together, I had never once called him on the phone. I picked up the receiver and held it in my hand for a moment without dialing. I stared at the keypad, and as I did, from underneath my desk Max started to growl. It was a low, steady growl that gave me the same chill I’d felt when I looked into the hallway.

“Shh, shh,” I said, trying as much to quiet my riled-up pug as my racing heart. I stared harder at the keypad until it started to get blurry. I was stalling. I was wasting time, time I didn’t have to waste, and I knew that. I took a deep breath and I dialed. The phone rang once, twice, and then he picked up.

“Hello.”

I took one more deep breath. “Hello, Elliot?”
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For what felt like a hundred years, Elliot didn’t say anything. To say that Elliot Death (it is a horrible last name, yes, but for what it’s worth, it’s pronounced “Deeth”), Head of Conservation at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, was the methodical, thinking-before-speaking type would be a tremendous understatement. I knew this well about Elliot, my former coworker and current boss ever since his promotion when our then boss, May, had suddenly decided to leave. I should get this out of the way. I’ve worked with Elliot for four years. I’ve worked for him for almost two of those. For a number of those years I was unrequitedly in love with him. I’m not anymore.

I looked straight ahead, over at the workstation where Elliot would be, were he actually here in the studio with me and not pausing, silent, on the other end of this phone call. I started to feel dizzy as I waited.

“So, what you’re saying,” Elliot finally said, “is that Henri Fantin-Latour’s Pansies appeared in the studio and when you looked at it you didn’t think it looked right?” He put an extra, labored emphasis on the word “Pansies” and I didn’t know why. It distracted me, and for a moment I was the one not saying anything. I shook my head quickly in an effort to revive and focus. And then I returned to the phone call, to the pansies, to Elliot.

“Right,” I said. “Or wrong.” And then another long, interminable, excruciating pause.

“Did you black-light it?” he asked eventually, referring  to the method, embraced by art world professionals and actors on CSI alike, of shining a fluorescent light on a surface in order to see things not visible to the naked eye. I remembered, an instant too late, that I try to never think of the word “naked” in the same sentence as Elliot anymore.

“No,” I said. “I didn’t. I thought I should probably call you first.”

“Right, right,” he said. I lingered on that repeated word. I thought how both of us kept saying the word “right.” “Right,” he said again, as if to underscore my point. “It’s good that you called me.”

“Yes,” I said. It was. It was good that I’d called and good that I hadn’t black-lit on my own. If it turned out that everything was not at all right no matter how many times we bandied that word around, I didn’t want any more of this to happen just on my watch. At least, I thought, let it be on my and my boss’s watch.

“It was just there by the door?” Elliot asked.

“Yes,” I said, preparing to wait forever while Elliot mulled my one-syllable answer.

“Okay.” He spoke again almost immediately, throwing my whole worldview momentarily out of order. “I’m coming in. I’ll be there soon, half hour tops.”

“Okay, good,” I said.

“Right. You’ll stay put until I get there?” he asked.

“Of course,” I said, and then, just as I was about to say good-bye, about to hang up the phone, Elliot said my name. 

“Hope?”

“Yes?”

“Actually. In the meantime, I think it would be a good idea to go up to the exhibition and see what’s there. Go to where the Fantin-Latour should be,” he directed. “Maybe the real Fantin-Latour is just there on the wall where it should be and then this will all be much less of a problem than it might be.”

“Right,” I said. “Of course,” as if I’d thought of taking exactly that logical measure. I hadn’t. Maybe the real Fantin-Latour would be up there, where it should be; there was really no reason to think that it wouldn’t be. Maybe there’d be nothing to worry about. Or at least less to worry about. But then, of course, maybe it wouldn’t be there. Maybe when it came to things to worry about, there would be plenty.

“Elliot?”

“Uh-huh?”

“What if it’s not there?” I asked, giving voice to that which would probably be so much better left unvoiced. There was again a pause.

“Then call security.”

“Okay.”

“Or, wait. Don’t call security. Wait, just wait. I’ll be there as fast as I can,” he said. He said it all much more urgently than he ever said anything.

I hung up the phone and sat there for a moment with  Max in his bag at my feet and stared out into the space of the empty studio. I thought that it was strange that Elliot wasn’t here. Elliot was always here. He was always in the Conservation Studio, always right there at his workstation across from me, hunched studiously over a painting. Elliot was extremely diligent, extremely work oriented. For as much time as I spent at the museum after hours, Elliot spent more. No matter how early I ever got to work, Elliot was always here. No matter how late at night I stayed, how many weekend afternoons I popped in for a few hours here and there, Elliot was here. Always. Always Elliot. It was weird, more than weird, that tonight, for the first time, no Elliot.
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I took Max out of his bag, gave him a treat and then another one for good measure, and attached one end of his leash to a hook underneath my desk. I pulled out the curtain I’d rigged for the purpose of concealing him, though of course as I listened to the chompings and lip smackings coming from behind the curtain I wondered, not for the first time, if a pug could ever be truly concealed.

“Back soon,” I whispered as I retrieved my ID card and cell phone from my bag and left the studio via the front door. I turned and made sure the door had locked behind me. I didn’t head back to the public area of the museum, in  order to make my way up to the second floor where the poised-to-open exhibition of nineteenth-century paintings from the Met’s collection was to be on view, to the place where the Fantin-Latour should in fact be. Though I count the central staircase of the Metropolitan Museum of Art as one of my favorite places in the world, and though I will take every opportunity I can get to ascend it, I didn’t then. I turned right at the end of the hallway, walked the few steps out to one of the interior staff elevators, and, for one of the first times in years, took it up to the second floor.

As I stepped off the elevator, I paused for just a moment, taking note of the quiet. The stillness of the museum after it has been closed to the public for the day is unlike any other quiet I have ever experienced. It’s bigger, greater, more intense. I took a deep breath and turned in the direction of the exhibition.

The overhead lights were off. The floor lights were on and the glow of the exit signs above doorways created an effect that, even though it never had before, right then felt strangely sinister. I looked down at my cell phone, becoming aware of the hour for the first time since I’d discovered the pansies. It was eight fifteen. So much more time had passed than I had realized. Through my strong and only getting stronger sense of unease, something that was getting closer to dread, I made my way through the dimly lit hallways. I was familiar enough with the layout of the museum—where  the corners were, which turns to take, which corridors went where—that I could have done it blindfolded.

All at once I rounded the corner to the entrance of the exhibition, looked up, and saw, about thirty feet in front of me: Gil Turner from the Development Office and the ill-fated Pug Night. What on earth was Gil doing there? He was standing, his long, lean, blue-pinstripe-suited frame statue still. He had one hand on his waist and the other at his mouth. Even from that distance I could see he was biting on his fingernail. It was the only movement he made. His blond head, led by his long pointed nose, angled down toward the ground.

In the next instant Gil’s head snapped up and his eyes widened and everything changed. He came rushing toward me, the effect of which made it seem as if he’d been rushing out of the exhibition all along, as if he hadn’t been standing there stock-still and deep in thought only a moment ago. I wondered in the instant before he reached me if Gil had been hurtling toward me from the start.

He stopped, much too close to me, mere inches away. “My God!” he said loudly. He looked down at me and, perhaps realizing only then how very close he was standing to me, he stepped back. The smooth and unlined skin on his face was splotched with red. I stared at Gil and Gil stared at me, and then he raised his chin. He is a man who is very weak of chin. I looked away from his face to the rest of him, his suit, his shoes. Gil was always beautifully dressed. He  wore perfectly tailored suits, with shirts whose custom-made origins were touted by monograms sewn into sleeves; he had a seemingly never-ending rotation of Hermès ties, an ongoing parade of tiny, whimsical animals, bugles, beach balls, and balloons.

“What are you doing here?” he spat, his head whipping to the entrance of the exhibition and back to me again. I stared back at Gil without answering, a bit more deer-in-the-headlights than I really would have liked to be. I wanted to get into the exhibition, walk two rooms into it, and verify that the Fantin-Latour was hanging where it was supposed to be. I did not, however, want to tell Gil this. Also, why was Gil there?

“I need to check something in the exhibition,” I said at last, purposely vague, standing up a bit straighter as I said it. I wondered if somewhere there was a giant metaphysical scoreboard, and if so, did I just get a point for at least trying to project self-confidence even when I felt little? I imagined that probably the metaphysical scoreboard of the universe was not so quick to give points away.

“What’s that?” Gil demanded, the pitch of his voice ratcheting up, quickly approaching frantic.

“I need to verify something,” I said, raising my own markedly less weak chin.

“What?” Gil again inquired, an eyebrow raised. His forehead began to glisten in the low light. We stood facing each other as if daring the other to blink, and in that moment  of standoff, I thought for the first time that maybe I shouldn’t have listened so blindly to Elliot, even if he was my boss. Maybe I should have called security right away, or even the police. Suddenly I wasn’t in the darkened and rather eerie Metropolitan Museum of Art with Gil breathing heavily in front of me. For a moment, I was somewhere else, a world away, and it was Saturday morning and I was watching cartoons, retro cartoons. Woody Woodpecker was on and someone, I don’t know who, my recall only gets me so far, was saying, “None of this would have happened if Woody had gone straight to the police.”

“Hope,” Gil said, looking quickly to his right and then his left. “Don’t go in there.”

I looked him straight in the eye; I felt another shiver down my spine. “I have to,” I said.

“Hope, listen to me,” he stage-whispered. He grabbed the sleeve of my jacket. I tried to pull away, but he held fast. “You cannot go in there. The Henri Fantin-Latour has gone missing.” He said “gone missing” as if the pansies themselves had just popped out of their own accord. My heart skipped a beat, and not at all in the good way.

“I know,” I whispered back to him.

“What?” He let go of my jacket as if it had just burst into flame. “What are you talking about?”

“The Henri Fantin-Latour,” I said. “It’s in the Conservation Studio. We don’t know why.” I used the “we” on purpose. I told myself I was just throwing in Elliot for good  measure, not throwing him under my out-of-control bus. “I came up here to verify,” I said. Gil’s expression did a three-sixty. He looked briefly perplexed before circling back to haughty and landing once again on frantic.

“Then we have to get down there right away!” he snapped. “Quickly!” he added, in a way that made me wonder what came after frantic. He placed his hand on my elbow and started to turn me back toward the elevator. While my interior monologue went the perhaps not entirely mature way of, “Ew, Gil Turner is touching me,” I managed to think that though Gil was many things and a great many of those things were unpleasant, he was not my boss. I did not take orders from him.

“I can’t, Gil,” I said as I wrestled my elbow away from his clutches. “I need to see for myself. And for Elliot.”

I ran, full-out ran, into the exhibition, and went two rooms deep, with Gil following at my heels like a hysterical Pomeranian. And when I got there, I saw. I saw exactly what I’d been expecting, exactly what I’d been dreading. I saw it plain as day, or more appropriately, plain as night. In front of me, down low on the wall and close to the corner: a wall label for Henri Fantin-Latour’s Pansies detailing the painting’s provenance, measurements, date, and medium. It was placed just to the right of an empty space. Gil was right. The Fantin-Latour wasn’t there. The Fantin-Latour had gone missing. And, just like that, everything was wrong.

I looked closer. There was a scrap of paper on the floor  right underneath where the painting, had it been there, would have been. I bent down to pick it up, and right as I saw what it was—the little slip of paper that was always in place when a painting was taken from its spot, usually for cleaning and restoration—Gil snatched it from my hand.

“What?” he said, looking down at it. I took it back from him to look at it again. This piece of paper should say who had signed out the painting, what for, and when it would be back. This piece of paper could maybe tell us something. I looked down: The paper said that the Fantin-Latour had been signed out by the Conservation Department. My department. Gil leaned over me and read the same words that I did.

“Did you sign it out?” he asked.

“Of course I didn’t,” I said, because, of course, I hadn’t. I remembered the way Gil had looked at me when I’d first rounded the corner to the exhibition and found him standing deep in thought at the entrance. The way he had looked when he’d looked up at me—frantic, scared, so surprised to see me there—made me think he had to know I hadn’t signed out the painting. Only, he wasn’t looking at me that way anymore.
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