
Chapter 11

Perhaps such events could be considered extraordinary, some would call them miraculous, 
others just fortunate.  I like to think it was just a coincidence, but what would life be without a chance 
encounter that gives you a sense of awe and wonder?  My art rescued my muse.

It started on a Tuesday afternoon, as I was doing routine work at the shop: putting together a 
small frame, hiding the nails with a little paint the color of the frame, and so on until it's perfect.  From 
the back of the shop, where I do the work, I can glance at passersby, alerted by the change in light (it is 
very bright).  That afternoon, a strange shadow of a skinny man, like a stick figure, stopped and stared 
at my window.  He made unusual gestures, so I approached the window without being in his field of 
vision, to see better.  I recognized Max, in dirty clothes and unshaven.  His eyes were fixed on the 
painting, his painting, while he gestured and talked to no one in particular.  I remembered that was how 
he had described the painting to his blind friend some weeks before, apparently in such a sensual 
manner that the blind man, Andrew as I recalled, had offered to buy it.

I opened the door and called him.

“Hi, Max!” I said.  He jumped and started to run until, I guess, he recognized me.  It's true that I 
would have chased an identically filthy individual gesturing at my window.  He didn't respond.  He 
kept his eyes low.  After a moment, I walked to him, and took him in my arms a bit reluctantly, given 
the filth.  He gradually melted and didn't let go.  He felt like a child who had been hurt.

“Do you want to get in?” I asked, still not quite knowing what to do.  He didn't respond, but 
when I said, “let's get in,” he followed me.

So I put him to bed, in the sacred bed upstairs that I have kept made since Bill's death.  He 
seemed to relax there, and he fell asleep.  Checking for signs of fever, I put the back of my hand on his 
forehead and looked at him.  My muse.  Whatever happened had undone the beauty in our initial 
encounter, back at the cafe.  I wondered if that was how he had reached the shop, perhaps gravitating 
around the Castro and finally crashing here, his painting acting like a magnet.

I didn't know what to do next.  I could call 911, I thought, but was this really an emergency, and 
did I really want to throw him into “the system?”  Perhaps I could find the phone number of the cafe, 
and ask for a contact.  I found it on Yelp, but when I called, when I talked to the owner, he sounded 
angry.

“He doesn't work here any more,” he said.

“I just need an emergency contact,” I said.  “He's in a bad way.”

“I can't help you,” he said.  “He just didn't show up when he was supposed to open the cafe. 
Some of my morning customers have gone to Starbucks,” he added.  He made it clear I wouldn't get 
any information from him.  He added something about not bothering to claim unpaid hours, because he 
had lost more than that.  I thought maybe I could call a lawyer, just for the fun of it.

I put the phone down, realizing that I knew very little about Max.  But I recalled putting 
Andrew's business card in the drawer under the register, and there it was at the top of random stuff I put 
in there.  I hesitated.  What should I say?  I dialed, thinking, just state the facts.



“Hello, Andrew?” I said.  “It's Peter from the framing shop in San Francisco.”

“Who?” he said at first, then, “Oh, yes, have you decided to sell the painting?”

“Uh, no,” I said, thinking I might want to get rid of the painting now, as if it would put me off 
the hook.  “Actually, it's about Max.”

“Oh,” he said, “do you know where he is?  I've been trying to reach him for days now.”

“He's here,” I said.  “He ended up here, I don't know how, but he looked disoriented and as if he 
had not been home in a few days.”

“Is he alright?” he asked.

“Well, I don't know, to tell you the truth.  I took him in and put him to bed, upstairs.  He's asleep 
now.  I'm assuming he's been in some trouble.”

“Is he hurt?”

“I don't think so,” I said, “at least from what I've seen.”  Which was, frankly, not much to say. 
Who knew what was going on?  “But I think I could assume he's had some traumatic experience.”

“I think I should come,” he said.  “I'll look for a flight.”

And so it was.  He called me later to tell me he would show up at my door in less than 24 hours. 
For a moment, I was jealous of their relationship.  I chased the thought that I wanted to own my muse, 
that by having painted him I would be capable of reshaping him to the image of perfection that I had 
concocted in the artwork.  Crazy thinking, it was.

I returned to his bedside to check on him.  He seemed to sleep peacefully, with regular 
breathing and heartbeat.  I was reminded of the nights I spent at Bill's side, waiting for the final hours 
to come.  The room was just the same.  A very different situation, however.  Max would probably be 
better after a good night sleep.  Young people, I thought, are resilient and recover quickly.

I went out to buy pizza, a larger one so I'd have leftovers in case he woke up hungry, and 
breakfast.  But breakfast was different for everyone, I thought.  Bananas.  Bacon and eggs, if he's not 
vegan.  Bread and jam.  Peanut butter, that would take care of the vegan possibility.  Orange juice. 
Coffee?  He might be sick of coffee after working in it every day...

The video store on Castro had closed, but I didn't have a subscription to online video.  Did I 
really need to be at the shop all the time, I thought, waiting for Max to wake up?  Perhaps I could slip 
out for a couple of hours, to go see a movie at the Castro.  Leave him a note that I'd be back.

Taking myself out of the situation helped me realize a few things.  One, that I didn't really know 
anything about Max.  I had built Max in my mind from our first brief encounter, and fallen in love with 
that image enough to start painting.  Then I fell in love with the guy in the painting, which had taken a 
life of its own.  I painted and painted again, as if I had launched into orbit and required no more fuel.

Now I wondered if I had the “real” Max sleeping upstairs in my shop.  I needed to readjust my 
perception of him, and practically forget all that I had constructed.  Perhaps he would wake up, and see 



me as a monster to be killed.  Or he would wake up and see me as his savior.  Or he would wake up, see 
me, and go back to sleep, in the hope that I would disappear.  One thing was certain: he would never 
know that he had been my muse.

My muse, by the way, was no more.  The balloon had popped.  The iceberg melted.

He woke up in the middle of the night, wondering where he was.  I had been sleeping on the 
couch and was easily awakened when he turned the light on.

“Who are you?” he said.

“Peter, remember?  The framing shop,” I said.  I actually didn't know what else to say.  Your 
painter?

“Oh,” he said.  “Why am I here?”

“I don't know,” I said.  “It looks like you spent a few nights outside.”

“Yeah...”

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Okay...  Rested.”

“That's good,” I said.  I didn't know what to do or say next.  “You can shower there,” I said, 
pointing at the bathroom door.  “There's a clean towel...”

“Is it still night?” he said.  I wondered how that wasn't obvious.

“Yeah,” I said, looking for my phone on the floor.  “It's 3:10.”

“I'll go back to sleep,” he said.  

He went to the bathroom.  I went back to my couch.  He went back to the room.  I wondered if I 
shouldn't have put him on the couch, so I would have slept in my bed.  It was, after all, my bed.  I had 
only left it unoccupied since my partner died.  But now I felt I had chased a ghost away and I could 
sleep in it again.

Of course, I sleep less, if I sleep at all, on a couch.  I got up at dawn (or what I consider to be 
the crack of dawn), started making noise in the kitchen, and Max showed up in the doorway.

“Can I shower now?” he asked.

“Yes, of course,” I said.  And then I added, “I could get you some fresh clothes.  They're from a 
dead person, if you don't mind, and they could be a bit large for you.  But at least they'd be clean.”

I didn't know what to say.  I wasn't his mother.  Did he know that he stank?

“Go to shower,” I said, “and I'll find you something.  Then you decide.”

They were rather conventional clothes, those that I found.  I passed a few shirts that reminded 



me of good times.  I imagined that even in his state, Max would reject my choices as I would if 
someone gave me their old clothes.  I put the pile in front of the bathroom door, knocked, and told him 
they were there.  If he wanted.

When he showed up in Bill's clothes, I had to sit down.  Even though they were just jeans and t-
shirt, I knew who had worn them before.  Another body occupied them now, and it was alright, at the 
end.  It made me realize that I could let them all go now, take on some other bodies if they found them, 
or be burned or trashed, it didn't matter.  I could let go.

“Are you OK?” he asked me, sitting next to me.

“Sure,” I said.  “I don't know how to explain.  My partner died more than a year ago, and all this 
is reminding me of him.”

“I'm sorry,” he said.  He took my hand, and I understood that he was a good person, that my 
doubts about his true personality could be put to rest.

“How about you?” I said.

“I'm fine,” he said.  “But I'm also not fine.”

“You didn't seem too fine yesterday,” I said.

“Yeah, I'm sorry.  It's a long story, I think.”

“You don't have to explain.”

I saw that he looked intensely on my plate.  “You want to eat?”

“I'm famished.”

We busied ourselves in the simple act of making toast and spreading peanut butter on them.  He 
ate voraciously.

“I...” I started.  “I called Andrew yesterday.”

“Really?” he said, looking worried.

“Well I didn't know whom to call, so I first called your boss at the cafe.”

“Oh,” he said.  “I don't think he likes me now.”

“No, he doesn't, but then I remembered I had Andrew's card and I called him.  He's on his way.”

“What did he say?”

“That he had been worried because he couldn't reach you.  So he's coming.”

“Oh,” Max said.  “I don't know.”

“I guess I shouldn't have called him...” I said.



“No, it's alright.  It's just that...  It's just that I'm not very strong right now.”

“I understand,” I said.  “Don't worry, let it go.  He's coming because he loves you.”

He looked down and let a tear drop from his left eye.  That was nice, I thought.  A lot of men I 
know don't ever cry.

“Hey,” I said, taking his hand, “let him come to help you.”

That's when he rose to be taken in my arms and cry.  So now I was like a mother whose child 
has just been hurt.  I consoled him and didn't ask any questions.  I was curious, though.

“If you want to talk...” I offered, after he was back on his chair.

He looked down and started.  “I'm a prostitute.”

“OK,” I said.  “I know a few.”  That was true, we just called them sex workers in our little 
world, a softer word that made it acceptable.

He kept his head down and said nothing.

“Something went wrong?” I asked.  “Were you raped?”

He nodded.  I wasn't sure what to do next.  I remembered seeing hotlines advertised for that, 
wished I could remember where, wished someone more competent than myself could take this over.

“We'll help you,” I said, without actually knowing what that meant, aware it could be an empty 
promise.  How do you help someone who's been raped?

I didn't find a number to call, and I wondered if I had imagined it.  But I called a social worker 
friend, who talked a lot but offered little in terms of an action plan.  Then Andrew arrived in a taxicab.

I let them have their privacy, but after some time, Andrew called me at the top of the stairs.

“Can we talk?” he asked.  “Maybe privately?”

“I don't think he should participate in this,” he started.  “He needs to be away from all this.”

“Yeah,” I said.  “He needs some time.”

“Right.  But I'd like to talk to his boss, the concierge.  He's the one who arranges clients, you 
know?”

“Oh,” I said.

“Would you come with me?” he asked.

I could not think of a good excuse, so I went along.  I left Max in charge of the shop, which was 
a bit of a concern to me, but with instructions to just take notes, and to call my cell phone if customers 
wanted something from me.  I thought it would be a good thing to leave him with something to do, to 
distract him from negative thoughts.



Things didn't go too well at the hotel.  Andrew threatened to tell the whole world about the 
concierge's side business, so we quickly disbanded and regrouped at a cafe nearby.

“Okay, I guess I should shut it down anyway, to let things cool off,” said Jeremy, the concierge. 
“I'll give you the name at the law firm who made those arrangements.”

I couldn't believe my eyes when I saw the name on the piece of paper.

“I know this man,” I said.  “This is going to be very awkward.”

I explained how Max and Andrew had been at my shop at the same time Sam and Gerald had 
come to meet me.  At the same time, I realized I was afraid of confronting Gerald, of expressing anger. 
Yet he had been instrumental in the undoing of my muse.

“You don't have to be involved,” said Andrew.  “I know how to handle this.”

I thought for a moment I might just go back to my shop, and let all this go away.  But something 
in me wanted to rebel against Gerald's power.  It wasn't that he'd beaten anyone, and he probably wasn't 
aware of what had happened to Max.  But he never was really nice to anyone.

“Actually,” I said, “it may be useful to make it personal with me there.  I know I'm not a good 
fighter.”

I arranged a meeting at Gerard's office, without telling him what it was about, but insisting it 
should be today.  Andrew instructed me to let him do the talking, and not make eye contact with 
Gerard.  That surprised me, that Andrew, who was blind, knew such details about making eye contact. 
This way, he said, I would not be the weak link in the negotiations.

It was, at best, awkward.  They quickly drew swords and raised shields.  Gerald would never 
disclose the name of his client, or acknowledge he ever arranged anything.  In fact these allegations, as 
he called it, would never go beyond a police report, perhaps draw attention to the illicit activities of the 
supposed victim.

“I don't think you have a case,” he said, and dismissed us.

“Gerald,” I said, breaking my silence, “as a friend, I think I could ask you to do something 
about it.  This young man has been badly hurt by someone, and you arranged it.”

“Sue me,” he said to me.

That was the end of our friendship.  I was angry, but at the same time I was relieved that I 
would not consider people like Gerald, and Sam, as friends.  Suddenly I revisited this friendship as 
abusive, even in our business dealings.  The words “good riddance” kept playing in my mind.  I had 
even forgotten the importance of Andrew's claims.

“I want Max to come live with me,” Andrew said.  “Could he stay with you for a few more 
days, the time to make arrangements?”

“Of course,” I said, a lump in my throat.  Emotions were colliding in me.  I wanted to give them 
hope of a better world, after this horrible series of events.



Max readily accepted the offer.  I would normally caution anyone so vulnerable against moving 
in with a benefactor, but these circumstances were so exceptional that I knew it would work out.  I 
thought it would give Max a new purpose, away from this disastrous start of a life in San Francisco. 
There was no doubt in my mind they were in love, and that Andrew's infinite forgiveness could absorb 
Max's surge of guilty feelings over time.

My next painting would certainly include angels.

I gave them the painting.  Andrew wanted to pay me for it, but I said no.

“You don't know what it means for me to give it to you.  I want you to have it.  Consider it as 
my wedding present.”

They blushed.

“No pressure,” I said.

They left with tears and expressions of love.  I turned towards the shop and started imagining 
how I could remodel upstairs, so it would become home again.


