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I reached Paris in the summer of 1939, at the age of twenty-one.


All my life I’d dreamed of coming here. A thousand times I had pictured myself as I was then, getting off the train at the Gare St Lazare. Now that the moment was finally here, it seemed to me even more glorious than anything I had imagined.


This lasted about ten seconds.


Halfway down the platform, one of my suitcases fell open. Tubes of paint, brushes and palette knives scattered on the ground. I swore quietly, got down on my hands and knees and began to gather them up. Travellers stepped past, shuffling to get around. Then a pair of boots appeared in front of me. They were black and mirror-polished. Slowly I raised my head, squinting in the sunlight that beamed down through the glass roof of the station.


It was a policeman. He wore a black uniform with a row of silver buttons down the front and a stiff-brimmed cap set squarely on his head. He had a short moustache and eyes as dark as his boots. The man held his hands behind his back. He was not smiling.


Someone had trodden on a tube of crimson paint, tracking red footprints across the platform.


‘You’re a painter?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir,’ I told him.


‘Just what we need,’ he said. ‘Another artist.’




*





The month before, I had received a letter notifying me that I’d been awarded a scholarship by the Levasseur Committee for Fine Arts. After a show of my paintings in New York City, I’d been interviewed by a French art magazine called Le Dessin. Not long afterwards, I heard from the Levasseur Committee. The scholarship entitled me to three months’ study at the Atelier Alexander Pankratov, 21 rue Descalzi. A stipend was included for living expenses and an apartment would be rented for me. I hadn’t applied for any scholarships and I’d never heard of the Levasseur Committee, but no one had to talk me into going.


My ship was late arriving in Cherbourg. By the time I got to Paris, classes had already begun.


I took a taxi straight to the atelier. It was five flights up a set of wide and worn-down stairs. No elevator. Outside the atelier I stopped to catch my breath and set down my suitcases. I wiped sweat off my face with a handkerchief, then opened the door.


The atelier was one huge room. An entire wall was filled by a window that overlooked the city. The panes were old and gave a rippled view of houses, trees and roads, making them seem drunk and crooked, like a hundred-piece puzzle that had been forced together even though the pieces didn’t fit. The rest of the room was panelled with dark wood and patched with cork board, which had been nailed up haphazardly for the display of student sketches.


In the middle of the room was a platform. On it was a naked woman. She was sitting on a chair with her back to me, so all I could see was the slightly freckled sweep of her shoulders and dark hair ponytailed down the middle of her back. It was about the most beautiful hair I’d ever seen. Dark and shining as oriental hair, but glimmering deep lacquer-red among the silk-fine strands, like wine held up to sunlight. Perched around her on high-legged stools were the other students in the atelier. But only two of them: a woman and a man. They were both sketching at their easels but stopped to look up when I appeared. I wondered where the others were. Surely there have to be more, I thought.


‘Change!’ boomed a voice. ‘Begin again!’


The noise sent me stumbling backwards. I peered into the gloom, trying to see who had shouted.


There was a shuffling of paper. The naked woman shifted her position. A new round of sketching began.


It took me a second to pinpoint the source of the voice. Now I saw a man sitting in the shadows. He was short and broad-shouldered, with a tattered fluff of grey hair that made him look like someone emerging from the smoke of an explosion. His eyes were slightly narrowed, as if waiting for another detonation. He had the slightly jutting chin and crumpled lips of a man about to spit.


The man slouched in a flimsy chair made of wood and canvas. The armrests were leather straps and the canvas seat and back were held in place by a rope that threaded through a series of brass grommets. It all looked as if it might at any moment dump its owner on the floor. My first thought, however, was that the chair, like everything and everyone else in the room, was so terrified that it would never dare to fail him.


I stood in the doorway, waiting to be asked in.


The man appeared to be ignoring me. He rested his elbows on the straps of his chair and touched the tips of his fingers together, just in front of his face. His eyes stayed closed and his mouth twitched as if he were counting to himself.


I lugged my suitcases over to an empty stool, smelling the sharp sap reek of turpentine, which knifed through first one and then all of my senses. I felt the closed-off trance that came when I was painting. I looked up at the shelves along the walls and saw the dirty bottles filled with linseed oil the colour of tea. Their tops were stuffed with dirty rags, like an arsenal of gasoline bombs.


I got hold of a piece of charcoal and some paper from my suitcase and squinted at the model, ready to draw.


She was staring right at me, sitting slightly bent forward with her hands pressed together between her knees. Her feet were set apart, resting on her curled toes like a ballerina. She had a very round face. There was something almost Asiatic about her eyes and the height of her cheekbones, but her skin was pale and she was tall and full in her body and seemed so completely at ease with her nakedness before us that she gave the impression of someone who did not understand the point of clothing.


I had drawn precisely one line when the man’s eyes popped open. He launched himself out of his chair and shouted ‘Stop!’


A sigh passed through the room. The two students sat back from their work and laid down their pencils.


From far below in the street came the sound of cars shifting through their gears as they gathered speed down the Rue Descalzi.


The model stood up from her bench and stretched, raising her arms above her head and locking her fingers together, bending them back on themselves. The whole sweep of her body stretched in one unbroken smoothness from the muscles of her thighs up to the tendons of her neck.


The man paced behind us, saying nothing. Now that he was on his feet, I saw he was shorter than he’d first appeared. When he reached me, he stopped. I heard him stirring his toe in my open suitcase, shifting the jumble of paint tubes. Then his head appeared over my shoulder.


‘You are Monsieur Halifax,’ he said. He pronounced it ‘Alley-fax’.


‘Yes, sir,’ I replied, not turning my head to face him because he was too close.


He nodded slowly, looking at the single smoky line that I had drawn. ‘Alexander Pankratov,’ he said, as if that were not his name but an elevated state of mind, which I would never fully grasp. ‘You speak French,’ he told me.


‘Yes, sir,’ I said, wondering how he could judge that from only two words. My mother was French-Canadian and had taught me French at the same time as she had taught me English. Some of my Québecois phrases might have sounded old-fashioned to the French, but I could make myself understood.


‘You have come a long way,’ he told me.


‘Yes, sir. From America.’ I rummaged in my jacket for the acceptance form that carried his signature. ‘I have the Levasseur scholarship. I’m signed up for …’


‘I know you are signed up,’ he snapped.


Slowly, I let my hand slip down from my inside pocket.


Pankratov moved on to the others.


It was only now that I had time to study them. My first instinct was to look at their work, even before I looked at them, but the easels had been arranged in such a way that I couldn’t see what they’d drawn. Both had been issued white smocks, which made them look like hospital patients.


The woman looked to be in her mid-forties. She kept her chin raised in a gesture of dignity and defiance, but the way her eyes followed Pankratov’s every move showed what lay behind her barricade of confidence.


The young man had dark and bushy hair, a broad nose and heavy lips. His complexion was rough and red, as if maybe he drank a lot. He had two pencils in his mouth. He ground his jaw and the pencils waggled like antennae. The ends were chewed to splinters. He seemed very pleased with his work, tilting his head from side to side in admiration of the drawing and brushing at the charcoal lines with the side of his thumb to blur the edges. When he stood to take off his apron, I noticed he was heavy in the chest without being overweight. His hands were strong and muscular. He dragged his fingers down the stubbly shadows of his chin, which made a gentle tearing sound and left a dull grey smudge.


He had taken off his smock and left the cord around his neck, so that the white sheet trailed down his back like a circus ringmaster’s cape. The young man realized I was looking at him. He turned his head and smiled at me. He held his charcoal pencil as if it were a dart he was preparing to throw at me. ‘Pankratov likes you,’ he whispered. ‘He didn’t give you his withering stare.’ He hardened his gaze into an evil squint to imitate Pankratov. ‘He’s quite mad, you know. I mean, a genius, of course, but quite mad.’ The man leaned forward and murmured, conspiratorially, ‘He drinks turpentine while he’s painting.’


I had heard about some artists who did that. Sometimes I felt the same temptation. When the clean burn of it is pinching in your lungs and nose and its vapours are washing cold through your blood, it is hard not to want to feel it even stronger inside you, to have the essence of your own painting suicidally pumped by your heart.


‘We’re all going down to the café afterwards,’ he said. ‘You ought to come.’


‘Monsieur Balard!’ barked Pankratov from the other side of the room.


‘Yes, sir!’ answered the man.


‘You are always talking about what will happen after the class.’


‘Yes, sir!’ said Balard again.


Pankratov mumbled something unintelligible, which made him sound like a clockwork machine running down. He turned away to face the window.


Balard rolled his eyes at us.


I realized that Pankratov was watching Balard’s reflection in the window. I winced, waited for him to explode; but he pretended not to notice. It occurred to me that Pankratov might be fond of Balard, despite his tone of voice. Maybe he was glad to have found someone who would stand up to him.


I, however, joined the ranks of the intimidated, unable to shake from my mind the bowel-cramping memories of schoolmasters with their cannon-fire voices and chalk-throwing, head-slapping, hair-pulling punishments.


The day continued in this fashion, with Pankratov ordering us to sketch the woman on the platform and then to stop and sketch her again. It was all sketching, interrupted by his pacing round the room to inspect our work. He made only one comment to me. After one series of sketches, he took the paper from my easel and held it up in front of him, as if he were holding up a banknote to see its watermark. ‘You have come a long way,’ he said, ‘to be here.’


‘Yes, sir.’


He handed me back the paper. ‘And if you cannot be here on time and do better than this, you will have come a long way for nothing.’


I jerked my head around. That was too much for me.


He was right there, inches away. Come on, he seemed to be thinking. Talk back to me. Talk back and see what happens.


I didn’t talk back. My face grew hot with frustration and shame.


There was a knock at the blurred glass window of the door.


We all turned to see who it was.


I saw the pink smudge of a face and then a hand, tap-tapping a ring against the glass.


‘Fleury,’ said Pankratov. ‘What the hell does he want now?’


The door opened slowly and a frail, well-dressed man poked his head cautiously into the room.


‘Well, Fleury?’ demanded Pankratov. ‘What is it?’


Fleury cracked a smile. He held out a fan of little cards. ‘Tickets!’ he said. He stepped into the room. ‘Tickets to an opening tonight at my gallery. Everyone will be there. Free champagne. Little cheesy things. It will be grand. You’ll see.’


Now I got a better look at Fleury.


He was my age, but his clothes made him seem older. He wore thick, black-rimmed glasses and an expensive-looking navy double-breasted suit, which nevertheless did not fit him. His wrists and hands hung down so far below the sleeves that it looked as if he had dislocated his arms. He was tall and gaunt, and his hair was short but studiously unkempt, as if designed to clash with his otherwise impeccable appearance. He still held the tickets, like someone about to perform a magic trick with cards.


‘I won’t prevent it,’ said Pankratov, ‘but I certainly don’t recommend it.’


Fleury didn’t seem to hear. He was staring at the woman on the stage.


She was half-turned in her chair, not shy about her nakedness. She smiled at Fleury. ‘Hello, Guillaume,’ she said.


‘Oh, hello, Valya,’ he replied quietly. ‘Will you come to the show?’


‘I might,’ she told him. ‘The free champagne sounds nice.’


‘It is,’ said Fleury, nodding and looking vaguely stunned. ‘It will be. Valya.’ He said her name softly, by itself.


I thought, There stands a man in love.


‘Come along, then!’ Pankratov snapped his fingers, as if to wake Fleury from his trance. ‘Give me the tickets and push off.’


Fleury held out the tickets and Pankratov snatched them away.


‘You have a new pupil,’ said Fleury, jerking his chin in my direction.


‘Yes,’ said Pankratov. ‘All the way from America.’


‘Oh, this is the American?’ asked Fleury. ‘The one …’


‘Yes, the one I told you about,’ snapped Pankratov. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’m running my class.’


Fleury made his retreat. ‘I hope to see you all there,’ he announced to the room. ‘And you, Valya. I hope you’ll come tonight.’


‘We’ll see,’ she said.


When Fleury had gone, Pankratov sighed violently. ‘Stay away from that man,’ he muttered.


I wondered if he was telling all of us or only Valya.


‘Why don’t you want us to go to the show?’ I asked.


The man and the woman stared at me, surprised that I would dare to open my mouth.


Seeing their expressions, I immediately wished I hadn’t.


‘You be careful around Monsieur Fleury.’ Pankratov wagged one finger slowly in the air, as if it were too heavy for his hand. ‘You might think you are an artist, Monsieur Halifax. You might actually be an artist. But Monsieur Fleury, he is something quite different. Monsieur Fleury is a dealer.’


Before I had a chance to reply, Pankratov wheeled around and clapped his hands. ‘Begin again!’ he thundered.


I returned to my drawing, blind with obedience, forgetting everything else.




*





Outside, the summer day filed past in brassy sunlight and only when the brass had turned to copper, warped through each distorted pane of glass on the great window of the atelier, did Pankratov allow us to leave. He smashed his palms together in the dusty air and told us all to be on time tomorrow. Then he hooked his thumbs into the thick leather belt around his middle. The buckle of this belt was a large slab of brass, on which I could make out an ornate spread-winged eagle with two heads. The eagle was holding a sceptre in one claw and a crown in the other, and there was some kind of royal crest on the eagle’s front.


I tried to get a better look at it as I walked up to Pankratov, holding out the papers of my scholarship. ‘I wanted to ask you,’ I said.


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Ask me what?’


‘About the Levasseur Committee.’


‘What about them?’ he asked.


‘Well, I wanted to thank the committee. There’s no address on their letter. I wondered if you knew where they are.’


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Perhaps they like to remain anonymous. I’m sure if they want to talk, they’ll come and find you.’


Slowly I folded the papers and put them back in my coat pocket.


Pankratov busied himself with a broom, sweeping with wide and violent strokes across the bare wood floor.


On the way downstairs, I felt the relief of having been set free from Pankratov’s pacing behind our backs.


So did the others. The nervous woman seemed to have grown a decade younger on her walk down to the street. She introduced herself as Marie-Claire de Boinville. Her features were fine, her nose aquiline and dignified. The dark and narrow chevrons of her eyebrows stood out against her cedar-blonde hair. She had kept the beauty of her much younger years and she knew she was still beautiful. She carried herself that way, without arrogance or effort. Her clothes were dark and conservative, but there was a sultriness about her short-cut jacket draping across her shoulders and the way her footsteps seemed to trace a line from stair to stair, as if she were walking a tightrope. ‘This was one of Pankratov’s good days,’ she said, ‘if you can believe it.’


‘I was wondering how he would be.’


‘Oh, he can be worse. Much worse. He’s so moody.’ She waved one hand dismissively. On her ring finger was a large diamond engagement ring flanked by two rubies, and a heavy gold wedding band. ‘He just has to be endured.’


‘Where are the other students?’ I asked. ‘I mean, are there any others?’


She shook her head. ‘So few people can stand him.’


‘What does he have against dealers?’ I asked.


‘Oh, Pankratov has something against everybody.’


The man with the black curly hair spoke up behind us. ‘Pankratov is a genius. Even people who hate him agree.’


‘How many do you think there are who hate him?’ asked Marie-Claire. ‘Do you suppose it runs into the thousands?’


The black-haired man set his hand upon my shoulder. ‘My name is Artemis Balard.’


‘David Halifax,’ I said. We shook hands awkwardly, as he reached down from the step above.


‘You mustn’t take it badly,’ he said, ‘if Pankratov comes down hard on you. He’s a good judge of art. You just have to accept that. He criticized me once, back when we first started.’ Then he slapped me on the back. ‘Good to have you along.’ Artemis Balard galloped past me down the stairs, pom-pomming some tune of his own invention.


Then it was just Madame de Boinville and me. She smiled faintly. ‘Artemis is very sweet, but sometimes he doesn’t think before he speaks. He’s right about Pankratov, though. The man may be a genius, but the truth is I don’t know how much more of him I can take. Do you suppose all geniuses are like that? I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever met a genius before. Not a real one, anyway. Unless of course, you’re a genius,’ she added after a moment. ‘In which case I’ve met two.’


I shook my head and smiled.


‘Well, I’m glad,’ she whispered, and rested her hand for a moment on my arm. ‘One is about all I could stand.’


I didn’t go to the café that first day, despite Balard’s invitation. I had promised myself only work while I was here. No lounging in coffee shops. For as long as I could take it. Only work. I’d set myself the goal of twelve finished paintings within the first two months. I’d brought no pieces with me. Nor had I arranged to have a gallery represent me. Once I had the paintings, I’d set about finding one. There was something about starting out fresh in this new city that had appealed to me before I left.


My apartment building was number 50 on the Rue Descalzi. I rode to the top floor, three flights up in a cage of an elevator whose suspension cord creaked and grumbled as it hauled its cargo of the old landlady and me. Her name was Madame LaRoche. She had tightly curled grey hair, and wore a flower-patterned housedress with clumpy black shoes. The first thing she did after shaking my hand was to point at a large and gaudy coat of arms, carved out of wood and painted, which hung in the main entranceway. ‘My family,’ she said. ‘Very noble.’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘And your family?’ she asked, her voice rising.


‘Not very noble, I guess.’


She nodded severely, to show it was a problem that could neither be helped nor overlooked.


The apartment was a one-room studio divided into kitchen, bathroom and bedroom by three heavy velvet curtains, which hung from brass rings on wooden rails. It had a window at the front and a window at the back. Slowly I set down my cases. Then I straightened up and clenched and unclenched my hands to get the blood flowing again. I went to the front window. It looked out at a large advertisement that had been painted on the wall of a building across the road, which was some kind of warehouse. The advertisement was bone-white with a wineglass in the middle. The glass was half full of red wine. Below it, in black letters, was: ‘Buvez les vins du Postillon.’


‘Beautiful,’ she said, and gestured out of the window. ‘The view.’ She didn’t sound very convincing.


‘When does the sun come in?’ I asked. ‘For how many hours a day?’ I wanted to know if I could get any painting done here.


‘It depends,’ she said suspiciously. ‘The clouds. The time of year. Most of the day you will get sun. You don’t want to see the kitchen?’


‘That’s all right,’ I told her.


Madame LaRoche squinted with suspicion. She held out the keys, pinched between her thumb and index finger. ‘You are an artist,’ she said.


‘That’s right,’ I replied.


‘If this committee weren’t paying your rent, and paying for it in advance, I wouldn’t let an artist stay here.’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said, wearily. I’d heard talk like that before.


‘The only other exception I have made is for Monsieur Fleury. He lives here, you know, in one of the luxury suites downstairs.’ She emphasized the word ‘luxury’, letting it roll off her tongue in slow motion. ‘I expect you have met Monsieur Fleury. Everybody has. Everybody here likes Monsieur Fleury. He is a very charming artist.’


‘I did meet him,’ I told her. ‘I think he’s a dealer. Not an artist.’


She looked me up and down. ‘You are an artist at making paintings. He is an artist at selling them.’


‘I guess you could see it that way,’ I said.


‘I see it,’ she told me, ‘just the way it is. And I tell you one other thing I see: I see people who come to Paris because they think that the city will make them into what they want to be. Actors. Painters. Musicians. But it doesn’t, you know. It doesn’t work that way.’ Having made this pronouncement, she went out into the hall and pressed the button for the elevator to take her back down.


I walked over to the window and hauled it open, hearing the iron counter-balance weights rattle inside the frame. Warm air coming off the sun-heated slates on the rooftops brushed against my face. I leaned on the lead sheeting that plated the narrow sloping rim of the building, and looked out across what little of Paris I could see. I listened to the noises of the city, squinting in the glare of sun off the Postillon wine advertisement.


Already, I was starting to feel lonely. I looked down and was surprised to see Fleury standing in the middle of the street.


He was looking up at me, his hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket. The whites of his teeth showed when he smiled and the sun winked off his glasses. ‘I see we’re going to be neighbours,’ he called out.


Madame LaRoche heard his voice. She came in from the hall, pushed me aside and wedged herself half out of the window. ‘Hello, Monsieur Fleury! Have you been working hard?’


‘Madame LaRoche!’ Fleury filled the air with her name. ‘You look lovely today!’


‘Oh,’ said Madam LaRoche very quietly, then glanced about the street to gauge how many people might have heard him call her lovely. She waved and then stepped back into the room. ‘You see,’ she said to me. ‘He is so charming. A gentleman of the old days.’


‘You should come to the show,’ Fleury shouted to me.


‘I ought to work,’ I told him.


‘But it would be work,’ he said. ‘Now that you’re here, you’d better start making connections.’


I held up the ticket, to show I hadn’t thrown it away, and gave him a non-committal smile.


He gave a short wave and walked towards the café at the far end of the street.


I set up my easel in the corner of the room and then, from my suitcase, I brought out a little pyramid-shaped box. Inside it was a metronome, the kind that people use when they are learning to play the piano. I started it ticking on the table in the kitchen, very slowly, with the easy swing of a grandfather clock pendulum. Whenever I came to a new place, unfamiliar sounds always got in the way of my concentration.


With this apartment, the noises were mostly from the warehouse across the road. I spent a few minutes observing the nearly constant line of trucks that pulled up outside the front gate. They were loaded with crates of wine, the bottles packed in straw. The bottles clinked as they slid on to the flatbed of the truck. Each shipment was checked by a man with a long moustache and hobnailed boots. The sound of his footsteps echoed up and down the street. After inspecting each truck, he banged the flat of his hand against its side, to signal that it could drive off. I found myself waiting for the next thump of the foreman’s hand, or wondering why the hobnails had momentarily stopped crashing on the cobblestones. And later, at closing time, I was startled by the thundery rumble of large rolling metal doors with Défense de Stationner painted on them as they were pulled down and locked in front of the Postillon warehouse. There were indoor sounds as well. Water dripping. Muffled conversation in the room across the hall. Someone sloshing in a bath downstairs. The metronome helped to clear these distractions from my head.


It was dark outside now. From down in the street came sounds of laughter. Breaths of music reached me high up in my dingy apartment, which smelled of old cooked meat and coal-tar soap and the faint sourness of milk. In my newness here, I could pick out each individual odour of the place. I wondered how long it would be before they merged together in my senses and I would find them comforting. I brushed aside the red velvet curtains. The way they partitioned the space gave me the impression that I was living in the chambers of a heart. I lay down on the bed, too exhausted even to take off my clothes or roll back the sheets or care that the bed was too short.


I thought about the people I had left behind, my mother and my brother. I wondered what they would be doing now. After my father had been killed in the Great War, she had used her widow’s pension from the army to buy a small boarding house in Narragansett. Her days were caught up in the flow of visitors from Boston, New York and Philadelphia. They came to walk the beaches and maybe catch a glimpse of Newport high society, like children staring through the window of a pastry shop. My brother was a trawlerman, a job for which I alternately admired him because of the risks he took, and pitied him, because of those same risks. The hurricane season was approaching fast, and soon there would be news of boats going down, as they always did, under the greybeard rollers off Cape Cod. I remembered being disappointed at how easily they took the news that I’d be leaving for France. It wasn’t that I wanted them to talk me out of it. If I was honest with myself, it was more that I had wanted them to try, the same way they had once tried to talk me out of my career as an artist. I realized that, for them, Paris was so far away it was as if I’d slipped into a world of dreams and was unreachable. In their minds, I had become as distant as my father.


The days spent on the ship on my way here had left the faintest rocking in my skull, the slow pendulum swing of the Atlantic’s deep-sea swells. I dropped away into sleep with the vertigo rush of falling off a cliff.
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One hour later I woke with a start when a car backfired down in the street. I raised one hand to rub the sleep-creases from my face and realized I was still holding the ticket to Fleury’s gallery show.


I decided I would go. I had to get something to eat, anyway, and I didn’t feel like spending my first evening stuck by myself in the apartment.


The gallery was on the Rue des Archives. I asked directions from Madame LaRoche, who was sitting on a collapsible metal chair in front of the apartment building, smoking a little pipe.


The streets were busy. I passed dozens of restaurants whose awnings sheltered the pavement. Hand-holding couples stopped to check menus. They leaned towards the chalkboards on which the specials were written. Soft light pooled on their faces. Diners were jammed elbow to elbow at small tables. Waiters with long white aprons and slicked-back hair navigated through them, trays raised above their heads. Smells of garlic and wine wafted into the street. Some places had beds of ice on which oysters and sea urchins and shrimp were laid out. I could smell the faint salty sweetness of fresh seafood. My stomach cramped with hunger. But I didn’t want to sit in a restaurant by myself. Not tonight, anyway. I figured I would wait until after I’d gone to the gallery show, then buy some bread and cheese and maybe some wine and head back to the Rue Descalzi. The brightness of restaurant lights and streetlamps and the dark emptiness of shops that had closed down gave me the sensation of everything drifting about, unattached, rushing by in a flickering hallucination. Hunger and my tiredness and, it seemed, the boom of Pankratov’s voice still an echo someplace in my head all piled together to make my walking in the streets like walking in a dream. I’m finally here, I thought, and at the same time I expected to wake up at any minute and find myself back home, in the summer heat, my old dust-greasy table fan creaking around on the window sill and blowing a feeble breeze over the block of ice I went out and bought each August night. I would take the ice back to my apartment wrapped in brown paper and set it in a large pasta bowl. I put the fan behind the bowl and turned it on. In the mornings, I would wash my face in the cold water from the melted ice. I waited for the sound of the fan to work its way into my sleep. I Iistened past the rumble of the city for that faint persistent sound, which would be proof this was a dream. When it didn’t happen, I breathed out a sigh from the bottom of my lungs.


The closer I got to the gallery, the more nervous I became. Fleury was right about these openings being work. I never did well at them, even though I knew they were a necessary part of the business. I felt a sickening sharpness in my guts, as if I had swallowed broken glass, whenever I thought about the fancy-dress slaughterhouse of art openings. At the last show of my own work, I had arrived late, walked once around the room and then ducked out the back door. I was halfway to the train station before the gallery owner had caught up with me and persuaded me to come back.


Ten minutes, I thought to myself. Give it ten minutes and then leave, even if Fleury asks you to stay. Or five, even. Five minutes. I was locked in a reverse bidding war with an auctioneer inside my head.


I saw where the gallery was half a block before I came to it. People spilled out into the little side street, hugging glasses of champagne in one hand and cigarettes in the other. I listened to the hum of party talk. Everyone was smoking. A blue-grey cloud of tobacco hung in the still air of the street.


Five minutes, I thought. Two minutes. One minute.


Inside, the place was so dense with people and smoke that the paintings were almost impossible to see. The artist stood against the far wall, wedged in by two women and a man. They were talking with their faces so close to his that he could not raise his glass to his lips to take a drink. They waved their cigarettes dangerously close to him and his nervous smile twitched as he flinched back from the burning tips.


I saw Fleury. He dodged from group to group like a hummingbird gathering pollen. People who clearly did not know him were grasped by the hand or shoulder or sleeve and made to feel, somewhere in the barrage of niceties, that they ought to know to whom they were talking. He caught my eye and waved me over as if he were hailing a cab.


Grimly, I made my way towards him.


‘I want you to meet someone very important,’ said Fleury, in a voice too loud to go unnoticed by everyone who stood nearby. ‘This is Madame Pontier. Of the Musée Duarte.’


Madame Pontier was wearing a loden coat with big buttons down the front, as big as silver dollars. She was thin and distinguished-looking. The age lines in her face were scowling lines, cut deep into the angles of her cheeks.


Judging from the small crowd that had gathered around her, she was obviously a person of some importance and Fleury was making the most of her presence at his gallery. She had a look on her face as if she had already been introduced to too many people this evening and could not stand it any more. Fleury kept her strategically placed in the centre of the room, at the foot of three small steps that separated the front half of the gallery from the rear. Everyone who came to see the exhibition would either have to shake her hand or ignore her, and she did not look like the kind of person who got ignored very often.


I offered her the same Egyptian-mummy grin that she gave me.


‘Madame Pontier,’ said Fleury, ‘is what is called un expert auprès du tribunal. This means she can authenticate any painting and, if she puts her stamp on it, her word is law. Show him the stamp.’


‘Do you really think this is necessary?’ Madame Pontier’s voice made her seem at the point of total exhaustion.


‘Make me happy!’ said Fleury.


Madame Pontier reached into her pocket. Her hand was clenched into a fist when she pulled it out. Then she uncurled her fingers, revealing a small gold stamp with a base of jade-like stone. It was carved with some kind of seal and attached by a fine gold chain to a buttonhole of her jacket.


‘Oh, is that really it?’ asked a man in the group. He was tall and gaunt, with wavy hair plastered flat on his head with pomade. Sweat dappled the chest of his starched white shirt.


‘It is.’ Madame Pontier’s fist closed again around the seal.


‘This is Monsieur Lebel’ – Fleury introduced the man to me – ‘a connoisseur of important works of art, and owner of the Metropole Cabaret.’


‘Yes. Oh.’ Lebel grabbed my hand, stared right through me and immediately went back to ogling Madame Pontier.


The group of people seemed to close even more tightly around her, and I took the opportunity to step back. I was turning to leave, when I found Fleury standing right beside me.


‘Taking off?’ he asked.


‘Well, I think so. Yes.’ I looked at my wrist, as if to check the time, but realized I had left my watch back at the apartment.


‘Have you had anything to eat?’ he asked.


‘No, actually,’ I replied.


‘Come,’ said Fleury. ‘Let me buy us dinner.’


‘What about the show?’ I asked.


He waved his hand dismissively. ‘It’s winding down. I have an assistant who’ll take care of it. I always hate to be the last one to leave a party, even when it is my own.’


I was too tired and hungry to refuse.


‘You didn’t happen to see Valya on your way over here, did you?’ he asked.


I shook my head. ‘I’m sorry. No.’


‘No matter,’ he said quickly.


We walked out through the veils of smoke into the street.


As we moved down the Rue des Archives, Fleury took out a small handkerchief, folded it up and pressed it once against his forehead. This was the only sign that he had exerted himself physically. ‘How did you like the show?’ he asked.


I admitted that I never felt comfortable at openings.


‘It’s just as well,’ he said. ‘Do you know what happens when I go from one gallery party to another, one café to the next, parading up and down the street to all the different openings and making sure I get in all the hellos that need to be said? What happens is that everybody starts to look the same. Everybody is afraid of the same things. They’re all identically insecure. Me included. It all just starts to merge together. If I focus on people or things, they just blur. It’s as if things exist only in fast motion. Everything rushing around. Everything new. And loud. And quite drunk most of the time.’


‘That’s a different world from the one I’m used to,’ I told him.


‘You might think you’re not a part of the same world, but you are. You do the work that keeps it in motion. Without the work – the doing – all this just disappears. Am I right?’


‘I guess,’ I said.


‘No guessing. That’s a fact.’ Then a look came over his face as if he had said more than he wanted to. ‘What did you think of the paintings?’ he asked, to change the subject.


I shrugged awkwardly. ‘I didn’t really get the chance, to be honest.’ I was afraid he would turn us around and make us go back to the gallery.


Fleury shook his head wearily. ‘They were awful. The artist is the stepson of a gallery owner across town. A man to whom I owe some favours. He was the one who persuaded Madame Pontier to come. She is a big fish in these waters. That’s why I got the crowd. That and the fact that I was serving proper champagne, for a change. The work won’t sell, you know. None of it.’ Fleury spoke as if he were making a decree. ‘Except perhaps to his relatives.’


I felt a pinch in my side when Fleury said this. Before my own work had started to sell, I had refused to let any of my relatives buy it. This, of course, made no sense to them and they took it to mean that I didn’t think they had any taste. They got annoyed about it and said that their money was as good as anybody else’s, so I was made to explain that I couldn’t stand the thought of them subsidizing me. Even when they complained that subsidizing had nothing to do with it, I didn’t believe them and still wouldn’t sell them the work. Instead I just gave it away.


It had started to rain in mist so fine that I could barely feel it. The greyness that swirled through this watery air was like a failing of my sight, as if cataracts were gathering like smoke behind my eyes. I turned up the collar of my jacket and hugged it to my throat.


Fleury brought us to a restaurant called the Polidor on a street named Monsieur-Le-Prince. Inside, the place was warm and crowded, with tables set together in rows and heavy pale-green pillars holding up the roof.


Fleury waved at the waitress, who nodded hello. She was a large woman with long blonde hair and a red velvet dress. Her face was tough and beautiful. She was big all over, with the kind of body that Rubens might have painted.


Fleury and I squashed ourselves into a table by the wall. Fleury whispered to the waitress. She bowed down next to him to hear, her thick blonde hair falling over his shoulders, and her chest close to his face. When Fleury had finished whispering, the waitress laughed loudly and raked her nails gently down the back of his neck.


I didn’t ask what he had said to her.


A pitcher of red wine was brought. Its clay sides were cold and beaded with moisture. The tendons strained in Fleury’s wrists as he lifted the pitcher and filled our glasses.


‘This is very kind of you,’ I said, but I made sure that he understood from the tone of my voice that I needed some kind of explanation about what he wanted.


Fleury set down the pitcher and gave me a smile, to show he didn’t mind my curiosity. ‘Pankratov speaks very highly of you,’ he explained. ‘And I expect you know by now that he doesn’t speak highly of many people. Any man who is of interest to Pankratov is of interest to me.’


It occurred to me that one person Pankratov did not seem to be interested in was Fleury himself. ‘But Pankratov doesn’t know me,’ I said.


Fleury shook his head. ‘He seems to know your work, at any rate.’


I explained to him about the Levasseur scholarship. I told him how much I had always wanted to come here.


He nodded slowly while I talked, at one point taking off his glasses and polishing them on his tie.


‘And I don’t even know who these Levasseur people are,’ I told him, when I had finished the story.


‘Nor I.’ Fleury shook his head. ‘But who cares, as long as they’re paying, eh?’


‘What should we order?’ I asked, to change the subject.


‘Whatever’s the special,’ Fleury told me. He drained his glass and let his head fall back. I saw the wine pulse down his throat. He sighed noisily. Slowly, almost mechanically, he lowered his head until he was facing me again. ‘Now you must admit,’ he said, ‘that this is more fun than working at home.’


‘I admit it,’ I said. ‘But I didn’t come to Paris just to have fun.’


‘And let me guess. You feel shitty about enjoying it now.’


‘Maybe later,’ I said. I drank some wine. It was sharp in the corners of my mouth.


‘So,’ said Fleury, laying his hands flat on the table, ‘did you bring any work with you?’


I shook my head. ‘I wanted to start out fresh when I got here.’


The smile slipped lopsidedly from his face, like a fried egg sliding off a plate. ‘And do you have a dealer here is Paris?’


‘Not yet,’ I told him.


He raised his eyebrows, smile returning. ‘Well, that’s easily remedied.’


‘I’d better get some work done first,’ I said. I had planned out a series of a dozen paintings, to be based on my memories of Narragansett Bay in Rhode Island, where I’d lived all my life. I would give them the unreliability that memories take on. Objects would be painted deliberately out of scale – waves too big, houses too small, the colours strong and glaring, with some things left only as outlines. I didn’t want to tell Fleury any of this yet. ‘How long have you had your own gallery?’ I asked him.


‘Less than a year,’ he replied. ‘Before that, I worked for the Gallery St Edouard over on the Avenue Matignon. I had in mind that I would work as an apprentice for a few years, just to learn the ropes, then start up a gallery on my own. What I learned instead was that it would take a lot longer than my patience would endure.’ He rummaged in his pocket for a cigarette and lit it with a wooden match, which he struck against the heel of his shoe. He jammed the still-flaring match head against the end of his cigarette and puffed. ‘I was accused of being ambitious, although God knows why that should count against me. I remember the owner of the St Edouard gallery saying to me that I was a young man with “ideas above my station”. Do you know, that’s the worst thing anybody ever said to me. But I tell you, they were doing me a favour.’ He spoke quickly, his words almost running together. ‘So I said to hell with it, and opened up my own gallery anyway. Borrowed from every friend and relative I could find. Found a place. Haven’t had a day off in months.’ He sucked in a lungful of smoke, his lips popping quietly together as he pulled the cigarette from his mouth. ‘Don’t regret it. Not for a minute. Even if I have to listen to those people tell me they were right that I had “ideas above my station”. At least I gave it a try.’


I knew those words must have kept him up nights, fuming at the insult. It reminded me of the time I had overheard one of my old college friends joking that I could come and live in his basement any time I wanted to, to save me from freezing to death as a penniless artist. But from then on, I would have frozen to death rather than go and live in that man’s basement. So I knew what Fleury was talking about. I didn’t doubt he would succeed. You can tell this about some people, that they will get what they want and are not just fooling themselves or anybody else. They have an instinctive sense of the balance of luck and skill and specificity of purpose that’s required. I hadn’t expected to like Fleury, and was surprised to find that I did. I was equally surprised that he seemed to like me as well.


‘When you get some art together,’ he told me, ‘you let me know. Maybe we’ll work together some day soon.’


‘If Pankratov gives me any time to paint,’ I said.


At the mention of Pankratov’s name, Fleury sighed and patted his hand against the back of his neck, as if the joints of his spine had come loose and he was tapping them back into place.


‘What do you know about him?’ I asked.


Fleury shrugged. ‘Not enough.’ He stubbed out his cigarette, jabbing the butt into the ashtray until it crumbled apart. ‘Everybody in Paris has heard of the man. People are always talking about him at gallery functions precisely because he never comes to them. They’ve all got Pankratov stories of their own, most of them completely untrue, I suspect, but it gives us something to talk about. Look,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what he said about me after I left the atelier today, but I rather doubt it was flattering. You make your own judgement. Will you do that? If we’re going to work together some day, and I hope we will, I’d rather you based your opinion on what you see rather than on what you hear. It is a question of trust, and should not be left up to strangers.’


As he spoke, I felt that never-trusting part of me peer out cautiously from behind its barricade of ribs and the tangled barbed wire of veins.


‘You know,’ said Fleury, ‘I have a hunch that now you’re here, you might decide to stay.’


‘Why do you say that?’ I asked.


‘I can tell from the way you talk about Paris. You loved this city before you ever saw it. We all have dreams of how a place will be before we get there, and usually the dreams are much more lavish than the reality. You can’t help but end up disappointed. But Paris is the only place on earth where the reality is even more beautiful than the dream.’ He nodded to show he was serious.


‘I might fall in love with it if I had the time,’ I told him, ‘but after the grant runs out, I can’t afford to stay here. I don’t have work papers, so the only kind of job I could get wouldn’t pay me enough to live off and get any painting done at the same time.’


‘You might find a way,’ he said. ‘You never know.’


Before Fleury mentioned the idea of staying, going home had seemed inevitable to me. Now the image of remaining here began to burn itself into my thoughts.


‘Welcome to Paris,’ said Fleury, pouring out more wine. ‘I think you have finally arrived.’




*





Heaven on earth. That was how my father had described Paris in his letters home. He had come here as a soldier in 1918 and been killed at Belleau Wood. He died when I was only a few months old. My acquaintance with him began and ended with those letters, and the occasional anecdote told by my mother when some sound or smell catapulted her back into the past.


I also had an uncle Charlie, who had come to France before America entered the war and was a pilot for the French air corps. My uncle Charlie never came home after the armistice. He disappeared in 1926, in an attempt to fly the first non-stop flight across the Atlantic. I had pictures of my father and my uncle in their wool coats and puttee-wrapped legs, side by side in the city of heaven on earth. Ever since I was a child, their sepia-tinted ghosts had drawn me to this place.


For me, Paris became the only tangible link between my father and myself. It was not enough to hold on to the flimsy blades of paper that were his letters and to think that he had once held them in his own hands. And the blurred and fading picture was not enough. But if I could only get to Paris, I used to think, and be in the place where he had been and fall in love with it the way he had fallen in love with it, then I might understand who he had been. Might know him in myself.


When people would say to me, ‘You look like your father,’ or ‘Your father used to do that,’ or ‘Your father would have liked that,’ it was like being haunted. What troubled me wasn’t so much the physical resemblance: it was the traits of character, which I could not call my own because they had been his before me, even if I had never learned them from him. Instead, they had reached me like some echo of his voice inside my blood.


I looked to Paris for the answers. It would be my bridge between the present and the past. It would give me peace of mind, just as the painting did when it was going well. Sometimes I think I started painting precisely because I knew that my father had not been a painter. So I could call it my own.


That may have been what got me started, but what kept me at it all these years was beyond me. It wasn’t until I had given up trying to figure it out that I realized I wasn’t supposed to know. If the answer had been clear, I would never have needed to paint. And if I ever did figure it out, I might never need to paint again. I decided it was not my job to know. It was only my job to do the painting.


During my first days in the city, I found myself wondering again and again if my father and my uncle Charlie had seen what I was seeing now. Not the great monuments or famous buildings but the small anonymous things: a crack in the sidewalk that was shaped like a crescent moon on the Rue de Rivoli. A certain dapple-trunked tree growing in the Tuileries gardens. A chip in the blue enamel of a street sign on the Rue Solferino. It chased away the loneliness, as I grew used to my new surroundings.


I learned the precise stab of the key into the lock of my apartment, the setting of my shoe against the door and the flick of the brass knob to open it. The musty smell of the place that rushed into my lungs soon became familiar. The noises of people living on my floor – pots clunking in sinks, the swish of flushing toilets, softly played gramophone music – all merged into a different kind of silence. I put away the metronome.


There was something hypnotic about the idea of working at the atelier. Never far from my thoughts was the knowledge that, outside Pankratov’s studio, we were regarded with suspicion and sarcasm by those who saw no future in painting. It was a relief to find myself in the company of people who shared the same necessary stubbornness of vision. Even if painting was the only thing we had in common, that was enough.


By the end of the first week, I had become not only a student of the atelier, but a student of Balard and Marie-Claire as well. I watched the way they worked.


Balard never sat on his stool while he drew. Instead, he stood back from his easel, drawing with his arm outstretched. He used thick wedges of compressed charcoal, pressing hard against the paper and drawing quickly, with great flourishes of his free hand and strange whistling and grunting sounds. Over the course of the day, he would get charcoal smudges halfway up his arms and all over his face, so that he looked like a man who had been in a fire.


Marie-Claire used delicate strands of vine charcoal. In contrast to Balard, she moved slowly and carefully around the paper, often closing one eye and measuring distances with her thumb, rather than trusting her instincts. She tilted back and forth on her stool, looking at her work from different angles. Sometimes she just sat there, staring at it, hands resting in her lap, as if overcome by daydreams. I liked her drawings. They were deceptively simple: as much about what she left out as what she put on the page. She worked so close to her easel that she seemed to be trying to hide her drawing from anyone who might be looking on. Pankratov often scolded her for overemphasizing the faces in her sketching. She would listen patiently to Pankratov, and then go right back to working on the face, as if she couldn’t help herself. She stuck to the middle of the page, leaving huge white borders, and drew dozens of lines where one would have been enough. The lines were all of equal pressure, fuzzy like the contrails of high-flying aeroplanes.


I could tell I’d had more formal training than Balard or Marie-Claire, but this didn’t mean that Pankratov was any easier on me. I worked hard to gain his approval, which he gave in such small and obscure doses that it took me a while before I could tell when he was pleased and when he wasn’t. When he gave his critiques, he would speak for a long time, often in raging monologues, using strange imagery, which he apparently translated directly out of Russian. It was as if he were trying to read words that scrolled before his eyes too quickly for him to decipher or to understand what he was saying. It had been a long time since I let anyone rule my days the way this man did now.


So far, I’d seen nothing to convince me of his genius. I found none of his paintings at the galleries or museums. I’d even rummaged through old auction catalogues at the bouquainistes, the little green book stands bolted to the stone walls bordering the Seine. There was no trace of the art of Alexander Pankratov.


Pankratov required us to be at the atelier by 7.30 a.m., but as that time came and went Pankratov himself would be sitting across the street in a café called the Dimitri. It was like a thousand other cafés in Paris, each one chosen as a regular haunt by a group that never amounted to more than fifty or sixty. The café was too small to hold even half this number, so they came at different times, some to talk and some with the need to stay silent and apart but not alone. The Dimitri had a small blue awning that ran the length of the café front. Unlike most others, which would say Café this-or-that, this awning just said ‘Dimitri’. Four frosted panes of glass made up the front window. The menu of the day was written in soap on the window nearest the door. Out on the sidewalk, there was room for only one table. Pedestrians had to step into the gutter to pass by. The sidewalk was on a slope, so the owner had built a large wooden wedge on which to set the table and make it level. The chairs were flimsy metal with slatted wooden seats and backs.


I quickly learned that you couldn’t underestimate the importance of a neighbourhood café in the lives of the people who used it. The choosing of the café was a delicate and personal affair, and it was very important for the café not to appear to be trying too hard to attract its customers. This was not like back in America, where the more lights and flashy signs you put out, the more likely it was that people would stop to see what all the fuss was about. There was a big diner that opened up near where I lived. It was called the Liberty Diner. It had a sign out front with an eagle on it and the eagle was carrying a menu in its claws. Under the eagle was a big clock with the numbers done in the popular chunky style, with the fake shadow of each letter painted just behind it. The owners put a slogan under the clock which lit up at night. It said TIME TO DINE. Local kids were always shooting out the letter N with slingshots, so it usually read TIME TO DIE. I got superstitious about it and wouldn’t go in there.


Even as 7.30 became 8 o’clock, Pankratov would be sitting at his corner table in the Dimitri. He would be smoking exactly half a cigarette, having sliced it in two with a wooden-handled Opinel knife and struck a blue-tipped match on the buckle of his belt. He ordered a coffee, which was served in a cup so small it looked as if it had been stolen from a doll’s house. Before he drank it, he would set a sugar lump between his cheek and gum, the way people used chewing tobacco back home. The coffee was followed by a cup of steamed milk. While Pankratov drank the milk, he chewed on a single date that the café owner placed by itself on a small white plate beside him. When he had smoked his half-cigarette down to the point at which it might burn the prints off his fingers, he would raise an ashtray up to his face and quietly spit into it. Then he would roll the end of the cigarette in the spit until it was extinguished. Either this little gesture continually went unnoticed by the others in the café, or they had seen it so many times that they no longer cared to watch. I wondered why he did this, rather than simply squashing the butt dead among the ashes. I couldn’t just go up and ask him. It seemed to me you couldn’t do a thing like that with Pankratov. It was his private world, and not to be visited by anyone but him. He seemed to possess some mighty secret, the knowledge of which had absolved him from participating in the life the rest of us were living.


I knew this much about his habits because one morning I went to the Dimitri before he got there and sat at the far end of the café. I hid behind a newspaper, waiting for him.


The Dimitri was larger on the inside than the four skinny windows made it seem. The furnishings were a strange mixture of Arab rugs, Russian samovars, crossed Cossack swords on the walls and a single white kepi, hung above the oval mirror at the bar. Here, you could buy a drink made from mint that had been packed into a glass and doused with sweet green tea; or coffee made with goat’s milk. There were few other concessions to the outside world: no music of the kind that filled other cafés, the endless warbled croonings of Edith Piaf. At the Dimitri, there was only the rustle of papers kept on wooden rods and stored each day on a rack. No special furniture. Plain, zinc-topped tables with iron legs and chairs with tightly woven wicker seats. The bar was plated with copper, scrubbed clean with lemon juice and bicarbonate of soda, which added to the smell of the café.


The owner was named Ivan Konovalchik. He ran the Dimitri from 6.30 in the morning until midnight and then slept on the top of the bar, laid out like a corpse at a wake, hands folded on his chest. He wasn’t a large man, but he was formidable. He wore the uniform of most Paris waiters, a short black coat with wide lapels, almost like a chopped-down tuxedo, and a low-cut waistcoat with big pockets in which he kept his change. Around his waist, he wore a long white apron that stretched to the top of his shoes. His short-spiked hair had gone grey, but his eyebrows were still dark. His hands were thick and it was clear from the white flecks of scarring that a long time ago he had worked with them in jobs that gouged and pinched and cut. He had been, he told me, a Foreign Legionnaire in the Moroccan Sahara in the 1920s, and before that he had been an officer in the Imperial Russian cavalry. Just like Pankratov, he said. The Dimitri was named after a famous café in Morocco, a legionnaires’ café in a place called Mogador. This explained the trappings of the place, and the Arabs who spent their mornings at the bar and the old legionnaires with their elephant-hide skin burned permanently red from sun and drink and fear, as if the red dust of the Sahara lay in a fine and gritty layer just beneath its surface. Even though the Arabs and these legionnaires had been at war, both sides clung to this place. They didn’t speak much. They greeted each other with the words ‘Leh Bess’, which Ivan told me was Moroccan for ‘No harm’, or ‘I mean you no harm’. Considering how much harm they had once done each other, Ivan explained to me, it seemed like the right thing to say. The Arabs and the legionnaires kept to their separate tables but seemed to need each other’s company. There was something here, in the name and the particular date-sweetened bitterness of the coffee and the mint tea, that made more sense to them than the life of Paris thundering past outside the door.


There were many rumours about Ivan Konovalchik. He had acquired them like limpets on the hull of a boat. The relics he hung upon his walls were only talismans that let you know how much it was you would never know about him. One story was that he had been to America, but when I asked him about this, he gave a curious reply.


‘If I went there,’ he said dreamily, ‘I don’t remember it.’


‘Do you mean you went there as a child?’ I asked.


‘No,’ he shook his head.


It occurred to me that Ivan probably was the kind of man who could forget such a thing.


‘Halifax.’ He said the word as if to feel it in his mouth.


‘Yes?’ I replied.


‘Halifax,’ he said again. ‘That is a common name in America?’


‘Not too common, I guess.’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


‘And perhaps you have a relative named Charles. Charlie. Perhaps.’


My head jerked up. ‘That’s my uncle!’ My voice was loud with surprise. ‘Do you know him?’


‘I met him a long time ago.’ Ivan began polishing a glass, holding it up to the light. ‘Probably not the same person.’


‘My uncle was a pilot. An American who flew for the French.’


‘Ah, well,’ said Ivan. ‘Then it is him after all.’


‘He disappeared after the war,’ I said.


‘Yes’ – he spoke as if he were talking in his sleep – ‘I think we all disappeared around that time.’


I could get no more out of him and felt the frustration of having come very close to something, then suddenly found myself as far away as ever.


At last Pankratov arrived, dressed in the thigh-length canvas coat he always wore. It was a grey-green colour, with two flapped pockets at the waist and dull grey buttons up the front. The buttonholes had worn out and were clumsily restitched in black thread. The collar had frayed, as had the cuffs. It was a garment that should long ago have been put out of its misery, but Pankratov seemed determined to wear the thing until it turned to vapour and drifted away from his body, leaving the buttons to rattle across the floor. He didn’t take the coat off, as if he feared someone would steal it. He smoked his half-cigarette, which he took from a black and orange box labelled ‘Imperiale’. He drank his doll’s portion of coffee, strained through the whiteness of his teeth and the dissolving sugar cube. He ate one fat and crinkled date, then spat and extinguished his cigarette. Finally, he set two coins on the table and lifted his chair as he stood, so that it would not drag across the floor. ‘Shokran,’ he said to Ivan.


‘Shokran, effendi,’ replied Ivan Konovalchik, without looking up.


Pankratov started out across the road towards his atelier.


I left a moment later, and raced up the stairs, not catching up with him until just before he reached the open door of the studio. Inside, it was completely silent. Everyone was watching us. Valya turned in her chair, breaking from her naked statue pose, and surveyed us critically.


‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ I mumbled as I tried to move past him into the room.


‘Monsieur Halifax,’ he said, not letting me go by.


‘Yes, sir,’ I answered, breathing hard from the climb.


‘You would make an incompetent spy.’


I was quiet for a moment. ‘All good spies appear incompetent,’ I said.


Pankratov’s eyes opened for a moment, raising the thick visor of his eyebrows. ‘Ye-e-es,’ he said quietly, ‘and if someone would employ you as a spy, you might have an excuse for your incompetence.’ He jerked his head, ordering me inside.


I sat down at my easel.


‘Begin to draw!’ His voice had the power to jolt all other thoughts from my head.


I set up my paper and began to draw Valya.


She came only in the mornings and left as soon as she could. She was always on time, striding in, eyes fixed on the platform where she would take her place. She walked across to a set of brass coat pegs that were screwed haphazardly into the wall and began to undress. She shed her clothing with an angry sensuality, letting the coat slide from her shoulders and catching it before it hit the floor. She kicked off her rope-soled shoes, heel against toe, heel against toe, then undid the fiddly buttons on her shirt with less patience than the job required. Her hips swung slightly as she let her skirt fall to the floor, then bent her legs down to pick it up, holding her upper body straight.


Valya was harshly beautiful. She had an intolerant crookedness to her lips, and usually wore her hair tied back severely in a ponytail. I watched the way her skin pressed against the wooden seat and the way she drew her legs together, covering one set of toes with the other. The pale curve of her hips and the way they slid into the narrows of her waist sometimes forced me to lower my head, in case she read the thoughts inside my eyes.


Pankratov never brought the thunder of his voice to bear on her. She seemed beyond any words that he could muster.


I found I could not distil Valya into the lines and shadows and planes of light that would allow me to draw her correctly. I could see her only as a whole, and it was as if my pencil could find no place to start on the snowfield of the sketching page. I was always relieved when we turned to other subjects, hauling out the paints and mixing boards, brushes stuck in the belt of my smock like the knives of a Japanese chef.


We would begin our sketches of the shivering Valya the moment she sat down in her chair on the stage. Mornings were always cold in the atelier, before the sun had reached into the room. We kept our coats on, long scarves looped around our necks. The undersides of my coat sleeves were shiny black like a tramp’s from wearing it as I drew with charcoal in those early mornings.


The moment Pankratov arrived, he would tell Valya to sit or stand a certain way, or he would walk over to his junk pile of props: broken umbrellas with the silk domes in shreds like the tattered wings of ravens, baskets of eggshells and various animal bones. They were bleached and dry and drank the moisture from my fingers when I picked them up. He would hand one of these to Valya and make her pose with it. Like a marionette without strings, she obeyed.


After a while, we gave up sketching before Pankratov’s arrival. Whatever work we were doing at the time he walked in would be brushed aside and ignored, the paper wasted, and a few more centimes lost from my too-small bank account. Even though we weren’t drawing, Valya still undressed and sat down on the chair. She rarely joined in our conversations. Sometimes she smiled at one of Balard’s one-liner jokes. Or she would groan in agreement if Marie-Claire did one of her imitations of the way Pankratov critiqued her paintings. Mostly Valya just sat there, as if the two-foot height of the stage had placed her out of the range of any friendship she could find at lower elevations.


Valya offered no explanation as to why she sat there naked when she didn’t have to. It seemed to be some kind of punishment she’d chosen for herself. One day, I went ahead and asked why she undressed before Pankratov arrived. Immediately the room went silent, as if I had just rolled a hand grenade across the floor. Slowly, almost wearily, Valya turned to face me. ‘Did you say something?’ she asked.


‘We’re not drawing,’ I said, as if that would explain everything.


‘No,’ she said slowly, as if talking to an idiot who could at any moment become violent.


‘And we don’t draw until he shows up,’ I said, my courage beginning to fail me.


She let her head fall back a little, without releasing me from her gaze. ‘I’m paid by the hour,’ she said.


‘But why do you have to take your clothes off now?’ I asked.


‘Do you mind that my clothes are off?’


Balard laughed behind his easel. I heard the clunk and switch of his lighter as he lit himself a cigarette.


‘It’s not that,’ I said.


‘If I just come in here and sit down,’ she explained, ‘Pankratov can say I’m not working. That I haven’t started yet. But if I strip like this, it’s work. And my work starts when I get here, not when he gets here.’ The wind batted up against the windows and Valya shivered. She folded her arms across her chest.


I raised my hands and let them fall again in a gesture of surrender. ‘Fine,’ I said.


‘No,’ she snapped. ‘It is not fine. To hell with all artists and to hell with me for spending time with them.’


I opened my mouth, ready to ask, So why are you here? What power does that crazy Russian have over you?


But there was no more talk between us, because Pankratov had arrived. He stood in the doorway, nostrils flared from the effort of climbing the stairs. His bright eyes swept across us like the beacon of a lighthouse. ‘Begin to draw!’ he shouted, with a voice of such authority that it was as if he held in his command the actual rotation of the earth.
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