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PRAGUE










 

In the weeks after she left, the light drained from the world and each colour took on a leaden cast. His friend Karel told him she was just a girl. And there are girls everywhere, Karel added, waving a hand towards the people hurrying to and fro, to and fro. But, Honza argued, tracing a finger around the interlocked ring-stains on the tabletop, but Karel had loved her, written poems to her, he must care, he must— Karel laughed and pointed to a young woman outside, or that one over there, what did it matter? Honza startled, searched each face passing the café window. Just in case.

But she was gone.

Jaromír, the photographer, asked Honza to help construct a series of images. Modernist abstractions in light, was how Jaromír described them, asking for Honza’s help again and again until relenting seemed easier than not. Jaromír talked theory and light and form as they moved sheets of glass and objects, selected almost at random, around the studio. Strong sunlight waned, waxed through the tall windows. Shadows flexed out of each shape, camera positioned to see only shadow, shadow and refracted light, each material object attenuated, only essence remaining. Or essence lost.

Honza looked up, sure the studio itself was no longer solid, surfaces uncertain and suggesting something lay beneath. Something hidden in the next instant, long before there was chance to understand, or know if he had glimpsed anything at all.

‘And you?’

The waiter had taken their order and left two glass tankards of dark beer.

Nothing more ordinary than a tavern, nothing more concrete.

Jaromír took a sip of beer and tried again: ‘How’s your work coming along?’

But Honza had not drawn a line nor wanted to paint in weeks. Not since she had left without warning, without a proper goodbye. Forgive me, her note had read.

Forgive me. Have to go. A friend is showing the way and I must leave at once.

Marietta

Staring at each word, certain they must have another meaning, that he was seeing them wrongly, that if he read them again and again then—

Her note kept saying the same thing, even when he had run all the way to Karel’s apartment, breathless and babbling, Karel shrugging and laughing, Honza confused, doubting the words he used meant what they seemed to. But Karel had no idea where she was. It made no sense and Honza left, Karel calling after him as he ran down the stairs, ran back to his own studio to line up each canvas, a dozen of them (Why do you want to paint me?) more than a dozen (You’re beautiful) each one of her (Me? No) each placed in the order he had painted them. Kneeling (Yes) Honza searched them for an explanation (Inside as much as outside more so) back and forth (Your beauty grows the deeper I look) back and forth (but it’s elusive in paint on canvas elusive so that’s). Nothing made sense.

Forgive me

Night came and knelt with him in front of the paintings, a moon, no longer full, peered through the garret windows, its light passing over the gestures his hands had made, each recorded in paint and pigment, moonlight whispering and Honza beginning to nod  (That’s why I have to paint you keep painting) to think he—

But it was nonsense, he yelled at himself, at the paintings of her (Marietta!), snatching up a knife, slashing and cutting at cold canvas and long-dried paint, each empty of meaning. Just shapes, (You’re beautiful and special) he sobbed, hurling each ragged frame at the walls until there were only splinters and his breath came in shudders, tears burning against his cheeks as (I have to paint because) the last of the rage left and he collapsed. The night and the moon knelt beside him and, gradually, something came to hover in the silvered darkness.

Or so it had seemed, he had reminded himself next morning as grief finished hollowing out his heart, all colour and desire turning bitter and thin.

‘Do you dream?’

Marie had suggested he come along. It was a ‘salon’ she had said, not a party, a group of writers and artists driven to the search for the wondrous in the apparently mundane. He had not liked the sound of it. She had insisted. So he stood in a corner and hoped to be ignored.

‘Of course you do,’ the woman interrupted before he had chance to reply. ‘Everyone does, you know.’ Her accent was clipped and precise. Honza had thought she must be British aristocracy. She had cleaved a line through the guests at the salon and introduced herself to him: ‘My name is Imogen, Imogen Carwithen. You’re an artist, aren’t you?’ And she had told him she was Irish, not British, although she had been born on the other side of the world. ‘A Celt at heart, you see,’ Imogen had explained before fixing an intense gaze on him and asking about his dreams.

‘Everyone dreams but they rarely remember their dreams, so the question is: do you remember yours?’

He shook his head and looked for an escape.

‘What do you remember?’ Imogen place a hand lightly on his arm and each excuse and outright insult evaporated before he could voice them.

‘A man,’ he admitted. ‘An old man.’ Determined that was enough, Honza would have said no more but something in her silence prompted him to add: ‘Sometimes he’s pointing. I think he’s telling me to stay away. Like the other man does.’

‘Other man?’

‘Yes.’ He glanced around the room. Wanting a drink or wanting to leave, unsure which. Imogen’s hand did not leave his arm.

‘What colour is this other man’s hair?’

‘Dark. Black. Dark—’

‘And the sun?’

‘There is no sun. Please, I must—’

‘Its colour?’

‘No colour, no sun, no— Would you please—’

‘And the woman?’ Imogen insisted, voice low and urgent as her gaze refused to let him move. ‘What about the woman?’

‘Please, she— she—’

‘Oh, Im, don’t bother the fellow so. Can’t you see he’s desperate for a drink?’

Tall. Ash-blond hair offset by eyes ice-blue, crystalline and penetrating, unreadable themselves, face oval about a mouth that might be refined, or louche, or cruel, or urbane, in moments or consecutively, smile a mask through which the eyes observed. All.

Honza looked away.

‘Godfrey,’ Imogen sighed, her hand slipping from Honza’s arm. ‘Your capacity for ill-manners and untimely interruption—’

‘Oh hush, Imogen, do hush. You’re Pernath, aren’t you? Honza Pernath?’ Eyes of ice-blue, gaze steady, unblinking. Until Honza nodded and Godfrey smiled. ‘Ah, capital. I saw your work here, in ’35, and again in Paris earlier this year. It has great merit.’

‘High praise,’ Imogen explained, her expression unreadable.

Honza searched for a reply. ‘Do you paint, Mister…?’

‘Not a bit.’ Godfrey drained his glass and snorted. ‘I collect. Amongst other things.’

‘You’re being deliberately mysterious, Godfrey.’ Imogen offered them a brittle smile, the tall man ignoring her completely and presenting Honza with a visiting card.

Godfrey A. Howden

Bloomsbury

& Tremadog

‘If you ever come to Albion, dear chap, do look me up.’ Godfrey looped his arm through Imogen’s. ‘Call the London number. And consider this a standing invitation, Herr Pernath. Anytime, anytime.’ Godfrey Howden turned, expecting Imogen to follow his lead. She slipped free of his arm, leaning close to Honza, her whisper almost lost in the hubbub of laughter and voices raised in debate and discussion. She stood back, letting Howden tug on her arm, offering a hearty goodnight as they vanished into the throng.

There was a sun.

It hung over the waves, fatter than any noonday sun, face dark and cankerous. Despite its weight, bending the clouds and twisting the distant horizon out of true, the sea remained motionless beneath the black sun, caught between swells, each wavecrest edged in shimmering jet, all highlights turned to negative, every shadow threatening to turn itself inside out.

A breeze maundered, turning circles as it skimmed over the dunes, shying from the tideline to stumble inland, mumbling the same few words, the same few words setting the grass to hiss, words swallowed by the rustle of marram and sand, grain against grain, and yet just out of reach, almost on the edge of understanding, almost…

Honza took a step towards dunes and found himself facing the black sun, not fearful but sure it was towards the dunes he should be walking. And his next step, which should have brought him further up the beach, instead took him towards the black sun, its mouldering face a veil that suggested something hidden beneath.

Better to turn back than look closer. Yet behind him his prints in the sand made an uneven line towards the unmoving breakers, the sun fixed above them. And ahead across sand otherwise unmarred more footprints leading him forwards, marks not entirely solid, not yet made, needing him to take the next step to bring each into being. Honza resisted, felt terror crawl up his back and plant itself around his throat—

He was a shape scoured from foam and fleck, thrashing the nearest waves into frenzy, alarm slapping Honza across the face, stiff-arming him back a step as—another lurch—the man threw off the sea with a scything of his arms that became a run, man’s feet kicking up sand, sand scattering, obliterating each footprint yet to be made, Honza’s path broken.

As the sand fell, so did Honza, the man from the sea already halfway to the dunes by the time he managed to sit up, man’s arms windmilling, a frenzy that fought the breeze, the salt-spiced air, hands protecting the man’s downturned face. Face hidden. Only his hair certain: dark, dark as the sun overhead.

The man’s anxiety was infectious. Honza dragged himself to his feet and followed, own arms churning, desperation urging more speed, more haste, more space between him and the shore, more space between him and the black sun above.

In the moment before he plunged into the dunes—dark-haired man already somewhere in their shifting, whispering maze—there might have been someone else on the beach. Waving. To encourage him to run faster. Surely that. Surely that’s what the old man wanted him to do.

Honza ran. Faster. Fell against a dune. Tripped. Over marram. Staggered. Kept. On. Running. Black sun a pressure between his shoulders, daring him to look, turn back, look…

Pushing further inland, each step harder than the last, sand soft growing softer until he had to slow, pace slackened in a single step, dune crests mounting one on the next all around, as far as he could see. Further.

The wind held its peace.

The grass stood. Watching.

He turned.

A shape appeared in the distance, indistinct against the grey of cloud, scaling the dunes to climb into the sky. So distant it might have been the old man, or the dark-haired man from the sea.

Honza pressed a hand to his mouth, afraid of sound or breath.

But she was already gone, down beneath the crest of the dune, gone into the blackness that swallowed sand and beach and sea and left him alone with the jet-dark sun. Until, with a yell, Honza managed to wake up.

There was a black sun. Just as she had said. He tried not to think of how she could have known.

Marie suggested he go to Paris.

Half the sky was filled with bruised cloud, sun holding court over the balance, a monarch golden and far too brilliant to gaze at, so the only direction to look out of the tavern window was towards the cloud, dour and slate-hard.

Honza took a gulp of beer.

‘You’ve been there, they know you. And I can make more introductions, dealers…’ She trailed into silence.

A speck of rain kissed the window, sunlight appearing brighter as the clouds grew darker.

‘Can’t paint.’ Honza drained his glass (Don’t you get tired of painting me?) signalled for another.

‘A change of place, it might get you out of this—’ Marie paused, picked up again as if she had always meant to say: ‘might inspire you.’ She drained her glass of wine and asked the barman for another as he sloshed a fresh tankard of beer in front of Honza.

More rain pressed against the window. Sun no less brilliant.

‘Change of place?’ Honza took a mouthful of beer and dismissed the notion. ‘Wouldn’t make a difference.’ Each time he blinked, her face appeared (I couldn’t get bored with painting you never never because I) an after-image hanging between him and the window, rain peppering her careworn face, a face that might have been dismissed as plain but which he could never look away from, never tire of what he saw there and in her eyes.

(Tell me, Honza, what do you know of)

‘What do you know of alchemy?’ He pushed the glass tankard back a little, fingertip marking patterns in the spilled beer.

‘Lead into gold, same as anyone.’ Marie sipped her wine. ‘Except some say it’s about the spirit. Or the soul. Not metals, anyway.’

‘There’s a difference? Spirit and soul?’

(Yes)

Marie had no idea. ‘But the point is to make the psyche more balanced, less leaden, more… pure, I suppose. Why?’

Honza picked up his beer. ‘No reason.’

He put down the tankard without taking a sip.

‘What does ‘the star in the sea’ mean?’ Or ‘star from the sea’?’ Neither meant anything to Marie. Reluctantly, he admitted it had come to him in a dream. Marie was fascinated, wanting to know more, wanting him to write it all down and present it to the next meeting of her surrealist group. Honza repeated that the phrase was all he could remember, there was nothing to write down and less to report, searching until he found a change of subject.

As the rain beat heavily against the windows, he remembered the wind through the marram grass, its sibilant whispers always on the edge of comprehension, with him when he woke.

The star from the sea.

Licking its fingers, the rain snuffed out the sun and drew an early twilight over the city.

Marie had tried again to persuade him to go to Paris. She would be exhibiting there herself soon and she and her husband would be staying for several months, what better chance…

Perhaps it was the beer, loosening his temper and making resentment leak into his heart so it beat faster, bringing a flush to his face as it clipped his voice. Honza struggled not to tell her to stop meddling, to understand he was no longer a painter, that part of his life closed and lost…

When they stepped into the rain, Marie asked him to think about it and Honza managed to swallow his rage long enough to say he might, to thank her for being such a good friend.

Only when the downpour had washed her reflection from the pavement did he curse and yell, tears bringing salt to the rain.

The twilight hooded the faces of the saints lining the bridge, bowed heads watching people hurrying by, or turned away in contemplation, or sorrow. Honza slumped against the parapet, the waters of the Vltava almost hidden in the gloom, lights coming on around the castle on the hill. An old legend had it that Lucifer had plummeted to earth at the place where the castle now stood, the castle mount thrown up by the impact. Honza blinked rain from his eyes, wondered what it would be like to fall so far, crash so hard to earth.

Someone laughed. He looked around.

A couple, arm-in-arm, sheltering under an umbrella. The woman laughed again. A newspaper vendor called out the afternoon headlines. A flare of light, a man’s face suggested by a match flame, cigarette smoke billowing. Honza pressed a hand across his face, pushing away the smell. Weeks since he his last smoke, not since… not since…

The rain soaked him. No overcoat, water leaking down his neck, his shoes. Too cold to be angry. Only miserable.

He peered at the statue beside him. The saint pretended not to notice, staring into mid-distance, dingy halo dripping. Honza searched out the statue’s eyes, newspaper vendor’s voice fading, splash and tramp of pedestrians forgotten as he tried to make eye contact. Shadows masked part of the saint’s face, face unfamiliar although Honza had walked along the bridge countless times, had made studies of every statue and knew them all by name. All but this one. And that could not be so. Honza shaded his eyes from the rain, looked closer.

The saint’s gaze flickered until it settled on Honza.

The rain made no sound, the Vltava likewise hushed.

Honza could not look away, the bronze gaze so intent, the halo bleeding darkness into the twilight. The city stole off, soundless shadow gone to leave them on the bridge, bridge leading nowhere, neither here nor there, bronze no longer inflexible if not quite flesh, saint stretching out a hand, fingers curled around something hidden. Better to look away, some part of him advised, better not to be involved, he had enough to worry about, but Honza could not move. Could only watch the fingers unfurl, a single word lying in the saint’s palm, word an apparition revealed so that Honza saw the word and heard the word in his mind, or elsewhere, the word whispering itself to him. Whispering:

astrum

A hand grabbed his shoulder.

‘Don’t throw yourself in, old boy, it’s not worth it.’

Noise, bustle, the Vltava reciting lists of the hundreds of places it must visit, rain petered almost to a stop. The clouds had grown thin and a little of real dusk painted the rooftops with the last of the day’s sun.

‘Whatever’s wrong with you?’

The nearest statues were metres away on either side, this place along the parapet roughly halfway between.

‘Still moping then?’

‘Hm?’ He focused: young man, young woman clinging to his arm. Searching for the umbrella. But this was not the couple he had seen earlier. ‘Karel?’

‘Snap out of this, old boy, life’s too short.’ Karel wormed his arm around his girlfriend’s waist, squeezing hard, a giggle bursting from her.

Karel had told him how lucky he was because she had clearly preferred Honza. Lucky swine Karel had said and made another attempt to lure her away, declaring he couldn’t sleep for thinking of her, couldn’t think without speaking of her.

(Marietta)

Marietta.

Karel gave him a light punch on the arm. ‘Seriously, look at the state of you. Is it worth it?’

‘Karel?’

His friend pushed his face close, breath thick with the ash of cigarettes, last drags of a bottle of cheap brandy. ‘It’s not worth it, old boy. You’ve got to live.’

The young woman giggled.

‘But—’ Honza lost track of the first words that came to mind. ‘But… you loved her.’

‘Your plain girl?’ Karel laughed. ‘Don’t start again, Honza.’ Karel kissed his girlfriend. ‘I might have done, for a few days. Why not? You have to try, don’t you? But it’s not worth all this, Honza, it’s not worth all this, not in the end it’s not. She’s gone, Honza, so what? Find someone better. Like I have.’

Karel kissed his girlfriend again and she giggled.

Honza did not move. Did not speak. Throat locked, it was hard to breathe, shaking so badly he could only watch as Karel waved and the pair sauntered away. Watching long after they had gone from view, rage doing nothing to stop the cold seeping deep into his bones, the last of the afternoon light gritty and the city’s clamour painfully loud.

In the first moments: a room, clothes strewn across a chair, a shirt choking the light from a lamp, big windows, night, sink piled, plates— Pieces, taken at a glance, struggling to wake, to understand this place, name it. Pounding, thumping, hands beating against a door, calling a name.

‘Honza! Honza!’

Throwing off sleep with the blankets, garret slewing into focus as he rolled out of bed. Familiar again—

‘Honza! In the name of anything you hold to be holy, open this bloody door, why don’t you!’

—the hammering not familiar.

‘Unless you’re fucking!’ shouted another voice.

‘Even if you are!’ called a third. ‘Open up, we know you’re in there.’ A kick landed on the door. More hammering. ‘Just open!’

‘Open!’ chimed in the chorus.

He threw open the door. ‘What the bloody hell do you—’

They tackled him, two grabbing him around the waist, third gathering flailing legs. Laughing as they carted him across the garret and dropped him on the bed.

A pair of trousers hit him in the face.

‘Dress, dress, dress.’ One of them began to clap in time to the chant. Another took his shoulders. Trousers snatched away and one of his feet forced into them.

‘Let go,’ Honza protested. His assailants had other ideas, trousers hoisted as they dragged him vertical. A shirt half-threaded over one arm. Other arm thrust into a jacket. One shoe stuffed into its pocket as he was lifted, struggling and swearing, to have the other jammed onto a foot. Door slamming behind them. Honza almost falling. Don’t dawdle, they ordered, don’t think, act, act and be spontaneous.

Cold night air.

Flagstones eager to chill his unshod foot.

They said nothing about where they were taking him. Only pointed. A figure waited at the corner under a street lamp. Hat low and trench coat collar pulled up.

Honza pressed a hand to his mouth, afraid of sound, of breath.

A hand materialised from the trench coat pocket. Not a pistol to go with the gangster’s sharp clothes. A match, scraped against the lamp post, flame evicting shadows from under the hat brim. Revealing Marie’s face.

She smiled. ‘Do you like?’

‘Dashing.’

‘Oh.’ She lit her cigarette, American, of course, to go with the outfit. ‘I was hoping for hard-boiled, like in the movies.’ Marie offered him a cigarette. Honza shook his head.

‘I’d rather go back to bed,’ he said, hopping to slip on the second shoe before handing Marie his jacket and adjusting his clothes. He must have slept the clock round since seeing Karel on the Charles Bridge, since… standing beside the saint. Slept the clock round and more. ‘I don’t want to do this, whatever it is, Marie.’

The three kidnappers wailed and jeered. Honza ignored them. ‘Thanks, but…’

Marie’s expression wavered. She sniffed, drew hard on the cigarette and squared her shoulders. ‘No. It’s time you got out, did something ridiculous. Something marvellous.’ She took his arm and tugged.

They called it an ‘expedition’. A large group of the surrealists and their friends, wandering through the heart of the city, taking turns whenever they glimpsed something that caught their imagination, treating the familiar as alien, searching for encounters with the unexpected. The wondrous.

Honza remembered Marietta talking of such things. He had never quite understood what she meant, although her yearning was clear. He tramped behind Marie and the others as they exclaimed and pointed and made grandiose speculations, mired in his own thoughts.

The streets of the old town roved and branched around them. Autumn loitered in the shadows between the pools of lamp-light. It breathed on windows and drew patterns in the mist. Passers-by little more than shapes, the glow of a cigarette, footsteps reverberating. A motor-car’s horn became the whinnying of a horse, itself no more than a snatch of laughter, the ringing of a bell.
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