
[image: Cover]



[image: image]








[image: CoverImage]





Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Newsletters


Copyright Page


In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




The Ebony Tower


[image: image]



… Et par forez longues et lees


Par leus estranges et sauvages


Et passa mainz felons passages


Et maint peril et maint destroit


Tant qu’il vint au santier tot droit…


—CHRÉTIEN DE TROYES, Yvain




DAVID ARRIVED at Coëtminais the afternoon after the one he had landed at Cherbourg and driven down to Avranches, where he had spent the intervening Tuesday night. That had allowed an enjoyable meander over the remaining distance; a distant view of the spectacular spired dream of Mont-Saint-Michel, strolls around Saint-Malo and Dinan, then south in the splendid early September weather and through the new countryside. He took at once to the quiet landscapes, orcharded and harvested, precise and pollarded, self-concentrated, exhaling a spent fertility. Twice he stopped and noted down particularly pleasing conjunctions of tone and depth—parallel stripes of watercolor with penciled notes of amplification in his neat hand. Though there was some indication of the formal origin in these verbal notes—that a stripe of color was associated with a field, a sunlit wall, a distant hill—he drew nothing. He also wrote down the date, the time of day and the weather, before he drove on.


He felt a little guilty to be enjoying himself so much, to be here so unexpectedly alone, without Beth, and after he had made such a fuss; but the day, the sense of discovery, and of course the object of the whole exercise looming formidably and yet agreeably just ahead, everything conspired to give a pleasant illusion of bachelor freedom. Then the final few miles through the forest of Paimpont, one of the last large remnants of the old wooded Brittany, were deliciously right: green and shaded minor roads, with occasional sunshot vistas down the narrow rides cut through the endless trees. Things about the old man’s most recent and celebrated period fell into place at once. No amount of reading and intelligent deduction could supplant the direct experience. Well before he arrived, David knew he had not wasted his journey.


He turned off down an even smaller forest road, a deserted voie communale; and a mile or so along that he came on the promised sign. Manoir de Coëtminais. Chemin privé. There was a white gate, which he had to open and shut. Half a mile on again through the forest he found his way barred, just before the trees gave way to sunlight and a grassy orchard, by yet another gate. There was a signboard nailed to the top bar. Its words made him smile inwardly, since beneath the heading Chien méchant they were in English: Strictly no visitors except by prior arrangement. But as if to confirm that the sign was not to be taken lightly, he found the gate padlocked on the inner side. It must have been forgotten that he was arriving that afternoon. He felt momentarily discomfited; as long as the old devil hadn’t forgotten his coming completely. He stood in the deep shade, staring at the sunlight beyond. He couldn’t have forgotten; David had sent a brief note of reminder and grateful anticipation only the previous week. Somewhere close in the trees behind him a bird gave a curious trisyllabic call, like a badly played tin flute. He glanced around, but could not see it. It wasn’t English; and in some obscure way this reminded David that he was. Guard-dog or not, one couldn’t… he went back to his car, switched off, locked the doors, then returned to the gate and climbed over.


He walked along the drive through the orchard, whose aged trees were clustered with codlings and red cider-apples. There was no sign of a dog, no barking. The manoir, islanded and sundrenched in its clearing among the sea of huge oaks and beeches, was not quite what he had expected, perhaps because he spoke very little French—hardly knew the country outside Paris—and had translated the word visually as well as verbally in terms of an English manor house. In fact it had more the appearance of a once substantial farm; nothing very aristocratic about the façade of pale ochre plaster broadly latticed by reddish beams and counterpointed by dark brown shutters. To the east there was a little wing at right angles, apparently of more recent date. But the ensemble had charm; old and compact, a warm face of character, a good solid feel. He had simply anticipated something grander.


There was a graveled courtyard opposite the southward of the house. Geraniums by the foot of the wall, two old climbing roses, a scatter of white doves on the roof; all the shutters were in use, the place asleep. But the main door, with a heraldic stone shield above, its details effaced by time, and placed eccentrically toward the west end of the house, was lodged open. David walked cautiously across the gravel to it. There was no knocker, no sign of a bell; nor, mercifully, of the threatened dog. He saw a stone-flagged hall, an oak table beside an ancient wooden staircase with worn and warped medieval-looking banisters that led upward. Beyond, on the far side of the house, another open door framed a sunlit garden. He hesitated, aware that he had arrived sooner than suggested; then tapped on the massive main door with his knuckles. A few seconds later, realizing the futility of the weak sound, he stepped over the threshold. To his right stretched a long gallery-like living room. Ancient partitions must have been knocked down, but some of the major black uprights had been retained and stood out against the white walls with a skeletal bravura. The effect was faintly Tudor, much more English than the exterior. A very handsome piece of dense but airy space, antique carvedwood furniture, bowls of flowers, a group of armchairs and two sofas farther down; old pink and red carpets; and inevitably, the art… no surprise—except that one could walk in on it like this—since David knew there was a distinguished little collection besides the old man’s own work. Famous names were already announced. Ensor, Marquet, that landscape at the end must be a “cool” Derain, and over the fireplace…


But he had to announce himself. He walked across the stone floor beside the staircase to the doorway on the far side of the room. A wide lawn stretched away, flower beds, banks of shrubs, some ornamental trees. It was protected from the north by a high wall, and David saw another line back there of lower buildings, hidden from the front of the house; barns and byres when the place was a farm. In midlawn there was a catalpa pruned into a huge green mushroom; in its shade sat, as if posed, conversing, a garden table and three wicker chairs. Beyond, in a close pool of heat, two naked girls lay side by side on the grass. The further, half hidden, was on her back, as if asleep. The nearer was on her stomach, chin propped on her hands, reading a book. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat, its crown loosely sashed with some deep red material. Both bodies were very brown, uniformly brown, and apparently oblivious of the stranger in the shadowed doorway thirty yards away. He could not understand that they had not heard his car in the forest silence. But he really was earlier than the “teatime” he had proposed in his letter; or perhaps there had after all been a bell at the door, a servant who should have heard. For a brief few seconds he registered the warm tones of the two indolent female figures, the catalpa-shade green and the grass green, the intense carmine of the hat-sash, the pink wall beyond with its ancient espalier fruit trees. Then he turned and went back to the main door, feeling more amused than embarrassed. He thought of Beth again: how she would have adored this being plunged straight into the legend… the wicked old faun and his famous afternoons.


Where he had first intruded he saw at once what he had, in his curiosity, previously missed. A bronze handbell sat on the stone floor behind one of the doorjambs. He picked it up and rang—then wished he hadn’t, the sharp schoolyard jangle assaulted the silent house, its sunlit peace. And nothing happened; no footsteps upstairs, no door opening at the far end of the long room he stood in. He waited on the threshold. Perhaps half a minute passed. Then one of the girls, he didn’t know which, appeared in the garden door and came toward him. She now wore a plain white cotton galabiya; a slim girl of slightly less than medium height and in her early twenties; brown and gold hair and regular features; level-eyed, rather wide eyes, and barefooted. She was unmistakably English. She stopped some twenty feet away, by the bottom of the stairs.


“David Williams?”


He made an apologetic gesture. “You were expecting me?”


“Yes.”


She did not offer to shake hands.


“Sorry to steal in like this. Your gate out there’s locked.”


She shook her head. “Just pull on it. The padlock. I’m sorry.” She did not seem it; and at a loss. She said, “Henry’s asleep.”


“Then don’t wake him, for God’s sake.” He smiled. “I’m a bit early. I thought it would be harder to find.”


She surveyed him a moment: his asking to be welcomed.


“He’s such a bastard if he doesn’t get his siesta.”


He grinned. “Look, I took his letter at its word—about putting me up?—but if…”


She glanced beyond him, through the door; then back at his face, with an indifferent little tilt of query.


“Your wife?”


He explained about Sandy’s chicken pox, the last-minute crisis. “She’s flying to Paris on Friday. If my daughter’s over the worst. I’ll pick her up there.”


The level eyes appraised him again.


“Then I’ll show you where you are?”


“If you’re sure…”


“No problems.”


She made a vague gesture for him to follow her, and turned to the stairs; simple, white, bizarrely modest and handmaidenly after that first glimpse.


He said, “Marvelous room.”


She touched the age-blackened handrail that mounted beside them. “This is fifteenth century. They say.” But she looked neither at him nor the room; and asked nothing, as if he had driven a mere five miles to get there.


At the top of the stairs she turned to the right down a corridor. A long rush mat ran down the center of it. She opened the second door they came to and went a step in, holding the handle, watching him, uncannily like the patronne at the hotel where he had stayed the previous night. He almost expected to hear a price.


“The bathroom’s next door.”


“Lovely. I’ll just go and fetch my car.”


“As you wish.”


She closed the door. There was something preternaturally grave about her, almost Victorian, despite the galabiya. He smiled encouragingly as they went back down the corridor to the stairs.


“And you’re…?”


“Henry calls me the Mouse.”


At last a tiny dryness in her face; or a challenge, he wasn’t sure.


“You’ve known him long?”


“Since spring.”


He tried to evoke some sympathy.


“I know he’s not mad about this sort of thing.”


She shrugged minutely.


“As long as you stand up to him. It’s mostly bark.”


She was trying to tell him something, very plainly; perhaps just that if he had seen her in the garden, this was the real distance she kept from visitors. She was apparently some kind of equivalent of his hostess; and yet she behaved as if the house had nothing very much to do with her. They came to the bottom of the stairs, and she turned toward the garden.


“Out here? Half an hour? I get him up at four.”


He grinned again, that nurselike tone in her voice, so dismissive of all that the outside world might think of the man she called “Henry” and “him.”


“Fine.”


“Make comme chez vous. Right?”


She hesitated a moment, as if she knew she was being too cool and sibylline. There was even a faint hint of diffidence, a final poor shadow of a welcoming smile. Then she looked down and turned away and padded silently back toward the garden; as she went out through the door the galabiya momentarily lost its opacity against the sunlight beyond; a fleeting naked shadow. He remembered he had forgotten to ask about the dog; but presumably she would have thought of it; and tried to recall when he had been less warmly received into a strange house… as if he had taken too much, when he had taken nothing, for granted—and certainly not her presence. He had understood the old man had put all that behind him.


He walked back through the orchard to the gate. At least she hadn’t misled him there. The hasp came away from the body of the padlock as soon as he pulled. He drove back and parked in the shade of a chestnut opposite the front of the house, got out his overnight bag and briefcase, then an informal jeans suit on a hanger. He glanced through the doorway out into the garden at the back as he went upstairs; but the two girls seemed to have disappeared. In the corridor above he stopped to look at two paintings he had noticed when she first showed him up and failed to put a name to… but now, of course, Maximilien Luce. Lucky old man, to have bought before art became a branch of greed, of shrewd investment. David forgot his cold reception.


His room was simply furnished, a double bed in some rather clumsy rural attempt at an Empire style, a walnut wardrobe riddled with worm, a chair, an old chaise longue with tired green upholstery; a gilt mirror, stains on the mercury. The room smelled faintly musty, seldom used; furnished out of local auctions. The one incongruity was the signed Laurencin over the bed. David tried to lift it off its hook, to see the picture in a better light. But the frame was screwed to the wall. He smiled and shook his head; if only poor old Beth were there.


David had been warned by the London publishing house—by the senior member of it who had set the project up—of the reefs, far more formidable than locked gates, that surrounded any visit to Coëtminais. The touchiness, the names one must not mention, the coarse language, the baiting: no doubt had been left that this particular “great man” could also be the most frightful old bastard. He could also, it seemed, be quite charming—if he liked you. Naïve as a child in some ways, had said the publisher. Then, Don’t argue with him about England and the English, just accept he’s a lifelong exile and can’t bear to be reminded of what he might have missed. Finally: he desperately wants us to do the book. David was not to let himself be duped into thinking the subject of it didn’t care a fig for home opinion.


In many ways his journey was not strictly necessary. He had already drafted the introduction, he knew pretty well what he was going to say; there were the major catalogue essays, especially that for the 1969 Tate Retrospective… the British art establishment’s belated olive branch; those for the two recent Paris shows, and the New York; Myra Levey’s little monograph in the Modern Masters series, and the correspondence with Matthew Smith; a scatter of usable magazine interviews. A few biographical details remained to be cleared up, though even they could have been done by letter. There were of course any number of artistic queries one could have asked—or would have liked to; but the old man had never shown himself very helpful there, indeed rather more likely on past record to be hopelessly cryptic, maliciously misleading or just downright rude. So it was essentially the opportunity of meeting a man one had spent time on and whose work one did, with reservations, genuinely admire… the fun of it, to say one had met him. And after all, he was now indisputably major, one had to put him with the Bacons and Sutherlands. It could even be argued that he was the most interesting of that select band, though he would probably himself say that he was simply the least bloody English.


Born in 1896, a student at the Slade in the great days of the Steers-Tonks regime, a characteristically militant pacifist when cards had to be declared in 1916, in Paris (and spiritually out of England for good) by 1920, then ten years and more in the queasy—Russia itself having turned to socialist realism—no-man’s-land between surrealism and communism, Henry Breasley had still another decade to wait before any sort of serious recognition at home—the revelation, during his five years of “exile from exile” in Wales during the Second World War, of the Spanish Civil War drawings. Like most artists, Breasley had been well ahead of the politicians. To the British the 1942 exhibition in London of his work from 1937–38 suddenly made sense; they too had learned what war was about, of the bitter folly of giving the benefit of the doubt to international fascism. The more intelligent knew that there was nothing very prescient about his record of the Spanish agony; indeed in spirit it went straight back to Goya. But its power and skill, the superbly incisive draftsmanship, were undeniable. The mark was made; so, if more in private, was the reputation of Breasley’s “difficulty” as an individual. The legend of his black bile for everything English and conventionally middle-class—especially if it had anything to do with official views on art, or its public administration—was well established by the time he returned to Paris in 1946.


Then for another decade nothing very much happened to his name in popular terms. But he had become collectible, and there was a growing band of influential admirers in both Paris and London, though like every other European painter he suffered from the rocketing ascendancy of New York as world arbiter of painting values. In England he never quite capitalized on the savage impact, the famous “black sarcasm” of the Spanish drawings; yet he showed a growing authority, a maturity in his work. Most of the great nudes and interiors came from this period; the long-buried humanist had begun to surface, though as always the public was more interested in the bohemian side of it—the stories of his drinking and his women, as transmitted in the spasmodic hounding he got from the yellower and more chauvinistic side of Fleet Street. But by the late 1950s this way of life had already become a quaintly historical thing. The rumors and realities of his unregenerate life-style, like his contempt for his homeland, became amusing… and even pleasingly authentic to the vulgar mind, with its propensity for confusing serious creation with colorful biography, for allowing van Gogh’s ear to obscure any attempt to regard art as a supreme sanity instead of a chocolate-sucking melodrama. It must be confessed that Breasley himself did not noticeably refuse the role offered; if people wanted to be shocked, he generally obliged. But his closer friends knew that beneath the continuing occasional bouts of exhibitionism he had changed considerably.


In 1963 he bought the old manoir at Coëtminais and forsook his beloved Paris. A year later appeared his illustrations to Rabelais, his last fling as a pure draftsman, in a limited edition that has already become one of the most valuable books of its kind in this century; and in the same year he painted the first of the pictures in the last-period series that was to establish his international reputation beyond any doubt. Though he had always rejected the notion of a mystical interpretation—and enough of the old left-winger remained for any religious intention to be dismissed out of court—the great, both literally and metaphorically, canvases with their dominant greens and blues that began to flow out of his new studio had roots in a Henry Breasley the outer world had not hitherto guessed at. In a sense it was as if he had discovered who he really was much later than most artists of his basic technical ability and experience. If he did not quite become a recluse, he ceased to be a professional enfant terrible. He himself had once termed the paintings “dreams”; there was certainly a surrealist component from his twenties past, a fondness for anachronistic juxtapositions. Another time he had called them tapestries, and indeed the Aubusson atelier had done related work to his designs. There was a feeling—” an improbable marriage of Samuel Palmer and Chagall,” as one critic had put it in reviewing the Tate Retrospective—of a fully absorbed eclecticism, something that had been evidenced all through his career, but not really come to terms with before Coëtminais; a hint of Nolan, though the subject matter was far less explicit, more mysterious and archetypal… “Celtic” had been a word frequently used, with the recurrence of the forest motif, the enigmatic figures and confrontations.


Breasley himself had partly confirmed this, when someone had had the successful temerity to ask him for a central source—and for once received a partly honest answer: Pisanello and Diaz de la Peña. The reference to Diaz and the Barbizon School was a self-sarcasm, needless to say. But pressed on Pisanello, Breasley had cited a painting in the National Gallery in London, The Vision of St. Eustace; and confessed it had haunted him all his life. If the reference at first sight seemed distinctly remote, it was soon pointed out that Pisanello and his early fifteenth-century patrons had been besotted by the Arthurian cycle.


What had brought young David Williams (born that same year of Breasley’s first English success, 1942) to Coëtminais in the September of 1973 was precisely this last aspect of the old man’s work. He had felt no special interest in Breasley before the Tate Retrospective, but he was forcibly struck then by certain correspondences with an art, or rather a style, the International Gothic, that had always interested the scholarly side of him. Two years later he had formulated the parallels he saw in an article. A complimentary copy had been sent to Breasley, but it was not acknowledged. A year passed, David had almost forgotten the whole thing, and certainly had not pursued any particular interest in the old man’s work. The invitation from the publishers to write the biographical and critical introduction to The Art of Henry Breasley (with the added information that the offer was made with the painter’s approval) had come very much out of the blue.


It was not quite a case of a young unknown visiting an old master. David Williams’s parents were both architects, a still practicing husband-and-wife team of some renown. Their son had shown natural aptitude very young, an acute color sense, and he was born into the kind of environment where he received nothing but encouragement. In the course of time he went to art college, and settled finally for painting. He was a star student in his third year, already producing salable work. He was not only rara avis in that; unlike the majority of his fellow students, he was highly articulate as well. Brought up in a household where contemporary art and all its questions were followed and discussed constantly and coherently, he could both talk and write well. He had some real knowledge of art history, helped by many stays in his parents’ converted farmhouse in Tuscany, as distinct from mere personal enthusiasms. He was aware of his luck in all this, and of the envy it might provoke in his socially and naturally less gifted peers. Always rather fond of being liked, he developed a manner carefully blended of honesty and tact. Perhaps the most remarkable thing about him as a student was that he was on the whole quite popular; just as he was to be popular later as a teacher and lecturer—and even not wholly detested by his victims as an art critic. At least he never panned for panning’s sake. He very rarely indeed found nothing at all to praise in an artist or an exhibition.


At his own choice he had gone for a year to the Courtauld Institute after college. Then for two years he combined the teaching of painting and general appreciation lectures. His own work came under the influence of Op Art and Bridget Riley, and benefited from her star. He became one of the passable young substitutes those who could not afford Riley herself tended to buy. Then (this was in 1967) he had had an affair with one of his third-year students that had rapidly become the real thing. They married and bought, with parental help, a house in Blackheath. David decided to try his luck at living by his own painting alone. But the arrival of Alexandra, the first of his two small daughters, and various other things—one of which was a small crisis of doubt about his own work, now shifting away from the Riley influence—drove him to look for extra income. He did not want to return to studio teaching, but he went back to lecturing part-time. A chance meeting led to an invitation to do some reviewing; and a year later still that had become lucrative enough for him to drop the lecturing. That had been his life since.


His own work began to get enough reputation as it moved from beneath the Op Art umbrella to guarantee plenty of red stars at his exhibitions. Though he remained a fully abstract artist in the common sense of the adjective (a color painter, in the current jargon), he knew he was tending toward nature and away from the high artifice of his “Riley” phase. His paintings had a technical precision, a sound architectonic quality inherited from his parents’ predilections, and a marked subtlety of tone. To put it crudely, they went well on walls that had to be lived with, which was one good reason (one he knew and accepted) that he sold; another was that he had always worked to a smaller scale than most nonfigurative painters. This again was probably something he acquired from his mother and father; he was dubious about transatlantic monumentality, painting direct for the vast rooms of museums of modern art. Nor was he the kind of person who was ashamed to think of his work in flats and homes, enjoyed privately, on his own chosen scale.


If he disliked pretension, he was not on the other hand devoid of ambition. He still earned more by his painting than his writing, and that meant a very great deal to him; as did what one might call the state of his status among his own generation of painters. He would have despised the notion of a race, yet he kept a sharp eye on rivals and the public mention they received. He was not unaware of this; in the public mention constituted by his own reviewing, he knew he erred on the generous side with those he feared most.


His marriage had been very successful, except for one brief bad period when Beth had rebelled against “constant motherhood” and flown the banner of Women’s Liberation; but now she had two sets of illustrations for children’s books to her credit, another commissioned and a fourth in prospect. David had always admired his parents’ marriage. His own had begun to assume that same easy camaraderie and cooperation. When he was approached about the Breasley introduction, he took it as one more sign that things in general were shaping up well.


He came to Coëtminais with only one small fear: that Breasley had not realized that he was a painter—to be precise, what kind of painter he was—as well as a writer on art. According to the publisher, the old man had asked no questions there. He had seen the article and thought it “read well”; and shown himself much more concerned about the quality of the color reproduction in the proposed book. Breasley’s view that full abstraction had been the wrong road was widely known, and on the face of it he could have no time for David’s own work. But perhaps he had softened on that subject—though he had had coals of fire to spare, when he was in London in 1969, for Victor Pasmore’s head; more probably, since he lived so far from the London art scene, he was genuinely unaware of the partial snake he had taken to his bosom. David hoped the matter could be avoided; and if it couldn’t, then he would have to play it by ear—and try to show the old man that the world had moved on from such narrow-mindedness. His accepting the commission was proof of it. Breasley “worked”—and that he worked emotionally and stylistically in totally different, or distant, ways from one’s own preferred line of descent (De Stijl, Ben Nicholson and the rest—including the arch-renegade Pasmore) in twentieth-century art was immaterial.


David was a young man who was above all tolerant, fair-minded and inquisitive.


He took advantage of the half hour or so before “Henry” was awakened to have a look at the art downstairs. Occasionally he glanced out of windows behind the house. The lawn remained empty, the silence of the house as when he had come. Inside the long room there was only one example of Breasley’s own work, but plenty else to admire. The landscape was indeed a Derain, as David had guessed. Three very fine Permeke drawings. The Ensor and the Marquet. An early Bonnard. A characteristically febrile pencil sketch, unsigned, but unmistakably Dufy. Then a splendid Jawlensky (how on earth had he got his hands on that?), an Otto Dix signed proof nicely juxtaposed with a Nevinson drawing. Two Matthew Smiths, a Picabia, a little flower painting that must be an early Matisse, though it didn’t look quite right… there were those, and they were outnumbered by the paintings and drawings David couldn’t assign. If one accepted the absence of the more extreme movements, one had a room of early twentieth-century art many smaller museums would have cut throats to lay their hands on. Breasley had collected pre-war, of course, and he had apparently always had a private income of sorts. An only child, he must have inherited quite a substantial sum when his mother died in 1925. His father, one of those Victorian gentlemen who appear to have lived comfortably on doing nothing, had died in a hotel fire in 1907. According to Myra Levey, he too had dabbled with art collecting in a dilettante way.


Breasley had granted himself pride of place—and space—over the old stone fireplace in the center of the room. There hung the huge Moon-hunt, perhaps the best-known of the Coëtminais oeuvre, a painting David was going to discuss at some length and that he badly wanted to study at leisure again… perhaps not least to confirm to himself that he wasn’t overrating his subject. He felt faintly relieved that the picture stood up well to renewed acquaintance—he hadn’t seen it in the flesh since the Tate exhibition of four years previously—and even announced itself as better than memory and reproductions had rated it. As with so much of Breasley’s work there was an obvious previous iconography—in this case, Uccello’s Night Hunt and its spawn down through the centuries; which was in turn a challenged comparison, a deliberate risk… just as the Spanish drawings had defied the great shadow of Goya by accepting its presence, even using and parodying it, so the memory of the Ashmolean Uccello somehow deepened and buttressed the painting before which David sat. It gave an essential tension, in fact: behind the mysteriousness and the ambiguity (no hounds, no horses, no prey… nocturnal figures among trees, but the title was needed), behind the modernity of so many of the surface elements there stood both a homage and a kind of thumbed nose to a very old tradition. One couldn’t be quite sure it was a masterpiece, there was a clotted quality in some passages, a distinctly brusque use of impasto on closer examination; something faintly too static in the whole, a lack of tonal relief (but that again was perhaps just the memory of the Uccello). Yet it remained safely considerable, had presence—could stand very nicely, thank you, up against anything else in British painting since the war. Perhaps its most real mystery, as with the whole series, was that it could have been done at all by a man of Breasley’s age. The Moon-hunt had been painted in 1965, in his sixty-ninth year. And that was eight years ago now.


Then suddenly, as if to solve the enigma, the living painter himself appeared from the garden door and came down toward David.


“Williams, my dear fellow.”


He advanced, hand outstretched, in pale blue trousers and a dark blue shirt, an unexpected flash of Oxford and Cambridge, a red silk square. He was white-haired, though the eyebrows were still faintly gray; the bulbous nose, the misleadingly fastidious mouth, the pouched gray-blue eyes in a hale face. He moved almost briskly, as if aware that he had been remiss in some way; smaller and trimmer than David had visualized from the photographs.


“It’s a great honor to be here, sir.”


“Nonsense. Nonsense.” And David’s elbow was chucked, the smile and the quiz under the eyebrows and white relic of a forelock both searching and dismissive. “You’ve been looked after?”


“Yes. Splendid.”


“Don’t be put off by the Mouse. She’s slightly gaga.” The old man stood with his hands on his hips, an impression of someone trying to seem young, alert, David’s age. “Thinks she’s Lizzie Siddal. Which makes me that ghastly little Italian fudger… damn’ insulting, what?”


David laughed. “I did notice a certain…”


Breasley raised his eyes to the ceiling.


“My dear man. You’ve no idea. Still. Gels that age. Well, how about some tea? Yes? We’re out in the garden.”


David gestured back at the Moon-hunt as they moved toward the west end of the room. “It’s marvelous to see that again. I just pray the printers can rise to it.”


Breasley shrugged, as if he didn’t care; or was proof to the too direct compliment. Then he darted another quizzing look at David.


“And you? You’re quite the cat’s pajamas, I hear.”


“Hardly that.”


“Read your piece. All those fellows I’ve never heard of. Good stuff.”


“But wrong?”


Breasley put a hand on his arm.


“I’m not a scholar, dear boy. Ignorance of things you probably know as well as your mother’s tit would astound you. Never mind. Put up with me, what?”


They went out into the garden. The girl nicknamed the Mouse, still barefooted and in her white Arab garb, came obliquely across the lawn from the far end of the house, carrying a tray of tea things. She took no notice of the two men.


“See what I mean,” muttered Breasley. “Needs her bloody arse tanned.”


David bit his lips. As they came to the table under the catalpa, he saw the second girl stand from a little bay of the lawn that was hidden by a bank of shrubs from the house. She must have been reading all the time; he saw the straw hat with the red sash on the grass behind her as she came toward them, book still in hand. If the Mouse was odd, this creature was preposterous. She was even smaller, very thin, a slightly pinched face under a mop of frizzed-out hair that had been reddened with henna. Her concession to modesty had been to pull on a singlet, a man’s or a boy’s by the look of it, dyed black. It reached just, but only just, below her loins. The eyelids had also been blackened. She had the look of a rag doll, a neurotic golliwog, a figure from the wilder end of the King’s Road.


“This is Anne,” said the Mouse.


“Alias the Freak,” said Breasley.


Breasley sat, and waved to David to sit beside him. He hesitated, since there was a chair short, but the Freak sat rather gauchely on the grass beside her friend’s place. A pair of red briefs became visible, or conspicuous, beneath the black singlet. The Mouse began to pour the tea.


“First visit to these parts, Williams?”


That allowed David to be polite; sincerely so, about his newfound enthusiasm for Brittany and its landscapes. The old man seemed to approve; he began to talk about the house, how he had found it, its history, why he had turned his back on Paris. He handsomely belied his rogue reputation; it was almost as if he were delighted to have another man to talk to. He sat turned away from the girls, completely ignoring them, and David had a growing sense that they resented his presence; whether it was because of the attention he distracted, the formality he introduced, or that they must have heard all the old man was telling him before, he wasn’t sure. Breasley wandered off—again belying his reputation—to Welsh landscapes, his early childhood, before 1914. David knew his mother had been Welsh, of the wartime spell in Breconshire, but not that he retained memories and affections for the place; missed its hills.


The old fellow spoke in a quirky staccato manner, half assertive, half tentative; weirdly antiquated slang, a constant lacing of obscenity; not intellectually or feelingly at all, but much more like some eccentric retired (it occurred to David with secret amusement) admiral. They were so breathtakingly inappropriate, all the out-of-date British upper-class mannerisms in the mouth of a man who had spent his life comprehensively denying all those same upper classes stood for. A similar paradox was seen in the straight white hair, brushed across the forehead in a style that Breasley must have retained since his youth—and which Hitler had long put out of fashion with younger men. It gave him a boyishness; but the ruddy, incipiently choleric face and the pale eyes suggested something much older and more dangerous. He chose transparently to come on as much more of a genial old fool than he was; and must know he deceived no one.


However, if the two girls had not been so silent—the Freak had even shifted her back to rest against the front of the other girl’s chair, reached for her book and begun reading again—David would have felt comparatively at ease. The Mouse sat in white elegance and listened, but as if her mind were somewhere else—in a Millais set-piece, perhaps. If David sought her eyes, she would discompose her rather pretty features into the faintest semblance of a formal confirmation that she was still there; which gave the clear impression that she wasn’t. He grew curious to know what the truth was, beyond the obvious. He had not come prepared for this, having gathered from the publisher that the old man now lived alone—that is, with only an elderly French housekeeper. During that tea the relationship seemed more daughterly than anything else. There was only one showing of the lion’s claws.


David had mentioned Pisanello, knowing it was safe ground—and the recently discovered frescoes at Mantua. Breasley had seen them in reproduction, seemed genuinely interested to hear a firsthand account of them and genuinely ignorant—David had not taken his warning very seriously—of the techniques involved. But David had hardly launched into the complexities of arricciato, intonaco, sinopie and the rest before Breasley interrupted.


“Freak dear gel, for God’s sake stop reading that fucking book and listen.”


She looked up, then put the paperback down and folded her arms.


“Sorry.”


It was said to David, ignoring the old man—and with an unconcealed boredom: you’re a drag, but if he insists.


“And if you use that word, for Christ’s sake sound as if you mean it.”


“Didn’t realize we were included.”


“Balls.”


“I was listening, anyway.”


She had a faint Cockney accent, tired and brutalized.


“Don’t be so bloody insolent.”


“I was.”


“Balls.”


She pulled a grimace, glanced back up at the Mouse. “Hen-ree.”


David smiled. “What’s the book?”


“Dear boy, keep out of this. If you don’t mind.” He leaned forward, pointing a finger at the girl. “Now no more. Learn something.”


“Yes, Henry.”


“My dear fellow, I’m so sorry. Do go on.”


The little incident produced an unexpected reaction from the Mouse. She gave a surreptitious nod at David behind Breasley’s back: whether to tell him that this was normal or to suggest he got on with it before a full-scale row developed was not clear. But as he did go on, he had the impression that she was listening with slightly more interest. She even asked a question, she evidently knew something about Pisanello. The old man must have talked about him.


Soon afterward Breasley stood up and invited David to come and see his “workroom” in the buildings behind the garden. The girls did not move. As he followed Breasley out through an arched gate in the wall, David looked back and saw the thin brown figure in her black singlet pick up her book again. The old man winked at him as they strolled over the gravel toward the line of buildings to their left.


“Always the same. Have the little bitches into your bed. Lose all sense of proportion.”


“They’re students?”


“The Mouse. God knows what the other thinks she is.”


But he clearly did not want to talk about them; as if they were mere moths around his candle, a pair of high-class groupies. He began explaining the conversions and changes he had made, what the buildings once were. They went through a doorway into the main studio, a barn whose upper floor had been removed. A long table littered with sketches and paper by the wide modern window looking north over the graveled yard; a paints table, the familiar smells and paraphernalia; and dominating the space, at its far end, another of the Coëtminais series, about three quarters completed—a twelve-by-six-foot canvas on a specially carpentered stand, with a set of movable steps in front to reach the top of the painting. It was a forest setting again, but with a central clearing, much more peopled than usual, less of the subaqueous feeling, under a first-class blue, almost a black, that managed to suggest both night and day, both heat and storm, a looming threat over the human component. There was this time an immediate echo (because one had learned to look for them) of the Brueghel family; and even a faint self-echo, of the Moon-hunt in the main house. David smiled at the painter.


“Are any clues being offered?”


“Kermesse? Perhaps. Not sure yet.” The old man stared at his picture. “She’s playing coy. Waiting, don’t you know.”


“She seems very good indeed to me. Already.”


“Why I have to have women around me. Sense of timing. Bleeding and all that. Learning when not to work. Nine parts of the game.” He looked at David. “But you know all this. Painter yourself, what?”


David took an inward breath and skated hastily over the thin ice; explaining about Beth, her sharing his studio at home, he knew what Breasley meant. The old man opened his hands, as if in agreement; and seemed amiably not interested in pursuing the matter of David’s own work. He turned and sat on a stool by the bench at the window, then reached for a still life, a pencil drawing of some wild flowers: teaselheads and thistles lying scattered on a table. They were drawn with an impressive, if rather lifeless, accuracy.


“The Mouse. Beginning of a hand, don’t you think?”


“Nice line.”


Breasley nodded down toward the huge canvas. “I let her help. The donkey-work.”


David murmured, “On that scale…”


“Clever girl, Williams. Don’t let her fool you. Shouldn’t make fun of her.” The old man stared down at the drawing. “Deserves better.” Then, “Couldn’t do without her, really.”


“I’m sure she’s learning a lot.”


“Know what people say. Old rake and all that. Man my age.”


David smiled. “Not anymore.”


But Breasley seemed not to hear.


“Don’t care a fart about that, never have. When you start using their minds.”


And he began to talk about age, turned back toward the painting with David standing beside him, staring at it; how the imagination, the ability to conceive, didn’t after all, as one had supposed in one’s younger days, atrophy. What declined was the physical and psychological stamina—“like one’s poor old John Thomas”—to execute. One had to have help there. He seemed ashamed to have to confess it.


“Roman Charity. Know that thing? Old geezer sucking milk from some young biddy’s tit. Often think of that.”


“I can’t believe it’s so one-way as you suggest.” David pointed at the drawing of the flowers. “You should see the kind of art education most of the kids are getting at home now.”


“You think?”


“I’m sure. Most of them can’t even draw.”


Breasley stroked his white hair; again he seemed almost touchingly boyish, lacking in confidence. And David felt himself being seduced by this shyer yet franker being behind the language and the outward manner; who apparently had decided to trust him.


“Ought to send her packing. Haven’t the guts.”


“Isn’t that up to her?”


“She didn’t say anything? When you came?”


“She gave a very good imitation of a guardian angel.”


“Come home to roost.”


It was said with a hint of sardonic gloom; and remained cryptic, for the old man stood up with a sudden return of energy and a brief touch, as if of apology, on David’s arm.


“To hell with it. Come to grill me, what?”


David asked about the preliminary stages to the painting.


“Trial and error. Draw a lot. See.”


He led David to the far end of the bench. The work-sketches were produced with the same odd mixture of timidity and assertiveness he had shown in talking about the girl—as if he both feared criticism and would suspect its absence.


This new painting, it seemed, had sprung from a very dim recollection of early childhood; of a visit to a fair, he was no longer sure where, he had been five or six, had been longing for the treat, had taken an intense pleasure in it, could still recall this overwhelming wanting—the memory seemed dense with desire—to experience each tent and stall, see everything, taste everything. And then a thunderstorm, which must have been apparent before to all the adults, but which for some reason came to him as a shock and a surprise, a dreadful disappointment. All the outward indications of the fair theme had progressively disappeared through the working sketches, much more elaborate and varied than David had expected, and were completely exorcised from the final imago. It was rather as if a clumsy literalness, a conceptual correlative of the way the old man spoke, had to be slowly exterminated by constant recomposition and refinement away from the verbal. But the story explained the strange inwardness, the lighted oblivion of the central scene of the painting. The metaphysical parallels, small planets of light in infinite nights and all the rest, had remained perhaps a fraction too obvious. It was all a shade too darkly Olympian; put in words, something of a pessimistic truism about the human condition. But the tone, the mood, the force of the statement carried conviction—and more than enough to overcome any personal prejudice David felt against overt literary content in painting.


The talk broadened out; David managed to lead the old fellow back further into his past, to his life in France in the twenties, his friendships with Braque and Matthew Smith. Breasley’s veneration for the former was long on the record, but he apparently had to make sure that David knew it. The difference between Braque and Picasso, Matisse “and crew” was between a great man and great boys.


“They knew it. He knew it. Everyone but the bloody world in general knows it.”


David did not argue. Picasso’s name had been actually pronounced as “pick-arsehole.” But in general the obscenities were reduced as they talked. The disingenuous mask of ignorance slipped, and the face of the old cosmopolitan that lay beneath began to show. David began to suspect he was dealing with a paper tiger; or certainly with one still living in a world before he himself was born. The occasional hint of aggression was based on such ludicrously old-fashioned notions of what shocked people, what red rags could infuriate them; to reverse the simile, it was rather like playing matador to a blind bull. Only the pompous fool could let himself be caught on such obvious horns.


They strolled back to the house just before six. Once again the two girls had disappeared. Breasley took him around the ground-floor room to look at the work there. There were anecdotes, some peremptory declarations of affection. One famous name got a black mark for being slick, “too damn’ easy.”


“Dozen-a-day man, don’t you know. Bone lazy. That’s what saved him. Fastidious my arse.”


And there was more frankness, when David asked what he had looked for when he bought.


“Value for money, dear boy. Insurance. Never thought my own stuff would come to much. Now how about this fellow?”


They had stopped before the little flower painting David had tentatively ascribed to Matisse. David shook his head.


“Painted rubbish ever since.”


It was hardly a clue, in present company. David smiled.


“I’m stumped.”


“Miró. Done in 1915.”


“Good God.”


“Sad.”


And he shook his head, as over the grave of someone who had died in the flower of his youth.


There were other small treasures David had failed to identify: a Sérusier, a remarkable Gauguinesque landscape by Filiger… but when they got to the far corner of the room, Breasley opened a door.


“Got a greater artist out here, Williams. You’ll see. Dinner tonight.”


The door led into a kitchen: a lantern-jawed gray-haired man sitting at a table and peeling vegetables, an elderly woman who turned from a modern cooking range and smiled. David was introduced: Jean-Pierre and Mathilde, who ran the house and garden. There was also a large Alsatian, which the man quietened as it stood. It was called Macmillan, to rhyme with Villon; because, Breasley explained with a sniff, it was an “old impostor.” He spoke French for the first time, a strangely different voice, completely fluent and native-sounding to David’s ears; but English was probably more the foreign language now. He gathered the dinner menu was being discussed. Breasley lifted potlids on the stove and sniffed, like some officer doing mess rounds. Then a pike was produced and examined, some story was being told by the man, apparently he had caught it that afternoon, the dog had been with him and tried to attack it when the fish was landed. Breasley bent and wagged a finger over the dog’s head, he was to save his teeth for thieves; David was glad he had chanced to arrive when the animal was off the premises. He had the impression that this evening visit to the kitchen was something of a ritual. Its domesticity and familiarity, the tranquil French couple, made a reassuring contrast with the vaguely perverse note the presence of the two girls had introduced into his visit.


Back in the long room, Breasley told David to make himself at home. He had some letters to write. They would meet there again for an apéritif at half past seven.


“You’re not too formal, I hope?”


“Freedom House, dear boy. Stark naked, if you like.” He winked. “Gels won’t mind.”


David grinned. “Right.”


The old man raised a hand and walked to the stairs. Halfway up he turned and spoke back down the room.


“World isn’t all bare bubs, eh what?”


A discreet minute or two later David also went upstairs. He sat on the chaise longue, writing notes. It was a shame one couldn’t quote the old boy direct; but those first two hours had proved very useful; and there must be more to come. After a while he went and lay on the bed, hands behind his head, staring up at the ceiling. It was very warm, airless, though he had opened the shutters. Strange, he had experienced a little tinge of personal disappointment, finally, with Breasley; a little too much posing and wicked old sham for the end product, too great a dissonance between the man and his art; and illogically there loitered, even though David had wanted to keep off the subject, a tiny hurtness that he had been asked nothing about his own work. It was absurd, of course; merely a reaction to so blatant a monomania; and not without an element of envy… this rather gorgeous old house, the studio setup, the collection, the faintly gamy ambiguity that permeated the place after predictable old Beth and the kids at home; the remoteness of it, the foreignness, the curious flashes of honesty, a patina… fecundity, his whole day through that countryside, so many ripening apples.


But he was being unfair to Beth, who after all had been more responsible than himself in the frantic last-hour discussions on Monday morning, when Sandy’s chicken pox had moved from threatened to certain. Her mother was already there with them, ready to take over when they left, and perfectly able to cope… and willing to do so; she took David’s side. It was just Beth’s conscience, that old streak of obstinacy in her—and a little hangover of guilt, he suspected, from her brief mutiny against the tyranny of children soon after Louise was born. Even if there weren’t complications, she insisted, she wouldn’t be happy not knowing; and David must go, after all it was his work. Their intended week in the Ardèche, after Brittany, could still take place. They had finally agreed, when he set off for Southampton on the Monday evening, that unless there was a telegram at Coëtminais to the contrary on Thursday, she would be in Paris the next day. He had rushed out and booked the flight before he left; and brought flowers and a bottle of champagne home with the ticket. That had gained him a good mark from his mother-in-law. Beth had been drier. In his first frustration he had rather too obviously put his hatred of traveling alone, especially on this journey, above responsible parenthood. But her last words had been, “I’ll forgive you in Paris.”


A door by the top of the staircase, the one Breasley had gone into, opened briefly and he heard the sound of music, a radio or a record, it seemed like Vivaldi. Then silence again. He felt like a visitor; peripheral, not really wanted. His mind drifted back to the two girls. Of course one wasn’t shocked that they went to bed with the old man; whatever one did with old men. Presumably they were well paid for their services, both literally and figuratively; they must know the kind of prices his work fetched now, let alone what the collection would be worth at auction. In some nagging way their presence irritated David. They must be after something, exploiting the old man’s weaknesses. They were like a screen. He sensed a secret they did not want him to know.
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