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			Rome, 1955

			1

			Seated in a copper bathtub, Bear Bavinsky dunks his head under steaming water and shakes out his beard, flinging droplets across the art studio. He thumbs a bolt of shag into his pipe and flicks a brass Zippo lighter, sucking hard to draw down the flame, tobacco glowing devil-red, smoke coiling towards the wood-beam ceiling. He exhales and stands. Beads of water rain off his torso.

			His five-year-old son, Pinch, hoists a thick bath towel, arms trembling under the weight. Bear runs his fingers through receding reddish-blond hair and – hand on the boy’s head for balance – steps onto newspapers previously used for wiping paintbrushes. His wet footprints bleed across the print, encircling dabs of oily blue and swipes of yellow.

			‘That’s final!’ Natalie declares from across the studio, chewing her fingernail.

			‘Final, is it? You certain?’ Bear asks his wife. ‘Not the slightest doubt?’

			‘All I’ve got is doubts.’

			He proceeds to the iron front door and shoulders it open, dusky light from the alleyway pushing past him, glinting off glass pigment jars, illuminating abused paintbrushes in turpentine and canvases drying along the bare-brick walls. In the early-evening air, he stands in place, a fortyish male animal, naked but for the towel twisted around his neck, his shadow narrowing up the studio, hurd­ling the tub, darkening his wife and their little boy. ‘Absolutely positive then?’

			Natalie yanks a strand of black hair over her eyes, wraps it around her baby finger, whose tip reddens. She darts into the WC at the back of the studio and closes the warped door, her head bumping the bare bulb, which alternates glare and gloom as she consults the mirror: emerald ball gown cinched at the waist, box-pleated skirt, polka-dot overlay. It’s as if she were wearing three outfits at once, none of them hers. She tucks her hair under a cream beret but it hardly helps, the same gawky twenty-six-year-old looking back, all elbows and knees, a manly jaw, deep-set black eyes, as uncertain as if drawn with smudged charcoal, the worry lines added in fine-nib pen.

			She joins Bear, who remains naked in the doorway, a puff of smoke released from his pipe. ‘I’m not even acceptable,’ she tells him, and he rests a rough palm against the swell of her bosom, firmly enough to quicken her pulse. He strides to his leather suitcase and plucks out neckties, one for himself, one for their son. Bear raises the louder tie, holding it up as if considering a mackerel. He sends Pinch to fetch the canvas shears, with which he snips one of the ties in half, twirling it around the boy’s neck. ‘What do you say, kiddo?’ Bear grins, the beard rising to his eyes, which disappear into slits. ‘Natty, I love the hell out of you. And I listen the hell out of you. But damn it, sweetie, we are going.’

			She clutches one hand in the other. ‘Well then, hurry!’ she responds, quickstepping past her husband, nearly stumbling as she crouches to knot their son’s tie. Natalie touches Pinch’s forehead, her hand throbbing against his brow, jittery fingers like a secret message: ‘We waited all this time, Pinchy, and now he’s here!’

			Bear, who moved in only weeks earlier, approaches his son, mussing the boy’s fine sandy hair (quite like Dad’s), playfully flicking the kid’s nervous chin (like his mother’s), while Pinch’s blue eyes (with an urgency all their own) gaze up, awaiting his father’s command.

			2

			High above the cobbled streets between Trastevere and the Vatican, a cloud of starlings swings back and forth like a black pendulum across the sky. The three Bavinskys are speed-walking from the studio towards the centre of Rome, with Natalie clasping Bear’s arm and pulling Pinch to her other flank. She raises her husband’s sleeve to read his scratched wristwatch.

			‘Don’t fret, Natty,’ he tells her. ‘Nothing but friends tonight.’

			‘Yes, your friends.’

			When she was living here with Pinch alone, Natalie heard from nobody. Then Bear moved to Rome and the invitations gushed in. He avoids soirees but agreed for her sake – there’ll be fellow artists, and she needs to circulate, to find collaborators for her own work. This is her night, promised and planned, minutes away. ‘They’ll be busting to meet you,’ he insists.

			Natalie has spent six years in Rome – an astonishing stretch given that there were days she scarcely endured, crumpling from isolation, especially after giving birth alone, a disastrous delivery that ruined her insides, meaning Pinch will be her only child. From the start, she clung to him, yet was clueless about child-rearing, rescued by Italian neighbours around whom she played the free-spirited Canadian lass, awaiting her famed American painter husband (even if she and Bear weren’t technically married at the start). He turned up each summer, painting compulsively, Natalie sitting for him in the sweltering heat, their son dozing by the wall. At summer’s end, she would pack his suitcase, bereft at the sight of Bear dragging himself back to New York again, where three daughters and a spouse wouldn’t let go. All that is done now. He pledged to move here for good, and proved true to his word.

			As they hurry over Ponte Mazzini, Bear leans over, smushing their boy between, and kisses his young wife flush on the mouth, smearing her lipstick. ‘Listen to me, rhubarb: I love you, and they will too.’ As long as his gaze holds, she believes it. 

			They arrive at a palazzo overlooking the weary green Tiber, and Bear thumps on its vast door with both fists, a syncopated jazz beat. The footman bursts forth, hurrying them in – late! late! – conveying the Bavinskys past a drizzling Renaissance fountain, up a marble staircase lined with Ancient Roman statuary, into a ballroom of soaring ceilings frescoed with Mars and Venus in various stages of marital discord. At twin grand pianos, maestros in tailcoats tinkle Debussy while scores of revellers chortle and slurp from champagne coupes, their cigarettes leaking grey ribbons before rococo murals and avant-garde artworks by Guttuso, de Chirico, Burri.

			In attendance are sculptors, writers, and composers; Anglo women who married Italian nobility (gals from Wisconsin once, now Princess Something); plus all the expat businessmen: the Procter & Gamble guy, the Aramco fella, the Coca-Cola man, alongside wives who, when their dearly beloved cracks a joke, either tilt forward uproariously or just sip a drink. ‘Well, he sure has your number, Joan!’

			Natalie can pick out the artists from their outfits – baggy suits, scuffed shoes – while the socialites wear shiny silk numbers, yanking up long gloves and yanking along portly menfolk in three-pieces, gold watch-chains swinging. The groups can also be distinguished by topic of conversation: The moneyed all speak of art, the artists all speak of money.

			‘Wait just a second,’ the middle-aged party hostess says. Squinting into pince-nez as if through peepholes, she sashays over, waving a clutch purse designed like a pink lobster and holding down a hat shaped like a high-heeled shoe. Mishmish Shapiro is an art collector of Californian provenance who, years before, escaped a bout of ennui by hurling herself into the beauty of Rome, landing in the arms of Count Ugobaldo, a shabby aristocrat who paints surrealist landscapes, and cries. If she has an ulterior motive (and Mishmish always keeps a few handy) for having pressed Bear to attend, it’s to convince him to sell. She owns a couple of early Bavinskys, but he disavows those as juvenilia. His new paintings are the prize – they are truly something else, it’s said, and diabolically hard to lay one’s hands on.

			‘I was scared half to death that your mob wouldn’t make it,’ Mishmish says cheerily, clasping Bear’s hand and touching Pinch on the head. ‘Oh, what an adorable scamp! You found him in some dark vicolo, did you?’ She nods to a butler, who has been hovering, to add this ankle biter to those already stashed in a distant nursery. Once the boy is dispatched, Mishmish appraises the big-boned young wife of Bear, from her shoe straps to her beret. ‘Well, you sure are a tall drink of water,’ Mishmish concludes. ‘Speaking of, who’s thirsty?’

			‘Oh, I would love a drink,’ Natalie answers.

			‘Patience,’ Mishmish replies acidly. ‘You’re not speaking to the barman.’

			A flush rises up Natalie’s chest. She apologises but is hardly heard: guests keep noticing the celebrated painter in their midst and push closer, among them an oak of a man, branches aloft. ‘Well, if it ain’t big old Bear! How in the Sam Hill are you?’

			‘Holy smoke! Rod, old man! What brings you to the Holy Roman Empire?’

			Natalie swipes two glasses off a waiter’s tray and hands one to her husband, who clinks distractedly, the crystal ting vibrating till her lips meet the rim. She holds her nose above the liquid, hiding herself in its fizz. As the scrum jostles her, strangers converge around Bear. A wall of backs closes before her.
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			Bear reaches through the crowd, dragging Natalie to his side. ‘My miraculous wife, a serious talent in her own right,’ he says. ‘Tell them, sweetheart.’

			A mass of eyeballs turns to her.

			‘Now listen here, Bear,’ someone interrupts. ‘You’ve simply got to explain how . . .’ 

			Nobody came to meet an unknown lady potter. They’re here for Bear Bavinsky, creator of expressionistic masterworks, wild colours crashing across each composition, a bare throat filling the huge canvas, or a roll of tummy fat, or a pricked shoulder. His detail portraits are too intimate – uncomfortably penetrating despite never once including a subject’s face.

			In 1953, when Life magazine trumpeted Bear Bavinsky as ‘tomorrow’s action painter, conjoining twentieth-century dynamism with classical forms’, what it meant was, ‘Here’s an artist who doesn’t drizzle paints, as your kid could.’ But what drew most attention was the photo of Bear’s New York studio with, in the foreground, the long leg of a female sitter, presumably undressed. And not just ‘presumably’, for the snapshot inadvertently included a mirror reflection of the woman’s right breast, the first occasion on which that eminent chronicle of Americana had featured a distaff nipple. Discovering its calamity, Life pulled the issue, turning a modest profile into ‘that notorious piece’, establishing Bear as the archetype of immoral Greenwich Village artist – precisely the type this expat crowd is itching to meet.

			‘What you got brewing, Bear?’ asks the saucy wife of a Chicago adman. ‘How’s about a show for us yokels here in the provinces?’

			‘I fear you won’t get far,’ Natalie warns her. ‘My husband never talks about his work.’

			But the crowd’s attention remains stuck on Bear who makes a nearly identical comment to hers, prompting stern nods all around. ‘Fact is, I burn most everything,’ he continues. ‘Maybe six canvases a year make the cut. Mishmish, you won’t like this, but I never painted to get on the walls of some palace.’

			Natalie adds, ‘Bear’s art is intended for the public – for museums, for places where regular people can see them.’

			‘Regular people at museums?’ Mishmish responds. ‘If they start turning up at museums, what possible reason would there be to go anymore?’

			Everyone laughs, after which Bear addresses the crowd. ‘My advice, folks? Don’t waste your time on a dope like me.’ A wink, a half-smile, a puff of his pipe. Everyone is beaming.

			Natalie knocks back another glass of champagne, bubbles burning her throat. She’s queasy, as if about to tumble. Everyone here is so much older and so sophisticated. On a passing tray she deposits the glass and steps back from everyone, clasping both hands atop her beret, cramming it down as if to stub herself into the marble floor. She watches these people yet sees only herself – big ugly hands, knobbled from making ceramics that nobody cares to see. Actually, the idea of them viewing her work fills Natalie with shame. She stops a passing man for a cigarette. He doles one out and moves on, never offering a match. Her unlit cigarette raised, she casts about, ignored. Cackles of laughter emerge around her husband. He may deplore these events, but he’s so skilled at them. Everybody solicits his views – about art in the Soviet bloc, about Ike’s health, about rival painters. ‘What I’d like to know,’ one gent says, ‘is whether you understand Señor Picasso’s work. I mean truly understand it.’

			Natalie wishes herself erased. Looking to a far wall, she glimpses something, her eyes narrowing. She stoops to see better. Among dangling purses and wobbly knees, Pinch is there, reaching up to a silver bowl, bringing down fistfuls of peanuts, gobbling them from cupped hands. He must’ve escaped the nursery, wanting away from his peers, much as she wants away from hers.

			She moves through islands and eddies of people, and Pinch sees her approaching. His expression brightens, matching hers. Natalie opens her skirt pocket, and he deposits the peanuts for safekeeping. He points to her ear, which she lowers to his height.

			‘Mummy, can we go?’

			Out in the courtyard, they sit on the lip of a burbling fountain, Pinch recounting adventures from when lost in this palazzo, that he found an old man asleep in the library, and a staircase in the wall, and a giant marble foot in the basement. She deposits another peanut into his hot palm – the hand closes fast, snaffling it to salty lips. From above, the party echoes, cries of amusement jabbing at her. She drags a strand of hair from under her beret, pulls it, straining the roots, her neck stiffening, jaw clenched against the pain.

			The five-year-old reaches into her dress pocket. She squeezes him around the middle, trying to mimic Bear’s rough cuddles, almost tight enough to crack a rib. ‘You saved me,’ she tells him, nose to Pinch’s ear.

			Confused, the boy pushes back, looking at his snipped tie.

			Rebuffed, Natalie takes out that unlit cigarette, holds it out as if for a waiter – then crushes it, sprinkling tobacco in the fountain, brown threads bobbing on the frothy surface. ‘Don’t worry,’ she tells Pinch. ‘Your father will get here soon. He’ll save you soon enough.’
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			Bear’s studio was once a grain depot at the walls of a ­sixteenth-century prison, but today is a cave of a workshop, dingy because Bear prefers it that way, seeking extremes of shadow in his paintings. It’s also where they live, Natalie having first posed on the drapery at the back, then moved in, now raising their son here. The only sources of illumination are three scorching metal spotlights that Bear picked up from a props guy at Cinecittà, plus whatever daylight sneaks through the iron door. When it swings open late one Sunday morning in December, Bear stands there, fresh from his favourite bakery near Campo de’ Fiori, which he visited after a late night out.

			‘Hello, my reptiles,’ he calls to them, lobbing a warm bignè towards his wife and another to the comic-reading Pinch, who fails to catch it, stumbling from bed to chase the bouncing pastry, which skitters down the paint-spattered stone floor. Bear quick-steps over and captures the custard-filled treat in a snatch, slapping it into his son’s hand, then flopping onto the boy’s narrow bed, the crunch of comic pages underneath. Grinning, Pinch stands by, stuffing in bignè, allowing Dad to poke him playfully in the ribs.

			Before all this commotion, Natalie was enjoying a rare tranquil morning to work on her own art. She persists with her efforts but this proves challenging, especially with Bear now tickling Pinch, who shrieks and rushes off, only to return for more, giggling madly. Natalie preps clay, lines up sponges and turning tools and scrapers, fills her battered wooden bucket with fresh water from the drinking fountain outside, and plonks it by the potter’s wheel. She massages her neck, imagining sculptural forms, clay squeezed into mad shapes, lunatic glazes slapped on – what I want to make. Am I capable?

			Turning from her two males, she kicks the potter’s wheel into action, willing its motion to spur theirs. Bear promised to take their son to the Christmas fair in Piazza Navona today. Has he forgotten? Stomach tensed, she centres a lump of wet clay, hearing them horsing around, hunting missing socks and orphaned shoes. But gradually, Natalie grows beguiled by the wheel’s rotations and the shape rising under her hands. She torques around, a beseeching gaze at her husband.

			He raises his right hand, then hurries to the back of the studio, looking for something, dragging out a blank canvas on stretchers. ‘Stay how you are right now, Natty. That right there.’

			‘I was doing work,’ she implores him. ‘Bear?’ She clasps a beige sponge, which dribbles down her wrist. The potter’s wheel slows, off-kilter rotations chafing her inner thigh.

			Bear apologises as he circles Natalie, doing preliminary studies and contour drawings in a sketch pad, his charcoal stick cracking, carbon dust in the air. ‘Just a second. I swear. You’re too tempting – it’s your own goddamn fault!’ he says as if joshing, but frowns, backing off, leaning in, alternating between her and the oversized canvas, whose front side he hasn’t marked but on whose back he wipes his hands, impressing black fingerprints and tobacco strings into the weft. He darts away to drop the gramophone needle. A record hisses, then wails. He needs a racket to work, a rhythm to his elsewhere thoughts. The jazz single lasts a few minutes, and he’s still labouring. Pinch crawls over, rowing both hands on the paint-thick crank of Dad’s portable Telefunken, cautiously lowering the diamond tip, which undulates over the wonky 78, one of a stack of records Bear purloined from the Armed Forces Radio Service during the war. Hiya, fellas. This is Gene Krupa. My trio and I are going to knock out a little jazz for you on this V-disc. A ruffling drumroll, vamping piano, hooting sax.

			Bear mutters, mixing paints, his forehead creased, pebbled with sweat. He glowers at the blank canvas, teeth edges grazing.

			‘My clay is drying out,’ she says.

			‘No, I’m done here.’ But not quite. Almost. Nearly. He flings on colours with the palette knife, buttery oils trembling. He drags a hog-hair brush across the support, ferrule scratching the canvas raw. ‘I’m finished,’ he reiterates yet is still working, with bare fingers now, fingernails raking the image. ‘Don’t move. I’m finished. No, wait.’

			After the same record has played for the twenty-seventh time, Pinch prepares to drop the needle again, looking to his father for approval. Bear is occupied, cursing this bastard of a painting, especially when he achieves something sublime, as if it’s him against the picture and he just slipped something past his foe. He works on all parts of the painting at once, adjusting harmony, refining, obliterating – the pain of it being wrong, fucking wrong still. ‘A minute more, sweetie.’

			She clutches her bare knees, shivering. (Bear never closed the front door.) A magnified part of her body takes form on the other side of the canvas, but she doesn’t know which – his sitters are never allowed to know, lest they become self-conscious and adjust.

			Abruptly he halts, jotting something in the sketch pad. He tears out the page and summons Pinch, who is sent back to his mother with the folded note. She opens Bear’s letter, mailed from across the room: ‘To my Natty, loved more than paints can say.’ What strikes her is that Bear signed it, his full name, underscored with a flourish.

			‘Bear, please.’

			‘Finishing up. Need you there one second. One more. Just.’ His voice trails off, gaze alternating between her and his canvas, capturing something essential about her, and failing to hear one word.
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			Natalie was barely twenty, he nearing forty, when they met. It was July 1949, and Bear was browsing around a cramped art-supplies store near the Pantheon, searching for rabbit-skin glue. Natalie, in Rome that summer to study drawing, recognised him immediately, and with a flutter, because this man had been featured in newspapers. What was he doing here? Eavesdropping on his bungled attempts at the local language, she held her breath and stepped forth, addressing the clerk in French, which was as close as she got to Italian in those days. ‘Colle de lapin, peut-être?’

			‘You’re a magician,’ Bear told her, scratching the thicket of his beard. ‘And you just earned yourself lunch.’

			‘For that?’ she asked, unable to hold eye contact, wondering if he teased. These had been lonely weeks: a room rented at a convent where she pretended (with diminishing success) to be Catholic, and struggling through art classes conducted entirely in Italian.

			‘Young lady, I’ve fed people for less.’

			‘Lucky I didn’t do anything truly useful, or who knows what you’d owe me.’

			‘I’d be buying you dinner too, maybe breakfast besides. Alas, it’s only lunch for now. What say you? I’d tell you I could eat a horse, but one of these locals might hold me to my word.’ He winked, twinkling at her.

			Minutes later, Bear was leading her down a narrow, urine-scented Roman side street, laundry fluttering overhead, a tomcat scampering before them. The best lunch joint in the city lay straight ahead, he promised, his orotund American tones booming off the shadowed dusky medieval walls that hemmed them in – until she emerged, dazzled by sunlight, on a tiny piazza, his promised restaurant across the way.

			Bear chose a table in the far corner and quizzed Natalie about her art, listening with genuine curiosity, conferring with her as if before a venerable colleague. She sat on her sweaty hands, sliding down in the chair to diminish her height to match his, while slowing certain responses to imply gravity – only to lose nerve and rush out the line, as if she were ever scrambling up a heap of words that kept collapsing beneath her. For safety, she moved the discussion back to him.

			Without airs, he recounted his dealings in the New York art milieu: quirky collectors, avaricious dealers, boldface-name artists she’d read about but whom he knew personally. In each story, he downplayed his role, as if he were a bumbler among the greats. At Franz Kline’s softball game, Bear struck out five times and chucked a ball at Harold Rosenberg, knocking out the critic’s tooth. ‘I was not asked back.’ He drank homebrew cider at the de Koonings and threw up in their sink, earning the lifelong enmity of Elaine. When Bear visited Pollock’s barn in East Hampton, Jackson was drunk and threatened to ‘knock that wiseacre look off you’. He slapped Bear twice, left and right.

			‘Were you hurt?’ Natalie asked.

			‘What people don’t realise about me is that I boxed in college,’ Bear responded, smile forming. ‘Unfortunately, it was art college.’

			She laughed, confidence rising. ‘Plenty of painters slapped you around, have they, Mr Bavinsky?’

			‘Plenty would like to.’ He explained that his paintings bothered that milieu. They scorned his jaunts around Europe, considering it hoity-toity that he dwelled in the pulverised Old Continent years after its most renowned artists had escaped to New York City, rendering that the capital of art, a metropolis suited to mammoth canvases and mighty brushstrokes.

			‘So the Europeans are more welcoming?’

			‘Not especially,’ he admitted. ‘Pablo Picasso nearly took a swing at me one time.’ At the time, Bear was in liberated Paris with a gaggle of fellow US infantrymen, artistic souls stuck in uniform who called on the master’s atelier in Rue des Grands-Augustins. ‘A pigeon is to blame, as so often it is,’ Bear joked. ‘Nobody but the great man was to touch this pet of his. Certainly not some lowlife such as yours truly. But I’ll be darned if that bird didn’t up and land on my shoulder. Is it my fault? Poor Pablo was torn up with jealousy. Watching me stroke that bird, he gets hotter and hotter, finally shouting, “All yous, outta here!” Or however they say that in French. He marched up, grabbed my lapel, and shoved me halfway to the door.’

			‘Did you fight him?’

			‘What do you take me for? I’ve seen how that guy rearranges faces!’

			She grinned at that, cheeks burning, looking a smidgen too long. It was hard not to stare. The famous are compelling up close, like big game.

			A waiter in bow tie and waistcoat arrived, his eyebrows raised at her.

			Natalie hadn’t considered the menu – come to think of it, she hadn’t seen one.

			‘Me, a piatto di Gillardeau oysters,’ Bear interceded, to buy her time. ‘Then rigatoni all’amatriciana, and the roast vitello with that mushroom sauce. As for liquids, what you selling in the way of vino rosso? Something we can wade through; surprise us.’ The waiter nodded humbly and swivelled back to Natalie, hanging over her like a bat.

			She felt a fool to replicate Bear’s order, as if broadcasting that she had no ideas of her own. So she delayed, a blush spreading up her chest. She glanced at other diners’ choices, her toes curling under the table. ‘I’m keeping everyone waiting.’

			‘Everyone who?’ He beckoned her closer for a little friendly advice. ‘Would it offend you, my new friend, if I had them bring you what I got? You won’t regret it. Best dishes in the place. That’s a promise.’

			So they took the same meal, and Natalie raved about each plate, eager to affirm the senior artist’s wisdom. She matched him in glasses of Barbaresco too, the room growing warmer, louder. When the roast veal arrived in thick dry slices, Bear pointed to a shared gravy boat. She dripped a dot of this sauce at the edge of her plate – after which Bear deluged his meat, the steaming porcini sauce oozing everywhere.

			‘There are folks that drip their gravy to one side,’ Bear commented, ‘and there are folks that pour it right over everything.’

			‘I’m always worried about ruining what I already have,’ Natalie said. But the truth was more complicated. Sometimes she had lurched into rash decisions, and suffered regret – the kind that deepens, its pang worsening over time. This defect made Bear especially appealing: his cavalier style safeguarded her; he emboldened Natalie to try. So, she upturned that gravy boat right over her own meat, watching him. He reached out, touching her cheek with fondest familiarity – for the sauce was all gone but for one drop, which hung off the lip of the inverted crockery, straining to fall.

			In Natalie’s life, few men had touched her face with romantic intent, typically during civilised conversation, when a fellow’s lips smushed clumsily into hers, his eyelids ardently shut, hers fluttering. But Bear was different – not a schoolboy in Montreal, nor one of the self-serious chappies from art college in London. She wasn’t even panicking this time, though her pulse raced. It was as if she had walked onto a property and knew uncannily: this is my home. This is where I’ll live.

			Claiming a need for the ladies’ room, she stood, feeling the booze as she edged across the raucous dining area, shifting her broad hips at each red calico tablecloth, all presided over by Italian businessmen, many pausing to ogle the foreign girl. Natalie kept her gaze down, stepping over napkins and toothpicks, her eyes smarting from the rising cigarette smoke. Outside, she inhaled deeply, the sanpietrini cobblestones rubbery under her heels. She walked fast around that small piazza, halting at the limestone facade of a church, against which she pressed her overwarm face – only to leap in fright when a bicycle juddered past, its rider gesticulating to his fiancée on the back as they trundled by a torn movie billboard. Under the restaurant awning, a hangdog waiter waited, surveying her.

			Does he see that I don’t fit here? 

			When Bear was busy tangling with Pablo, she was still in high school, a pretender even there, unable to tell anyone about home, where her father was sick, and worsening. In Natalie’s mid-­adolescence, her father shot himself in the face. He survived, disfigured, nursed upstairs, his moans coming from that room. Back then, she confided this only once, to her high school art teacher, Mr Fontaine, a failed sculptor who introduced her to abstract art and to pottery. ‘Could there be abstract pottery, Mr Fontaine?’ she enquired, when they were alone in a classroom after school. He answered by thrusting his tongue into her mouth, edging her hand to his groin. Behind his smock was the dusty blackboard, marked from a history class, obliging her to read ‘The Diet of Worms’ throughout that jerky first sex act, after which Mr Fontaine slumped and tucked in his shirt, treating her frigidly ever afterwards.

			Standing tipsily in the piazza, she experienced a surge of vindication: I’m in Europe, dining with a proper artist. She glared at the hangdog waiter, causing him to slink back inside. Legs wonky, she strode towards the restaurant. A painter who will go down in history is waiting for me. Right this instant. She covered her mouth, saying to her hand: ‘I’m an artist.’

			As she entered the dining room, Bear summoned her urgently. Red-cheeked, she settled across from her future, ignoring the fresh boat of gravy but daring under the table to touch his hand.
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			She has been posing for hours, listening to that same jazz record. ‘Bear, I can’t.’ Words struggle from her throat. Minutes more pass – until he throws his paintbrush across the studio floor, threads of ultramarine spitting, causing Pinch to leap from the gramophone.

			Bear kicks his easel, which shakes, and he wipes his hands on a discarded Herald Tribune. He leads Natalie from her potter’s wheel, around his canvas, so that she may finally view the portrait: the paint thick and wet and glossy, scratched off in parts by his fingernails, a convulsion of colours. The image is enlarged almost to abstraction, yet it is distinctly her: just hands, nothing more, her fingers knotted as when she speaks, fearing herself dull, fraudulent. And he sees that.

			Bear opens his shears into an X.

			‘What are you doing?’

			He stabs the canvas, slices diagonally, paint accumulating up his hand, a lip of fabric gaping.

			‘Bear! Why are you doing that? Can you say something to me? Bear?’

			‘It’s not right. I can’t remain in the same room with this fucking insult.’ He drags the ripped canvas into the alley, crams it into the oil barrel that he keeps for this purpose, and slops the painting with kerosene. He clacks open his Zippo, flicks the wheel, flame swaying. He calls over Pinch, places the lighter in the boy’s hand, holds him around his midriff, and lifts him towards the picture. ‘Flame steady, kiddo.’

			‘Don’t,’ Natalie pleads. ‘That’s my whole day, wasted. Please, Bear. Could you consider—’

			The painting ignites. Bear pulls their son back to safety, depositing him on the cobbles, stroking the kid’s head in thanks. Apologetically, Bear approaches his wife, nestles his face against her neck. 

			Destruction is a relief as completion never can be. But it’s his completion, his destruction, his relief.
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			The eleven-year-old flattens both hands against their giant building door and pushes, exchanging suffocating heat for the cool mosaic-floored lobby. His parents follow, the three Bavinskys racing for the lift cage, which is so small that Bear must suck in his gut – only to swell it once the door closes, mushing his wife and son, both in hysterics. ‘Dad, you’re making me hit the buttons with my head!’

			Not long after Bear settled in Rome, they moved to these swanky lodgings, a nineteenth-century apartment last occupied by the futurist poet Filippo Marinetti that retained the man’s chintzy wallpaper, faded rectangles marking where paintings once hung. Years earlier, Mishmish Shapiro bought the property to loot its art and left the place vacant until hearing that ‘the Bears’, as she calls them, were shacked up in an art studio. So the Bavinskys upgraded to Prati, once meadowlands north of the Vatican walls, now insurance companies, advertising offices, bourgeois residences. If this area has gone up in the world, so has the country since those tough times after the war. All down Via Vittorio Veneto, cabarets are packed now, film producers disporting themselves alongside wasp-waisted coquettes, while Ancient Roman sites are flush with playboy tourists leaning on columns, their diamantine laughter echoing through the ruins.

			As for Pinch, he attends a private international school aimed at kids from the United States – Bear prefers his son to grow up American. The student body consists of diplo brats from the coasts, army brats from the South, business brats from the Midwest, plus the children of assorted oddballs who landed in Rome for the cheap living. Even though many of his classmates were born in this city, the prevailing mood is scorn for Italian ways. Everyone returns from summer vacations with Sears Tower postcards, Yale pennants, Hawaiian tans.

			As for Pinch, he has never travelled. Natalie, who tends home year round nowadays, would happily venture abroad. But Dad can’t give up a day of work, weekends and holidays included. Also, he’s occupied with an admiring coterie of junior painters, students, artists’ models – Bear is beloved by them all. Just when Pinch worries that he’s nowhere near the top of his father’s list, Dad will pick him out: ‘Forget school today, young Charles,’ he says, using Pinch’s proper name. ‘We’re going to the movies, me and you. Far as your teachers are concerned, you got a fever. What say you, old man? We on?’

			On such occasions, Natalie could use her husband’s studio for her pottery. When Pinch and Bear arrive home, however, she is busy with household chores, mending torn shirts, turning up trousers, bad-tempered because of this endless burden – although it’s she who adds more duties. When her toils are complete, she grows impatient, obliging Pinch to accompany her somewhere, perhaps inventing a task: ‘Come grocery shopping. I need help with the bags.’ Together, they evaluate the market stalls, boycotting those who fiddle with the scales, knowing she’s a foreigner. On weekends, Natalie takes her son to Porta Portese, the vast outdoor flea market, where they fill out his latest collection: old maps lately, coins before, medals next. They ride bikes too, tracing the city walls, Pinch veering dangerously into traffic, looking back to ensure that she is suitably scared.

			He hardly resembles his mother – she, large and dark; he, small and sandy-haired. Yet even strangers find a similarity: how they walk, each footstep tentative, as if treading across an undulating carpet. Their manner of speech is similar too – slow and fast to a metronome sounding only in their heads. He finishes Natalie’s sentences, and she knows what he’s about to say (though he denies it, changing course to prove his point). He passes so much free time with her because his schoolmates find something amiss about Pinch. At an age when boys in the same grade look five years apart, he is near the bottom of that scale. He stands too close, jabbers too fast, claiming miracles. ‘Yesterday I looked out my window, and Marilyn Monroe was there, sitting in a car!’

			‘She was not.’

			When refuted, he falls silent, which makes everyone laugh. He is caught mumbling to himself a few times, and is taunted for it, so tries to stop. Before entering the school doors each morning, he avoids eye contact with Natalie – she knows how he dreads each day.

			As for sports, Pinch considered himself good for a while. Until it became incontrovertible that he was not. Other kids hurl baseballs in vanishing arcs; he throws out his arm. ‘Sorry, Ronnie!’ he hollers across the playground, shoulder throbbing. ‘I slipped on this dumb mud!’ In the street with Italian boys, he rushes towards the soccer ball, his weight invariably on the wrong foot once he reaches it. He must reset or miss, and does both, slicing air, walloping ground. ‘Scusate, ragazzi!’ he tells the departing stampede of boots. His knees bloody and encrusted with dirt, he tries not to mind, and runs after the others, who are too far downfield ever to be reached.

			He watches Natalie prepare dinner, just the two of them because Bear is always working late. She cooks appallingly, which Pinch realised from dining occasionally with Roman neighbours who had invited him when Natalie was faring poorly with her nerves, as happens now and then – always presaged by explosions of anger about nothing. When Pinch perceives her plummeting, he talks fast, attempting to do something, not sure what, so recounts facts learned in class or makes up astonishing coincidences. ‘I passed these people on Lungotevere, and they were all talking about you, Mum, saying how much they like you.’

			Natalie grabs him.

			‘What?’ he asks in fright. ‘What, Mum?’

			She holds on to him, almost violently. He pulls back in embarrassment, looking at his shoes.

			When Bear returns, Natalie transforms, striving to mirror his mood. If he battled a painting at the studio, he enters in silence, a quiet that exudes across the apartment. On the other hand, if he completed a work, he marches in with a holler of ‘Where you reptiles at?’ Doesn’t matter what time or who’s sleeping. And he’s right: they prefer to be awake for this. He tackles and tickles his son, hoisting and lowering Pinch like a squealing barbell in pyjamas. More often than not, Bear recalls a flaw in his just-completed work, which compels him to rush back to the studio, leaving the scent of pipe tobacco and Natalie to sedate their hot-faced, wild-eyed boy. She races around until catching Pinch, who is forcibly soothed by the imprisonment of her embrace, his muscles twitching, then asleep.
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			Pinch waits beside his mother on the steps of their building, until she leaps up, shading her brow, waving to a malnourished fifty­-ish Englishman in tweed who lopes closer, hands clasped behind his back, supporting the weight of his canvas rucksack. Cecil Ditchley was her favourite teacher at the Central School of Arts and Crafts in London, which she attended straight out of school, wanting to study among the British, who took pottery seriously. What she found were classes of chilly young men brooding over form. English pottery of the period, a critic remarked, had the elegance of ‘the tree trunk, the boulder, the flint block, if you like, the turnip’. But Natalie longed for more than turnips: to spin and raise and score in clay those expressionistic passions that had already transformed painting, sculpture, music. Why should art be beyond ceramics? But her classmates’ interest in her derived either from the hope of a cheap seduction or to request that she decorate their work – ‘Add something airy, Natalie.’ It was Cecil who saved her, the solitary teacher to encourage that she throw her own pots. She loved Cecil for this, a connection without any hint of sex but only a wish (on her part, at least) to vault all intermediate stages and be devoted. They’ve corresponded in the dozen years since, growing closer in longhand. He was always too destitute to visit. But Bear intervened, sending a ticket.

			Pinch runs towards their guest – only to turn shy upon reaching him. The potter presents a bony hand and Pinch shakes it, his grip sliding down long tapering fingers, yellowed at their tips from roll-your-own cigarettes. ‘You are Charles,’ the Englishman notes, sweeping back his blond fringe that flops over his brow and gives him youth, or did so from a distance.

			Natalie leads her friend inside, showing him around their grand, shabby apartment. Pinch trails after, buzzing at the precise frequency of his mother’s high. She is proposing a thousand outings for Cecil and querying him about his trip here on various third-class trains, while Pinch interjects rapid-fire questions about the life of a hermit (he expected a greybeard in rags).

			‘Activities are somewhat lacking in my parts,’ Cecil explains with surprise, as if only noticing this deficit. London artists who are aware that Cecil Ditchley today inhabits a stone cottage in the Eastern Pyrenees (snowed in for weeks each winter, no electricity) mull over this image, pondering whether the man is tragic. On balance, admiration wins out. Careerists always salute those who lack ambition.

			Long ago, Cecil was a beautiful youth and celebrated for it, passing through the arms of various lovers, of various sexes. After Cambridge, he dedicated himself to sculpture, influenced by Archipenko and Epstein and Moore. Pacifism turned him against muscular sculpture, and he moved to St Ives in Cornwall, taking up residency at the Leach Pottery. To his surprise, he found himself a natural craftsman. Art required explanation, converting the maker into a talker, and he found it deathly embarrassing to profess what anything meant. Pottery, by contrast, meant only itself: a pot is for honey, a jug is for water.

			These days, at his isolated home on the French side of Catalonia, Cecil digs his own clay and fells timber for the wood-fired kiln, barely subsisting off the sale of domestic pottery to local peasants, even though a dozen Ditchley ceramics would constitute a modest show on Bond Street. An enterprising London dealer once drove to Roussillon to procure crates of Cecil’s work for a pittance. But the potter’s location proved so remote that the dealer merely wasted petrol, returning home with a boot full of wine and a foul mood.

			Whatever the cost, Cecil sticks with his French exile, like those Cambridge spies who traded dreary postwar Britain for Soviet paradise, only to find themselves condemned to being irrevocably English abroad. Except that Cecil drinks gallons less liquor than Guy Burgess et al. For him, the beverage is Assam tea, whose loose leaves he keeps in a suede drawstring pouch that he pulls apart with chipped front teeth, inhaling India, distracted for a moment – he lived in Bengal as a child – then here again, back among them, even if Cecil is never entirely among those he is with, his sight line skimming above their heads, as if someone else were expected presently.

			9

			As Natalie and Cecil tramp through the scorching city, Pinch tags along, either scurrying a few steps ahead or lingering a few behind. ‘Nothing is like the sky in Rome,’ Cecil remarks, causing Pinch to look heavenward, wondering what is special about the bright blue and the brushstroke clouds, the only he has known.

			Beforehand, Natalie spoke to Pinch about how desperately she sought Cecil’s advice on restarting her art after all these years. She has lost any idea what her peers are making – and they have no knowledge that she exists. Pinch waits, seeing his mother nearing the subject, then backing away. Cecil himself hardly speaks of pottery, as if it were vulgar to mention one’s vocation. He enquires about life in Rome and life with Bear Bavinsky, whom he hopes to know better. Natalie claims that her husband is occupied with students, yet Pinch heard her telling Dad that the guest himself prefers time with her alone.

			As they wander across Piazza San Cosimato, Pinch stoops to a public drinking fountain, his rosy face under the gush of the spout. Cecil is checking if they’ll see Bear this evening, which is the Englishman’s last in Rome. How fascinating it’d be, Cecil remarks, to hear of Bear’s art.

			‘You’re not even going to ask what I’m doing,’ Natalie blurts. ‘This whole time you haven’t.’

			Pinch looks over, fountain water spattering gently. His mother’s neck is blotchy, flushed in patches as happens when she is rattled. Mum regrets this, he knows, but she can’t reel back her outburst.

			‘Suppose I didn’t want to intrude,’ Cecil responds stiffly.

			Natalie observes Pinch, his fringe soaking. She tells Cecil, ‘I was only joking. Ignore me.’

			The two adults walk on, a step further apart. Occasionally, Cecil veers away to peek through the dark doors of a church, not calling her to join him. They arrive back at the apartment and separate to wash for the big meal.

			Bear, who barely had a chance to greet Cecil, has promised to treat their guest to a farewell banquet at the best trattoria in town. On the walk towards Largo Argentina, Bear raves about the pizzas. ‘Nothing better outside Napoli. I’m telling you: Got to try this.’ They bundle inside, each ordering one of the much-touted pizzas – except for Bear himself, who opts for ‘il fried di fish.’

			‘Dad!’ Pinch bellows, smiling. ‘You always do this!’

			‘La frittura di pesce, signore?’ the waiter confirms. ‘Ottima scelta.’

			Bear taps the boy’s chin playfully, asks the waiter for a couple of ‘bottiglie di bubbly vino,’ then tells Cecil: ‘No matter how I try, I cannot learn this damn language. Something missing in this nut of mine,’ he says, rapping his temple. ‘Thank God for my translator here.’ He gives a cheek kiss to Pinch, who is lobster red from sun and pride. Dad does this – spreads his mood, the man’s pleasures clapping you on the shoulder. Even Cecil approaches jollity and confesses admiration for the painter’s work. Bear claims the same of Cecil’s pottery (though Pinch heard Dad say before that he hadn’t seen a single piece).

			‘What in hell are you doing living on a damn mountain?’ Bear demands. ‘Move here to the Eternal City, brother!’

			The merriment only increases when Bear solicits Cecil’s expert opinion on the recent ceramics by Picasso. The little Spaniard doesn’t even make his pots, Cecil says, but merely ‘adjusts’ those of true artisans. Nothing delights Bear more than the disparagement of his overpraised rival. ‘Pablo hasn’t a drop of your talent,’ Bear professes, slamming his open palm on the table for emphasis, causing the Englishman to cough in mortification and insist on his own mediocrity.

			‘What you’re producing is art, Cecil. Art to the highest degree,’ Bear persists, grabbing Natalie’s hand across the table, pulling her into this estimation.

			She withdraws her fingers, as if to fetch something from her purse, fumbling in there for cigarette and lighter.

			‘You’re not doing some second-rate craft!’ Bear reiterates to Cecil.

			‘Oh, I don’t know. Potters get so exercised about art versus craft. But the older I get, the more I prefer craft. With craft, you know if a piece is right. Is the pot so cumbersome that the farmer’s wife couldn’t lift it? Is my glaze poisonous? A pot is either correct, or it is not. Whereas art is never quite good or bad. Art is simply a way of saying “opinion”.’

			The notion that art is never good or bad is so alien to Bear that he fails to hear it. ‘Here’s the real problem,’ he resumes. ‘Soon as a piece has a use, then the blowhards won’t accept it. If I took three Botticellis and hammered them into a side table, the critics would look at those exact pictures and call them second-rate. The same damn pictures!’

			‘Please don’t hammer Botticellis into a side table, dear man.’

			‘I’m telling you, there’s nothing critics hate more than a hinge,’ Bear says. ‘And you, out there in the countryside, fighting that wood-fired kiln! Natty tells me it’s a ton of timber for each firing. That can’t be true.’

			‘Two tons actually. The real struggle is stoking for three days, round the clock.’

			‘I won’t stand for it! I’m forking out for a proper kiln, state-of-the-art. Picasso has one, I bet. Can’t picture him stoking a goddamn thing!’

			‘You’re far too kind. I couldn’t possibly.’

			‘Couldn’t you?’ Natalie mutters under her breath. ‘Why you came here, no? Broke.’

			Cecil looks over, pained.

			‘What’s that, sweetie?’ Bear asks his wife, calling to the waiter for a bottle of red now. He returns to Cecil. ‘I’m warning you. You don’t let me help, and there will be dire consequences. For a start, I tell Romolo to cancel your pizza – and Romolo listens to me.’ Affectionately, Bear pokes his son’s gut. ‘Cecil, I’m determined on this point. You are going places, and I want to say I helped.’

			‘If I were going places, I’d be there already, I dare say.’ Cecil looks into his lap, as if a map rested there. ‘You know, I did want to sculpt once, and would’ve cut off my left arm merely to be adequate. But my drive just went.’ He looks up. ‘To tell the truth, I’ve felt better ever since.’

			‘Hear that, Natty? Take a page out of this man’s book.’

			‘A page?’ she responds, smoking hard. ‘You’re saying I ought to give up on making art?’

			‘What in hell you talking about, sweetie?’

			‘I never gave up,’ Cecil clarifies. ‘Merely that I stopped trying to impress people I didn’t even care for.’

			‘Why impress anyone, if not the people you don’t care for?’ she responds.

			‘Point is,’ Bear intercedes, clasping her forearm. ‘Can’t let the bastards get you down is all Cecil’s saying. But sure, the business ain’t for everyone. It’s a foul mess, art is. Am I right?’

			Cecil nods wistfully. ‘Can be, yes.’

			‘You are a talent, my Natty. If you want to be. All it takes is a bit more oomph. But who says you’ve got to?’ He takes a drag off her cigarette, then stubs it.

			‘I was still smoking that.’

			‘You hearing what I’m saying, sweetheart?’ He takes her hand, his other on Cecil’s chest, gripping the man’s tweed jacket, as if unifying two comrades. ‘It’s not just me saying so. Your teacher agrees. Ain’t that so?’

			Cecil’s eyebrows rise in confirmation.

			‘You’re humiliating me,’ she tells Bear.

			‘I’m saying you’re swell,’ he corrects her. ‘Who cares what others think! Oh, for crying out loud.’ He drops her hand, releasing Cecil too, and fills his own glass too high with wine.

			‘On what basis might I be decent?’ Natalie asks, hope in her voice.

			Pinch realises that, oddly, it’s Bear’s disapproval that stirs his mother.

			‘Crazy girl.’ Bear pulls her chair closer, grabs the back of her neck. ‘I love the hell out of you, Natty. That is what matters.’ He pulls an abandoned piece of bread from her plate, stuffs it into his mouth, and pokes her ribs till she’s in hysterics. Only Pinch sees that his mother’s laughter isn’t pleasant – she’s nearly in tears, pushing her husband back.

			Finally, Bear returns Natalie’s body to her control.

			Wiping sweat from her upper lip, she holds her own throat, glancing around the trattoria, as if everyone noticed, though the only person watching is Pinch, who pretends to busy himself by gobbling the leftover fiori di zucca. Bear and Cecil resume their sloshy conversation about art versus craft, and Pinch turns his attention there, as if spectating a sporting contest from the stands, most of the action in Dad’s favour.

			Bear runs his hand repeatedly through thinning shiny hair, holding the floor as he recounts tales of his failures of long ago, each of which renders his current glory all the richer. When the bill comes, he insists on snapping it up. ‘No wrestling me for it, Cecil. You’d probably win, and how would I live that down?’

			The four promenade home down Via del Pellegrino, which is dark and deserted. Bear – to emphasise points – keeps stopping, taking Cecil’s forearm, declaiming to his new pal (rather too loudly for this hour). The modest potter chortles, and Natalie steps away, idling outside locked storefronts, Pinch beside her – until a mouse runs over his shoe, causing him to kick the air in fright. The centre of Rome is unnerving at night; Pinch has heard of knifings. When a teenager barrels towards them, Pinch tenses, tracking him, watching the kid stop at a decaying pastel-red facade, then holler to a high floor, whose closed shutters crank upward, revealing a little sister, who darts from sight, the glow of light within, the tick of forks.

			Bear takes Cecil’s shoulder, leading him forth, and their convoy sets off again, right down the roadway. A distance back, Pinch feeds his arm under Natalie’s, both mimicking Dad and trying to speed her pace, lest they be stranded here. 

			‘Not once,’ Natalie mumbles, lost in an argument only she can hear. ‘All night.’

			Pinch looks at his mother, contemplates her, almost asking what she meant – then he slips free, sprinting ahead to join the men. As they turn the corner onto Via dei Banchi Vecchi, Pinch glances back: his mother on distant cobblestones, allowing herself to drop further and further behind. On they walk until Natalie is lost from view.
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			Cecil stayed only a week, but he lingers in Bear Bavinsky lore as the comical stoic: ‘You walked here in the hail with no umbrella? Why, Cecil would’ve loved that!’ At any mention of their departed guest, Natalie finds reason to leave the room. Nightly, she works on an apology letter to Cecil and reads various versions to Pinch. Yet she cannot send one; she’s too angry still. Meanwhile, Bear – who was kept away for much of Cecil’s trip – extends that absence, at his studio constantly now. Nobody questions that. This until another guest appears.

			Birdie is a fifteen-year-old with short dirty-blonde hair, an ­elephant-footed gait, pudgy pubescent curves. She’s also Pinch’s half-sister, although he never heard her named before. The arrival is a merry occasion for Bear, who lifts his youngest daughter off the ground, swings her around, her saddle shoe hitting the mahogany bureau with a thunk. ‘Birdie, little buddy!’ Alas, her timing is not the greatest, with Bear right in the middle of a sitting. ‘You’ll be your big sister’s tour guide for a few days,’ Bear tells Pinch, who is on summer break. ‘How about it, kiddo?’

			Pinch always longed to meet his relations in America, of whom he’s heard only vague mention. This fogginess allowed him to invent them, concocting a clan of best friends, the kind of pals Pinch reads about but never finds at school. Still, it’s peculiar to have an unknown girl in the apartment who happens to be a blood relation. ‘I want the grand tour of Rome,’ she says, but Pinch has no clue what this involves. So Birdie buys a guidebook and takes her little brother along to interpret.

			They stroll around the Forum, forging through weeds, high-stepping over a fallen marble column. ‘So crazy: a treasure like this, left out in the open, nobody guarding,’ she marvels, approximating the view that local males hold of her, they sizing up her shorts, cocking their chins beckoningly. Birdie is pinched on the bus, fondled in churches – there’s a palpitating sexuality in the city that summer. With aplomb, she bats away each hand yet claims to enjoy the attention, which confuses Pinch. Romance is the embarrassing part of every movie, the part that drags on with no purpose. Still, he likes that older boys approach him for information about his sister. He wants Birdie to like them, so that he may be their personal translator.

			‘Tell him my husband’s about to turn up,’ she instructs Pinch, when a fresh contender addresses her in the Pantheon.

			‘Aren’t you too young to be married, Birdie?’

			‘Fine, then. Tell him my fiancé is on his way.’

			The Italian lothario, a spotty adolescent, gazes down long black eyelashes at Pinch. ‘Allora? Che t’ha detto?’

			‘Che è già fidanzata.’

			‘Ma che m’importa a me? Sarà in America, ’sto fidanzatino. E mica è bello come me, vero?’

			Pinch reports to Birdie: ‘He’s saying: “He’s not as beautiful as me, right?”’

			‘Who isn’t as beautiful as you?’

			‘Not as beautiful as he is.’

			‘You lost me, Charlie.’

			‘Your fiancé isn’t good-looking enough.’

			She rears on her suitor in mock outrage. ‘Don’t dare talk mean about my fiancé who doesn’t exist.’

			The adolescent responds in English: ‘You no ’ave boyfriend?’

			‘Hey, you’re not allowed to understand. I will not abide a cheater, cute ragazzo.’ Off she stomps, little brother hurrying after.

			Birdie is equally likely to sass grown-ups. As if measuring her target, she narrows her eyes, lips twitching sardonically. Snarkiness has already landed her in heaps of trouble – it’s why her mother dispatched Birdie here in the first place, unwilling to tolerate a full summer with this hellion. But her boldness is a hit with Pinch. He has developed into a boy who must prep everything he says. By the time he’s ready to speak, conversations have moved on, causing him to blurt. By contrast, Birdie can’t hesitate – just out with it. When Bear returns from his studio late each night, she is often snarky, such as when Dad summons Pinch for a bit of roughhousing, and Birdie calls him back, saying, ‘You don’t have to go, Charlie, just because the dog barks.’ Regarding Pinch’s mother, Birdie is dismissive of the new wife, who busies herself with domestic chores, ironing sheets, making meals. That’s nice and all, Birdie tells her half-brother, but when is Dad taking me out? He promised. You heard him.

			She and Pinch sleep head-to-toe in his bed, whispering in the dark, she asking about Italian boys and he asking about Chicago, where she resides with her mother and stepdad plus two elder sisters who – scandalously to Birdie – don’t share her fascination with horses. The eldest is marrying next year; the middle won’t ever leave home, she’s such a stick-in-the-mud. But what her brother longs to hear are tales of Dad when he used to live in America, a time that verges on the mythical to Pinch. Birdie loves to dish, claiming privileged knowledge, although her reports are often based on merest rumours.

			‘Which is when she caught Daddy in bed with that dancer.’

			‘Why was a dancer in his bed?’

			‘Do I got to explain everything, Charlie?’

			Not necessarily. But Pinch finds ways not to understand –to hear aspersions about Dad feels like betrayal.

			‘Everything’s always about his art,’ Birdie complains. ‘He doesn’t hardly care about his actual creations.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘The human ones.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Don’t be an imbecile, Charlie. I mean you, me, Dina, and Kelly. Actually, you know what? Let’s please stop talking about Daddy.’
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			‘Ready?’ Bear shouts.

			Pinch – on the living-room floor, sketching with Birdie – stills his pencil. He turns to his sister, as if to reiterate Dad’s question, which was addressed to her. She remains fixed on her drawing, heel of her hand against chubby, blemished cheek, fingers straight upward, blocking her peripheral vision. ‘I’m still drawing Thunderclap,’ she says, referring to her horse.

			‘Birdie?’ her father says. ‘I rushed over to get you, sweetie.’

			This is her last day before flying home, and Bear promised they’d spend it together, wanting to make up for how busy he’d been. Alas, he was detained by work this morning; couldn’t be avoided. Pinch understands. Natalie has explained how every one of Dad’s brushstrokes is the intersection of him and that instant – the slightest interruption, and art is obliterated from the record. Nobody hates this bullying fact more than Dad himself, who’d rather be horsing around here. 

			Bear walks from the room, and his daughter looks at the empty doorframe, then anxiously at her brother. On her behalf, Pinch sneaks into the hallway, listening hard: the back-and-forth squeak of floorboards in the master bedroom, where Dad must be pacing, his indignation seeping down the hallway. Pinch wants to warn Birdie that their father has important work, that he interrupted it for her, that he can’t be made to wait. ‘Birdie,’ he says tentatively.

			‘When I’m ready!’ she snaps, pushing the air to reproach him, returning fiercely to her sketch, though she tucks her hair behind her ear, listening desperately for Bear.

			Another squeak of the floorboards. In this direction now. Dad is coming back.

			Both kids look up. He stands there. ‘Well, one thing’s for sure: my rivals don’t suffer foolishness like this!’ Bear says, as if lighthearted. ‘Honey, I can’t be wasting time.’ He taps his watch face. ‘I took the day off.’

			‘You did not. You said you would.’

			‘What am I doing here?’ he responds, frustration rising. ‘Now I’m slave to a teenage girl?’

			Pinch holds still, muscles tight.

			‘Last chance,’ Bear says.

			‘For what? We were supposed to have a whole day.’

			‘It didn’t work out that way. But I’m still looking forward. Or trying to. Don’t you want your painting lesson?’

			She pretends not to hear.

			‘Well. That’s that.’ 

			‘Wait, Daddy!’ Birdie exclaims, clutching the pencil against her chest. ‘I said I was almost done.’

			‘If I knew you didn’t want my company, I’d have gone straight to the art store instead of wasting this trip.’

			‘Why are you getting sore, Daddy?’

			‘I’m not getting anything. Except the hell out of here.’

			‘But we’re supposed to eat ice creams!’ She leaps to her feet, fighting back tears, and storms down the hall.

			‘Oh, come on now, Birdie. You’re off for a sulk?’ Bear shrugs to his son. ‘I will never understand. Well, Charlie, it’s just the two of us. Now, I need supplies, and you look like a first-class translator. What do you say – you and me, off to Poggi’s?’ He gooses his son in the thigh, causing a squeal of joy.

			Pinch darts to the front door, adding nervously, ‘Should we ask her too?’

			‘I asked twice already. She doesn’t like us fellas today.’

			Birdie must’ve been listening, for she slams the door of Pinch’s bedroom.

			In silence, father and son walk past the second-century ramparts of Castel Sant’Angelo, over a reconstructed Ancient Roman bridge lined with marble angels bearing whips and nails and lances. ‘What choice did she leave me?’ Bear asks belatedly. ‘Played it the only way I could. That fair, Charlie?’

			Pinch can’t find the right answer, so nods fast, hating to forsake his best friend of these past two weeks – yet hating even more to imperil a rare outing with Dad. All morning, Birdie was saying how she’d give Bear a piece of her mind. But, Pinch wonders, for what? She only wanted this; precisely what he is guiltily enjoying.

			Dad slaps his hand on Pinch’s shoulder, and they walk the rest of the way like that: Bear guiding the boy, stopping him before traffic, leading him via a diversion to admire the elephant obelisk in Piazza della Minerva, explaining the wizardry of Bernini’s chisel work with such exaltation that Pinch forgets his guilt. When they find that the art store is closed until four, Bear promises his son ‘the best lunch place in this whole damn city’, grabbing Pinch’s waistband, lifting him off the ground for a few steps, plopping him down, which sends the kid into wild giggles.

			At lunch, Bear feasts on course after course, until all that remains on their ravaged paper tablecloth are tomato-sauce specks, a finger-smudged bottle of purple vinegar, and a single slice of bread, which Bear flings into his mouth as they leave, munching as he points them towards ‘the best coffee in Rome’. On the way, they pass the Chiesa di San Luigi dei Francesi. ‘Won’t find much better art in the world than in that church,’ Bear says.

			‘Could we go in?’

			Bear leads his little son through the doors, down the nave, under gold medallions, glinting starbursts, and muscly sculpted saints who behold the frail human worshippers below with pity. Bear – of Ukrainian-Catholic stock, but a dedicated idolater – directs Pinch to three paintings in a back corner: St Matthew the Evangelist’s calling into the faith, his inspiration by an angel, and his martyrdom. ‘Look at this church, made of money and schifezza,’ Bear says, loudly enough that people glance over, frowning. ‘But these paintings here? When Caravaggio painted a saint, he never modelled from nobles or clergymen. Those are street bums. Hobos and whores. Imagine what the cardinals said!’

			Pinch adds Caravaggio to his list of ‘the best artists’, composed entirely of those his father admires: Sickert and Elsheimer, Dürer and Rembrandt, Degas and Toulouse-Lautrec, Mantegna and Soutine. By the same token, Pinch reviles Correggio and abominates Renoir, his father’s second-worst painter, outmatched only by that clown Picasso.

			At length, Pinch ponders the three paintings by Caravaggio. ‘The shadowy parts,’ he attempts, having readied this comment for several minutes, ‘are like your paintings. Dad?’ He turns to Bear, fearing that he erred.

			‘Good eye, Charlie!’

			‘But which of those men is St Matthew?’

			‘It’s all him. There. And there. And there.’

			‘He looks different.’

			‘He gets older in each painting.’

			Pinch looks from Matthew to Matthew to Matthew, but cannot process three ages as the same man.

			When they emerge into the roasting sun, ‘the best art store in Rome’ has reopened. Coloured chaos reigns within: paint sets for beginners and stacks of oil crayons; sable brushes – brights, flats, and rounds; and canvas rolls, hanging down the walls like Doric columns. ‘This is where you come in handy, old man,’ Bear tells Pinch and beckons for the clerk.

			When father and son leave, laden with supplies procured by Pinch’s own words, the child is emboldened to ask: ‘One time, Dad, would you like to paint me? Starting with me right now, then me later when I’m bigger, and me when I’m old?’

			‘I’ll go one better. How’s about I show you how to do it yourself?’

			‘To paint?’

			Ever since they moved to the fancy Marinetti apartment, Pinch has been allowed to visit the art studio only by invitation, and he is forbidden to approach Dad’s supplies. This is a spectacular treat – and it was supposed to be for someone else. After a few minutes of walking, Pinch forces himself to ask: ‘Does it matter about Birdie?’
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