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For my father, who gave me a love of language,


and my mother, who taught me to go further than I dared










We only see what we look at. To look is an act of choice.


John Berger, Ways of Seeing


 


 


I mislead him and do not tell him the truth because, by lying, I can dance in and out of the prison bars.


Celia Paul, Self-Portrait










London, 1957


A woman. A painting. The sense of greeting an old friend.


The woman has travelled a long way to stand here, in a cavernous room of the National Gallery. Crowds ebb like shoals of fish around her, heels flitting against the polished wooden floor, but the woman does not move. She stands straight and still, a folded raincoat over one arm.


She does not take her eyes from the painting.


It is a large canvas, wide and tall with an ornate golden frame. The colours are vivid. The paint is thick like glue. She could reach out a hand and run her fingertip over the cragged surface if she wanted, but she does not.


Her eyes shift to a plaque affixed to the wall.


 


Edouard Tartuffe, 1859–1921


Le Festin (The Feast), 1920


Oil on canvas


 


The Feast depicts a table laden with food, some half-eaten, some rotting, but nobody present. The colours are characteristic of Tartuffe’s bright, luminous palette, and the painting showcases the distinctive brushwork which earned him the name ‘Master of Light’. Particular skill is shown in the reflections in the wine glasses and the smear of butter on a silver knife. The table is laid for thirteen which has led some to suggest it is an allegory of the Last Supper. The uneaten feast can be seen to represent the futility of decadence after the First World War, as well as lives interrupted and pleasure wasted. The Feast is the only painting to survive the fire that destroyed Tartuffe’s studio in 1920.


A smile flickers across the woman’s face. She remembers the fire. She remembers the stacks of paintings buckling among dancing amber flames. She remembers the acrid smell of smoke and melting varnish. A wall of heat. Paint evaporating into fumes.


She remembers this painting, too. She remembers The Feast cracking down the middle, fire lapping at its edges. She remembers orange tongues eating at the canvas until wine glasses and melon halves and slices of ham were reduced to nothing but dry black curlicues on the studio floor. She remembers the fire swallowing the feast whole.


And most of all, she remembers setting the blaze.










Part I


The Painter










Saint-Auguste-de-Provence, 1920


 


Joseph


A stranger comes to town. He walks along a dusty road, fields of lavender on one side, a placid green river on the other. The sun beats down on his bare head and he carries only a battered knapsack over one shoulder. He is young, barely twenty, and walks tall and straight like a ballet dancer, or a soldier who has never seen war. The town is a sleepy hamlet in the south of France. The stranger is Joseph Adelaide.


He clutches a letter in his hand. He has read it over and over but it contains only one word:


 


Venez.


 


Come.


Beneath that is a signature. The letter is from somebody Joseph has never met but he knows the signature intimately. It is a signature most often found in the corner of paintings. It is scrawled in the corner of Joseph’s favourite painting in the National Gallery, Bathers at Arles. It appears on paintings in gilded frames at Sotheby’s and the Knoedler. And it is at the bottom of a letter addressed to him.


Joseph had been apprehensive about sending his request at first. He had reworked and rewritten it, crossing out his puny phrases and feeble wording. He had gone through draft after draft until one day, after months of agonising, his sister had snatched the letter from his hand and taken it to the post office herself.


There had followed months of silence. Joseph put the letter out of his mind; he had been foolish to think he would get a response. Arrogant, even. He buried his head in his hands whenever he thought of it.


But then . . . this. In early June a single sheet of paper had arrived.


He had not needed the return address to know who the letter was from. He had not needed the cluster of foreign stamps or the blue ink of the French postal service. The signature had told him everything. He had packed his bags that very morning, sent a telegram to his editor to let him know that yes, it was happening, yes, he had received a reply, and yes, he was going. He did not know when he would be back.


Joseph had caught a crowded train to Charing Cross, then another to Dover and talked his way onto a steamer bound for Calais. A further train had taken him to Paris where he had spent an uncomfortable night in a rickety boarding house before catching the morning train to Avignon. It was late when he arrived, too late to go on, and so he took a room in the hostel by the station. The next morning he wandered the pale stone streets, knapsack over his shoulder. There were no trains to where he needed to go next. No public transportation at all. He eventually managed to flag down a trundling milk cart and hitch a ride to Saint-Auguste, where he has just been deposited on the side of the road.


He is dusty. He is sweaty, and nearly blinded by the hot, white light of the Mediterranean sun.


A crinkled woman in the village tobacconist has given him directions: go down the empty road, keeping the river on your left. Go past the tumbledown church until you come to a donkey track. If you reach the caves you have gone too far. Turn left off the road and follow the donkey track. You will see no one. Keep walking past the ruined buildings, and just when you think you have gone the wrong way you will come to an old farmhouse. Good luck.


Joseph looks about himself now, at the dry, shimmering fields and the trees that rise like columns of smoke. He rubs a lavender stalk between finger and thumb, staining them with its tangy scent. He does not know what he will find at the end of this path. His feet are ungainly in his brother’s too-big boots, and he tries to focus on the steady in and out of his breath. He has his letter of introduction: a telegram from his editor, hastily sent to the Paris boarding house where he had tossed and turned. And most importantly, he has that one scribbled word: Come.


He passes what looks like a sheep pen, and beyond that a dilapidated structure that could be a shepherd’s hut. Or an ice store? He knows nothing of life in the countryside. He is used to the horizonless vistas of a grey city, not this fresh expanse of clear air and buttery light. He steps beneath the dappled shadows of peeling plane trees, weaves through a twisted olive grove, and then, finally, he sees it: a low, rambling farmhouse. It is made of soft yellow stones turned golden in the afternoon sun. The roof is encased in a lattice of vines. The windows are small to keep out the heat.


Joseph takes a deep breath and steps up to the front door. Its blue paint is flaking and the handle is browned with rust. He knocks.


No answer.


He knocks again, pressing his ear to the door but there is no sound from within. ‘Hello?’ he calls, his voice dry and crackling, but the only response is the dull hum of crickets, and the steady thump of his heart.


Something twinges in his stomach. He feels glaringly at odds with his surroundings: too pale, too foreign to be here. He takes off his glasses and wipes them on the corner of his shirt. Perhaps this is a sign. The empty road, the deserted house: perhaps it is a warning that he should turn around, hurry back up the lonely path, go home with his tail between his legs.


He has the curious sensation that he is being watched.


Joseph steps back, shielding his eyes and taking in the hazy landscape. Sunlight radiates from the yellow fields and dust sticks to the olive trees, dark and fragrant in their arthritic twists. This is a place he knows well, though he has never been here before. He recognises it from paintings of hay bales and wheat fields, from sketches of green, snaking rivers and purple dusks over distant hills.


He shifts the knapsack onto his shoulder and walks around the edge of the house, stumbling over a fallen roof tile. Loose stones are scattered about as if the house is dissolving into the ground. Sun-bleached grass grows right up to the walls, but Joseph notices there are footstep-trodden paths winding this way and that. A wheelbarrow lies rusting in the sun, but its belly is full of freshly cut flowers.


Somebody is here.


Joseph rounds the back of the house and comes to a stone terrace which gives way to a long, undulating field. Down at the bottom he can see a copse of trees and what might be a river, slipping darkly through green bushes.


As Joseph steps onto the terrace, his heart stutters in his chest. There is a man in an old wicker chair. He is leaning back with a cigar in one hand, the index finger of the other resting in a jar of honey. Joseph watches as he takes his finger from the honey and sucks it, slowly, before returning it to the jar. He takes a long drag of the cigar.


Here is the man Joseph has travelled days and miles to see. The man who answered his letter with a single command. The Master. Edouard Tartuffe.


Joseph’s knapsack falls to the ground with a thunk. Tartuffe looks up. He is about sixty or so. Robust, full-faced and wide about the middle, with a frothy grey beard spreading down his front as if he has spilt it. He has one milky eye. The other is quite sharp, but the one he turns on Joseph now is clouded and ghostly.


He removes his finger from the honey. ‘Who’, he asks in thick, gravelly French, ‘are you?’


Joseph steps forward, fumbling for the telegram of introduction in his knapsack. ‘My name is Joseph Adelaide,’ he says hastily, pulling out the sheet of paper from his editor. ‘I am a journalist. I wrote to you several months ago and you did me the kindness of replying.’ Joseph’s French is good but it still feels strange to him, like he is wearing another man’s clothes. ‘You invited me here.’ He holds out the telegram. ‘You invited me here . . . and now I have come.’


The old man sucks honey from his finger and stares at Joseph with his mismatched eyes. He is wearing a loose smock stained like a butcher’s apron and his fingers are rimed with paint. With a grunt, he holds out a hand for the telegram. Joseph stumbles forward and gives it to him.


Tartuffe squints. Then frowns. ‘I cannot read this,’ he says gruffly, and tosses the paper to the ground.


Joseph is startled for a moment. Then he realises: the telegram is in English. ‘I . . . I’m sorry,’ he stammers, the sweat beneath his armpits growing warm and sour. ‘It is a letter from my editor, thanking you for welcoming me. For allowing me to come here.’ He stoops to pick up the crumpled telegram. ‘You see, I have come to write an article about you.’


Tartuffe gives no sign of recognition so Joseph fumbles about himself once more. ‘I have come . . . to profile you. Here . . .’ He holds out a second piece of paper which Tartuffe takes with a look of distrust. It is the letter in the painter’s own hand, bearing only the word: Come.


Tartuffe frowns again, his sticky hand trembling as he looks at the letter’s front and back. Then up at Joseph. ‘I do not know what this is.’


‘But . . . you wrote it.’


Suddenly it is as if a blood vessel has burst. As if a dam has broken and the old man’s patience can be tested no longer. ‘I do not have time to write my own letters!’ he barks, waving his cigar in the air. ‘I do not know what this is! Sylvette!’ he shouts. ‘Sylvette!’ He is agitated, twisting in his chair and calling over his shoulder. ‘Sylvette! I cannot have strange men coming to the house on a Tuesday! I cannot be disturbed when I am working!’


Joseph takes a step back, tripping over his knapsack. He has been warned about this. He has heard the stories. The woman’s eyes in the tobacconist had widened when he told her where he was going. She had asked him to repeat the name of the person he sought, as if giving him a chance to provide a different answer. But he had said the name again and her lips had tightened. When she gave him directions it had been with a small, warning shake of her head as if to say: do not disturb the slumbering bear.


‘A recluse,’ is what Joseph’s editor had called Tartuffe. ‘Misanthrope’ was one word murmured in art circles, as was ‘hermit’ and even ‘tyrant’.


But so was ‘genius’. Here was the man who could create beauty from nothing. Here was an artist who had dined with Van Gogh and argued with Cézanne. Who had expanded the boundaries of paint and colour and light itself. And so Joseph was prepared to expose himself to all the slings and arrows, the tirades and the tempests, the bursts of anger and the wild swings of mood. He would face all of it, just for a chance to meet the man sitting in front of him now. The man who had made him see the world anew.


‘Sylvette!’ Tartuffe bellows again. ‘Sylvette!’


And suddenly a young woman is there. She appears at the end of the terrace, wiping her hands on a thin cotton apron.


‘My niece,’ Tartuffe grumbles by way of introduction, not looking at her. The woman has large brown eyes and her skin is smattered with freckles. Her hair is cropped short in the latest fashion, but here it looks more practical than chic. Tartuffe hands her the letter over his shoulder. ‘Explain.’


Sylvette unsticks the paper and inspects it. She has a girlish face but her hands are rough and work-worn. Her brown hair glows like copper in the afternoon sun, and she has a slim cigarette tucked behind one ear.


Joseph itches in the long, hot silence as Sylvette reads the only word on that piece of paper. Then she looks up, and says simply, ‘Here is your Young Man with Orange.’


Joseph glances from Sylvette to Tartuffe. Either he has misunderstood or mistranslated, but the old man shows no confusion. Instead he stares at Joseph as if seeing him for the first time. He gets up, wiping his honeyed finger on his trousers and walks around him. Appraising him. He tucks a thumb under Joseph’s chin and turns his head this way and that.


‘Ettie, fetch me an orange,’ he says without taking his eyes from Joseph’s face. Sylvette disappears into the house and returns a moment later clutching a small waxy orange.


Tartuffe holds it up to Joseph’s cheek, as if to see how the colour works against the pale English face. ‘Yes,’ he murmurs. ‘Yes.’


He puts the orange into Joseph’s palm and takes a step back to see the effect: the weary, dust-shrouded traveller and the bright burst of fruit. Then he inches forward and, gently, with both hands, slides the glasses from Joseph’s face. He looks at him for a long moment, then slides them back. ‘All right.’ He wipes his hands on the corner of his smock. ‘All right. Listen to me very carefully,’ he says as he sits back down. ‘I have no interest in your work, Monsieur Adelaide. I do not wish to be the subject of any article or feature. I do not give interviews. I do not care what you are writing . . . But I am in need of a model.’


The hum of crickets dies down. The twitch of a breeze that was troubling the terrace wraps itself up into nothing. ‘A model?’ Joseph asks, and his voice is a croak.


‘Can you sit very still?’ Tartuffe presses. ‘Can you be absolutely silent? Can you promise not to interrupt me, not to touch anything, not distract me? Can you live as a shadow except when I need you to be the Young Man with Orange?’


Joseph’s mouth is dry as parchment. A tightness comes over his body. This is not how the scene was meant to go. He has promised his editor an interview. He has gathered all the money he owns, he has slammed the door in his father’s face. He has travelled for days through dust and smog and heat. He came here to write an article that no one has written before. ‘I . . . I’m not a model,’ he says. ‘I am here to write about you. To—’


‘If you will not sit for me then you can turn around and leave right now,’ Tartuffe says briskly, taking a drag of his cigar. ‘But if you sit for me and let me paint you . . . then you may stay. Write whatever you want. I do not care. I will not read it. I just need you to be silent and still. Can you do that?’


Joseph watches the cigar tip glow and then dim. Two halves of himself strain in opposite directions. He is no model, no muse. He is too self-conscious for that. But then again . . . he is here. He is standing before the greatest painter of the age, closer than anyone has come in many years.


Joseph feels the balance of the scales hanging on his answer. On one side is the admission that no, this was a mistake. A quick shuffle home and an apology to his father, a note to his editor explaining his error. Another thing at which he has failed. But on the other side of the scales . . . a hazy, golden opportunity. The chance to stare into those marble eyes and unlock the man behind them. To work his way into the mind of this fabled, mysterious painter.


Joseph meets Tartuffe’s gaze. He squares his shoulders, and with a voice that comes from somewhere deep in his chest he says, ‘Yes. I can do that.’


‘Good,’ Tartuffe claps his hands together, a grin emerging within his beard. ‘You may stay until I complete the painting. When I am finished, you leave.’


‘Yes,’ Joseph nods, ‘yes, all right, thank you.’ But Tartuffe waves his hand. He is already turning to his niece again. ‘Ettie,’ he says, ‘find the boy somewhere to sleep.’


The deal is struck. The stage is set.


 


Up a winding staircase, across a dimly lit landing, under a low-slung beam and over to a solitary door. Ettie heaves it open with a shove of her shoulder and stands back to let Joseph enter. The room is small. It squats beneath the eaves of the house where the heat of the day has collected.


Joseph puts his knapsack down carefully. Letting his eyes adjust to the dimness, he sees that the room is filled not with furniture, but with props. A cluster of china vases occupies one corner. There is a butterfly net, a broken drum, a rusting pitchfork. Metal teapots, coils of rope, an old birdcage. There is a dried-out bouquet of flowers, now brittle and faded, the ghost of a still-life arrangement. Empty picture frames are stacked along one wall and a roll of canvas has been kicked against another. The room is suffused with an air of neglect; it is where every unwanted object has been ushered.


Joseph steps forward. He has left his boots in the hall and the floor is grainy under his bare feet. The wooden boards are furred with dust. There is one small window in the corner, round like a porthole, and he crosses over to it, stooping to avoid hitting his head on the low ceiling. Through the glass he can see the rolling field at the back of the house, and in the distance the glint of the river, black and glossy in the evening light. He tries to open the window but the handle has been painted over. It is sealed shut.


Joseph turns and tries to smile at Ettie. She is standing in the corner, hands behind her back, watching him closely. ‘This is very kind of you,’ he says. ‘Thank you.’


She does not reply.


An iron-framed bed has been pushed against one wall. The mattress looks lumpy and the bedding must once have been white but is now a stale yellow. This is not the house of a man who welcomes guests. The only other furniture in the room is a desk hidden under a pile of plates, and beside it a large oval mirror. ‘This . . . this is the mirror from Empty Room,’ Joseph exclaims. ‘It is the mirror from the painting, I recognise it!’


Ettie looks at him blankly.


Joseph crosses the room excitedly and runs a hand along the mirror’s wooden frame. He had first seen a copy of Empty Room in a page of the Burlington Magazine. It was a dodgy halftone reproduction but even in scratchy black and white the painting had transfixed him. Empty Room shows a shadowy bedroom: the vague corner of a mattress, rumpled sheets, an oval mirror. It is this mirror which reveals the rest of the room: an unmade bed. A gold wedding band on a dressing table. An open window, curtains gently blowing towards a field of poppies.


Joseph had rushed to see the painting at the Royal Academy where it had hung in pride of place at last year’s Summer Exhibition. He had marvelled at its size and its scale, at the liveliness of the brushwork and the blood-red spray of the poppies. He had brought his nose close to the canvas. He had stood far away. He had come upon the painting sideways, trying to trick his brain into seeing it again for the first time. He had stood with his mouth agape, taking in the light, the texture and the way the reflected world seemed brighter than the real one.


Joseph had known that he was standing in front of a masterpiece. It was the first great painting of the war that had recently cracked the continent apart. But this was a war painting from the perspective of someone who had been left behind. Destruction seen through an open window; in the pale reflection of a mirror. In the emptiness of a wedding ring. It was dazzling. It was overwhelming. It was like nothing he had seen before.


He turns to remark upon all of this to Ettie, but she has gone.


 


That night they eat dinner on the terrace beneath a creaking pergola hung with grapes. Ettie has spread the long wooden table with plates of tomatoes and artichokes, rows of neat white asparagus, and a basket of crusty bread. Wine is poured into small, green-glass tumblers.


‘So, Joseph,’ says Tartuffe, roughly tackling the asparagus with his fingers. ‘Tell me about your training.’


Joseph is flattered by the light of attention, by the milky eye turning on him like a search beam. ‘My training, Sir?’


‘Where did you learn about art? What is your background?’ There is a slippery sound as Tartuffe sucks a vinegary asparagus stalk.


Joseph shifts in his chair. ‘I went to art school for a year,’ he says. ‘The Slade, in London?’


A grunt.


‘I know the basics,’ Joseph continues. ‘I can sketch a figure and mix paints. I know about perspective and how to arrange a composition. I can use pastels and oils and chalk. I can . . . well, that’s about it really. I left after a year,’ he takes a hasty sip of wine. ‘It was . . . it wasn’t for me, in the end.’ His mind twitches at the memory of his hushed-up departure from the prestigious school. ‘I am trying to make my name as an art writer instead.’


Tartuffe takes a slurp of wine. Drips catch in his beard like jewels.


‘I wrote an article about Schiele’s etchings recently?’ Joseph tries again. He is not sure why he is asking it as a question. It is as if he is seeking the old man’s approval, asking for his affirmation, Yes, you did write an article! Well done!


But Tartuffe only grunts. He is scraping the flesh from an artichoke petal with his small, square teeth.


‘I don’t know if you read The Inkling?’ Joseph asks. ‘It is the magazine I write for in London. Only founded last year. Harry, my editor, used to be at—’


‘Stop!’ The movement is so sudden Joseph up-ends the breadbasket. Tartuffe has stood up and is leaning heavily over the table. He points at Ettie’s plate. ‘Give it here!’ he barks.


Mutely, Ettie slides her plate towards him. A stack of tomatoes seeps into a half-eaten hunk of bread. Tartuffe takes it roughly from her and marches inside the house. A moment later, the front door slams.


‘Has he . . . has he left the house?’ Joseph asks.


Ettie looks at him but does not answer. An uncomfortable silence warps the air. Ettie looks down at the empty place where her food had sat a moment before.


Tartuffe re-emerges a few minutes later and sits back down, tucking a napkin into his collar. ‘I am preparing some studies,’ he explains gruffly to Joseph, ripping more petals from the artichoke. ‘Studies of food. Food on plates . . . food being eaten. The colours and shapes on Ettie’s plate just then . . . the texture . . .’ he sucks a deep purple petal. ‘I needed it.’


Joseph nods and glances over at Ettie. She stares into the empty darkness, does not meet his eye, does not reach for any more food.


‘Now,’ Tartuffe takes another gulp of wine. ‘Tell me, how did you come to speak French so well? I do not expect such things from the English.’


Joseph has eaten nothing so far, so nervous is he of having a mouth full of food while Tartuffe is questioning him. He leans forward now, sitting on his hands and looking very carefully at his fork. ‘I learned French as a child,’ he says. ‘My father is English but my mother was Swiss.’


‘I’m sorry,’ says a soft voice.


Joseph looks up. It is Ettie who has spoken. She is staring at him with wide, searching eyes and her face is pale in the moonlight. There is a short silence, and then Tartuffe erupts with laughter.


‘Sorry . . . for being . . . Swiss!’ he chortles. Tears bead the corners of his eyes and he bangs his fist on the table. ‘I’d be sorry too if I were Swiss! Ha!’ He lets out a hoarse laugh. ‘Ha!’


‘No, no,’ Ettie says quickly, her cheeks flushing. ‘You said “was Swiss”. Was.’ She looks imploringly at Joseph. ‘I am sorry she is dead.’


There is a sharp pause. Joseph had not even thought about it. He had said it instinctively: was Swiss. But now his mother’s death has joined the table, sat down like an uninvited guest and leant forward as if to say, Here I am. Why don’t you acknowledge me?


Joseph clears his throat and picks up a piece of bread to have something to do with his hands. ‘She died of the Spanish flu,’ he says. ‘Two years ago now.’


It had been his father who brought the news. He dragged it home with him along with the evening newspaper and a letter from the Front. At first Joseph had thought it must be news of his brother, stationed far away in a Belgian trench, that had cast the shadow across his father’s face. It must be news from the war that had conjured the black cloud that followed his father into the house and knocked over the umbrella stand. It must be that which had slammed the study door and smashed a decanter of port.


But it was not Rupert. The letter from the Front contained no shocking news, and nor did the evening paper tossed onto the hallway floor. No, it was a one-line telegram from the hospital that brought death into their house. Joseph’s mother had died with the abruptness of a candle being blown out. One moment she was there and the next . . . nothing. She was gone.


The flu had taken her within three days. She was a volunteer at the local hospital and from there it had been easy to contain her in a ward with the rest of the sick: the coughing, the spluttering, the feverish. Joseph had not been allowed to visit her but he knew she would get better. She was hale and hearty; she had survived measles and mumps and scarlet fever. This was the woman who hiked up the Alps in the summer and went on marches without an overcoat. She pinned suffragist banners to trees in the local park and was once arrested for stealing a policeman’s helmet. She was full of life. She would come home. Of course she would.


The telegram from the hospital confirmed only the date and time of her death, and the fact that her lungs had filled with fluid and she had most likely suffocated to death. With those scant words, Joseph’s world had become darker and more strange than he had ever known.


His mother’s death leans back and looks around the candlelit dinner table. There, it seems to say. Enjoy your food.


Tartuffe blows his nose on a napkin. He has pushed back his chair and is staring off into the distance. The night is ink-black. A constellation of fireflies shifts across the field, spreading and regrouping like a net of stars.


Joseph stands up. He is suddenly weary, exhausted from his journey and the tense energy that has knotted his muscles since he arrived. ‘Thank you for the dinner,’ he says, making an awkward sort of bow to Tartuffe. ‘And for your hospitality, Sir. I will see you in the morning.’


Tartuffe wafts a hand in his direction but does not look at him. ‘Enough of this “Sir” business,’ he grumbles. ‘If you are in my house, you call me Tata.’










Ettie


Strange to have somebody in the house again. Strange to have another chair at the table. Another heart beating softly in one of the beds.


Strange, strange, strange, after all this time.


Ettie treads the unlit corridors, trailing her hands along the rough plaster walls. She moves from room to room, tidying away loose paintbrushes, returning stray corks to bottles of wine. She opens the back door and strikes a match. Lights a cigarette.


It is strange to have somebody look at her again.


She is used to slipping in and out like a minnow, barely perceived before she is gone again. She is here one moment, gone the next.


This is how she likes it.


But tonight at dinner Joseph had looked at her, really looked at her. Not at what she was holding or what was behind her. He had looked at her, and he had asked her a question.


She inhales. Exhales. A thin stream of smoke pools into the night.


Ettie has learned to be patient. She has spent her life waiting just out of sight, out of reach. She will wait to see how this tale unfolds, how the pieces fall into place.


She will wait to see what happens.










Joseph


Edouard Tartuffe is a recluse. Once the most celebrated painter of his day, the golden boy of the Paris art scene has not been glimpsed outside his home for nearly thirty years. At the height of his success Tartuffe exiled himself to the south of France and has remained there ever since. He gave no warning, no explanation. Now he is known only by the paintings which emerge from his Provence farmhouse each year: a steady stream of work which appears without announcement and without fanfare. There are no exhibitions, no public events, no interviews and no engagement with the unanswered question: why did one of the greatest painters of our age turn his back on the world?


Apprenticed under Cézanne, Tartuffe’s stride soon overtook his master’s and he displayed his first solo exhibition at the age of nineteen. Genius, paired with the formal training of the Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris, begat some of the greatest experiments in painting of the last half-century. Tartuffe was a leading proponent of mixing his colours straight onto canvas rather than preparing them on the palette. His style is distinctive, instantly recognisable for its thick brushwork and heavy build-up of paint. It has been called explosive, even violent. But Tartuffe’s real artistry lies in his instinctive understanding of colour. His paintings are light-filled, and while his themes are dark the execution is luminous.


Many movements have tried to claim Tartuffe as one of their own but he has never allied himself with a particular group or style. His work is experimental, defying identification with Impressionism, Fauvism, Cubism or any other -ism that tries to embrace him. Tartuffe belongs to no tribe. Yet while his paintings reject categorisation, critics are united on one thing: Edouard Tartuffe is a trailblazer in every sense of the word. He is the Master of Light.


 


Joseph pauses on that last sentence, then scratches it out. It is a bit much to declare that someone is the Master of Light. He needs to remain level-headed. Objective.


He is up early, awake with the hum of crickets in the field below. He is sitting up in bed, a thin grey notebook on his knees, pencil in hand. The air is full of lazily drifting dust motes. A fly throws itself again and again at the sealed window. Joseph breathes in the smell of the attic bedroom where he has been sequestered, tingling with nervous disbelief that he is here. Here, in the very farmhouse in which Tartuffe – Tata, he reminds himself – hid himself away all those years ago.


But why? Why did he exile himself to this beautiful but lonely spot?


It is an unsolved puzzle. A mystery waiting to be cracked. Joseph riffles through his notebook. His research material has been scant: he could find no profile of Tartuffe in the stacks of Burlington and Connoisseur magazines he has collected over the years. No photographs beyond 1890. There is no self-penned autobiography. No manifesto. No artist’s statement. There is only a hole: a great, gaping lacuna in the written record. And now Joseph is here to fill it.


Something in Tata’s art changed when he left Paris. Where his paintings were once full of people, now they show only empty spaces. His recent work has a lonely quality. It is not just that his paintings have no people in them, it’s that they show an absence of people. Tata’s subjects are a rumpled bed. Wet footprints on a hot garden path. A pile of clothes shed on the bare floor. His paintings depict a world in which people have always just left the scene: someone was here but now they have gone.


But why has everyone disappeared? Why did Tata banish people from his life and his work?


Joseph chews the end of his pencil.


There is a name hovering on the tip of his tongue. The name of a man who might be a clue to all these answers: Tata’s onetime tutor, his mentor and his friend, Cézanne. The rumours that swirled around the art world latched onto a supposed feud between the two painters. An irreconcilable rift. Something scandalous. But now Cézanne is dead and Tartuffe has not spoken to the outside world for thirty years.


How much weight should Joseph give these glimmers of gossip? Would it be possible, all these years later, to piece together what happened? He shifts in the uncomfortable bed and goes back to his notebook.


 


Away from the easel, Tartuffe is equally elusive. He rarely leaves his house and does not welcome visitors. He refuses to give interviews and once, famously, ripped up a reporter’s notebook in the street. Word has it that he has fallen out with everybody except his wine merchant. His reputed feud with Céz—


 


There is a knock at the door and Joseph hurls the notebook under his bed. He had not heard anyone approach. He pulls the fraying bedsheet up to his chin and calls, ‘Come in?’


The door opens and it is Ettie. She is standing in the milky sunlight, an earthenware jug in her arms. She casts around for somewhere to put it but the desk is covered in Joseph’s papers and so she opts for the floor, stowing it beside an old birdcage.


‘Are you ready?’ she asks, straightening up.


‘Ready for what?’


‘Ready to be painted.’


 


Tata’s studio is a converted stable block. It sits removed from the main house, a short stomp away through the long grass. Light pours in through wide, open windows. The walls are whitewashed and the floor is a patchwork of bare bricks spattered with paint. It is bright and light and airy, a welcome change from the cramped squatness of the house. Tata is already there when Joseph arrives, a cigar clamped between his teeth as he rummages in a jar of paintbrushes. He grunts a welcome but does not look up.


Stacks of canvases are propped against the walls. Joseph takes a slow walk around them: an exhibition of unfinished work. Some paintings contain only a few lines but others are filled with colour. There is a study of lemons in a porcelain bowl. A grapefruit, a plate of sardines, a half-eaten nectarine. Joseph can almost taste the fleshiness of the food in the thick gumminess of the paint.


There are some older paintings here too. Joseph can see that the style is different, more formal. The shapes have not yet broken apart. There are beach scenes, a city street, and a couple of brightly coloured paintings from a trip Joseph knows Tata once made to Morocco. He turns his head to look at a canvas propped on its side: a little boy clutching a monkey to his chest.


Joseph makes a mental note of everything. The banks of clutter, the eruptions of colour around the walls. It is like being inside the great man’s mind. He notes the smells of the studio: linseed oil for loosening paint (warm, nutty), turpentine for cleaning brushes (sharp, acidic), and through the windows, the dry scent of olive trees baking in the sun. Joseph walks over to a table at the back of the studio which has been spread with plates. There is a platter with a crab shell and a dish of shrivelled grapes. There is an empty wine glass, a rotten plum, a delicate fish spine, pale folds of flesh still clinging to the bones. And there is Ettie’s plate with its abandoned tomatoes from the night before.


‘Don’t!’ barks a voice as Joseph reaches out a hand. ‘Do not . . . touch . . . the food!’ Tata comes up behind Joseph and yanks him roughly away. ‘I told you! I told you not to touch anything!’ His face is red and he gives a snort like a bull, then turns and strides back to his paintbrushes. ‘Come!’


Joseph rubs his shoulder where Tata grabbed it, then follows him to the end of the room where a canvas is waiting on an easel. In front of it is a three-legged stool.


‘Sit!’ Tata barks.


Joseph perches awkwardly on the stool. He tries to get comfortable as Tata scrutinises him. He has placed Joseph next to a window, a square of light that looks out onto a parched field. The sky is unblemished by clouds. ‘Put this on,’ Tata says, throwing something at him. It is a billowing piece of white cloth, rather large. Joseph removes his shirt and pulls on this oversized smock, old-fashioned in style and with a gaping neck. He folds his shirt carefully and places it beneath the stool.


‘Good,’ Tata says. ‘Good.’ Then he reaches into the pocket of his trousers and pulls out an orange. He weighs it in his hand for a moment, then comes forward and places it in Joseph’s palm. He lifts Joseph’s chin. Lowers his shoulder. As Joseph is being positioned he is vaguely aware of movement out of the corner of his eye. He senses, rather than sees, that it is Ettie, quietly clearing some of the plates away. He did not hear her enter.


Finally, Tata slides Joseph’s glasses from his face and the world blurs. He feels vulnerable, like a newborn animal. He blinks a few times and tries to get used to this softened version of the studio.


The fuzzy outline of Tata steps back. He nods, content with his composition, wraps an apron around his midriff and retreats behind the wide square of the canvas. There is the sound of shuffling, of a brush being rubbed into paint, and then a throat being cleared. ‘Today I am outlining, so it is important you hold this position,’ Tata says. ‘Do not move unless I tell you to. Do not speak. Do not let me see you breathing.’


Joseph itches in the coarse white smock. The day is already thick with heat and his skin pearls with sweat. He wants to wipe the moisture from his upper lip but does not dare to move a muscle. He tries to commit this pose to memory, willing his body to remember exactly how Tata wants it.


Time passes very slowly.


Is Ettie still here? Is she watching them? He wants to twist around and look for her but he must remain as immobile as stone. He tries not to blink too frequently.


Tata shuffles backwards and forwards as he plots his coordinates onto canvas. Joseph imagines him placing a shoulder here, a hand there. He grunts as he works, standing an arm’s length from the canvas and making wide, brisk strokes with a long-handled brush. Occasionally he bustles over from behind the easel to arrange Joseph’s body, to shift the angle of his jaw or the direction of his gaze.


Joseph breathes everything in. He does not want to forget a second of this. He longs to see the other side of the canvas, to watch the painting emerge. After his mother died, art became his salvation. It was the only thing that could occupy his mind for more than a minute and hold back the dark clouds that bloomed at the edges of his thoughts.


The greatest lesson his mother taught him was not to worry about understanding art. ‘Just let it wash over you,’ she used to say. ‘Don’t worry about what it means. Just look, and take whatever you need from it.’


It was she who introduced him to the work of Tartuffe.


‘This man is doing something different,’ she said as they stood side by side in the National Gallery. This was a man who could paint light because he understood darkness. His images were loose, experimental, because he knew that life did not hold its shape. Tartuffe’s paintings told the truth about the world in all its shattered, rippling complexity. ‘How does it make you feel?’ his mother used to ask as they stared at a painting together. Not ‘What do you think it means?’ How does it make you feel?


After she died Joseph repeated these pilgrimages, this time alone. He would pick a painting at random and stare at it. He removed his glasses, letting the paint blur, losing himself in the shapes and the colours. The anxious judder of his heart slowed. Over time, his mind calmed.


It was during these lonely visits that his thoughts turned to the man who created the paintings his mother had loved so much. Where was Edouard Tartuffe now? Who was the man who knew exactly how complicated the world was? Perhaps in finding Tartuffe, Joseph could find a way back to his mother. Back to those golden days when they stood hand in hand in front of the paintings. Back when Tata’s canvases and Joseph’s life were both filled with light.


Back when everything was different.


A citrusy tang seeps into the air. Joseph has squeezed the orange so hard he has pierced the skin. He tries to steady himself. Breathes as slowly as possible. He has eaten nothing all morning and his stomach gurgles but Tata pays him no notice. He is only a shape. A living collection of lines which will one day transform into the image of a man. He keeps his nostrils unflared, his hands relaxed, just the way Tata wants them. He lets his mouth go soft. He sinks into himself, feeling Joseph Adelaide recede. He wants to fade away, to become someone else. He will let Tata transform him into someone new.


He will become the Young Man with Orange. And perhaps, if he is lucky, he will also be the young man who cracks Tartuffe; who brings back a piece of the giant to show the world.


Let me in, Joseph thinks. Just let me in and tell me all your secrets.










Ettie


Ettie picks through the papers on Joseph’s desk. He has few possessions but he has arranged them neatly: envelopes in one pile, blank paper in another, written correspondence in a third. He has lined up his pencils along the edge of the desk. There is a pair of notebooks, an India rubber, and a knife for sharpening pencils. In the centre of this arrangement sits a small clunky typewriter. Ettie runs her fingertips over the keys, feeling the indents where Joseph’s fingers fit. He brought one bag, she thinks, and this is what he filled it with.


The page in the typewriter is blank. He has not written anything yet.


She sifts through the papers, careful not to disturb the precise alignment of their corners. There is an official-looking telegram from a man named Harry, and a letter in handwriting so wild she can barely decipher it. It looks like the scribblings of a madman.


There is one book on the desk. The Odyssey by Homer.


Her head twitches to one side, ears alert for any sound in the house. But Tata and Joseph are still in the studio. She is alone. She picks up a soft grey notebook and flicks through it. Joseph’s handwriting is cramped and his pages are slashed with arrows and crossings-out, as if he is continually doubting himself. Not this word, the lines seem to say. This one, no . . . wait . . . this one.


To the left of the typewriter is a note dashed off on a scrap of paper. Talk to Ettie? it says. Ask her questions.


She runs her fingertip over Joseph’s handwriting, dark and spiky as a bramble. She likes the way he has spelled out her name, committing it to paper in sharp black lines. She lets her fingers rest on it for a moment, then leaves the note where it is. She must not linger. She casts her eyes over the desk to confirm everything is as she found it and then slips from the room, easing the door silently into its frame.










Joseph


The days fall into a steady rhythm. Mornings are spent in the sunlit studio, Joseph perched atop the wooden stool, Tata surveying him with his mismatched eyes. Ettie, Joseph is always vaguely aware, moves like a shadow beyond them: cleaning, tidying, making sure Tata has everything he needs before he knows he needs it. She lays out his brushes. She sweeps the dust that creeps in under the door. She pores over his notes, his sketches, his preparatory studies, and spirits them all away, priming the studio each day for the master to work.


Joseph grows accustomed to staying still. He bristles at how his father would scoff at what he is doing. Loafing, he would call it. Idling, slacking, languishing. But it is physical work, Joseph wants to retort in these imaginary arguments. It is agonising, bodily work, and he must train himself to fix his gaze on a faraway point, to detach his mind from his muscles and ignore the creeping pain in his limbs. The sun that burns the nape of his neck. The sweat that glides over his body.


At noon each day Tata throws down his brush and declares that his work is done. He will only paint Joseph in the morning, he explains, when the light is right. Ettie appears, like a spirit summoned, to collect Tata’s apron, his dirty brushes, his paint-stained rags. She bows her head to inspect his palette. She counts the colours, looking at what has been used and what has not, glancing between the paints and the canvas. Then she turns, and disappears out of the studio door.


For the rest of the day Joseph is left to his leisure, to wander the yellow fields, to hover awkwardly about the house, to try to write. For just as Tata is painting a portrait of Joseph, so Joseph is creating a portrait of Tata. He needs to extract some information from this closed-up man, some alchemical formula which he can write about and say, Here. I have solved the riddle of the recluse. I have found the equation to his genius and I lay it out for you now.


It is a hunger he has not felt in a long time. His senses have become blunted over the last few years; dulled by death and despair. But here, in this remote, ramshackle farmhouse, something inside him is coming alive.


 


To send or receive letters, Joseph must go to the village tobacconist which doubles as the post office, as well as the general store and source of all local gossip. Salomé, the crinkled woman behind the counter, always has a smile for Joseph, a gummy grin which splits her face like a rotten apple. The shop is dry and earthy, like the tobacco she chews and then spits on the floor at her feet. She is from Mauritius, she tells him, a teardrop-shaped island in the Indian Ocean.


One afternoon she hands Joseph a thick cream envelope over the counter. His name is written in looping turquoise ink which means it is from Harry. He thumbs it open and reads it on his walk home, treading the solitary donkey track back to the house.


So you are the old man’s muse! the letter begins. Joseph can hear Harry’s red-faced wheeze, the rumble of his laugh and the slap of palm against pin-striped thigh. He closes his eyes and is thankful for the privacy of the empty road before reading on:


 


Joseph Adelaide, you sly dog. Young Man with Orange indeed! I never thought you’d get Tartuffe to talk, but now look at you. This makes an excellent piece. Much better than an interview, I think. Give me an insider’s account on the workings of the master for next month’s issue. Write down everything. I want to know what the old fart eats for breakfast and how he brushes his teeth. Does he have masterpieces stashed in every corner of the house? What’s he up to next? And what does he think of the Dadaists’ latest stunt? Pester him with questions and leave no stone unturned!
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