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For my mother, with love and gratitude







   

Surely all art is the result of one’s having been in danger, of having gone through an experience all the way to the end, where no one can go any further.


—Rainer Maria Rilke



   





PART ONE



   





PROLOGUE


FARLEY FARM, SUSSEX, ENGLAND 1966


Hot July. The downs have greened up from the past week’s rain and rise into the sky like mossy breasts. From the windows in Lee Miller’s kitchen she sees hills in all directions. One straight gravel road. Stone walls made long before she got here that divide up the landscape and keep the sheep where they belong, calmly chewing. Her husband, Roland, with his walking stick, wends his way along the bridle path. He has two of their houseguests with him, and stops to point out a mole’s burrow that could break an ankle, or a cowpat that might be a little too much country for some visitors.


Lee’s herb garden is just outside the kitchen and about as far as she ever chooses to walk. Roland stopped asking her to join him on his constitutionals years ago, after she told him that until he puts a sidewalk on the downs and lines it with café bars, she’s not going to be wasting her time tromping through the hillsides. Now she thinks he welcomes the time apart from her, as she does from him. Each time she watches him leave, the hand that’s clenched around her throat loosens a little.


Of all the rooms at Farley Farm, the kitchen is where Lee is most content. Not happy, but content. No one goes in here without her, and if they did, they could never find what they were looking for. Spice jars teeter in uneven towers, pots in various states of filth cover the counter and fill the sink, containers of vinegar and oil stand open on the shelves. But Lee knows where everything is at every moment, just like she used to know in her studio, the clutter confounding to everyone except her. When Dave Scherman, her photography partner during the war, used to come into her room at the Hotel Scribe, he’d always have some cocky comment ready—“Ah, making an installation piece out of used petrol cans, are we, Lee?”—and she thinks of him when she’s in her kitchen and wonders what he’d say to her now. Dave is one of the few of her war days friends who hasn’t made the trek out here to see her. She’s glad of it. The last time she saw him, back when they were all still living in London, Lee overheard Dave say to Paul Éluard that Lee had gotten fat and lost her looks and that not being pretty was making her angry. Which isn’t true, of course. There is so much more that’s making her angry than the stranger who greets her in the mirror each morning, burst blood vessels blooming across her puffy face.


Lee trained at the Cordon Bleu a few years ago, and now she makes multicourse dinners almost every weekend and writes about them for Vogue. She is the magazine’s domestic correspondent. Before that she was its war correspondent, and before that she was its fashion correspondent, and before that she was its cover model. In 1927, an Art Deco sketch of her head, cloche pulled low like a helmet, ushered in an era of new modernism in women’s fashion. A remarkable career, everyone always says. Lee never talks about those days.


Vogue is on Lee’s mind because Audrey Withers, her editor, is coming to dinner tonight. Audrey is most likely coming to fire her and making the journey to Farley to do it in person. Lee would have fired herself long ago, after the twentieth missed deadline or the tenth familiar pitch about entertaining in a country home. She’s loyal, though, Audrey, and the only fashion editor who ever tries to tell women about something more important than the latest trends in evening wear. Audrey will be buffered by some other guests: their friend Bettina, and Seamus, the Institute of Contemporary Arts’ curator and Roland’s right-hand man. Lee thinks that Audrey will not be able to fire her in front of Roland’s friends. Maybe she can feel her out, turn things around, find her way back in.


Tonight’s menu is a variation on one Lee has served before. Ten courses. Asparagus croûtes with hollandaise, scallop brochettes with sauce béarnaise, tots of vichyssoise, Penroses, mini toad-in-the-hole, Muddles Green Green Chicken, Gorgonzola with walnuts, beer-braised pheasant, a ginger ice, and bombe Alaska served flambé-style with the lights turned low. If Lee can’t work for Audrey, she will kill her with butter and cream and rum-soaked meringue.


When Lee was reporting back from Leipzig and Normandy during the war, Audrey was often the only person she would contact. Lee sent her those first photos of Buchenwald, and Audrey ran them with the story Lee had pounded out on her little Hermes Baby, fueled by Benzedrine and brandy and rage. Audrey ran her words exactly as Lee had written them, with the headline “Believe It” and the photos full bleed, huge on the page in all their gruesome glory. Didn’t care that somewhere in Sheffield a housewife turned from one shiny page advertising the latest Schiaparelli gloves to a bruised and beaten SS guard on the next, his nose broken and his pig’s face covered in thick black blood.


It is noon and Lee starts on the Penroses, a dish she invented of thick closed mushrooms stuffed with piped pâté de foie gras and topped with paprika to look like the roses that grow at the edge of the herb garden. They are easy to do incorrectly, and the entire process takes hours. Roland often gets angry at her because she’ll say dinner at eight and it will be nine, ten, eleven o’clock and all the guests will be tired and drunk by the time she brings out the first course. Lee shrugs him off. Once she made a grilled bluefish in homage to a Miró painting and even Roland agreed that it was worth the wait.


Tonight, though, Lee will be on time. She will emerge from the kitchen calm and regal, and dish after dish will reach the table like performers in a well-executed dance. There is magic to a multicourse meal, and on the best of days it reminds Lee of what it used to feel like to be in the darkroom, moving at exactly the right pace, no wasted effort.


Lee finishes the Penroses and leaves them on top of the icebox. Next she makes the hollandaise, more than they’ll need, whisking the yolks with the lemon juice in a copper pot, the whisk ting-ting-tinging against the metal. Outside, Roland and the early guests crest a hill, following one behind the other like ducks in a little line, and then dip down into a valley and disappear from view.


What will Lee say to Audrey? She has ideas for articles, none of them good. She has apologies. These feel better, more genuine. It’s been a rough few years, moving out here, only getting to London a few times a month, cut off from everything. But she knows her writing is still good. Her photos are still good. Or they would be if she could do them, if she could shrug off the stultifying sadness that she pulls around with her like a heavy cape. She will tell Audrey that she feels ready now. She will tell her that she moved the junk out of one of the bedrooms and set up her typewriter in there, the desk pushed up under a small square window with a view of the drive rolling out and away from the farm. Lee even snapped a photo, the first she’s taken in months, framing the window inside the viewfinder, a view within a view, and tacked it up next to her desk. Audrey will like to know that Lee has made a picture. That she’s sat there, running her fingers over the typewriter’s dented sides, watching the chickens peck their way across the drive. When Audrey asks, Lee will offer her sharp incisive sketches of country living. She will give her anything she wants of this life of hers, on time, with photos if she can manage it.


By four o’clock Lee has prepped almost everything and set up her mise-en-place, the small bowls filled with chopped marjoram, sea salt, anchovies, cayenne, and all the other spices she’ll need to make the meal. She adds an ice cube to her tumbler and goes into the dining room. There is a long pockmarked trestle table, big enough to hold twenty-four people. The fireplace at the end of the room calls to mind Henry VIII, roast suckling pigs, flagons of wine. Above it hangs Picasso’s portrait of Lee, which has always been the image of herself she likes the best, the way he captured her gap-toothed smile. Around it are some of their favorite pieces from Roland’s personal collection, crowded up against one another, Ernst next to Miró next to Turnbull. Over the years, they’ve mixed in some unknown Surrealist pieces as well: a taxidermied bird lying upside down on one of the frames, a railroad tie with a giant mouth painted on it, a doodle of a woman with wild tangled hair housed in one of the most ostentatious frames they could find. Lee sits down at the table. Her feet are starting to swell. She jiggles her tumbler a little, and the ice cubes dance in the whiskey.


Roland gets back from his walk at the same time that a low-slung Morris pulls up the drive, the loud engine growl alerting them to its arrival. He stands in the doorway to the kitchen—he often stands framed there on the threshold, never seeming to want to enter her domain.


“Good walk today,” he says, rubbing his nose with his thin sculptor’s fingers. “We saw a bull snake on the path. Must have been five, six feet long.”


Lee nods, not looking at him directly, moving a long-handled spoon in the pot in which she boils potatoes.


“Smells good in here,” he says, sniffing. “Garlicky.”


“That’ll be the chicken.”


He sniffs again. “What time is Audrey arriving?”


“I think that’s her now,” Lee says calmly, as if she hasn’t been on edge ever since she heard the tires crunching on the stone.


“Do you want to greet her or shall I?”


“You’d better.” Lee gestures to the mess. “I’m in the middle of a dozen things here.”


Roland takes a long look at her before he walks away.


The water is really boiling now, the steam rising up around Lee’s face as she leans over it. The rule with potatoes: start with water cold from the tap and cover them with more liquid than you think you need. Make sure they have room to wiggle. If they touch, they’ll get starchy. Lee boils them whole and cuts them while they’re still steaming. Most people don’t think enough about potatoes.


From the front of the house comes Roland’s voice booming, “Audrey! Don’t you know friends use the back door in Sussex?,” and then Audrey’s high, refined voice in response. Quickly, Lee refills her glass from the bottle she has tucked away behind the Weck jars. She hears their feet on the gravel again, going back out to the car, and then the screech and snap of the screen door, loud as a gunshot when they return. The noise sends an electric jolt up her spine and suddenly Lee is covered with a spreading panic, blackness like a hood. There is a scorched smell in the air and she worries something is burning, but she can’t make herself move over to the oven to check. Her vision goes dark at the edges as it always does when this happens, and even with her eyes open she is back there, Saint-Malo this time, her shirt soaked with sweat, crouched in the vault, the muscles of her thighs seizing up as she waits for the echo of the bombs to fade away.


She cannot stop the thoughts from coming. They lodge like bits of shrapnel in her brain and she never knows when something will bring one to the surface. This time, when Lee returns to the present, she finds herself huddled in the corner of the kitchen clutching her knees to her chest. She gets to her feet unsteadily and feels relieved that no one has seen her this way.


The glass is the thing. She picks it up, puts it against her forehead so she can feel how cold it is, takes one shaky swallow and then another. The timer dings. Lee startles again, tries to compose herself, digs a potato out of the pot, and tests it with her teeth, so hot she pulls back sharply and it falls with a soggy thump to the tile floor. Another swallow from her glass, the panic growing, the room around her bending and twisting like the reflection of her face in the pot’s copper surface, and she wants to abandon the meal and go upstairs to her office, where she can look out at the sheep again, everything neat and orderly, the same as it was hundreds of years before they moved here.


She is almost out of the room, moving toward the back stairs, when she hears Audrey’s voice.


“Lee!” Audrey walks through the kitchen door with her arms outstretched, a smile on her face. “This is where the magic happens. I’ve seen your pictures but it’s so much more fun to see it in reality.”


Audrey looks the same: tiny, immaculate, a fresh silk scarf tied in a bow around her neck. She has dyed blond hair that she still wears in pin curls, perfectly acceptable teeth that make her look a bit like a badger, and a habit of wearing corsages to work. She wears one now. Corsages aside, Audrey is the least vain person Lee has ever met, and that’s quite an achievement for someone who’s worked in fashion for over thirty years. Lee sets down her drink, rubs her hands on the towel she has folded into her apron’s waistband, and holds out her arms. They squeeze each other tightly and Lee feels as if someone is blowing up a balloon inside her chest, pushing away the panic and making room in her. She has forgotten how much she loves Audrey.


They pull away from each other and Lee watches Audrey taking in the kitchen. She looks at the mess, she looks at Lee’s glass on the counter, she looks—quickly, trying not to let Lee see the look—at Lee’s housecoat, her snarled hair, the lumps of her heavy body. Lee sees herself through Audrey’s eyes and it’s not attractive, but Audrey has enough tact to move her gaze across the room.


“Are those the famous Penrose mushrooms?” she asks, pointing to the icebox. “November nineteen sixty-one. We got so many letters about them.”


“In the flesh,” Lee says. She’s set down her tumbler, out of sight behind a bowl of lettuces, but keeps glancing at it. The panic is back, thick and suffocating, and she closes her eyes to force it away.


“Audrey,” she says finally, gesturing to a chair, “please sit. Make yourself comfortable. Can I get you something to drink?”


“Oh, I’m sure you’re much too busy to entertain me while you cook! Roland offered to give me a tour, but I wanted to say hello as soon as I got here.” She comes back over to where Lee is standing and gives her another quick squeeze, her eyes kind.


Lee feels relief and doesn’t try to stop Audrey as she leaves the room. With shaking hands she picks up her glass again and finishes her drink in one huge swallow that makes her eyes water. When the tears spill over, she lets them fall.


Nine o’clock and Lee is not done cooking. The guests are in the parlor. She hears the sound of their voices rising and falling, laughter, the clink of wineglasses. Roland has come back to the kitchen several times, saying in a low hiss that “they are waiting, they are hungry, do you have an estimate on when it might be ready?” Lee tells him no. They can wait, even Audrey, and it will be worth it.


Part of the trouble is that she’s kept right on drinking, the extra bottle behind the Weck jars empty now and replaced with one she ferreted away in the back of the pantry. She’s drunk so much that for once she can feel it: her nose gone numb and her fingers slick as sticks of butter. It is just so easy to keep topping up her glass, and there’s no way to know how many times she’s done it. Drinking makes her forget that Audrey is her lifeline to all she used to care about in the world: photography, writing, her old beautiful self. When Lee can fight off the urge to just curl up in bed and fall asleep forever, she wants to be the person she used to be, alive and hungry. But every time she hears Audrey’s voice from the other room, that posh London accent, she keeps picking up her glass for one more swallow.


At nine thirty the asparagus is on a bed of lettuce with hollandaise drizzled across the platter. Lee picks it up and pushes through the swinging door to the dining room. From the adjacent parlor, the group quiets when they see her. Someone—Seamus, maybe, from the ICA—says, “Brilliant! I’m starving,” and they all come into the dining room. Roland shows them where to sit—this is one of his talents, putting the right people next to one another at a dinner party—and then he comes over to her and takes the platter and sets it on the sideboard. Janie is there, the house girl, whose life Lee makes miserable by rarely letting her in the kitchen, and the girl serves the asparagus and then everyone looks at Lee where she’s still standing by the door.


“Join us, darling,” Roland says, indicating her place at the end of the table nearer the kitchen.


“More to do,” she says, backing toward the door and wondering idly if she’s slurring before deciding she doesn’t really care.


“Sit, Lee,” Audrey says. “You’ve been on your feet all day!”


Audrey’s right. Lee’s feet are aching. She takes off her apron and finds her seat and someone, not Roland, fills her wineglass, and the conversation begins again in fits and starts as people lift the shining asparagus stalks to their mouths and start exclaiming about how good they taste.


They eat and drink and it is not too daunting. Audrey is involved in a long exchange with Bettina about a spring fashion show she just saw. The new look was geometric cutouts, cropped jackets, sheath suits. After a while, Bettina turns to Lee and says, “You’ve always had such a good eye. What do you think of the new Yves Saint Laurent?”


Lee laughs. “Betts, I gave up on all that when I realized how comfortable my army uniform was—you know that. Now it’s just trousers and housecoats for me.”


Roland looks at her. He, like Audrey, knew her when she was modeling, when she could spot a dress from across the room and tell you the designer and the material and the season. That, too, is behind her, and good riddance. If women knew how comfortable army pants were, they’d all be wearing them. During Lee’s last visit to Vogue, she cornered a few young models in the lift and told them how liberating it was to wear men’s pants and not to stuff one’s feet into the equivalent of Chinese finger traps. One of them recognized her.


“You’re Lee Miller, aren’t you?” the girl asked. She towered over Lee—it seemed every year the models got taller—and something about the question annoyed her. In it was Audrey’s prompting: “Be kind to Lee. She’s not the same since—Those things she saw—She was in Germany when they opened up the camps. Horrible, really. We never should have sent her.” So when this girl recognized Lee, the devil in her came out.


“Lee Miller?” Lee said, leaning in so close she could see the girl’s pores, the fuzz of plaque clinging to her straight white teeth. “I heard she died.” The girl looked shocked and then the lift doors opened and Lee got out, the untied laces of her boots slapping along with her as she continued down the hall.


And here Lee is at dinner in boots too, the shirt she has on, formerly covered by her apron, tucked haphazardly into her trousers, with Audrey and Bettina and Roland staring awkwardly, the fashion conversation at a standstill.


To break the silence Lee gets the vichyssoise, which she serves in earthenware tots she and Roland picked up in Bath years ago. Janie helps serve, and Lee shows her what to do so that she can bring out the next few courses, which are prepped and ready when they want them. Each trip to the kitchen is an excuse for more whiskey, though, so Lee doesn’t want Janie to do too much.


Finally, after the scallops and the chicken and the pheasant—all of it as perfect as Lee has imagined it would be, if not as timely—the conversation turns to Roland’s work and gossip about the ICA and the latest exhibition troubles. Seamus’s voice rises above them all, pontificating. Why do fat men always love the sound of their own voices? Lee and Audrey are the only people at the table not connected to the museum, so soon they stop listening and Audrey turns sideways in her chair and says, “Lee?”


Lee is ready—she has been ready—and says, “I have so many ideas, Audrey. Truly. I’m writing again. No more boondoggling.”


Audrey sits back. Looks surprised. “That’s wonderful!”


“I was thinking about that fish dinner I made—you remember, I told you about it? The bluefish? Why not write a piece about art and cooking? Or I could do a piece about foraging. People bring me things, things you probably wouldn’t know you could eat—fiddlehead ferns and different types of mushrooms—a whole piece on that, with photos to match.”


Lee really is slurring now, she can feel it, the words coming from her mouth like puzzle pieces spilling out of a box. Audrey lifts her glass, her wedding band gleaming in the candlelight. In her eyes Lee sees the emotions she expected to see there, pity and embarrassment, her glance sliding away as if she doesn’t really want to be seeing her.


“Lee,” Audrey says, “there’s something I want to ask you.”


Lee moves to stand up. “I should—I need to serve the next course.”


Audrey puts her hand on Lee’s wrist. “It can wait. Roland and I had a nice long chat when he gave me a tour this afternoon, about something that’s been on my mind for months. I want you to write a piece—well, Roland and I want you to write a piece—about your years with Man Ray. A feature. Thirty-five-hundred words. Some of his photos from that time. We think it would do you good to have a big project to focus on. It can go in the February issue. You could interview him if you want, or you could just write it from your perspective, your memories. Our readers will love it. The woman’s touch. They’ve come to love you over the years through all the cooking pieces.”


Lee looks at Roland, who studiously avoids meeting her eye. His shoulders are hitched up to his earlobes and he has that same penitent beagle look on his face that he gets when Lee is yelling at him.


They’ve come to love you through all the cooking pieces. All the fluff Lee’s submitted to Audrey over the past few years, the portrait they commissioned of her in her herb garden, dressed in a goddamn gingham apron. And they do love her! They send her letters. Dear Mrs. Penrose, I’m a homemaker in Shropfordshire and I tried your trifle last night. What a success! All my guests are still exclaiming over it.


Today when Lee was in the kitchen measuring out fenugreek, Roland and Audrey must have been discussing her, cooking up a plan to get her to reengage, come back to herself, do something worth doing.


“I don’t want to,” Lee says finally, her tone petulant even to her own ears.


“Why not?” Audrey looks sympathetic.


Lee reaches for her glass and Audrey’s expression hardens. Without letting her answer, Audrey says, “It will be good for you, Lee. A story with some meat to it. A story only you can tell.”


“I don’t want to, Audrey.”


“Lee . . . I don’t know how to say it . . . but it’s this, or we’ll have to renegotiate your contract.”


She knew the words were coming but it doesn’t hurt any less to hear them.


“I’m writing again, truly, Audrey.”


“Then write this. This is what we need. We can’t have . . . We’re moving away from the domestic section, actually.”


Just then Janie comes over to Lee and whispers in her ear, “Should I serve the dessert, ma’am?”


“No, no—I’ll manage it, Janie,” Lee says.


As the door to the kitchen swings shut behind her, Lee grabs the first clean glass she sees, one of her mother’s teacups with a delicate rose spray pattern, and goes immediately to the Weck jars. The teacup rattles in its saucer as she fills it, so she sets down the saucer and holds the cup in both hands, gulping the whiskey so the fumes rise up and burn her nose.


An article about her time with Man Ray. With photos to match. Lee could tell the story again the way she’s always told it: “I met Man Ray in a bar on his way to Biarritz. I asked him if I could be his student and he told me he didn’t take students. So I told him I was going with him, and before the train pulled into Biarritz we were in love.” Tell it this way and it’s romantic, a fairy tale, and if you tell something enough times it becomes true, just the way a photograph can trick you into thinking it’s a memory. And why couldn’t it be true? Lee was beautiful enough then to get what she wanted exactly when she wanted it, and there are photos of her in Biarritz with Man, her head tipped back to catch the sun, skin creamy as the inside of a seashell. Lee could assemble an entire history from the photos that would tell any version of the story she wants. But back then, that first summer in Paris, she didn’t yet know the power of pictures, how a frame creates reality, how a photograph becomes memory becomes truth.


Or Lee could tell the real story: the one where she loved a man and he loved her, but in the end they took everything from each other—who can say who was more destroyed? It’s this story that she’s locked up tight inside herself, this story that she was thinking about when she hid all her old prints and negatives in the attic, this story that makes the delicate teacup tremble in her hands.


Lee takes a final swallow and sets the empty cup atop the pile in the sink. She calls to Janie, and together they carry the bombe Alaska to the table and set it in the middle of the group, and with a theatrical flourish, Lee pours the pitcher of rum over it and takes one of the long taper matches and sets it on fire, and the flames are instantaneous, hot and blue, rising up almost to the chandelier. Everyone gasps and claps loudly, and Lee forgets for a minute how sad Audrey has made her, just stands there and enjoys watching the alcohol burn.


After the cake is cut and everyone is served, Lee sits back down next to Audrey.


“When would you need it by?” Lee asks her, and watches as Audrey’s face moves from surprise to pleasure.


“I’d want to see a first draft by October.”


Lee nods. “I’ll do it,” she tells her. “But not his photos. Mine.”


Audrey rolls the stem of her wineglass between her fingers. “I can’t promise that. This is a story about Man Ray.”


But it’s not, Lee thinks. And that’s been the problem all along.



   





CHAPTER ONE


PARIS
 1929


The night Lee meets Man Ray begins in a half-empty bistro a few blocks from Lee’s hotel, where she sits alone, eating steak and scalloped potatoes and drinking half pitchers of dusky red wine. She is twenty-two, and beautiful. The steak tastes even better than she thought it would, swimming in a rich brown roux that pools on the plate and seeps into the layers of sliced potatoes and thick melted slabs of Gruyère.


Lee has passed the bistro many times since she arrived in Paris three months earlier, but—her finances being what they are—this is the first time she has ventured inside. Dining alone is nothing new: Lee has spent almost all her time alone since she got here, a hard adjustment after her busy life in New York City, where she modeled for Vogue and hit up the jazz clubs almost nightly, always with a different man on her arm. Back then, Lee took it for granted that everyone she met would be entranced by her: her father, Condé Nast, Edward Steichen, all the powerful men she had charmed over the years. Those men. She may have captivated them, but they took things from her—raked her over with their eyes, barked commands at her from under camera hoods, reduced her to pieces of a girl: a neck to hold pearls, a slim waist to show off a belt, a hand to bring to her lips and blow them kisses. Their gaze made her into someone she didn’t want to be. Lee might miss the parties, but she does not miss modeling, and in fact she would rather go hungry than go back to her former line of work.


Here in Paris, where she has come to start over, to make art instead of being made into it, no one pays much attention to Lee’s beauty. When she walks through Montparnasse, her new neighborhood, no one catches her eye, no one turns around to watch her pass. Instead, Lee seems to be just another pretty detail in a city where almost everything is artfully arranged. A city built on the concept of form over function, where rows of jewel-toned petits fours gleam in a patisserie’s window, too flawless to eat. Where a milliner displays exquisitely elaborate hats, with no clear indication of how one would wear them. Even the Parisian women at the sidewalk cafés are like sculptures, effortlessly elegant, leaning back in their chairs as if their raison d’être is decoration. She tells herself she is glad not to be noticed, to blend in with her surroundings, but still, after three months in this city, Lee secretly thinks she has not seen anyone more beautiful than she is.


When Lee has finished the steak and sopped up the last of the gravy with her bread, she stretches and sits back in her chair. It is early. The restaurant is quiet, the only other diners elderly Parisians, their voices too low for eavesdropping. Empty wine pitchers are lined up neatly next to Lee’s plate, and on the far end of the table is her camera, which she has taken to carrying everywhere despite its heaviness and bulk. Just before she boarded the steamer to Le Havre, her father pushed the camera into her hands, an old Graflex he no longer used, and even though Lee told him she didn’t want it, he insisted. She still barely knows how to operate it—her training is in figure drawing, and when she moved to Paris she planned to become a painter, envisioned herself dabbing meditatively at a canvas en plein air, not mucking about with chemicals in a suffocating darkroom. Still, Lee has learned a bit about taking pictures from him and at Vogue, and there’s something comforting about the camera: both a connection to her past and something a real artist might carry around.


The waiter stops by and takes her empty plate, then asks if she’d like another pitcher of wine. Lee hesitates, picturing the dwindling francs in her little handbag, then says yes. Even though her savings are getting low, she wants a reason to stay a little longer, to be surrounded by people even if she is not with them, to not go back to her hotel room, where the windows are painted shut and the trapped air always smells oppressively of pot roast. Lately she’s been spending more and more time there, drawing in her sketchbook, writing letters, or taking long afternoon naps that leave her unreplenished—anything to pass the time and make her forget how lonely she feels. Lee has never been very good at being by herself: left to her own devices, she can easily sink into sadness and inactivity. As the weeks have passed, her loneliness has gained heft and power: it has contours now, almost a physical shape, and she imagines it sitting in the corner of her room, waiting for her, a sucking, spongy thing.


After he has picked up her plate, the waiter lingers. He is young, with a hint of mustache above his lip so faint it could have been penciled there, and Lee can tell he is intrigued by her.


“Are you a photographer?” he finally asks, the word almost the same in French as in English, photographe, but he mumbles, and Lee’s grasp of the language is still so rusty it takes her a moment to parse his question. When she doesn’t respond, he tips his head at the camera.


“Oh, no, not really,” Lee says. He looks disappointed, and she almost wishes she said yes. Since she’s been here, Lee has taken a few pictures, but they have been shots any tourist would attempt: baguettes in a bicycle basket, lovers pausing to kiss on the Pont des Arts. Her initial tries did not go well. The first time, when she got the prints back from the little camera shop around the corner, they were entirely black; Lee had somehow exposed the plates to light before they were developed. The second set—made with more care, the plates inserted into the camera gingerly, a light sweat dotting her upper lip—came back as murky gray masses, so blurry they could have been clouds or cobblestones, but certainly not close-ups of the sculptures in the park she had been shooting. Her third set of prints, though, was actually in focus, and looking at those small black-and-white images, conjured not only from her mind but from a unique combination of light and time, Lee filled with an excitement she never felt when painting. She had released the shutter, and where nothing had existed, suddenly there was art.


Lee wants the waiter to ask her more questions—wants, so badly, to have an actual conversation, to make a friend—but just then the bell over the door chimes as a group of older men come in and the waiter goes over to show them to a table.


Lee sips her drink as slowly as she can to make it last. As the room gets more crowded, it occurs to her that the bistro is stodgy. All the patrons are years older than her. The men have thick gray mustaches like suit brushes above their lips; the women, while chic, have high buttoned collars and sensible shoes. But then a trio comes in: two men and a woman. At first Lee thinks they are actors because their outfits are so strange. The men wear gauchos and sashes tied at their waists, with white shirts and no jackets. They look almost like parodies of artists but they sit perfectly at ease and the waiter hardly glances at them when they order. The woman, too, is dressed strangely, in the Scheherazade style that was popular a few years back. Her hair is closely bobbed and gleams like polished walnut against her small head, and her lips are painted such a dark red they are almost the same shade as her hair.


Lee tries to listen to them without their noticing. They speak English with a hard northern bite to it, and though normally she wants nothing more than to put Poughkeepsie behind her, on this night the familiar tones of her hometown have the pleasure of sinking into a warm bath. They are talking about a man named Diaghilev, who is the head of the ballet and has diabetes and lives alone in a nearby hotel. The woman seems afraid of him, but Lee can’t discern why; she clearly isn’t a dancer—even seated it is obvious she is stocky, and her ankles look like saucisson stuffed into her T-strap shoes.


“If you’re going to listen, you should join us,” one of the men says, staring at the ceiling.


Lee sips her wine.


“Hey, Lorelei,” he says, swiveling in his chair and snapping his fingers at Lee. “If you’re going to listen to us, you better join us.”


When she realizes he is addressing her, Lee is so surprised she is almost tempted to decline their invitation, but this is the thing she has longed for—a way to be a part of a world just beyond her reach. For a moment she is scared to let it happen. But her waiter has overheard them, and comes over to carry her drink for her, so the choice is made and she moves over to their table.


Once she is settled, the man who invited her leans toward her. “I’m Jimmy,” he says, “and this is Antonio, and this is my sister, Poppy.”


He holds on to the word sister for a beat too long. Lee knows she is to understand that Poppy isn’t his sister, but she has no idea why he would say she is.


Poppy turns her shiny head and looks at Lee. “We were talking about Diaghilev, but I’m bored of that. I want to talk about a scandal. Do you know any scandals?” Poppy purses her lips and a line appears near her mouth like a delicate question mark.


Lee glances around, suddenly hot from all the wine and food. What does she have to say that would interest them? Her mind goes blank as paper, and the only things she can think of are the physical objects around them: the ceiling light swaying on its chain, the scuffed wood floor, the candle on the table with its small waterfall of wax.


“You’re a scandal,” Jimmy says to Poppy, reaching over and putting his hand on her knee. She ignores him, holding Lee’s gaze, the challenge of her question continuing until at last she looks away and it is over. She turns back to Jimmy and he begins talking again, and just like that the tension eases and Lee is folded into their group.


“We were at the Ballets Russes,” Jimmy offers.


“We had to leave,” Poppy says. Lee wonders if they were kicked out because of how they were dressed.


Jimmy balances on the back two legs of his chair. “Poppy here has a very refined sensibility. She can’t bear to see anyone suffer. The director has a reputation—a temper, let’s say—”


Poppy cuts him off. “The dancer looked puffy. She’d been crying, I could tell. And Goncharova’s set was all wrong.”


“I liked it. I better have, all the time I spent helping her paint it.” These are the first words Antonio has spoken. He doesn’t take his cigarette out of his mouth.


Lee turns to him. “Oh, you paint!”


“No.” Antonio takes a huge drag and then crushes his cigarette in the ashtray and lights another in a unified and graceful motion.


“Antonio does automatic drawings,” Jimmy says, and Lee nods as though she knows what he means. Antonio just sits there, so Jimmy continues. “Incredible work. He really gets to the dream state. Time like gears unhinged. Screwy stuff.”


“The opposite of you,” Poppy says, looking at Lee again, and for a moment Lee is shocked, until she realizes that Poppy is pointing to her camera, which she has set on the table and is surprised to find is doing what she hoped it would do: signal her new identity. Lee reaches out and runs her fingers across its case, still cold to the touch in the warm room.


“I’ve been doing illustration work for Vogue,” Lee says, eager to offer up something that might seem intriguing. “They hired me when I moved here to sketch copies of the fashions at the Louvre.”


It is true, or was: for weeks Lee sat on her little folding stool in the Louvre’s east wing, copying the Renaissance objects they had on display. A lace cuff with a rose point pattern, a belt with a giant silver buckle. She sent her sketches to the magazine, care of Condé Nast, but when she did he told her that they couldn’t use them after all. We have a man in Rome now taking pictures, he wrote. Much faster, and such a good way to see all the details. Lee hasn’t been back to the museum since, and she hasn’t found a new job either.


“Fashion at the Louvre,” Jimmy drawls. “How bourgeois.”


Lee flushes, but before she can say anything, Antonio says, “Good light. I work there now and then.”


Lee thinks of the slanting shadows cast down from a bank of the museum’s windows, the silhouettes the statues threw onto the ground. “Yes,” she says, and when she catches Antonio’s eye he gives her a smile, warm and genuine. Jimmy twirls a finger in the air to call for more drinks, and Poppy shifts in her seat so that she’s facing Lee and starts to tell her a long, convoluted story about her childhood in Ohio, and just like that, Lee feels she has lifted a chisel to the wall of Paris and tapped the first crack into its surface.


Later. More wine. Poppy’s hand snakes along Jimmy’s thigh, the white tips of her manicure pale moons against his trousers. A warm flush that started in Lee’s stomach rises up to her neck, as if she is a carafe someone is slowly filling with hot tea. By the time the warm feeling reaches her chin, she is leaning back in her chair, her legs spread in an unladylike posture, laughing so hard at the things Jimmy is saying she forgets to hide her crooked front teeth with her hand. So when Poppy yawns, looks around at the restaurant, now half empty again, and says, “Let’s go somewhere—anywhere,” Lee is ready, doesn’t even care where they take her.


“Drosso’s,” Jimmy says with authority, standing and throwing a sheaf of bills on the table—how many Lee doesn’t know, but it seems to her a vast sum, more than enough to cover the cost of her meal—and then they are outside, and it is raining, so they pile into the back of a taxicab, pressed so close together that Lee can feel the stubble on Poppy’s exposed thigh as it pushes against her own. Antonio is wedged against her other side, staring out the window.


“Careful of your glass,” Jimmy says to Poppy, who has brought her wine into the cab and takes small sips each time they stop.


Poppy turns to Lee as if they are in the middle of a conversation, which maybe they are—Lee cannot recall. “A few weeks ago Caresse and Harry had us drive out to Ermenonville. They own a mill there, and we met in the field behind it. I got into Harry’s car and Caresse got into Jimmy’s car. Lavender leather seats, custom work. At first it was the wildest thing. One switch and you’re leading a gorgeous new life. Harry gave me his gardenia—”


Jimmy reaches over and grabs Poppy’s face roughly, pushing her cheeks together so that her mouth distorts into an unattractive pucker. He lets go after a moment and she takes a sip of her drink as if nothing has happened. She is quiet for the rest of the ride. Antonio pays no attention to them, and when Lee glances at him he is cleaning his fingernails with a penknife. Usually this would disgust her. He has huge hands, long tapered fingers. Artist hands, Lee thinks. The knife blade reflects the light of the streetlamps as they drive, and Lee watches him for a while, then looks out at the city, watery and indistinct through her own reflection in the cab’s fogged windows.


Drosso’s turns out to be an apartment on the third floor of an unremarkable building in Montmartre. The exterior gives no hint of the opulent world they find inside, rooms opening one into the next like brilliantly lit jewels, furnished with silk settees and Persian rugs and piles of embroidered satin cushions. Drosso himself greets them, arms outstretched, dressed in the strangest and most fantastic coat Lee has ever seen, a long burgundy jacket with attached silk butterfly wings that flutter behind him as he approaches. He kisses everyone on both cheeks, awkwardly long kisses.


“Magnifique,” he whispers, and holds Lee at arm’s length and makes her twirl for him, ducking her under his wing and letting it brush over her like a curtain. When she has finished twirling, Drosso smiles and puts one arm around her and the other arm around Poppy and shows them to a dressing room, steps outside, and closes the door. A dozen brightly colored silk robes hang from hooks on the wall. Poppy begins disrobing immediately, piling her clothes haphazardly in the corner. At first Lee tries to watch her without looking as though she is watching her, but it doesn’t matter: Poppy is uninhibited, shimmying her way out of her garter belt and stockings the same way she must when she is alone.


When she sees Lee watching her, she says, “Everyone changes at Drosso’s,” as if that explains things. After debating it for a few more moments, Lee follows her lead. She fusses over the buttons of her dress, folds the garment extra neatly before setting it on the floor, and after she sees Poppy remove her brassiere she does the same, feeling as though she is back in the dressing room at a modeling studio. Once Lee is undressed, she chooses a sky-blue kimono and ties the belt tight at her waist, the silk cool and almost wet against her skin. She cannot bear to leave her camera—what if it gets stolen?—so she picks it up and tries to ignore how absurd she feels carrying it while wearing the robe.


As they emerge from the dressing room, Lee hears muted voices and low music coming from down the hall. Drosso is waiting. He leads them to the back of the apartment, to a library with gilded bookshelves, and then walks over to the shelves and pulls a lever. The bookshelf swivels open to reveal another huge room, this one painted deep eggplant, with several dozen people inside, most dressed in robes, reclining on sofas and the floor. In the center of the room is a low brass table with a hookah and a few opium pipes on it. A dark-skinned man sits cross-legged next to it, dressed in a brocade military jacket and a small close-fitting hat. He leaps to his feet as they come into the room and bows deeply. In a corner, a couple lies entwined, sharing sips from the valve of a hookah tube that snakes toward them from the table. The man’s hand rests in the woman’s hair, unmoving, and her eyes are closed. As Lee watches, the woman’s head starts to droop forward, and his hand clenches shut in her hair and holds her steady. The woman opens her eyes and smiles sleepily at him.


It is as if they have stepped out of Paris and into a Bedouin camp, the room a tent whose curtained walls muffle sound and throw great distorted shadows when people move around the space. A Moroccan screen in a corner half hides a kissing couple. One man lies facedown near the center of the room, so completely still Lee wonders if anyone is worried that he might be dead.


Lee does not know what to make of this place, these people, the thick smoke that hangs low in the room and curls around her ankles like a silent gray cat. Everything is disorienting: the smell, cinnamon and something harsher, a scent like unwashed bodies that makes her surreptitiously sniff her own damp armpits to make sure it isn’t her; the crouching man near the hookah, who has been staring at her since she came in and holds up one of the hoses each time she makes eye contact with him; the musician playing in the corner, a sort of low, droning cello that gives everything a nihilistic quality.


No one is paying attention to her, but Lee cannot stop thinking about herself: the way she’s cinched her kimono, the cumbersome camera case still clutched in her hand as if she is some kind of gawking tourist on Indian holiday.


She is drunk, but not drunk enough to consider smoking opium. That was her mother’s pastime—morphine, actually, the little blue vials lined up on the window ledge in her dressing room and glowing like sapphires in the sun. Lee looks around the room and sees her mother in all the drowsing women. “Go ’way, Li-Li. I’m tired.” There were times when her mother locked herself in her bedroom and ignored Lee for days at a time, emerging puffy and haughty, her eyes smeared with the remains of her makeup.


Lee has been high just once: she and her best friend, Tanja, tried laudanum together, and sometimes when she is sick she can still taste it at the back of her throat, cloves and bitter herbs and alcohol, the numbness of her tongue and the floating giddiness that came after it. She hated it, had panicked, as if her life were a balloon and she had just let go of the string.


Now she is trapped. Thinking of Tanja has made her miss her friend, and she wishes there were someone here who knows her. The bookshelf is closed behind her. Poppy has reunited with Jimmy, and Lee sees them embracing in a far corner. Drosso kneels next to a young man and helps him steady a needle into his arm. Only Antonio remains nearby, so Lee turns to him and he catches her eye and gestures to a bar cart she hasn’t noticed yet. She nods, grateful, and lets him fix her a glass. The truth is that she probably shouldn’t have more—she lost track of how much wine she had at the restaurant—but along with her nervousness she is filled with a reckless feeling.


Antonio brings her brandy, a man’s drink, and the bitter liquid cuts through the fug and instantly makes her feel better.


“You ever been here?” he asks her, his voice low. He was so silent at the restaurant it is a surprise to hear him ask a question.


Lee shakes her head. “I’ve only lived in Paris for a few months.”


“It’s not all just this.” Antonio gestures around them. “Drosso is an art collector. He’s very wealthy.”


“What does he collect?”


“Everything, I guess, though he loves modern work. He funds Littérature. That’s why we’re all here so often, suckling at the teat of our potential patron.” He nods his head toward a few men arranged around a hookah.


“All who?” Lee takes another swallow of the brandy, which is opening up her chest in a strange way, pulling like a hot knife through her breastbone.


“Éluard, Tzara, Duchamp. All the Surrealists. Here to channel the unconscious.” Antonio makes quotation marks in the air and smirks conspiratorially.


She knows these names, has heard them mentioned at New York parties, read them in literary magazines. Hearing Antonio say them is like feeling a key slide into a lock. “Do you know them?”


“Sure I do.”


The drone of the cello stops and Lee looks at Antonio, looks him straight in the face and realizes how attractive he is. His mouth is full, his lips dry, almost papery. His eyes are a beautiful soft gray, ringed with black lashes.


“Can you introduce me to them?” she asks, leaning toward him and wavering unsteadily on her feet. “I know them—I mean, I want to know them. I want to meet them.”


Lee is having trouble making sense, her words as wobbly as her legs, so she reaches out a hand and puts it on Antonio’s arm, hard and warm beneath his robe. She hears everything now that the music has stopped: the burble of the hookah, the click and hiss of smokers’ lighters over their pipes, the tink-tink of ice in her brandy glass. She takes another sip and then another.


“Now’s probably not the time,” Antonio says, his voice kind, and even though she tries to pull him in the other direction, across the room to where he said Duchamp is sitting, he gently leads her to an empty couch against a far wall and tries to take the brandy glass out of her hand. She won’t let him. She needs the cold crystal, the warming bite of the liquor.


“Can you get me another?” Lee asks him, and he looks at her for a while and then shrugs and does as she’s requested, trading her a fresh glass for her empty, and she lifts the new one to her mouth and takes a giant swallow.


“I’ll be right back,” Antonio says, or at least Lee thinks she hears him say it. In any case, he leaves her there, and the couch is deep and overstuffed and upholstered in a slippery fabric that’s just begging for her to slide down on it, so she finishes the new brandy and makes herself more comfortable.


Just before Lee thinks of nothing she thinks of this: That brandy is not just brandy. The voice inside her head is indignant, and then she passes out.


It could be minutes, it could be hours. Lee wakes up, still on the couch, her cheek pressed into a heavily embroidered pillow. She rubs at her eyes, opens them. Drosso stands over her, his butterfly wings hanging at his sides and his big shiny face inches from her own.


“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Lee mutters, batting her hand at him as if she is brushing away a fly. She lifts her head and looks around the room for Poppy or Antonio but doesn’t see them anywhere.


“I must tell you a passionate secret,” Drosso says in French. Lee is too confused to understand him, so he repeats himself a few times until finally another man comes over and says in English, “He says he has to confess something to you.”


This man is smaller than Drosso, with thick curly hair springing away from his temples.


Drosso speaks to the man in rapid-fire French. He holds a champagne coupe in his hand and points at Lee, talking so quickly that even if she were fully cogent she wouldn’t be able to follow him. The smaller man laughs and looks at her.


“He says . . .” The man pauses, seeming to debate whether or not to say what comes next. “He says that he’s never seen such beautiful breasts. He says your breast is like a more perfect version of the glass he holds in his hand. He wants to draw it and then have it made so that he can drink champagne from it. He wants to drink champagne from your breast while touching your breast.”


Through the whole statement, Drosso nods in furious agreement. Lee sits up. Looks down. Her belt is loose. Her kimono gapes brazenly from sternum to hip bone so that even in her fog she knows that Drosso must have been able to get a good look at her. She clutches the kimono’s fabric to her chest, crunching the blue silk in her fist as tightly as she can, and then stands up and pulls the absurd robe even tighter around herself.


The small man is smiling at her, and though his expression is friendly and almost apologetic, Lee wants nothing more than to be far away from him.


“Please tell your friend,” she says to him, twanging her American accent as imperiously as she can, “that he will never touch my breasts, not if I was falling from a burning building and my breast was the only thing he could hold on to, to save me from dying.”


He bursts into laughter as Lee walks away from him. She goes toward the bookshelf but realizes she has no idea how to open it. With one hand still clutching her robe, she feels across the shelves with her other hand, desperately searching for a lever or knob or something that will let her out. But she is trapped.


“Wait,” the man says. “Wait.”


Lee looks around, feeling frantic. “How do I get out of here?” she asks a woman who lies nearby, eyes closed. The woman doesn’t respond.


The man has followed her. He reaches for a small gold handle on the bookshelf, and it slides open easily. As she moves toward the opening, he gently circles her wrist with his hand.


“He’s bent,” he says, gesturing at Drosso. “He’d never try anything with you, or with any woman. Do you understand what I’m saying? It’s all just silly. Theatrics.”


Lee shakes her head no.


“Who are you?” he asks.


She shakes her head again. She doesn’t want to tell him her name, doesn’t want him to know another thing about her.


“It’s all right,” he says. “You’re fine. I’m sorry he scared you.”


“I’m not scared. I just want to leave.”


“I understand. If you ever need anything, you can look me up. I’m Man Ray.”


The pomposity of his statement—not “My name is Man Ray,” but “I’m Man Ray,” as if there isn’t a chance in the world she wouldn’t know of him—astounds her. True, she does know of him: his photography appeared in Vogue right next to her modeling spreads. He is as well-known as Edward Steichen or Cecil Beaton in the fashion world—she heard his name mentioned at many parties before she left New York.


Man Ray reaches into his coat pocket—it is only now that she realizes he is not wearing a robe—and hands her a small card with his address printed on it. All Lee wants is to leave, to be alone someplace where she can pretend none of this ever happened, so she says thank you and takes the card and turns away, walking out as quickly as she can without looking as though she’s running.


It isn’t until she has made her way back to the dressing room, found her clothes and put them on with fumbling fingers, taken a cab all the way back to Montparnasse, and is in her own cold bed, the coverlet pulled up to her chin and tucked hospital-tight around her body, that the black humor of the situation hits her. All these months spent hoping to meet other artists, and she meets Man Ray at an opium den, where she is too embarrassed to do anything but run away. Alone, she cringes at the memory, until she has another thought, much more disturbing: her camera, left behind on the couch in her hurry.



   





CHAPTER TWO


It is not until her camera is gone that Lee begins to understand how much she has grown to love it. For it is truly gone: the next day, she walked the six kilometers back to the apartment in Montmartre, found the door with its elegant bellpull, clenched her hands until her fingernails bit into her palms, and girded herself for Drosso’s moon face, his wet lips. But it was a servant who greeted her, silently took her up and back through the maze of elaborate rooms. Lee knew the secret of the bookshelf and opened it herself, but behind the shelf the hidden room was empty. The whole place was empty, smelling jarringly of lye.


Without her camera, Lee returns to painting. She lugs her folding easel and stool out into the street, sets up along the Seine, bisects her canvas with a decisive horizon line as she was taught to do at art school. Hours pass. Lee wishes she felt inspired, but instead she is just achingly lonely. She watches two young women browse a nearby bouquiniste, their gloved hands trailing across the rows of book spines. They talk and laugh together, and for a moment Lee wants to join them, to abandon the pretense that she is trying to become an artist, and just while away her hours. But something in her is disgusted by their purposelessness, by the excess of the expat culture, all the rich Americans she sees, content to enjoy the favorable exchange rate and live like the hedonists they are.


As Lee wanders the city, she finds herself composing photographs in her mind instead of paintings. One afternoon she goes to the camera shop near her hotel to ogle the window display. The model she wants, a brand-new Rolleiflex Original, sits on a velvet cushion and costs 2,400 francs. Though she barely has money to pay her rent, Lee goes into the shop, ignoring the way the shopkeeper’s eyebrows raise slightly in surprise when she asks to see the Rollei. In her hands it is lighter and more compact than her lost Graflex. She thinks of the pictures she took before and vows—if she can ever afford to buy another camera—to try harder, take more pictures, learn how to make something that is actually art.


When she has touched the Rollei’s every knob and dial and finally handed it back over, the shopkeeper gestures to an ad for a Kodak Brownie on the wall behind him. In the ad the Kodak girl wears a flapper-style striped dress and stands at the top of a small hill, arms outstretched, her Brownie dangling from one finger. “Perhaps you would prefer something smaller, something a little simpler?” he asks her. “These are what all the girls are getting lately.”


Lee shakes her head. Not this girl, she thinks, and bids him good day.


Instead of taking pictures, Lee reads the instruction manual she took from her camera case and stuffed in the back of her one desk drawer. She will use this time productively, and when she has saved up enough, she’ll deserve the professional camera she wants to buy. Printed on one page of the manual are grainy pictures—sailboats, an excavator, a winding country road—followed by columns of numbers under the headings “Bright Sun,” “Cloudy,” “Hazy,” and “Dull.” Within these columns are more choices, based on time of day, and then there’s a small sentence at the bottom of the page: “Exposures with stops larger or smaller than F8 should be respectively decreased or increased one-half with each succeeding smaller or larger stop used. Third group—May—Bright—9 a.m.–3 p.m. = 160—F8.” Sitting on her bed, staring at the diagrams with no camera to reference, Lee finds it all so technical that it makes her want to scream, makes her feel like the living embodiment of the “Dull” column, too stupid to grasp even these basics of the art form.


Was this what her father was doing when he took her picture? Lee remembers him fiddling with the knobs on the camera’s face, how he’d pace off the steps between her and the camera mount, which she realizes now he must have been doing so he’d get the focus right. But she remembers more the way he’d run his finger along her cheek to move her face toward the light, his pleased expression when he knew he had gotten the shot he wanted.


One session in particular stands out. Lee must have been nine or ten. The day would have fallen into the “Bright Sun” column in the manual, the contrast too high for shooting outdoors. Her father set up his camera in the parlor, drew the gauzy curtain liners across the windows, and endured her, with diminishing patience, as she ran through the room, asking him again and again, “Are you ready yet? Are you ready yet?,” whipping the pocket door open and closed each time she came full circle.


When he was finally set up, he called to her and shut both doors, entirely cutting off the room from the rest of the house. With the wide doors shut, it was a small, close space, with such high ceilings the perspective seemed skewed, as if the furniture were clustered together at the bottom of a dumbwaiter shaft. Everything was dark, opulent, a wide band of mahogany wainscoting on the walls and heavy, low-lying mahogany furniture to match. Against the dark wood, her father’s white hair gleamed, his body looked as thin and tough as a piece of jerky.


“Stand by the drapes,” he said, and there are a few pictures of her in the first pose, clad in a knee-length organdy dress with a drooping bow at the waist and a sailor’s collar. She wore black stockings, and all her running around had left them smeared with dust. Her expression in these first shots was insouciant; she stared at the camera with heavy-lidded eyes.


Now, running her finger along the grid of numbers, Lee understands how laborious the process was, why it was after only one or two exposures that he came over to where she stood and studied her with a puzzled, searching expression.


“Li-Li,” he said, “the dress is too bright against the draperies. Let’s try it without, shall we?” He helped her undo the fussy covered buttons that marched down the back of her bodice, unknot the sash cinched at her waist. His hands were warm and rough. As he helped her, his calluses caught on the band at the top of her delicate stockings; his fingernails left light scratches on her dry pale skin.


“That’s going to be much better,” he said, and he was right. Lee remembers the picture so clearly it’s as if she just saw it. In it, her naked body is white and almost glowing, and she looks like a deer emerging from a dark forest, her eyes wide and startled like a deer’s, full of all her love for her loving father.
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