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PRAISE FOR





Adam and Leonora


“Carol Jameson has a rare talent for delight. In reanimating past artists, poets, and lovers she snares them in a Midsummer Night’s Dream of pure storytelling intoxication. Even her André Breton is halfway loveable!”


—JONATHAN LETHEM, New York Times best-selling author of Motherless Brooklyn and The Fortress of Solitude


“I ‘watched’ this novel as if I were viewing a Buñuel film, delighted and surprised by the quick geographic and emotional twists, and by a take on romance (mad love!) that characterizes the best of surrealism.”


—OWEN HILL, author of the Clay Blackburn novels


“An ambitious blend of fiction and art history, author Carol Jameson explores the powerful and often provocative role that dreams can play in everyday life. Fans of surrealism are sure to enjoy.”


—VICTORIA LILIENTHAL, author of the award-winning novel The T Room


“Jameson has written a wonderful novel, layered with romantic escapades and philosophical musings on Art and Life. She deftly handles different places and historical time periods from Paris on the cusp of war, to New York, Mexico, and Los Angeles. Adam is the archetypal male artist, a modern Don Quixote in search of the Ideal, while André Breton, as Sancho Panza, offers counsel that fluctuates between brilliance and buffoonery. The women—Pauline, Mimi, and Leonora—are visionary artists in their own right. Adam and Leonora is executed in a fluid literary style reminiscent of the great studies of human folly.”


—SUMMER BRENNER, author of The Missing Lover
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“When you get into the spirit of how the Earth creates, all kinds of new revelations become possible.”


—GORDON ONSLOW FORD (1912–2003)









This is a work of fiction, inspired by the life and art of the surrealist painter Gordon Onslow Ford. 









“There are fairy tales to be written for adults, fairy tales still almost blue.” 


—ANDRÉ BRETON




Prologue





SANTA CRUZ, CALIF., 2012


“It has taken me ten years to hone my palette to only the color of blue. . . .”


Leonora let the declaration float out and up into the air. The students, gathered in Adam’s living room, sat on couches and chairs, leaning against golden, avocado, and crimson cushions, surrounding her in a rapt little circle. Some stared at her, puzzled. One let a slow smile spread over her wizened face.


“I think I know what you mean,” she ventured.


Leonora gazed at her, questioning yet pleased. “Indeed?”


“Yes, but maybe I should just let you talk and. . . .” The student’s voice trailed off. She reached for the glass of water in front of her, softly gulping.


“I don’t know that I can explain,” Leonora said. “Ten years is a long time. Some of you may understand, others”—Leonora let her gaze rest for a moment on a younger woman who squirmed into the crimson cushion she was leaning on—“may not. Yet. But I think what might best show you what I mean is a tour of Adam’s studio. That is, after all, why you are here, is it not?”


They all nodded, eager.


“I only ask that you respect what has been preserved.” Leonora rose, glancing around at the group. Oh, she thought, could she do this? Expose Adam to their collective gaze and questions? Leonora took a deep breath, then felt him, heard him: “You will execute this tour impeccably. No need to analyze so much, Leonora. Show them my work. Let them drink it in. It is there for them. They are why I painted, created for all of those years. . . .”


With a subtle nod, Leonora gently commanded the group: “Please, follow me.” Before leaving the room, she glanced up at the magnificent canvas above her, its startling comets golden in the cobalt sky.


The students rose, gathering up their backpacks, papers, and water bottles, before filing out after their host to view the work of Adam Sinclair in his studio as he left it all those years ago.
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SANTA CRUZ, CALIF., 1992


“How do you do?”


Standing at his threshold, Leonora appraised the man before her. He was tall. Yes. And handsome, naturally. A messy burst of thick gray hair atop a square, masculine forehead. Intense blue eyes that pierced her to her core. He wore a painter’s smock, splashes of red, orange, blue, and lime covering it in layers. His long legs sported worn jeans. These, too, were splattered with paint.


Nervous, she watched as he eyed her up and down, slowly taking her in. He did not respond with the standard American answer of “Good, thanks,” or “Fine, thank you,” or “Who the hell are you showing up at my doorstep unannounced?”


Okay, this last, Leonora knew, was not the standard American response, but she half expected him to slam the door in her face. After all, she had never been formally introduced to the famous painter. Who was she to just knock on his door one breezy Monday afternoon?


Yet, she felt as if she knew him. She’d been hiking the ridge above his studio for years, fantasizing about the man who lived and worked in the old barn-like structure below. She’d heard rumors that his wife had died decades ago. He now was alone. A recluse. A man who lived to paint.


But as she stood before him, Leonora felt as if she’d come home. Here was a man, the man, that she’d always imagined on her long lonely walks over the years.


Why today? What had finally given her the courage to make her way down the mountain, the trail windy and treacherous? She’d thought of doing exactly what she was doing today so many times. Yet each time she’d considered turning down the mountain instead of continuing along the ridge back to her home, she’d hesitated. She had never taken that fateful turn.


Until today.


And as he stood in front of her, tall and imposing, that air of British properness hitting her square in the chest, Leonora drew in a quiet breath.


He gazed at her for what seemed like an eternity, until finally, miraculously, he responded as she knew he would. “How do you do?” he answered, a slow grin creeping over his creviced face.


Leonora broke into a radiant smile. He was a kindred spirit. A fellow Brit. Of course, when she thought about it later, she realized that she must have known this. It was local lore that he’d come to California from England in the 1950s, that he’d spent time in France and Mexico. Yet the familiar greeting “How do you do?” as an answer to her own “How do you do?” still surprised her. It had been a long time since she’d exchanged such a greeting.


“Do I know you?” he asked.


“I feel like you might,” she answered.


“Is that so?”


“Yes, well, perhaps not. . . .” She spied the room behind him, filled with his giant canvases of chaotic color and cosmic energy.


“Then,” he stepped aside, wiping a grungy hand on his smock, “perhaps you better come in and introduce yourself. Though I can’t entertain for long. I am in the middle of something.”


“Oh,” she murmured, “I don’t want to interrupt your work.”


“It’s nothing like that,” he chuckled, glancing down at his dirty smock. “Appearances can be deceiving.”


Leonora nodded. She knew much about appearances. She worked hard to keep hers smooth and unruffled. A researcher by profession, she knew that a calm and clinical demeanor was what her field demanded. Yet she, too, was an artist. She painted and sculpted. Though she knew she had much to learn, to practice with her art. And this meeting with Adam. Would it be the start of a new shift? Would he inspire her in ways that she only dreamed of?


“As I mentioned, I don’t have much time this afternoon, though if you’d fancy a spot of tea, I could put a kettle on.” Adam motioned for her to come in. “Please, have a seat. It won’t take a moment.”


Leonora ventured into the great man’s living room, taking in the giant canvases and stupendous view of the valley.


What had she gotten herself into? she wondered. Would he think she was some hussy after his fame and fortune?


“Milk? Sugar?” he called out from the kitchen.


“Yes, please, both,” she answered, standing awestruck in front of a gargantuan canvas of energetic sprays, lines, circles, and dots leaping off the canvas into her soul.


“That one is still in progress.” He handed her a mug of steaming tea. “I needed to get it out of the studio and let it sit for a time. Do you know what I mean?”


Leonora took a sip of the strong beverage, nodding. “Yes,” she said. “I think I do.”


He eyed her for a moment, speculatively, then motioned her to take a seat.


“Now,” he said, “tell me about yourself. Beginning with your name?”


“Leonora,” she answered, gazing at him steadily.


“Leonora,” he murmured, smiling slowly. “I like it. I knew a Leonora once. You may have heard of her? Leonora Carrington?”


“Yes, of course,” she murmured. Images of the famous surrealist’s animal heads—goats, horses, owls—atop women’s figures leapt into her consciousness.


“So, Leonora, why don’t you tell me why you knocked on my door today?”


Swallowing hard, she took a deep breath. “Well,” she began, “I hope you don’t think me too forward but. . . .”


Leonora stopped, unsure. Adam had looked amused, sipping his tea, studying her. But then his expression changed—almost a look of recognition as if he already knew what she would say. She took a moment to calm herself, to keep her voice from betraying her nerves.


“I have been hiking the ridge above your property for many years now and. . . .”
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NEW YORK CITY, 1941


Pauline tore at the blank page, ripping it from the typewriter. Crunching it up into a tight little ball, she hurled it savagely in the direction of the trash basket.


Of course, she missed.


Shit.


She’d been working on the second chapter of her “novel” for over a week and still nothing! Why, oh why, was she even trying to write a novel? She’d been so excited when the first chapter just flowed out, the words streaming from her mind onto the page, her fingers flying over the typewriter’s keys in wild abandon.


And it was good!


Or so she thought.


But now?


Nothing.


No matter how much she tried, every time she started to type, the words just wouldn’t come out. She told herself, Okay, Pauline, just write anything. Type any drivel that happens to appear. But when she did this, she just couldn’t stand it.


Writing.


It was a wicked problem.


It had been so easy last week. And even when she was a child. The Adventures of Jezebel, her first play, had streamed out of her hand onto her notebook. She’d been little more than, what? Twelve? Thirteen? But this first success gave her the confidence to pursue her dream of being a “writer.”


What the hell had she been thinking?


Sighing, she gazed out the window, the sky a brilliant blue with creampuff clouds floating by. A burly robin flitted into the sycamore outside her apartment window, his red chest puffed up in avian pride before he belted out a splendid trill. A woman dressed in a lime-green suit strolled down the sidewalk, her little pug in tow. The dog stopped suddenly, yapping at the robin, who flitted away without a care in the world.


Oh, if only she could fly, Pauline thought.


Well, why not?


At least she’d get out of this apartment. She didn’t have to work until the evening shift at Ver Brugge’s, so why not at least go out for a walk?
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LECTURE TONIGHT!


THE ACCLAIMED SURREALIST ARTIST ADAM HOMER SINCLAIR LECTURES!


SURREALISTS ON FIRE


NEW SCHOOL FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH


8 P.M., 6 E 16TH ST.


ADMISSION: $1.50
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The sandwich board on West Fourteenth Street caught her eye. Why, this was right around the corner! Pauline exclaimed to herself, a strange tingling sensation oozing up and over her body.


She stood, transfixed, for a moment, contemplating. She’d never heard of Adam Homer Sinclair, but she adored the surrealists: André Breton, Kay Sage, Apollinaire. These artists and writers intrigued her, what little she knew about them.


But she had to work in two hours. Waitressing? Was this her life?


Hell no. Pauline decided that if she couldn’t be a writer herself today, the very least she could do was learn more about writers.


And from an artist.


This, too, intrigued her. Artists were so . . . she struggled for the right word . . . sexy . . . yes, that was it. What could be sexier than taking an image that floated in your imagination and creating a magical reality of it?


So much more fun than writing!


She’d just call in sick to Ver Brugge’s. Sure, they’d have her hide, but she felt a pull that she hadn’t felt in some time. Was it the surrealists?


Or was it this Adam Sinclair?


Shrugging, Pauline allowed herself a smug little smile as she headed back to her apartment to call in “sick” and find some suitable surrealist apparel for the evening ahead.


He was electrifying.


Pauline sat, entranced, as Adam lectured about his experiences with André Breton in Paris. How the two of them sat in quaint cafés till the wee hours, philosophizing about the blah blah blah. . . .


What was he saying?


Pauline didn’t even know. All she knew was that she was totally captivated. It didn’t matter what he was talking about. Though she knew, vaguely, that he was telling some charming anecdote about Breton—something about giraffes and champagne?


She perked up for a moment, trying to catch the thread of the story. But then she was too distracted—by his voice, his accent, his manly painter hands. The way they wove expressively over his head and in front of his chest. Exquisite.


I wonder what he paints? she thought . . . with such hands. . . .


“I believe if one can embrace the mysterious energies of nature . . . if one can immerse oneself in its infinite wisdom, then the creative spirit will fly free. . . .”


Pauline pulled herself back to reality. Away from the hands. Into the words.


Did he have the answer to her latest creative block?


Rapt, Pauline leaned forward in her red velvet seat, cupping her delicate chin in her hand, and listened. And listened and listened.
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PARIS, FRANCE, 1937


A hazy lavender smoke floated seductively, trapped by the ceiling of the Café de Flore, the dilapidated stage lit by a wavy rose-colored light, the tables full of chatter and glasses clinking. Garçons languidly leaned against the bar, cigarettes dangling, waiting for the bartender to fill their trays. A sultry tired tune wound its way through the lavender fog as the lone performer sauntered onto the stage, her tight red dress sparkling, her thick, dark hair draping over one eye.


“Mesdames et messieurs,” a hearty baritone boomed out, “bienvenue sur la scene, Mademoiselle Mimi Saucier!”


Adam sipped at his Bordeaux, only half listening to his friend’s philosophizing. Not that he wasn’t interested. He was. But what danced before him on stage was more interesting.


Much more.


“She is not the one for you, my friend.” Breton paused, shaking his head, his bushy mop of hair startling in its ferocity.


Grinning slowly, Adam forced his gaze away from the stage. “How can you be so certain?”


Breton waved one arm emphatically into the air. “Any fool can see that she is only one dimension. A mere distraction. She is not the one to whom you would give your life.”


Chuckling, Adam turned his gaze back to the stage. “Who said I wanted to give her my life? I am only looking for a little companionship, n’est-ce pas?”


“Oui, companionship, this I can understand. But my friend, she is dangerous. Can you not see this?”


“Indeed, I do,” Adam agreed, his gaze floating back to the stage as the song came to a close, the applause halfhearted, except for a few boisterous fans in the back of the café. “BRAVO, MIMI! C’est magnifique . . . MIMI!”


“Excusez-moi.” She stood too close, leaning toward Adam, yet not quite touching him, the cigarette dangling seductively from its holder. “Monsieur, may I trouble you for. . . ?”


Adam glanced sidelong at Breton before flicking the match and holding the flame expertly to her cigarette.


“Merci,” she purred.


“You are most welcome,” Adam said, motioning to an empty chair at their table.


Breton grunted, pushing back his chair, the legs scraping. “I will find someone else this night for whom my thoughts will elucidate their existence,” he said. “I cannot compete with such . . . seduction.”


She laughed, the soft notes falling out of her lovely mouth and into the smoky air. “Why, monsieur, I have no designs upon him.”


She stroked Adam’s forearm, lightly.


Scoffing, Breton shook his head. “Mademoiselle, your designs are as clear as the reality of the blue of the African elephant, the purple of the winter storm, the red of the pestilent scratch!” Grabbing his umbrella, he turned to face Adam, scowling. “Remember you are booked on the passage to New York for the morning crossing.”


Adam chuckled, heartily. “Don’t worry, André. I won’t forget.”


He watched in amusement as his friend hustled across the crowded room, joining a familiar group of intellectuals: “ . . . I am in no mood to admit that the mind is interested in occupying itself with such matters, even fleetingly. It may be argued that. . ..”[1]


Grinning, Adam glanced over at Mimi, her pale skin and dark hair a vision. He hadn’t planned any of this, but what fun it was to be out. In the café. With his friend. And this woman. A temptress. A seductress. A sorceress?


All afternoon he’d been holed up in his studio. Working. But the painting was going nowhere. With each stroke of the brush, he stopped. Thinking. Frustrated. Of course, Breton would argue that he was thinking too much. That he needed to simply let the paint flow from the brush, from his arm, from his imagination. Yet, when Adam tried this, why, all he was left with was a muddy mess. A canvas of despair.


And so, he’d given up for the day. Agreed to meet André at the Café de Flore for a drink. And then, here she was.


This woman.


A singer.


A dancer.


A lover?


Adam, turned to her. “Can I buy you a drink, mademoiselle?”


“Champagne.” She pouted, blowing a perfect ring of smoke out and over the table.


Adam watched, delighted, as it evaporated into the dusty atmosphere.


“Indeed.” Adam waved for the garçon, ordering the drink.


Under the table, he felt a gentle tap on his leg. Glancing down, he saw Mimi’s bare foot snaking around his leg, and slinking down his calf.


“Farewell to absurd choices, the dreams of dark abyss, rivalries, the prolonged patience, the flight of the seasons, the artificial order of ideas, the ramp of danger, time for everything!” [2]


Breton waved his hand above his head in dramatic flurry, his crimson scarf blowing madly in the early morning breeze.


Adam had to chuckle. He was going to miss André. His passion. His friendship. His art. But mostly his absurdity.


Not that he couldn’t succumb to his own.


Adam sighed to himself, remembering last night with Mimi. Had he acted too rashly? But yet . . . how could he have stopped himself? There she was, in the café, so seductive. So irresistible. And then there they were, in his studio, amid his paintings and his packing. She had feigned interest in his work. “What is this”—she had pointed at his enormous abstract of oranges, cobalts, and violets—“supposed to be, monsieur?”


He had smiled, indulgent. “I don’t know. What do you think it is?”


She’d slowly circled the large canvas, her stilettos’ tiny clicks distracting him, then she pronounced, “It is an orange in a blueberry muffin!”


Delighted, he laughed, “Exactly! How did you guess?”


Prettily, she’d gazed at him, serious for a moment. “I am an expert on the arts, monsieur. And not just the visual ones. . . .”


And with that they’d fallen into his creaky bed, making mad love till the wee hours.


Now, here with André, and his ship, the Empress Imogene, ready to sail off, Adam wondered if he was making the right choice. To leave Paris. And his art. And André . . . and Mimi?


No, she was nothing to him. Not really. A pretty plaything for his last night in the city, and yet, there was something about her. Something that he couldn’t get out of his mind. She haunted him.


Was it guilt?


Or was it something more?


“What is it, mon ami? Do you not see that all is before you? That you have earned this chance to sail to New York, to a life free from the strain of our impending doom here in Paris and all of Europe as the matter stands now?”


Adam shook himself from his reverie, “Ah, yes, of course, André. You are right. It is just that I will miss you.”


Scoffing, André waved out again at the vast gray sea. “Me? I think not, my friend. It is that vixen who captivated you last night. You are under her enchantment, no?”


“No!” Adam denied a little too vehemently.


“Very well,” Breton said, giving Adam a gentle pat on the shoulder. Adam knew immediately that his friend was not fooled. For all his absurdity, Breton was a man of subtlety.


“Off with you!” Breton slapped Adam heartily on the back. “You will find immensity and passion and art and a stampede of chartreuse elephants in that great metropolis that is your destination!”


Laughing, Adam shook his head, “I’m sure I will, André. I’m sure I will.”


And with a final handshake, Adam turned and strode up the narrow gangplank to join the rest of the passengers on the Imogene.


Exhaling deeply, Mimi blew the smoke ring out the balcony window and watched the vapor rise into the dawn sky. The pinks and grays of the clouds swept it into their embrace. A sweet bird began its morning song to greet the day. The proprietor of the café below raised the enormous metal door in noisy preparation for his first customers, “Hey! Savez-vous le temps, mon ami? Oui. . . .” he called out into the air, the answering volley lost to Mimi’s distraction.


Adam was on his ship to New York City by now, she thought. And what of it? Sure, he had been an attractive man. But she had had many attractive men. He was no different.


Or was he?


Mimi rose from the windowsill, kicking a stray stocking that lay forlornly on the hardwood floor. Coffee, that’s what she needed. If she had her coffee and then her morning shower, all would be back to normal. She had an audition later that day for a dance revue. It was a seedy establishment, but who could be picky in these times? After that, another night at Café Flore. Where no doubt she would meet other attractive men. Sing to them. Dance with them. Play with them. Make love to them. . . .


Yet, she couldn’t shake this feeling of regret. That Adam was gone. Out of her life so quickly.


Would she ever see him again?


Sighing deeply, Mimi gently touched the flatness of her belly.


Maybe she thought. Maybe one day she would. Who knew in this life?


Anything was possible.


But for now, to the café. And coffee. And her life. . . .
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SANTA CRUZ, CALIF., 1992


“So, did you finally meet the Great Artiste?” François popped the wine cork with his own artistic flair, before retrieving two glasses and pouring the Château Magnifique sauvignon blanc.


Leonora couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you,” she murmured, reaching for the glass her husband was offering, a sardonic glint in his eye.


“And?” François chuckled.


She shrugged. How much to tell him? The afternoon with Adam Sinclair was really beyond description. She’d been imagining their meeting for so long. All those long afternoon hikes along the ridge above his grounds. She’d stopped at the turn in the path so many times, only to lose her nerve and continue on her regular route back home to her life. Her work. Her husband.


And now, here was her husband, grinning that grin at her. Was he making fun of her? She couldn’t tell. Maybe. Maybe not.


But this was serious. This meeting with Adam. She’d studied his work and his life for years. His paintings called to her. Huge, beautiful constellations of yellows, Prussian blues, crimsons. The energy and daring of them. Why, if only she could meet him. Study with him. Learn from him.


So today, when they’d met, she had to keep her awe in check. She didn’t let on how much she admired him, or did she?


Leonora was no gusher. It wasn’t like she had a natural propensity to run off at the mouth. She was quiet, measured, thoughtful. And yet, when she’d met Adam, she’d felt unlike she’d ever felt before. He moved her. She shivered as he talked about his work. The tour of his studio. The intricacies of his process.


Why, she was in love.


Careful, she told herself. This was dangerous territory. She couldn’t allow herself to succumb to his magic and his power, no matter how much she admired him.


And what had he thought of her? she wondered. Had she told him too much? Too little? He had seemed fascinated by her research around dreams and the artistic process. How if one could record the energy of the dream in a painting, this was the truer “self” that emerged in the image. And her talk of her own art, how she’d had a dream about honing her palette to only blue. How the dream had been filled with aqua waterfalls and Prussian blue pools.


“But why is this, Miss Bloom? Is there something to be gained by such severity of selection?” Adam had asked.


And had she blushed? No, she doesn’t blush. But she had become shy. Tongue-tied even. Quite unlike herself.


“Leo?” François interrupted her reverie. “Did you hear me?”


Shaking herself, she gazed over at him. “Yes, yes of course, you asked me what happened, right? At our meeting?”


“Yes, my sweet. What did he look like? What did he say? How did you respond? Come, tell me all, or I will have to take action to pry it out of you!”


A fake dastardly snarl momentarily scarred his handsome face. She laughed softly, knowing now what to do. “Oh, well, you know. He was very . . . how shall I put it?” She took another sip of her wine, savoring the crispness. “He was very . . . British. If that makes sense?”


François grinned, “Ah, yes, the English. Now I understand. Quiet. Proper. No fun at all. Am I right?”


“Perfectly,” she answered, rising to make her way to the kitchen. “Would you like salad or asparagus with your filet tonight?”


“Surprise me!”


Leonora opened the refrigerator and peered in, frowning. If only he knew what he was asking.


But the surprise wasn’t about the vegetables. No. The surprise was in how much Leonora needed to return to Adam Sinclair’s studio. Not next week. Or the day after tomorrow. Or even tomorrow.


Could she slip away tonight?


“You find anything interesting in there?” François asked. She heard the gurgle of liquid as he poured himself another glass of wine. Sidling up behind her, he wrapped his free arm around her slender waist.


“Oh, yes—I think so,” she answered before turning and kissing him, the door to the refrigerator slamming shut as he leaned into her.


Leonora let herself be swept away into his embrace, but there was a tug still in the corner of her mind, even as François pressed onward. Adam: Would he agree to her request? Would she be able to persuade him of her sincerity, the validity of her project?


“You okay?” François stopped for a moment, searching her. “You seem a million miles away. Perhaps you do not feel in the mood?”


Shaking herself out of her reverie, Leonora smiled, seductively she hoped. “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. I feel quite fine. Honestly . . . I am all yours . . . always. . . .”


But even as she kissed him, Leonora couldn’t help but think about another man, another place, and another scene. . . .
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Adam took a step back, and then another—it was no use. No matter what vantage point he took. Close up. Far away. Upside down.


The painting was a disaster. “What the bloody hell am I doing?” he muttered to himself.


It was that Leonora. What did she want? Why did she seek him out? And most importantly, what was he to do with her?


He remembered her questions, so specific, so studied: “How about your paintings of the Inner Earth?”


“Well, it is the creative aspect of the spirit of the Earth. So, you have far more possibilities. You don’t have only the things you can see, like trees, birds—you have all kinds of fantastic creation, which you have never seen before. It is like the poetry of Baudelaire. He said, ‘I would have liked to have lived in the company of a young Giantess, as a voluptuous cat might sit at the foot of a queen.’ When you get into the spirit of how the Earth creates, all kinds of new revelations become possible. You become one with the creative force of the Earth. So, it is a question of love; it is a question of courting, not a question of conquering; it is a question of being worthy.” [3]


She had nodded, serious.


Now, Adam stood for a moment, staring at his work in process, the colors screaming at him in their vivid cobalts and offensive oranges. What had happened this afternoon with Leonora? Who did she remind him of? For some reason that he couldn’t quite place, she was familiar. She brought him back to a time, to a place, to another woman whom he’d used as a muse, then a lover, then a wife. . . .


Pauline?


No, Leonora was nothing like Pauline. Pauline was full of sass and spontaneity. That first night he’d met her, after his lecture, she’d stood in line, toe tapping impatiently on the cement floor, her frustration at having to wait in the long line written plainly on her eloquent features. She’d handed him the copy of his little book. He laughed quietly to himself now as he remembered how proud he’d been of this small volume, his first on the intricacies of the creative spirit.


“I was beginning to wonder if I was ever going to get through that line,” she’d said with a sigh, running her fingers through her thick dark locks. “I just wanted to thank you for the enlightening lecture and to—”


She’d paused, suddenly shy, as he gazed at her intently. Who was this charming thing? Adam knew an enticement when he saw one. But this one, she seemed different somehow.


“Did you want me to sign your copy?” He’d reached out for the volume, which she handed to him, somehow reluctantly.


“Oh . . . yes, please.” She’d recovered, quickly.


“And your name?”


“Pauline.”


“Pauline. . . .” He’d penned her name, artistically surrounding it with tiny cosmic stars.


“Lovely,” Pauline murmured.


Closing the book, he handed it back to her. “I still have a few people to meet, but would you fancy a drink later?”


Adam remembered her sparkling eyes, the quick inhale of breath.


“Oh, well . . . I’m not sure . . . I need to be at work tomorrow and. . . .”


He had shrugged. “I see. Perhaps another time, then?”


She had stood for a moment, contemplating her options, or so it had seemed to him at the time. Later, he came to learn that this was just her way: weighing options, analyzing possibilities, quickly, furtively, before making a decision. Yet on this night, so long ago, he hadn’t known this about her. He’d just thought how this one was going to take some work, some finessing, till, she’d surprised him, blurting out: “Oh, what the hell. You only live once, right? When and where?”


“How about the Black Cat Café? Say around ten?”


“Purrfect,” she’d said, laughing.


And he couldn’t help but join in. Her sudden silliness, contagious.


“Ahhh . . . Pauline,” he sighed aloud now. Why had he been drawn to her? he wondered. Of course, she was lovely, attractive, in that way that American girls back then had. The forthrightness. The brazenness. The intellect.


But he had sensed that this girl was different. This girl could be The One.


She could be his lover. His wife. His muse?


Adam shook his head now as he approached his painting again. Was Pauline in this painting?


Was Leonora?


Suddenly feeling exhausted and confused, Adam set his brush back on his palette. He needed to rest, to sleep, to dream.


Yes. Dream. He would dream of this Leonora. The dreams would give him a clue. They always did.


Maybe Pauline would visit tonight in his sleep? Give him some insight about this Leonora?


Adam smiled slowly to himself as he washed out his brushes, covered his paints, and turned out the lights.


Heading out of his studio, he stared up at the night sky. The stars were bright, the moon a sliver. The faint breeze through the pines was soothing.


He would dream tonight. Of the trees. The moon. The stars.


And of his muse . . . Pauline?


Or Leonora?


Sighing, Adam let himself into the house, climbed the stairs, and sank onto his bed.
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NEW YORK CITY, 1941


“The exquisite frown, it is so beautiful, but would you bless a weary traveler with a sunshine smile chartreuse to brighten his most downtrodden mood, mademoiselle?”


“Excuse me?” Pauline glanced up at the bushy-haired visage that was peering down at her. Who was this crazy character?


“It seems to me that every act is its own justification, at least for the person who has been capable of committing it, that it is endowed with a radiant power which the slightest gloss is certain to diminish.”[3]


“I don’t know what my frown has to do with gloss, but I’m actually waiting for someone.” Pauline felt the frown’s gloss growing in spite of herself, but hell if she was giving this guy anything. “So, if you don’t mind—”


“Ah, but allow me to introduce myself, mademoiselle!” Breton bowed deeply, his hand sweeping dramatically before her. “I am André Breton, a man most sincere in his admiration of gloss and diminishment.”


“André Breton? The André Breton?” Pauline stammered, mouth agape. Could it really be? What on earth was he doing here at the Black Cat Café?


“Oui, mademoiselle, but s’il vous plaît, call me André—”


“Very well, but . . . ”


“May I?” Breton pulled out a chair from her table, motioning a plea for a seat.


“Oh, sure, of course, but like I said, I’m meeting someone, and he should be here any moment. . . .”


Breton grinned, “Ah, a rendezvous. Magnifique! Who might the lucky gent be?”


“Well, I only just met him, but he’s the most fascinating person. He’s a painter and he just gave this lecture over at the New School and. . . .” Why was she telling Breton all this? Shouldn’t she be asking the great man about his own work? But what could she possibly ask him? It wasn’t as though she were some expert on the surrealists—though after listening to Adam’s lecture, she was beginning to think that their ideas were just what she needed to jump-start her writing. If she could only allow herself the same sort of spontaneity that Adam spoke of in his painting, if she could somehow let go of her insecurities and just write, well, who knows? She might have something to talk to Breton about after all.


“Pauline?”


Adam’s voice echoed deliciously behind her.


“Why! Adam! Mon ami!” Breton boomed out, rising and giving Adam a hearty hug.


“André? What brings you to New York?” Adam glanced over at Pauline, his eyes sparkling, shrugging as he disentangled himself from Breton’s enthusiasm.


“Oh, you know, this and that. The gloss. The diminishments. The frowns, they are so scintillating. . . .”


André winked at Pauline as he pulled out another chair for Adam.


“Of course,” Adam chuckled as he signaled for the waiter to bring them all a drink.


“Three glasses of your best champagne, sir.”


“Very good.” The waiter bowed. “And something to go with that fine vintage? Perhaps some escargot, oui, mademoiselle?”


Pauline nodded, shyly. What had she gotten herself into here?


“Garçon!” André cried. “Bring it all! The coquilles, the frites, the elephants!”


“Elephants?” Pauline started to giggle. This was going to be an evening that she wouldn’t soon forget. With Breton in the mix, mirth trumpeted forth. His language. His images. His hair! Yet there was a part of her that was frustrated. She wanted to talk to Adam. To learn more about his philosophy around cosmic spontaneity. To stare into his sky-blue eyes and lose herself in his chocolate voice.


And with Breton here . . . well, this would be impossible.


“So, Adam, you tell me, where did you find this most beautiful woman to adorn your evening repast?”


Adam smiled slowly. “As a matter of fact, André, I didn’t find her. She found me. Can you believe my good fortune?”


André chuckled, wickedly, as the waiter popped the champagne, the golden liquid bursting out into the glasses. “No, mon ami, I cannot. She does seem to be a . . . what do they say here in America? A cut above the type you do usually attend. . . .”


Adam took a sip of his drink. “I couldn’t agree with you more, my friend. I couldn’t agree more.”


Pauline blushed in spite of herself. These two men were absolutely crazy! She took a long sip of champagne, then shrugged and downed the glass.


“More?” Adam asked, his eyes blazing into her.


“Ummm . . . please.” Pauline took another sip and felt the alcohol begin to work its magic. She could handle these two. It would take a bit more champagne, but who gives a damn? You have opportunities like this only once in a lifetime, right?


“Man proposes and disposes. He and he alone can determine whether he is completely master of himself, that is, whether he maintains the body of his desires, daily more formidable, in a state of anarchy. . . .” [4]


“Anarchy, is it?” Pauline felt Adam’s fingers, under the table, run gently over her hand, up her arm. . . . She drew in her breath, quick and ecstatic.


“Do you agree, mademoiselle?” Breton was staring at her, a knowing light in his eyes, a challenge in his smile.


“Oh . . . yes. . . .” She inhaled. “Is there any more champagne? I—”


“Indeed,” Adam gallantly hefted the bottle out of its bucket, poured the golden libation into her glass, spilling over its rim, his foot now taking over the under-the-table exploration.


Pauline tried not to swoon; it was an effort. But she wouldn’t allow herself to succumb. At least not now—in public—with Breton and his gloss.


She took a large swallow of her champagne, then glanced over at Adam before launching into the fray: “I wonder if anarchy is indeed the answer, André? While I can understand its appeal and sympathize with its constituents, I find that some sort of order is necessary to—”


“Nonsense!” Breton smacked the table. “The giraffes will not stand for it! You mark my words, mademoiselle! And while many will dismiss their acumen in the savannas of Africa, I discern otherwise. . . .”


Pauline burst out laughing; how could one argue with the acumen of the savannas?


Breton stopped his dialogue and, then shrugging, began again. “The red of the elephant will trump all and while those who dismiss the pachyderm for its—”


“The escargot, for you.” The waiter set the hot plate down with a flourish. “More champagne?”


“But of course, my good man!” Breton bellowed.


Pauline felt herself fading. She needed to eat. Now. Grabbing one of the appetizers, she popped it inelegantly into her mouth. Delicious. Like the champagne. Like the lecture. Like Breton.


But mostly, like Adam, who had resumed his under-the-table explorations. Much to her gloss-ridden delight.


[image: ]


“I wonder if you wouldn’t mind listening to an idea I have for my next lecture?” Back at his studio, Pauline watched Adam as he sifted nervously through the sheaf of papers piled on his desk.


She plopped down on the old creaky bed, uninvited. The champagne gushing through her veins, she grinned. “Sure, of course. Though I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”


“Oh,” Adam assured her, “don’t worry. I just need an audience before the audience, if that makes any sense?”


“It does indeed, and I will be your most attentive student.” Pauline grinned, trying to balance on the bed with alert academic anticipation.


“Very well. I do thank you for your kind consideration.”


“Is that part of your lecture? I mean, most students don’t expect consideration, much less kind consideration.”


Adam chuckled softly. “No, no, I—”


“Oh dear, don’t be nervous; students will eat you up.” Pauline grinned. “I’m just an American girl, and you, you are the British intellectual. But I’ll stop teasing. Go on.”


For a moment, she worried that she had gone too far, but Adam met her gaze with a smile, took a breath, and began reading:


“I must preface my reading with a note that this description references Matta’s Invasion of the Night, which will be on display for the audience whilst I offer the following interpretation. Unfortunately, my dear Pauline, I haven’t a facsimile of the painting here to accompany my offering for you tonight. However—” Adam cleared his throat and looked up.


“You were saying?” Pauline asked. Arranging herself on the edge of his bed, she loosened the top button of her blouse.


“Errr . . . yes . . . I was simply making the point that you won’t have the benefit of viewing the painting as I read, but perhaps this will be a test of my ability to convey the visual without the visual, so to speak.”


“So to speak.” Pauline smiled slowly.


“Yes . . . er . . . well, I will commence.”


“Please, I am all ears.”


Adam cleared his throat. “If you would be so kind as to imagine the painting before you here.” He motioned to the blank wall behind him.


“Of course, I can do that.” Pauline laughed softly. Was it the champagne, or this charmingly shy man? Who would have known the famous Adam Sinclair could be so disarmed? He certainly had not seemed the least bit timid when she’d seen him lecture earlier.


Pauline felt a little thrill as Adam began: “The horror at the sight of the wet bread and the joy at the sight of a red balloon have married and given birth to a green flower of brilliant conversation. . . .” [5]


Adam paused.


“Go on,” she coaxed. “I am beginning to see it. . . .”


“Yes, very well. Imagine depth dimension to represent time length, breadth to represent the space compartments, and height to represent a measure of sexual power.”


Pauline had become more and more entranced with Adam’s description of Matta’s images. She was beginning to see Matta’s Invasion of the Night, understand its dimensions. Until, that is, Adam uttered the phrase sexual power. She tried to focus as he continued reading, but her intellect was losing the battle to her lust.


“. . . in the distance two feelings were formed which finally unite and a flower is born. . . .” [6]


“A flower,” Pauline echoed. A sudden vertigo overtook her. The dizziness, though, felt delicious.


“Yes, do you find such a conclusion problematic?”


“Not at all. It’s just that. . . .” Pauline hesitated, trying to find the right words, her brain swirling, her body sparking. Her play at being the willing student had given way to a genuine interest in Adam’s ideas, but it was late. The copious amounts of champagne and Breton’s wild ravings and object poetics were catching up. What had Breton said about women’s heels and verse? Something about the foot of imagination yields the rhythms of femininity?


“I am afraid that I’ve imposed upon your kindness too much with such nonsense,” Adam said, interrupting her reverie. He sat beside her on the bed.


“No, not at all,” she said. “I just think that I need to have the painting before me in order to understand the depth of your analysis. Plus, it’s late . . . and. . . .”


Pauline leaned in to him, letting herself melt. The strange tingly thrill continued to pulse through her. Was it the red balloon? Or maybe it was the green flower? Or was it the gloss of Adam’s attention?


He took her face in his hands, kissing her before she could find the depth dimension.


They fell back into the rumpled bedclothes, his sexual power overtaking her in all its delectable conversation. As he began to explore her parts below, a sudden pop sounded in her ears.


“Oh . . . my!” Pauline whispered, “Was that the red balloon? Did you hear it?”


She pulled away from Adam’s embrace abruptly. He was too much. His power over her too damning. It was too fast. Why did she think she could manage this? Coming here to Adam’s studio so late at night. After all that champagne. After all that talk. And then this “lecture”! The champagne and the red balloon had momentarily clouded her vision. She needed an exit strategy.


“Pardon me?” Adam sat up straight, a bemused twinkle in his eye.


“I think I heard a pop!” she announced. “Or maybe it was the green flower that threw me? I was thinking about it, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to hear that part again. . . .”


Pauline’s voice trailed off. Tentative. Was this working? She knew she was playing a dangerous game. While he may have wanted the quick interlude, Pauline wanted more—she wanted his intellect, his respect. Why, she could even be his next inspiration. Why not? But it could all go wrong. He could get angry, call her a tease, throw her out into the night, and then she would have missed her chance at knowing a great man. But a truly great man would be patient. She scanned his face, trying to discern his emotions, but he gave nothing away. He straightened his clothes and returned to his lecture.


“The green flower and the red balloon, my dear Pauline, are only metaphors for the deeper connections one can realize through the collective unconscious that informs our creative process. Have you heard of Jung?”


Pauline pulled her skirt down to cover a pale thigh. “Of course . . . I . . . ” Jung? Jung? She knew she’d learned about him . . . something about archetypes? Dreams? But she was in no state to feign knowledge of such wispy abstracts now.


“I think I need to go. . . .” she murmured.


“So soon?”


“Yes, well . . . it’s late and I have classes tomorrow and work and. . . .”


“I see.” Adam rose. “Do let me call you a cab. It is the very least I can do after your attention to my er. . . discourse. . . .”


“Yes, well . . . you . . . needed an audience and I was happy to provide you with one but only up to a point . . . if you catch my meaning. . . .”


“Indeed, I do.” Adam sauntered over to the phone, making the call. “The cab will be here shortly. Shall I escort you down to the foyer?”


“Yes, thank you. You are too kind.”


“No, you are the kind one.” Adam’s blue eyes twinkled as he helped her on with her jacket, opened the door, and followed her out into the dank, dark mystery of the night.
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