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For my mother, Ruth,

And my daughters, Claudia and Lucia.

Headstrong beauties,

All three.



PROLOGUE
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New York

Spring 1929

“Hold it. Good. Now just one more.” Edward Steichen looked through the lens, then back up at the statuesque blonde.

Lee leaned against an antique table in the Park Avenue penthouse; she was nearly holding her breath, affecting aloofness. From the corner of her profiled eye, she watched the photographer purse his lips and squint. He left his tripod to adjust her evening wear.

“The sleeves on this jacket would make a geisha girl jealous,” he said, pulling the fur collar up on one side and letting it tumble down the other shoulder.

“Imagine eating soup in this thing.” She jerked her arm to make the thick satin swing, then quickly resumed her pose. Her smileless profile faced a soft light cast by the crystal chandelier hanging overhead. It was as if she was observing an elegant gathering a few steps away, but not able to take part. Odd for someone so used to being in the center of things.

He snapped the last shot—“At ease, Miller”—then motioned to his assistant to pack up the equipment.

Lee slipped off the unwieldy jacket and reached for her cigarette case. “I’m going to miss you, Colonel.”

“I’ll miss you, too.” He lit her cigarette, then his cigar. “When are you leaving?”

“Next week.” She threw her head back, blowing out smoke, and stretched. “I can’t wait. I spent almost a year in Paris when I was eighteen, and I’ve been itching to get back to Europe ever since.”

“Is Paris your first stop?”

“No, I’m starting off in Florence. I’ve been hired to collect Renaissance patterns for a designer. You know, so he can copy bits and bobs from the sixteenth century and have everyone think it’s the dernier cri.” They shared a smile; both had an ample understanding of the fashion world and all its ironies. “I’m traveling over with Tanja Ramm.”

“The dark-haired model with the perky little nose?” He scrunched up his own in demonstration. “Huh. I had her pegged as a real goody-goody.”

“With her, at least I’ll have the guise of respectability.” Lee laughed, but there was some truth to what she said. They were so different—Lee often scandalized the shy brunette with her flippant attitude toward partying and casual affairs—that Lee often thought of Tanja as the Good to her Bad. “Really, she’s lovely. Funny and bright. We’ve been close friends for years. We’ll spend a month or so together in Italy, then she’s off to visit relatives in Germany. That’s when I’ll head up to Paris.”

“It is the center of the universe, after all.”

“Absolutely! The language and cuisine, the art scene, the fashion—I love all of it. I can’t believe four years have gone by since I was there.”

“When you get there, you should look up Man Ray.”

“Is that a person or a robot?” She smiled behind her cigarette.

“He’s the best photographer in Paris, though he’s actually a New Yorker. He’s extremely innovative. He does abstract work, surrealist art, portraits, film . . . but he’s been known to lower himself and do fashion shoots from time to time. I’m sure he’d love to use you.”

With his cigar clamped in the corner of his mouth, Steichen began riffling through his briefcase. He pulled out a well-worn copy of French Vogue, opened it to a marked page, and handed it to her.

“This is his. It’s called Noire et Blanche.”

She took the magazine in both hands and sat with the image on her lap. In it, the oval head of a woman lay on a table, an African mask stood next to her chin, held upright by her hand. Lee studied the juxtaposition of the two faces. Their eyes were both closed, their surfaces smooth, the hair shiny and still. Their features—both the ebony mask and the pale woman—were honed down to the bare essentials of beauty.

“It’s incredible.” The words came out in an awestruck whisper.

How different this was from her modeling jobs, a variety of poses meant to set off fashionable gowns, striking accessories, the latest hats. This was bold—though she couldn’t quite decide if it was sophisticated and sensual, or primitive and slightly terrifying. The nearly disembodied head, the nude shoulders, the serious stoniness—it was as if the woman was asleep, in a trance, or a mask herself. She wondered what the man who took the shot was like, who the woman was. Were they a pair?

“I could write you a letter of introduction if you’d like,” Steichen suggested.

Lee Miller looked up at him; her slanted blue eyes were shining, her full lips parted with excitement.

“What am I saying?” he said with a laugh. “With that face, you don’t need any letters.”

“Don’t be so sure, Colonel.” She winked at the older man. “Looks like your Ray Man might prefer a voodoo doll or an Egyptian death mask to a mug like mine.”



LEE & MAN
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Lips pressed together in concentration, Lee sat under a gas lamp at a wooden table, tracing over a penciled design in India ink. With deliberate strokes, she colored in the dark spaces around a stylized artichoke, the central detail of a High Renaissance hat. She was finishing off her first batch of fashionworthy patterns—sketches made in the dim light of the Uffizi Gallery and Pitti Palace, then inked over at the pensione—and was eager to send it to New York and be rid of it.

“Hello there.” Tanja breezed into their room, a knitted shopping bag over her shoulder, a fresh loaf of filone sticking out of the top. She peeked down at Lee’s drawing. “What are you working on?”

“A hat I found yesterday in Perugino’s The Lamentation over the Dead Christ. It made me laugh.” She carefully blew on it, then picked it up to show Tanja. “I mean, look at it! More than a hat, it looks like the tattooed skull of a sailor, like the head of Ishmael’s buddy in Moby-Dick.” She set it back on the table with a small snort. “I thought it was funny—imagining the chic ladies of Manhattan strutting around in hats like these—until I started tracing it. It’s a pain in the neck! I can’t believe I agreed to this ridiculous job.”

“You need a break. Are you hungry? I bought some of that chicken-liver pâté you like. The one with capers and anchovies.”

“Wonderful.”

Lee stood up to stow away her things, to make room at their only table. Slowly guiding her finished drawings into the cardboard portfolio, she knocked over the ink. Deep black seeped across the oak like an evil spirit, onto her cigarettes and over her sketchbook. “Damn it to hell! Grab a towel, a rag, something—”

Tanja snatched the Guardian off her bed, one week old and twice read, and handed it to Lee, who crumpled it to soak up the ink with newsprint.

“Shit, I think I’ve got some on my dress.”

“Who wears ecru to work with India ink?” Tanja muttered, a loud aside.

“Who comes to Florence to work at all?” Lee pitched the soggy newspaper into the bin, then rinsed her hands in the basin in the corner. She examined her knee-length dress, staring down at the spattering of tiny black flecks on the hem of pale brown chiffon. She shrugged—“Not a bad look”—then turned back to Tanja.

“Let’s get out of here and get a drink. I’m desperate for some air.”

They left their dark pensione on the via Porta Rossa and strolled over to the sunlit Piazza della Signoria, the city’s beating heart. In the two weeks they’d been in Florence, they had become habitués of a few local cafés, where the flirty barmen and waiters remembered their names and preferences. Heads always turned as the two slender, short-haired models—one dark, one fair—walked by.

“Lee, Tanja! Le bellissime ragazze!” The awkward youth, his hair slicked back with pomade, his waist cinched in by the strings of a white apron, was quickly joined by an older waiter, whose smile was equally large.

“Sit, sit! Chianti, no?” The older one asked, his limited English the better of the two. “Cold?”

“Si, grazie,” Lee answered. She had picked up a handful of phrases since they’d been in Italy, but was looking forward to being back in France, where she could truly speak the language and not just pretend.

Sitting back with closed eyes, her bare arms soaking up the sun, she tried to think of ways to get out of her research assignment. Would the seven completed drawings be enough? Maybe she could claim tuberculosis, malaria, the plague? Or that she was kidnapped by gypsies? Perhaps Tanja could write a letter for her, saying she’d lost all the feeling in her hands?

The older waiter ceremonially served the wine as the younger one slid a generous plate of almonds to the center of their table. “For you,” he managed.

Lee raised her glass to them with a tired smile, then took a long sip.

“Oh, Tanja, I’m so fed up with these stupid designs.”

“I have some news that might make you feel better. I’ve seen Mr. Porter this morning—”	

“Hooray,” Lee broke in, her deadpan voice oozing sarcasm.

Before their departure, Tanja’s grandfather had somehow procured a letter of introduction to an elderly art dealer, Bancroft Porter, one of Florence’s fin de siècle English expatriates and a lifelong bachelor. Since their first meeting the week before, they’d been saddled with him every day; he’d insisted on showing them every last monument, statue, painting—hell, every last rock in the city. Mr. Porter fancied himself their guide and chaperone, but Lee suspected what he really liked was the good-looking boys they attracted.

“Really, Tanja, not Mr. Porter again,” Lee continued, pouring herself another glass. “He reminds me of that art history professor back at the League. What was his name? Dr. Rowell! Remember him, with his jowly drone and never-ending lists of dates?” Lee affected a whiney monotone, “And this master, from 1443 to 1497, used walnut oil to—”

“Oh, Lee, he’s not that bad,” Tanja began, then giggled. “Well, almost. But today he told me that he’s managed to get us into Bernard Berenson’s salon this afternoon.” She beamed at Lee with expectation, but was met with a blank stare. “You know, the historian and critic, the man museums turn to if they’re not sure a piece is authentic? Mr. Porter says Berenson is the leading expert on Renaissance art in the world.”

“Not more Renaissance art! Tanja, I’ve had it up to here.” Tipsy, she flung her hand over her head, nearly hitting a passing waiter. “All of these old expats are the same. Stodgy, self-satisfied, and, well, boring. Like characters out of a Henry James novel. I’d rather spend the afternoon on my own than with them.”

“Working?” Tanja threw her an incredulous look.

“Of course not.”

Feeling the wine move from her empty stomach straight to her head, Lee scooped up a handful of almonds and tipped them into her mouth. Crunching, she gazed around the large square: a horse-drawn cart laden with tomatoes clopped along the ancient brick pavement, past grandiose palazzos and tall, narrow houses; young men lounging under the arcades called out to a trio of girls scurrying off to mass with heads covered in black lace; two clusters of plump, pink tourists—British? or Germans, more like—studied the open-air statues. One lot was peeking up at a marble woman being violently abducted, shading their eyes with Baedeker guidebooks while trying to ignore the hopeful beggars orbiting around them with shy, half-opened hands; the other, at the foot of an equestrian Medici, was swatting away a persistent souvenir vendor. He turned around in frustration and caught Lee’s roving eye. With a professional smile, he made a beeline toward her. He rushed across the square, his arms stretched out to unfold an accordion of cardboard photographs tied together with a glossy red ribbon.

“Signorina.” Nearly breathless, he thrust the clumsily sewn book of picture postcards before her. “Bellissime fotografie.”

Lee glanced down at the gray churches, towers, and panoramic views and shook her head.

“No, grazie.”

“Cinque lire. Molto economico,” he insisted, pushing the photos toward her again.

The older waiter bustled over and growled at the vendor and—after a few staccato hand gestures—he left.

“That’s what I’ll do today.” Lee’s mood lightened swiftly. “Take some photos. Unfold the ol’ Kodak. See if I can take one original shot of this place, find one angle that hasn’t been made into a postcard.”

“Well, it’s up to you. I’m going to go meet Bernard Berenson.”

Lee grinned at her friend. “Have fun, sweetheart.”

•  •  •

That afternoon, after a heavy siesta, Lee pulled her camera down from the shelf on the wardrobe. She hadn’t taken any photos since their crossing; a roll of six of the two of them—drinking cocktails on deck chairs, hamming it up with lifebuoy rings, peeking into funnels—had come out overexposed and slightly out of focus. Maybe the martinis were to blame? She put in a fresh roll, determined to do better this time around. Her father, an engineer, had a passion for photography—he even had his own darkroom—and Lee knew she’d inherited his tinker’s soul.

With one last glare at the worktable—the empty glass bottle sat next to the ink stain, innocent as poison—she checked herself in the mirror, adjusted the brim of her crinoline sun hat, and headed back to the square.

Now the buttery light came down in a slant, casting interesting shadows. Looking for inspiration, she studied various statues, hoping she didn’t look as slack-jawed and dull as the morning’s Germans. Her camera at her chest, she peered into the viewfinder: David, Hercules, Perseus, Neptune. Each time, she found her gaze drifting down to their groins. Lee hadn’t been with a man since the night before they boarded ship in New York: she missed the heat, excitement, adventure. Looking down at the camera, her face safely hidden by her hat, she smiled to herself, comparing these bronze and marble bodies to ones she had known, tempted to make a photo series of Renaissance penises.

On the pedestal of the Hercules statue, heads of wild beasts adorned every corner. Lee noticed that, from an angle, the wolf’s head looked like it wanted to bite a statue in an arcade behind it. Thinking it a clever shot, she tried to focus, but when the foreground was sharp, the background looked blurry. Sure her father would have known how to fix it, she grudgingly took the shot anyway. Maybe the figure would look like he was running away?

Lee went around the square and took more close-ups of statues from unusual positions: Neptune’s horses seemed to spit, Perseus’s winged sandals became hideous birds. Looking back at the sandals, she wondered whether those might make a splash in New York. Poolside languid ladies, poised to take flight at any moment. Should she draw them, as well? Or, perhaps she could just send the photo? Suddenly, it dawned on her. There was no need to spend hours making tedious sketches or tracing fine lines with that treacherous ink. She could let the machine do the work!

Lee held up her camera and kissed it.

For the next two weeks, Lee tinkered with taking photos in art galleries. It was much easier than drawing, but it was still a challenge. Capturing details—the Florentine patterns, the jewelry, the belts and ribbons—with low-speed film in gloomy, windowless rooms required a level of skill far beyond that of the typical Kodak Girl. But it was a challenge she enjoyed. She bought a tripod, which proved so flimsy that she had to anchor it down with an umbrella, and stationed herself in front of canvases like Botticelli’s Primavera and Titian’s La Bella, adjusting the light and toying with distance until she got it right. Finally, she had amassed enough successful prints to satisfy any employer.

Though still a novice, Lee had decided that photography was the art for her.

•  •  •

“Tanja, do you really want to spend our last night in Florence with Mr. Porter and his lot?”

Lee was sitting on her packed trunk, buckling her shoes.

“It’s a soirée in our honor. I think it’s sweet.” Tanja screwed on a pair of earrings, then gently powder-puffed her face. “And we haven’t met anyone else we can have a proper conversation with—”

“Proper is the word for it. What I’d give for a few dirty jokes.”

“I’m sure you’ll get plenty of that in Paris. Those bohemians in Montparnasse should keep you entertained.” Tanja smiled at her. “Have you decided yet what you’re going to do there?”

“I’ll think of something.”

That evening, in Bancroft Porter’s nineteenth-century dining room, Lee barely listened to the discussion about servants and other local riffraff, but glanced around at the three other guests. Lord Rukin dominated the table with his loud voice and pre-war mustache while Lady Rukin, at Lee’s side, sat silently, pulling her shoulder blades forward with the determination of a footbinder, trying to make her ample bosom as concave as possible. The other guest, a Mr. Larsen from Copenhagen, pale and effete, was a newcomer to Florence. The obliging Mr. Porter would surely take him under his wing; hiding a smirk behind her napkin, Lee supposed he would prove a much more satisfactory protégé than she and Tanja had.

At the end of the meal, the company made their way to the salon, where the much-discussed Italian maids laid out a variety of after-dinner options—fresh figs and apricots, crunchy biscotti, grappa and amaretto—and disappeared.

“Since it is Tanja and Lee’s last night among us, I have hired some entertainment. A string quartet to play the highlights from Tosca.” Mr. Porter, delighted with himself, swept an arm toward the door, where the black-tied musicians were waiting to enter. “My poor girls, after you leave Italy, you’ll be hard pressed to find music like this.”

Preferring Puccini to vapid conversation, Lee settled back in the fussy armchair with a glass of grappa, but as the musicians launched into an instrumental aria, her mind began to wander. Her eyes flitted around the room, from the antiquated guests to the gilded harpsichord to the ceramic figurines and shadowy landscapes; she wondered how difficult it would be to take photographs in there. Her eyes returned to rest on the pear-shaped violinist, whose back was to her. Lips curling into a smile, she thought again of Man Ray.

Ever since Edward Steichen had shown her Noire et Blanche, she’d been intrigued by him. After that shoot, back at the Vogue offices, she’d asked staffers if they could lay their hands on any more of his work. The image they’d found floored her: an armless woman whose back was pierced with the f-holes of a violin, her curves becoming those of the instrument. Another clean shot, both beautiful and utterly disturbing. She narrowed her eyes, trying to imagine the body of this bottom-heavy musician transforming into his violin. She let out a sigh. This stale old room just didn’t have the Man Ray magic.

During that last week in New York, she had taken advantage of her good-bye dinners and parties to try to get the scoop on him. She found that most of the artists and writers she knew (and even some of the café-society elite) had heard of him, but they only had the barest facts: Mr. Ray was from Brooklyn but had lived in Paris for nearly a decade; he was one of those avant-garde (or “gaga,” according to one source) Surrealists: artists so fascinated by the subconscious, they tried to paint their dreams. And the woman in the photographs? Most everyone agreed she was his lover and muse. One man identified her as a cabaret singer named Kiki. Just Kiki.

Lee had had the vague notion that, once in Paris, she would meet him or even model for him. That maybe she could pose for one of his brilliant ideas. But in the last two weeks, she’d begun to wonder if it was time to step behind the camera. Not only was she bored of having her picture taken, but she’d enjoyed the innovative headwork of taking photos, even of dull design details made under adverse conditions.

Listening to the swell of voiceless opera, she felt inspired. Man Ray could teach her how to be a real photographer. She was interested in his aesthetic—so creative and sexy—but also his technique. By all accounts, he was the most interesting, the most influential, the most daring photographer in Paris. Why learn the craft from anyone else? She quietly toasted the idea with a healthy sip of grappa.

Walking back to the pensione after the soirée, Lee took Tanja’s hand in her own. “Well, that was worthwhile.”

“You enjoyed it? I can’t believe it. The ongoing woes of Lord and Lady Bumpkin and that scaredy-cat Mr. How-terribly-frightful?” She gave Lee a sidelong glance. “During the music, you looked like you were in a trance. I thought the voice of my dead Aunt Mabel was going to come out of your mouth.”

Lee laughed. “I was in a trance. I’ve finally decided what to do when I hit Paris.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m going to take photography lessons from Man Ray.”

“The Surrealist? What makes you think he’s going to teach you?”

“Well, why wouldn’t he?”
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Turning left off the boulevard Raspail, Lee took another look at the scrap of paper half-crumpled in her hand: 31 bis rue Campagne-Première. She walked slowly down the street, past a café and a neighborhood grocery, eyeing the numbers on the buildings: 35, 33, 31. When she found the correct address, she tilted her head back to take in the façade.

Unlike the other buildings on the street—all constructed of stuffy stone with narrow iron balconies too little for even a woman’s feet—this one had enormous windows separated by tile designs, geometric towers of roses, buttons, and pyramids small enough to fit in a coat pocket. It was topped with ateliers, artists’ greenhouses. The glass panes reflected a soft July sky, flimsy clouds floating on blue, which managed to make the huge place (was it the biggest building on the street?) seem airy. A new style, befitting the times: open, modern, full of possibilities. She’d seen nothing like it in Florence.

She stared up at the oval window over the doorway, topped with the sculpted head of a mythical woman (who might have resembled Lee herself, had the chin not been so sharp), formulating the right words to say to the concierge. Four years earlier she’d been fluent in French, but was now quite rusty. She pulled her cloche hat around her ears, practicing the words out loud, whispering formal inquiries and earnest requests, trying to remember the grammar and decide on the most charming approach. Finally, opting for simplicity, she rang the bell; a stout older woman answered.

“S’il vous plaît, madame,” Lee said. “L’appartement de Man Ray?”

“Non, mademoiselle.” The concierge looked genuinely disappointed for her. “Monsieur Ray n’est pas là. Il est en vacances. Il est parti ce matin.”

Lee’s face fell. “Ah, bon?” She wavered a moment, staring back at the woman before accepting the fact she wouldn’t be ushered in. “Merci, madame.”

As she turned back to the busy boulevard, she heard the heavy clink of the door closing behind her. What blasted luck! How could he be on vacation? It rankled her that she had missed him by only a few hours. Would he be gone long? She hated to think that her plan, as tenuous as it was, had already fallen through. It was time for a drink.

She went into le Bateau Ivre, a Montparnasse café near his studio. She’d heard it was popular with the avant-garde set—and Man Ray himself—and, even now, around noon, it was packed; every table was filled with young, intense-looking sorts engrossed in lively discussions. Lee skirted past loud, smoky tables, their numbers doubled by the mirrored wall, and went straight to the bar.

“A glass of Pernod, please, with lots and lots of ice.” She was pleased to find the French vocabulary for ordering drinks came back to her without a hitch.

A pair of ice tongs in his hand, the bartender gave her a quizzical look—“Beaucoup, beaucoup?”—but she nodded firmly. Lee knew only Americans took such stock in frozen water, but didn’t care. She paid for her drink, then scanned the room for an empty table. Pushing off from the bar, she went up the spiral staircase, away from the crowd, to think.

She fell into a chair, then took a quick sip of the icy anisette before taking off her jacket and lighting a cigarette. Blowing the smoke out in a long sigh, she tried to decide her next step. Should she find a different teacher? Or go back to modeling and wait for Mr. Ray to come back to Paris?

A man emerged from an office there on the mezzanine and headed toward her. His thinning hair was carefully parted in the middle, his well-tailored suit made his waist look narrow, almost womanly. His eyes on hers, he straightened his bow tie. An overused gesture, she thought, self-satisfaction masquerading as nerves.

“I couldn’t help but notice you come in, mademoiselle. This is my place,” he said in French, with a slight sweep of the hand. “I’m—”

Lee didn’t catch his name—an unfamiliar jumble of foreign syllables—but didn’t care enough to ask him to repeat it. She offered him a patient smile as he sat down, arranging his chair as close to hers as possible, and began to prattle on about himself—but Lee scarcely listened. Her looks attracted men like bears to honey, and she usually found their motivations as empty and superficial as their chatter.

By the second round of drinks, restless and bored, she was waiting for a pause so she could make her excuses and leave. When the circular staircase creaked with the weight of a newcomer, she turned her full attention to it. A man seemed to be rising up through the floor, floating in a spiral. When he reached the top step, she saw that he was short and stocky yet somehow light, elegant in a loose pair of white flannels. He had a roman nose and, under dramatic pointed eyebrows, his heavy-lidded eyes were large and round. A voyeur’s eyes.

Unlike the garden-variety bore beside her—a promising candidate for one of Mr. Porter’s dinner parties—this man looked interesting.

Following Lee’s gaze, the bar owner drew near her, his mouth almost touching her ear, his voice filled with self-importance: “That’s Man Ray,” he whispered. “The photog—”

Lee jumped up with a gasp, nearly overturning the drinks. What luck! He was still in Paris! Steadying herself with the back of her chair, she stared at the dark older man, tempted to call out to him. The startled bar owner stood up next to her with an uncomfortable chuckle.

“I’d be happy to introduce you, mademoiselle,” he said, pleased at the opportunity to show himself as a man about town. He took her hand to lead her the three steps. “May I present Monsieur Ray?”

“Hello, Mr. Ray,” she said. Reclaiming her hand, she stepped away from the bar owner, marking the distance between them, and stretched it out to the famous photographer. She was surprised to find she was nearly a head taller than him. Somehow, this made her bolder. “I’m Lee Miller. I’m your new student.”

“I don’t take students.” His voice—the Brooklyn accent unchanged by years in Europe—was gruff and faintly sarcastic, but his eyes were all over her. Amused, she watched as they flickered around her face and then moved down, making a complete inspection: the short blond hair tucked under her hat, the clear blue eyes, the elegant neck. Her perfect flapper figure, slim and boyish, accentuated by a crocheted dress that hugged her slight curves and showed snippets of skin. “And anyway”—his voice lingered; was it regret?—“I’m leaving Paris this afternoon. I’m off to Biarritz on holiday.”

Lee couldn’t lose him so quickly, not right after finding him. He was here alone, with no woman on his arm; she decided to take the chance.

“So am I,” she said, still holding on to his hand, staring into his dark eyes.

“Is that right?” he said, taken aback. The photographer threw a sympathetic glance at the man behind her. Although the bar owner obviously didn’t speak any English—he stood at the side, mute, as the two Americans spoke to each other—he did understand the visual equivalent of “better luck next time.” Man’s thin, straight mouth curved into a smile. “Well, then. Shall we be off?”

Lee shot him a grin, nearly giddy, and grabbed her jacket. She took his arm, the attentive bar owner completely forgotten. The man with the wasp waist watched them disappear down the spiral staircase, his brow crumpled in disbelief, then turned and walked back to his office, straightening his tie.
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“Don’t be late,” Man grumbled, then slammed the door of the cab.

With arrangements to meet at the Gare Montparnasse at four o’clock, she rushed back to her small hotel to retrieve her trunk. Checking in the day before, Lee had told them that she would be staying indefinitely; in this case, that turned out to mean less than twenty-four hours. As she repacked the few things she’d pulled out since her arrival, she decided against changing clothes; it seemed Man Ray had approved of her new dress. As she reapplied lipstick and powder, she grinned at her reflection, beside herself with excitement. Everything was falling into place. She was off on a whirlwind holiday to Biarritz with the very man she’d been wanting to meet: the photographer whose work had captured her imagination back in New York. All she had to do now was convince him to be her teacher.

By half-past four, she and Man were facing each other by the windows of a first-class railway car. His hat rested on the empty seat next to him, but he left his dark glasses on. The afternoon sun streamed in as the train jogged along; Man Ray looked out at a vanishing Paris—the buildings were becoming sparser—as they headed for the southwest corner of France.

Marveling again at how things had worked out, Lee stole a glance at him. Although he wasn’t conventionally handsome, she liked his looks. The high forehead, the black widow’s peak, the hawk nose. His dark, manly features made the Yalies she’d gone out with in New York seem like little boys. He was also surprisingly quiet in her company—not what she’d expected from someone famous—though she wasn’t sure if he was nonchalant, aloof, or shy. He turned back toward her and caught her staring.

“Well, Miss Miller,” he said with a slight smile. “Here we are.”

“Call me Lee.”

“What kind of name is that for a woman?”

“My name’s Elizabeth but my father always had an assortment of pet names for me. When I left Poughkeepsie, I settled on Lee. I think it suits me.” She shrugged, striving to be casual. He was completely unlike the flatterers she was used to, and she didn’t quite know what to make of him. “But tell me, what kind of name is Man for a man?”

“Touché.” He laughed but made no revelations. “So, you think you’re interested in photography. Have you ever even held a camera?”

She pulled her folding Kodak out of her bag, determined to make an impression. Although Lee had no qualms about a beach holiday with an affluent, well-known artist, she didn’t want their relationship to end after a few weeks of sunshine. She wanted him to see her as a promising student, a valuable assistant.

“It’s not the greatest, I know, but it does the trick. I’ve just spent the last few weeks in Florence, in and out of museums and galleries, copying Renaissance designs for a New York couturier. I was drawing them until it finally occurred to me that I could take photos instead. With this camera, it wasn’t exactly simple—the light was bad, and I had to take detailed shots, as close to the canvases as possible—talk about your trial and errors!—but, in the end, I got some swell shots. When I finished the assignment, I decided to study photography properly.” Lee stretched her legs out, grazing his knees with her own. “With you as my teacher.”

Man cleared his throat and shifted in his seat.

“Photography,” he pronounced, “is just light and chemistry. And a camera is, I don’t know, an old shoe. You can draw? Wouldn’t you rather study fine arts? I’m also a painter, you know. That’s my real work.”

“Painting and drawing.” The second word came out of Lee’s mouth in a vindictive arch. “They’re too damn slow. Really, I can’t think of anything more excruciating. Besides, I think I have the knack. My father is an amateur photographer. When I was a kid, he converted a bathroom into a photo lab and has been developing his own pictures ever since. I’ve been around cameras and chemicals as long as I can remember.”

“Some people think it’s the equipment that matters,” Man said, “but they couldn’t be more wrong. It’s the person who pushes the button.”

“I’m that person,” Lee said, in the most commanding tone she could muster.

She tried to see his eyes behind his dark glasses, to read his expression. Giving up, she picked up her camera and looked at him through the viewfinder; Man turned away. He was obviously far less comfortable in front of the lens than he was behind it. As he pretended to scan the horizon, she focused on his profile, his best angle. Funny, after seeing countless photos of herself over the years, she preferred her own face in profile as well. She imagined them as two cameos on a wall, facing each other, perpetually in profile.

Still looking through the camera, she moved down his shirt buttons to the sturdy hands on his lap, past his groin hidden in flannel, then down to his wingtip softly tapping the carpeted floor. The more she studied him, the more attractive she found him: his long, slender fingers, his sense of style. He turned back to her and she lowered the camera. The train was too shaky for picture-taking anyway. She pulled out a pack of Lucky Strikes and offered him one.

“Thank you,” he said. He flipped open his lighter and lit hers before his own. “You know, kid, it’s nice to be with another American for a change.”

She grinned at him. “Don’t get used to these, bud. I only have one pack left. We’ll be back to Woodbines soon enough.”

They smoked in silence and, again, she felt him looking her over. Was it professional interest? Or was he attracted to her? He finally took off his sunglasses; his dark brown eyes looked into hers.

“I’ve had a few assistants—apprentices, you could call them—since I’ve been in Paris. Two men and a woman. I find they quickly move on and become my competitors.”

“I would never—”

“Not that I really blame them.” He sighed. “You say you want me to teach you. Why me, Lee?”

“Edward Steichen told me all about you. Your inventions, your success—”

“Steichen!” He looked at Lee in surprise. “He’s the highest-paid photographer in the world. You’d have done well to stick with him.”

When modeling for him, Lee had occasionally asked Steichen about his techniques, and he’d been kind enough to show her a few tricks in the darkroom. But she’d been too restless in New York to pursue it. Hell, she hadn’t even realized she was interested.

“He showed me Noire et Blanche,” she said, staring back at him. “I’d never seen anything like it.”

Man nodded, his expression softening into a smile.

“That is a good piece,” he said, seemingly surprised that she knew something about him besides his name. He sat back in the seat, combing his hair with his fingers. “So, tell me. How do you know Steichen?”

“I modeled for Vogue,” she said, slightly self-conscious about how frivolous that might sound to a serious artist. “The whole thing was just dumb luck, really. A couple of years ago I was on my way to a party on Park Avenue, running late as usual, and I wasn’t paying any attention to the traffic. I stepped out in front of a motorcar. There was a loud honk and a whoosh of hot air, but before I was hit, a stranger grabbed me. In shock, I fell into his arms and started babbling in French.” She laughed at herself. “The stranger was Condé Nast, the owner of Vogue. And just like that, he asked me to work for him.”

“I’ve worked for Nast myself. I’ve done fashion shoots and taken portraits of all the aristocrats in the French Republic,” he said, with a small snort. “But that’s not what interests me.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

Her tone was persuasive, her eyes even more so.

“All right, then. You can be my assistant, Lee Miller, and I’ll teach you the ropes. But it would be foolish to have a woman with your looks always on the wrong side of the camera. I’ll want you to pose, too.”

“Of course!” She nearly popped out of her chair to give him a hug but, with uncharacteristic self-restraint, contented herself with excitedly jostling his knee. “You won’t regret it.”

Her crazy plan had worked; she would be living in Paris, learning from the master. Man Ray—with his unique, unsettling aesthetic and impeccable technique, his fascinating friends and colleagues, his client list that read like a Who’s Who—was to be her teacher, her mentor. Looking into his face—his bemused eyes, his lips rounded as they formed a smoke ring—she wondered what else he might be.

“I’m sure modeling for you will be much more interesting than for Vogue,” she added, then lowered her voice. “African masks, violins; I’d be happy to do whatever you want.”

His eyes darted to hers as he choked on tobacco smoke. Quickly recovering, he nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t have any problems thinking of poses for you.”

Over dinner in the dining car, they talked easily, Man’s cool reserve nearly gone. They talked about New York and discovered a few common haunts and acquaintances; they discussed the overrun expatriate scene in Paris, the embarrassing Americans living large on the cheap. On their second bottle of wine, their talk became intimate, passionate. Art and jazz. Poetry and beauty. He lit her cigarette, his dark eyes glistening, then lingered at her hands; she shivered as he gently stroked her skin. His touch—soft, warm, and magnetic—was subtle, but not unclear. By dessert, she was lightheaded.

As he spooned a bite of his chocolate soufflé into her open mouth, she caught a glimpse of the two of them in the mirror behind the bar. Although she felt the smoldering intensity between them, she saw that, from the outside, they looked like opposites: old and young, short and tall, dark and light, serious and gay. But that night in the sleeper car, in his arms, she thought they made a perfect match.



IV
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The next morning, the porter followed them down the platform and out the door of the small train station. Lee was stretching in the sunshine, wondering how far they were from the sea, when she heard Man whistle. He was waving at a man with a handlebar mustache and a chauffeur cap.

“Our ride is here,” he said to Lee, motioning the porter to a long silver car.

“Jeez,” Lee said, her eyes wide. “I just realized I have no idea where we’re going.”

“We’re off to Emak Bakia,” he said, offering her his arm.

“Emak what? Come on, that doesn’t sound French.”

“This is the Basque country, kid.” He turned to the chauffeur. “Bonjour, Aitor.”

“Bonjour, Monsieur Man Ray, bonjour, madame.” The chauffeur tipped his cap with a gloved hand and opened the back door.

She slid across the leather seat, still pleasantly confused, and Man made himself comfortable next to her.

“I usually drive myself down. This time, though, I had something better to look at than the road.” Man took her hand in his. “So I sent a wire saying we’d be taking the train.”

“Do you mean to tell me what we’re doing? Or is it a surprise?”

“How about a bit of both?” He jiggled his eyebrows playfully. “Emak Bakia is the name of a house. In fact, I shot a film there three years ago and used the name for the title. It’s Basque for ‘leave me alone.’ Really, it was too good to pass up.”

“Have you rented the place?” she asked.

“No, some friends of mine have. An American couple, Arthur and Rose Wheeler. He made a killing on the stock market—the lucky bastard’s younger than me and already retired—and they come down every summer.”

“I can see why,” Lee said, peeking out the windows. They were leaving the chic resort town and heading up a hill; the ocean shimmered to their right, the Pyrenees loomed in the distance.

“You’ll like them,” he said. “I met them when I took Rose’s portrait. Afterward, they insisted on financing a Man Ray film. I told them I’d be happy to make one on their dime if they wouldn’t interfere. And they agreed.”

“What was it about?”

“It doesn’t tell a story, for God’s sake. It’s a ciné-poème. It’s a Dada film with surreal elements.”

“Right.” Lee nodded with a slight blush, not entirely sure what the difference might be.

“I used a lot of new techniques—my rayographs, double exposures, stop-motion, soft focus—and put it to Django Reinhardt, tango, and Strauss. It did surprisingly well for a jumble of disconnected images.”

Lee squeezed his hand, excited all over again about being his student. Working with him, she’d be on the outer edge of avant-garde. And cinema!

“Do you think you’ll make more films?” She tried not to gush. “I’d love to help you. Really, on either side of the camera—”

“I’m through with film.” Man cut her off. “Sound has killed cinema. Everyone now just makes talking pictures. Before you know it, they’ll be in rainbow colors. Or in relief! Who the hell wants to see real life up on screen? No, cinema’s dead and there’s no use mourning.”

Unsure how to respond, she gave him a pretty half-smile. Lee just couldn’t understand his point of view. Rudy Valentino, Louise Brooks, Charlie Chaplin—she loved movies with stories and thought the new talkies were just grand. After two years in New York City, was she still just a hayseed with old-fashioned ideas about art and cinema? She had too much to learn to argue.

The chauffeur shifted to a low gear and the car began chugging up a steep slope. Man crouched down to see out the front.

“Here it is,” Man said, pointing out the window. A butter-colored mansion with various chimneys was coming into view. “ ‘Leave me alone,’ here we come!”

The driver passed through the gate and slid the car next to a shiny blue Speedster, parked in front of the door. Before the chauffeur had a chance to open the door for her, Lee popped out of the car to get a better look. The enormous house was riddled with arcaded balconies, offering vistas on every side. Suddenly a petite woman in a lace dress and long strands of pearls burst through the large wooden doors.

“Man, darling!”

She gave him four Continental kisses, then turned to Lee.

“Rose Wheeler. Enchantée.” Young and perky, she kept her eyebrows cocked in studied elegance.

“I’m Lee Miller. The pleasure’s mine.”

“Welcome to our home. Arthur’s out on the terrace,” Rose chirped, ushering them inside. “We usually like to greet our guests with dry martinis, but at eight in the morning, that seems a bit much.”

They passed through a hallway filled with paintings and went straight out into the soft light of the large balcony. The Atlantic shone through the yellow columns, creating the illusion that they were at sea, on the highest deck of an ocean liner. Lee breathed in, nearly feeling the roll of the waves, and gazed around at the plants and flowers. In the corner, a boyish man in white jodhpurs was arranging pastries on a plate.

“Ah, here you are!” Arthur quickly licked a finger before offering his hand to Man. “Wonderful to see you. And who might this be?”

“This is my new assistant, Lee.”

“Your assistants get better looking every year.” He shook Lee’s hand. “I’m Arthur. I like to call myself one of Man’s patrons. Sounds better than a retired broker, doesn’t it? More Medici of me.” He gave them a wink. “But you must be hungry. I think Aitor bought out the bakery down the hill.”

Two uniformed maids appeared; one poured coffee while the other passed around plates of cream puffs, fruit tarts, and chocolate éclairs. Hands full, Lee sat back on satin pillows and smiled.

“It’s wonderful here,” she said, gesturing around the terrace with an éclair. “Just magnificent.”

“It’ll be even better once we get a few of Man’s new photos on the walls. Such talent and imagination! I’m sure you’re learning a lot from him. How long have you been his assistant?”

“Since yesterday afternoon,” Lee said demurely.

Arthur’s mouth dropped open, then he turned to Man and winked again.

After breakfast, they were shown to their quarters—a large pair of adjoining bedrooms, with balconies facing the sea—to freshen up and change. Lee looked around her room: the French windows, the fresh flowers, the bedroom set in the latest design, sleek wooden pieces fanning out at all angles. Her trunk was already propped open, her dresses hung in the closet, her toiletries were aligned on the vanity. She went to the balcony and sighed in satisfaction. Man popped his head out.

“Did I hear a lusty moan? Am I needed in Room B?”

She pulled him to her and kissed him. “I don’t know what I was expecting from this trip or from you. But in a few short hours, both of you have outdone yourselves.”

“It’s always wise to keep your expectations low,” he said.

“Ah, but mine were extremely high.” She kissed him again, then led him into her room, onto her perfectly made bed. She put her hand on his crotch. “And yours are rising.”

•  •  •

When they had thoroughly settled into their sumptuous rooms, they decided to go to the beach. Lee put on her bathing costume—a sky blue one-piece suit—then pulled on a pair of loose-fitting trousers. Man came in through the balcony, exuding insouciance in a Breton shirt and a beret, a cigarette dangling from his lips.

“Hello, sailor,” he drawled seductively, pressing a button of her high-waisted pants.

“O Captain, my captain.” She pulled the cigarette from his lips and took a puff. “You ready?”

They found the Wheelers on the balcony, lounging on deck chairs, perusing the Times.
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