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for Ty





On the threshold of a house of imposing size, the only house in a town built of thunderbolt stone, two nightingales hold each other tightly entwined. The silence of the sun presides over their frolic. The sun strips off its black skirt and white bodice. And is gone. Night falls at a stroke, with a crash.

—MAX ERNST, PREFACE TO THE HOUSE OF FEAR BY LEONORA CARRINGTON



The girl, who had taken the appearance of a horse, did not move, but her nostrils quivered.

—LEONORA CARRINGTON, “THE OVAL LADY”




    November 1997, Brewster Arts Gallery, New York City

At the first break in the conversation the artist makes for the door. She hears someone call her name, but she’d like a cigarette, and she keeps walking as quickly as her eighty-year-old body will allow through the crowded gallery. She hides behind a post—to rest, to catch her breath—and moves on. Her hips and knees and feet ache from all this standing around. She’s never liked opening nights, feeling the eyes of the spectators on her, as if she were part of the show. If only she could be invisible, perhaps she wouldn’t mind. She does her best not to look at the people, as they scrutinize and hypothesize, or at her paintings—all the evidence lined up against her, so to speak. A retrospective, the entire gallery is filled with her art. Sixty years of her life. Of course, she knows every inch of every canvas, as though they were extensions of her own body. The hyena and the horse; the maze, the minotaur, the egg and the cabbage, the white, alchemical rose; ghosts, witches, a spiral dance. Her menagerie of hybrids, the beasts she’s known and loved. So many of her visions on display—it’s a bit like forgetting to wear one’s skin. Sinew, bone, heart and veins, there for all to see.

As she pushes the door open, breathing the gust of outside air, she comes face to face with a young woman, pen and notebook in her hand. “Ms. Carrington!” she says, smiling brightly. That’s right, she had promised an interview. And there’s a man with her, a camera over his shoulder. Another photo. “Would you mind?” the reporter asks. Leonora follows her back inside. “How about here, in front of Sidhe, the White People of Tuatha de Danaan?” She pronounces it correctly. She’s done her homework.

As Leonora approaches the golden kitchen from more than forty years ago, the bull with that knowing glint in his eyes looks through her, the way he always has. Standing before the open door at the painting’s edge, beside the bald, glowing beings feasting on soup and yams, Leonora looks off, through the glass front of the gallery, where a couple has stopped on the sidewalk. She watches the woman in her dark coat rise up on tiptoe, watches the white-haired man bow his head to kiss her. A flash. The photographer snapping her photo. For a second, Leonora has the sense of being inside her painting, back in that other world. Another flash, and in the mirrorlike window she glimpses a ghostly figure vanishing through the gallery’s far wall. Feeling a wave of dizziness, she straightens her spine as best she can and presses her feet to the floor. For most of her life now she has entered that strange land on her own terms, has claimed it through her paintings and made it her own, but even so it still sometimes takes her by surprise.

“Might we sit?” says the woman, leading her to a small leather sofa.

“I can’t be long.” Leonora says. She’s always hated interviews, the way the questions attempt to pin her down, knowing she’ll show up in print—not her, but the way the interviewer sees her. Although, she must admit, it feels wonderful to rest her feet.

“Your art is so palpable, and yet so mysterious. Where do you get your inspiration?”

“I don’t discuss that.” Leonora looks out the window, but the couple has moved on.

“Like this painting. The Sidhe were Irish, faerie folk, weren’t they? I read it was your nanny and your mother who told you stories about them.”

“Yes. My mother’s mother had told her we were descended from them.”

“What is that one juggling? Moons?” The woman points to the glowing orbs in the painting. “Why does one have a spider’s web?” The question hovers. It isn’t that Leonora doesn’t want to answer; she can’t. She never could explain the things she sees. She sighs, thinking of that cigarette. The woman continues. “In your first great work, your self-portrait, there’s a blur on the floor. Had you painted something and then wiped it out?” Leonora is quiet. The reporter shifts on the cushion, flips a page in her notebook. “Or The Giantess? I love how her hair is a field of wheat. Is she based on Demeter? Or possibly the Norse goddess Sif?”

Leonora reaches into the pocket of her coat. She takes out the soft pack of Vantage, fingering the cigarettes gently, as though she were holding a raw egg. “I don’t talk about my art. Paintings are for what is not sayable.” The woman blushes. Bending toward her notebook, she writes quickly. Poor girl. This can’t be easy. Leonora stands, using the armrest to push herself up. It seems to take forever. “Come,” she says. “Let’s have some air.”

Outside there’s a wind. Leonora cinches the belt of her long coat, fastens the button beneath her chin. She breathes the cold air, and smells the acrid fumes of a passing truck. She lights a cigarette, and exhales. That’s better. She offers one to the reporter, which she accepts with a smile. A truce, Leonora thinks, wishing she could enjoy this more. She’s worked her whole life to get here, but she’s never gotten used to the attention, the idea that what comes out of her mouth is somehow of note. But the woman has her pen and pad, and her fingers are red from the cold. Leonora moves closer, so she can talk quietly and the woman will hear her. “Was there anything else you wanted to know?”

“Do you consider yourself a Surrealist?”

Leonora balks at the term that has followed her through her artistic career as devotedly as a dog, as if she could be summed up in one word. “Part of the old boys’ club?” She laughs. “No women could join, you know. Not officially. But the truth is I don’t consider myself anything.” Leaning against the front window of the gallery, she does her best to explain. “Egos are dangerous, fragile, too big for their own good. Like Humpty Dumpty, you know?”

The reporter nods, writes, and asks the next question on her list. “Do you feel that, as a woman artist, your work has achieved the recognition it deserves?”

She thinks of the men—Dali, Miró, Picasso—and the enormous sums their paintings garnered even before they had died. She thinks of the frugality with which she’s lived her life, subsisting on beans and rice and the cheapest cuts of meat. She chuckles, coughs, and takes a deep breath. There just isn’t any point in being bitter. “Women’s art sells for a fraction of what the men’s goes for, and it takes women twice as long to make any sort of name for themselves. I’m one of the lucky ones. I’m old. I’ve lived long enough to see the world at least begin to notice us—as artists, that is, and not as the inspiration, that infernal notion of the muse.”

“And Paris? What was it like in the thirties? You were twenty?”

“Twenty, twenty-one.” Leonora takes a drag on her cigarette. Floating on the wave of nicotine, she remembers their flat on Rue Jacob, the white rocking horse in the living room, her easel by the window. “Paris was freedom,” she says, thinking of Café de Flore, and the artists—Leonor, Lee, Man and the Éluards, Duchamp, Breton, Picasso, and, more than all of them, Max.

“And Max Ernst was your lover?” The woman grins, as if she’s read her face, some inexplicable change in her expression. She seems to think she is the first person to be brave enough to ask, but Leonora can’t be interviewed without being asked about him—the great man—as if she were no more than another Galatea. “What was it like, being with him?”

Looking at the sliver of sky, where a single star persists through the city glow, Leonora finds she is thinking of the morning church bells of Paris, and how, when they woke her, she’d pull him closer, and the warmth of his body would tow her back to sleep. “It was perfect,” she says, surprising herself.

“Passionate?”

Leonora can’t help but smirk. “We won’t get into that.”




PART I






Two Children Are Threatened by a Nightingale




Leonora, June 1937, London, England

It was Leonora’s first dinner party as a grown woman, and Ursula and she were the hosts. The garden was Ursula’s, but the party had been her idea—a garden party lit by the full moon, with white foods and attire because the moonlight called for it, and because Max Ernst was visiting London and had decided to join them.

She’d seen his art a summer ago, at the International Surrealist Exhibition in London. Beside Hans Bellmer’s disjointed, life-sized doll, which had made her sick to her stomach, Max had displayed an assemblage piece—a girl’s head molded in plaster and attached to a cord like a yo-yo. This had made sense to her. Up and down, lolling about, she’d been that toy, manipulated by someone who held the string, held the money and the power. Time to sever that cord, she’d thought. Then, she saw his painting Two Children Are Threatened by a Nightingale. Speaking to her in a language she understood, had perhaps always understood, but had never managed to articulate, it depicted the climax of an eerie story, a girl unconscious on an emerald lawn and another with a knife in her hand, the vicious nightingale just out of her reach. The most striking feature was the frame itself, which she’d felt an irresistible desire to touch. She ran her fingertips over the knob he’d attached, which made the painting’s frame into a door. There was a man in the scene, and he was running on the roof of a house and reaching for the knob—as if he could open the door and leave the painting. The man held a girl in his arms. But would he be able to save her? she’d wondered, and felt her skin burn from the inside out.

And now, through the kitchen window, she watched Max and Lee Miller and Roland Penrose, sitting at the table on her friend’s brick patio beneath a trellis of jasmine, a few white flowers open in the shape of stars. They were impossibly interesting, these Surrealists—not studying, but living their art. Lee leaned back in her chair, her long legs crossed at the ankles, her feet bare. She blew smoke from her cigarette toward the sky, and handed it to Roland, who took a long, easy drag. Max was talking, his hands everywhere at once. The fact that he was here seemed impossible, and yet it made perfect sense. Ursula was married to Erno, an architect who happened to be friends with Roland, whose London gallery was hosting a show of Max’s work. But Leonora didn’t buy into coincidence. The reason he sat here was simple, irrefutable. Her love for his art had somehow pulled the man himself to her.

On a blue-and-white china plate, Leonora arranged the shortbread cookies she and Ursula had baked. She scooped the lemon sorbet into a bowl, stealing a heaping spoonful for herself. She smiled. Just enough lemon to balance the sugar. She tasted a cookie. Her Irish grandmother’s recipe, it was buttery and crumbly, just as it should be. She popped the rest of it into her mouth. At her tiny apartment, she had been living off of eggs, all she could afford as an art student, and so Ursula had been tonight’s culinary benefactor. Ursula had been Miss Blackwell, of Crosse & Blackwell, the makers of marmalade, and both she and Leonora had come from money. The main difference in their circumstances was that while Mr. Blackwell had encouraged his daughter in the arts, and he allowed her to marry as she wished, Mr. Carrington would dole out only as much money as Leonora required to live like a pauper, for to his mind that’s what artists were—paupers and beggars and gypsies—and the sooner she learned this the better. She’d fought to come to London, and she knew he didn’t think she could make it without his support. He expected her to come home, marry well, and give the family the title his money alone couldn’t buy them. She could think of no worse a fate.

Outside, Max was laughing, the corners of his eyes bursting into rays, his head thrown back, his white hair lit and airy, when something smacked the windowpane in front of her, making Leonora jump. She brushed the crumbs from her lips and ran outside to find a bird, lying on its side, its eye shut. “I’ll get a dustpan,” Ursula said. But without thinking, Leonora scooped the bird into her hand. She hated to see them die like this, flying full speed at a window, death by reflection, by illusion. She touched its soft orange breast. It was a robin, and still warm. So many pairs had nested at the home where she’d grown up in the countryside of Lancashire, but she hadn’t seen any since moving to London a year ago. And why had it been flying at dusk? Suddenly, she felt someone beside her. Max reached out and stroked the bird’s wing. She felt her hair stand on end, as it did in lightning storms, his proximity startling. This wasn’t like anything she’d experienced before. They looked at each other. Was it a kind of recognition? Did he feel it, too, the immediate pull?

Ursula appeared, holding a broom and a dustpan. “You shouldn’t touch dead birds.”

“It’s not dead,” Leonora said, sensing the pulse of energy around it, the force of possibility.

The robin opened its eyes, black and shining. She set it in the planter of jasmine and they all watched it fluff its wings and glide to the little park below.

She and Ursula brought the serving bowls to the patio table, which was dressed in a length of white linen and shone in the dusk, seeming practically to levitate. As Ursula set the bowl of smashed turnips and potatoes in front of Max, she giggled. Leonora felt giddy, too, but she wouldn’t laugh. She’d worn the men’s button-down shirt she liked to paint in, tucked into gray trousers, and her most comfortable pair of loafers. She swallowed any lightness in her head, made an effort to lower her voice. “I do hope you all like halibut.” She put the sautéed fish in front of Lee, whose silk sundress clung to her small breasts and hips as if she’d stepped from the pages of Vogue, the magazine for which she’d modeled. Cool and glossy, she took a swallow of her drink, something brown. Ice clattered in her glass, and Ursula ferried it to the kitchen for a refill.

Ursula had told Leonora all about Lee, who had, she said, the most famous breasts in Paris. Known for being Man Ray’s muse, she’d come to the city from the States to learn from him. As comfortable behind the camera as she was in front of it, she took her place in the darkroom, too, until no one could tell their photos apart. She broke his heart, went to New York City and started her own portrait studio. But after a few years she left it all again and moved to Egypt to marry a wealthy man whose ring still glinted on her finger, though she kissed Roland with her wet lips, and then her whole mouth. Ten years older than Leonora, Lee seemed so confident and free, so in control. She had never met a woman quite like her, and she couldn’t stop watching her. When Lee looked right back, her eyes steady and pale, Leonora froze, as though she’d been caught at something. Lee’s gaze was somewhere between a challenge and pure, innate curiosity. What did she see in her? Leonora wondered, unable to look away.

As Lee bit into a radish, she studied her lips—thin, elegant as the rest of her. Man Ray had gotten them right. She’d seen his painting at the exhibit, too. Lee’s lips, huge, flying through a blue, cloud-speckled sky. “After she left him, he spent the better part of a year painting that,” Ursula had told her.

How wonderful it must feel, Leonora thought, to be loved like that.

On the other side of Lee, Max drank his beer. She thought of what Ursula had said that morning: “He has a wife. Of course, he takes lovers. All the Surrealists do.” Leonora felt his eyes on her, felt the blood rise to her cheeks. “Won’t you sit down, Miss Carrington?” he said, pulling out the chair beside him. She shot him a smile and sat. Was he flirting?

The table shook and she jumped. Ursula’s husband, Erno, was pounding his fist like a gavel, exactly the way Leonora’s father used to. His voice was emphatic, his Hungarian accent thick. “There’s every reason to resist, to take Hitler down now, my friend. When he occupied the Rhineland he broke the Treaty of Versailles. He wants vengeance. You’re a fool to think he will stop.”

He was talking to Roland, but Lee pointed back at him, her hands large, strong, and articulate. “And if he does start a war, it’ll make for some fantastic photographs, won’t it? Smoke lends such a mood.”

Erno squinted at her, smacking his dry lips. Roland put his hands on her cheeks and kissed her. “The first female war photographer, by God!”

“Enough about war,” said Max. “Right now we have summer, which should be enough for anyone.”

“Here, here, Loplop!” Roland raised his glass. Loplop, the Bird Superior. She’d noticed the moniker at the exhibition. An ungainly name for a bird.

Ursula gave Lee her drink and handed Leonora a bottle of beer. “Shall we toast?” she said. Her grin, like the rest of her, ebullient, and crafty in the best sort of way, brought Leonora back from somewhere deep inside herself, the place she went whenever there was talk of an impending war. Here she sat, at a moonlit table. Here was Max Ernst smiling beside her. As she reached past him for the bottle opener, her heart skipped like a flat stone across water, sending ripples, she was sure, in every direction. Her head was light. She steadied her hand and pried off the lid.

Her beer foamed, overflowing, and she panicked. The table had been perfect! Why was she always the messy one? Before she could move it, Max sealed the bottle with his thumb. The sudden action surprised her. She held her breath. An electric hum zipped up her spine. This is how it happens, she thought. His eyes were ice, a cold, clear fire. “To keep it from going onto the table,” he said. The foam sizzled in the bottle. Roland and Lee, pressed so close together they seemed like one two-headed body, Ursula laughing, and Erno, still red in the face—the rest of the party became scenery. There was only them. She clung to the moment, in some futile attempt to see him with an ounce of objectivity. His brown face, his wiry arms and legs, the wrinkles bursting from the sides of his eyes, which were the blue of how she imagined a clear, desert sky might look. It was too late. She held the bottom of the bottle of beer and he held the top. It was as if they were collaborating.

“Food’s getting cold,” said Lee. “Let’s eat.”

“But first,” Max said, “that toast.”

The moon peeked over the row of houses, and the table, the food, and all of them in their white clothes glowed with it. Max’s hair brightened, and her eyes watered. Something inside her had given way, the breaking of a dam. He removed his thumb from her beer, but didn’t stop looking at her.

“To the future,” he said, clinking her bottle with his.

“To the future,” the party agreed, clinking and drinking.

Had she seduced him or had he seduced her? She wasn’t sure. Even now she felt his gaze sharpening her, defining her with its fierce desire. It was a kind of quickening, as if some part of her that had been asleep were waking. She sipped her beer, spooned the soft, white roots onto her plate. More jasmine blossoms had opened to the night, their smell so strong, the potatoes and turnips, even the fish tasted of jasmine. But the lip of her bottle was salty. It tasted of Max’s thumb.


Max, June 1940, southern France

The train lurches.

How long have they been stopped?

It is night still, black and cold and wet. And somehow it is still his shift. There isn’t room for all of the men to sit, let alone to lie down to sleep, and so they have settled on shifts. Half of the men in the cattle car sit for two hours while the other half stand, and then they switch. They stand and sit and stand until the night is done. And here he is, still taking up precious floor space, and dreaming.

He’s been dreaming! Not a nightmare, like the ones he’s had since the Great War, but a dream like he had as a child, the sort with levitation, flying over the dark woods, the sort with a heroine and a hero. It’s still here, tickling the back of his neck with its disintegrating fingers. Her voice calls to him. He wants to tell her to stay where she is—he will come to her, somehow—but his lips are too numb to form words. His lungs are sacks filled with wet sand. To catch it! To return!

He shivers, pulling his thin, damp coat tighter around him. Rain drips through the slats in the roof and onto his head. He raises the collar of his coat, tucks his head, and resting his cheeks in his hands, his elbows on his knees, he closes his eyes. If his life is the nightmare, isn’t he free to dream? If he can fall back into the swirl of the story she was telling him, her voice warm and endless as her hair, perhaps he can endure—without water, without food—another hour, and then another.

He’s been on this train for days. Two? Three? He’s not sure. His mind is not right, but then nothing is.

“God of my fathers, God of my fathers, God of my fathers,” a man’s voice rings over the far fields and into the forest where he is walking, where he is holding her hand.

“May God shut you up, you old fool,” someone else growls, and he is awake now. The fresh stench hits him first. The bucket is somewhere in the middle of the herd of men, and he is pressed up to the wooden side of the car, as far from the bucket as he could be, but even so the smell is unbearable. No. Not unbearable, he reminds himself, burrowing his nose farther down in his coat. At least he is not one of the wretched souls with dysentery, forced to cling to the metal bucket to relieve himself in this dank huddle.

The man behind him gives his shoulder a shake. His shift is over. His turn has come to stand. He pitches forward, balancing on throbbing feet.

To stand in the dark, half-asleep, wet and exhausted, is torture. He didn’t think life could be worse than it had been at Camp des Milles, sleeping on scraps of hay in an oven where bricks had once been baked, waking with his throat made of paper, his lips cracked like the crust of bread, the bricks having sucked all the moisture from his body. But to lie flat would be such a luxury now that he can’t bear to think of it.

When will the day come, the light?

He sways, with the other men, in the rhythm of the train. “What would you give for something warm to drink?” It is his friend, the artist Hans Bellmer, who sways beside him. “For a cup of beef broth?”

He coughs to locate his voice, a craggy whisper. “How can you think of food?”

“Not food. Warmth, broth, marrow.” In the dripping darkness, his friend sounds full, sated, as if the words themselves had weight enough to sustain him. He could have been a poet.

“When can we open these doors? I need air!” a man yells.

“Enough!” barks one of the Algerian guards. In the day the guards are friendly enough, but at night they become as ill-tempered as the rest of them. And to open the door would mean they are visible. Should they pass a Nazi motorized column, they couldn’t hide.

“This train,” Hans mumbles. “It’s a ghost train. We are ghosts on a ghost train.”

He nods, feeling his eyes close again. Impossible to sleep on one’s feet. But he can remember the dream. He can feel it around him. The woods. And how she said she’d find him. Only how can she find him when he doesn’t know where he is?

When the train set off from the camp, in Provence, they’d heard the Nazis were coming from the north, the Italians from the east. And so they headed west—no one seemed to know where. Even the engineer claimed he was awaiting further instruction. But then all of France was in chaos, everyone fleeing for the Spanish border. He should have found some way to slip off when the train was being boarded. He should have run. From Camp des Milles, in Aix, he’d have been closer to Saint-Martin-d’Ardèche, to home. Closer to her. Unless the Nazis had made it there, in which case she’d have been gone. Which would mean she’d be running now. She could be anywhere.

Through a groove in the wooden door, he glimpses the faintest gloaming. The sun’s return after a night like this is a beautiful, beautiful thing. A miracle.

“Can you smell it?” says Hans. “The sea?” He can almost smell it over the stench. He looks through the chink. The fields are a blur, dark yellow, dark green.

Along with the rain, the thinnest light falls through the slats in the roof. He looks at the men, lit up here and there. They are dressed in gray rags, with bits of uniforms from the French soldiers, green hats and coats, items they bought on the black market, with the hope that they might blend in should they try to escape. But how will they run? Made of ash and shadows, of bones and loose skin, they are broken marionettes, with tangled, useless strings.

Boches, the French called them. Germans. No matter that these Germans are also wanted by the Nazis. Writers, artists, Jews. The ghosts on the ghost train were once men—men who had run from Germany when the Nazis took over, who had crossed the border, legally or not, to France, to freedom. Of course some, like him, had come long before the fascists took power. But the war made enemy aliens of all of them. They were enemies in a country that had welcomed them, a country they’d come to love.

Then the war had stopped as quickly as it had started, and trapped in Camp des Milles they were sitting ducks waiting for the Germans to seize them. The commandant did what he could to ferry them to safety. He’d managed to get this train, he’d pointed them west, and now, in their attempt to outrun the Nazis, they were nearly to the coast.

“Open the door,” says a ghost.

“Yes, open the door,” another echoes.

The guard groans, and the door slides open.

He shoulders his way to the front of the car, sits beside his friend on the side rail, their legs dangling. He tilts his head back, sticks out his dry tongue. Rain. Each drop a marvel.

Another long train passes, filled with refugees. People sit on the low steps, lie on the top of the cars, the whole world thronging to the border. Searching the blur of faces for hers, he thinks he sees a woman with long dark hair, but then the train is gone, and he finds he is praying. Praying for the first time in years to a god he doesn’t believe in, praying his girl has stayed in Saint-Martin and is waiting for him.

He can smell the ocean. “Bayonne Harbor,” says his friend, pointing to a bright spot in the distance.

The train awakens with a flurry of questions. They have made it to the coast, but why? There is the ocean—they can see it now—and the masts of ships waiting to take them, where? Overseas? To the colonies? To build the Trans-Sahara Line?

The train slows. A young man shoulders his way to the open door. “If you don’t want to be shipped abroad, now’s your chance,” he says and jumps, his battered suitcase tumbling beside him.

Outside the station, the train stops. Passengers hop from the car to relieve themselves. Young and old pull down their trousers and crouch on the nearest patch of mud. He unzips his fly beside a low fence and waits. And waits. At last, a slow, ocher-colored stream joins the rain.

Zipping his pants, he stares beyond the fence. The scene is a scumble of black and gray, and then it moves, the sludge a pressing pitch. He realizes he’s looking at a highway overflowing with every sort of vehicle, a monstrous procession churning toward the Spanish border; every car with at least two mattresses roped atop it—to shield them from air raids, he realizes with new horror—and he wonders just how far they have come. All the way from Paris? There are towering trucks and pushcarts spilling with people and their possessions, everything they could carry. A chair a grandfather made. A lamp from the last century. A violin. There are people on foot with bicycles, mules, horses. And everyone prodded forward, the air wrung with their hope, heavy as a wet, wool blanket.

A station manager runs toward them, shouting, waving his arms. “Get back on! They are coming! The Germans will be here in two hours or less!” The men pull up their trousers and run to the train. He runs, too, slow motion through a slow-motion world in which everyone is running, but not nearly fast enough. The men pack themselves inside the train. He takes a seat on the side rail, Hans beside him. If the Germans are here, they are here. No good hiding in the back of the train is going to do anyone.

The commandant strides by, dripping with rain, his cheeks red. “We must go back,” he is saying over and over, so all of the two thousand men might hear him. But the train does not budge and soon the men convene outside it, their voices rising over one another.

The French have failed, again.

The Spanish border is close. Better to join the stream of refugees? Better to get by on our own?

The Spanish borders are open, but require permits. Only French citizens can pass.

To the French, we will look like enemies.

“Go!” The commandant yells. “You’re prisoners no longer.”

“Free? We are free!” shout the men.

“You will not live,” the commandant says. “Between the Nazis and the gendarmerie. You will be imprisoned, or shot. We have a chance of getting you to a region that won’t be in German control when the armistice is concluded.”

Men grab their possessions, embrace friends, and head for the highway of people. Other trains—full of soldiers, full of civilians—pull out of the station, and still their train doesn’t move. More men leave. Without money, or papers, without water or food.

Hans paces. “The train is obvious. Hitler’s men will hear of it. But France is in pandemonium. Disappearing will be easy.”

“Stay. You’ll die out there,” he tells Hans, but he only half means it. Hans is a willful, wily man. He will find a way to live.

The train buzzes with power and the men leap on. Old men are pushed and pulled aboard as the cars jerk back in the direction from which they just came. His heart sinks.

Hans stands on the dirt. “Come with me.”

And he yearns to run, to slip with him, somehow, over the border. Together they would find a way. No. He shakes his head no because he has no choice. He must go home. He must try to find her. From the train he watches his friend grow smaller, until the rail curves, and he is gone.

They move through the same blur of green, through afternoon and through dusk. The train slows, and he spots, on a hill, a horse grazing. Lifting its brown neck, it seems to look at him as the train comes to a stop.

“The power’s been cut,” says the commandant, walking beside the open cars. Sweating, his skin a sickly green, he looks nearly as bad as the rest of them. “Burn your papers—anything pledging your loyalty to France.”

A small bonfire fills the car with smoke. He adds his papers to the fire, watches the name Max Ernst curl and flare and subside. He watches it turn to ash.


Leonora, June 1937, London, England

Leonora opened the door in her nightdress and ran a hand through her tangled hair. It was morning and here, on the doorstep of her basement flat, stood a man in a black hat, his suit pressed and spotless. He bowed slightly before handing her a small envelope. She knew who it was from without even having to ask. Max. She tore the envelope open and read the note straightaway, as if it might evaporate in her hands.

Come away with me, will you, for a picnic in the woods? If you agree, I will fetch you at two this afternoon.

Before she could talk herself out of it—he was married, after all, and twice her age—she sent the messenger back with a folded note, which said, simply, Yes.

It was utterly crazy, she knew, to be alone with him in the woods. Anything might happen. She hardly knew him. And yet it was this wildness, this unpredictablity, that attracted her to him. It was fanciful and romantic; no Brit would risk so bold a proposition. Certainly not if he knew who her father was. Of course she would go.



She checked the clock: ten till two. In her dark apartment, the air smelled of cigarette ash and boiled eggs. She sat hunched over her kitchen table, and by the light of the bare bulb she worked on her series of sketches—women without smiles, without breasts, women with their hair short, capped in berets, cigarettes hanging from their lips. All spring she’d kept at them, not at Amedee Ozenfant’s art school—where she drew apple after apple in an attempt to render the fruit in a single flawless line—but here, on her own. She spread the drawings on the table and squinted, as if by softening the edges of the paper she could see these women as friends, part of a single scene. Maybe they were lunching together, not planning whom and when they would marry, or what pattern of china they would choose, like the debutantes she’d known, but rather what they would paint, what they would photograph, and how the world would see them as artists and buy their work. Their art would hang in galleries, museums. They weren’t sure how they’d get there, but they sure as hell weren’t going to settle for the lives their mothers led. It was a group she yearned to join.

If she listened hard, she could hear them talking. Glimmer, one said, but keep the mystery. Put the receiver back on its holster, said another. Listen to your heart, your blood. One woman began smoking a cigarillo, and she crushed the coal of it into the wood, leaving a burn on the table, a dark eye. Leonora squinted more, then let her eyes blur, so the world around the women could come into focus. If she could see their world, she could enter it, leaving her own burn mark on the wood.

Rat-ta-tat. Max was right on time.

Leonora grabbed her bag and leapt for the door. There, instead of Max, stood Serge. He raised an eyebrow, took off his fedora. “You were expecting someone?” he asked, walking past her into her flat. He paced the length of her room, his hands shoved into his jacket pockets. She tried to breathe. Serge? What was he doing here?

Serge was an acquaintance of her father’s, an architect who had helped set her up at Ozenfant’s, and she thought of him as a chaperone of sorts. But from the moment she met him she’d known his real role—to learn what she was up to and report back to her father. He also happened to be her very first lover, one she hadn’t ended things with just yet. But usually he’d stop by in the evening, after work, not in the middle of the afternoon. If Max came for her now, Serge would know, which meant her father would, too.

When she came to London a year ago, they had met once a week at a café. Over coffee she’d tell him what she wanted Father to hear. And then Serge started coming by her flat after work. She’d make him tea and show him her drawings. They’d talk. He was seventeen years older than her and in on the London art scene. He was friends with Erno, and was every bit as earnest as he was, though not quite so humorless.

“Ozenfant says you have promise,” he’d told her one evening. He seemed truly pleased. And she’d reached across the table and taken off his glasses and kissed him. “Are you going to tell that to Father?” she’d teased. A moment later they were in bed.

The power over her father was intoxicating. Serge might report back, but he would never be able to tell him anything that implied he knew Leonora intimately, and so her father wouldn’t know any more about her than she wanted him to. When she told Ursula about their affair, she beamed. “Marry him!” she’d said. “You’d have the most darling children!”

“I’m not going to marry anybody,” she told her. “He’s my first lover. That’s all.” So far as she was concerned, virginity was overrated, and she was glad to be done with it.

The affair went on, secretly, for months. But then Serge wouldn’t quit hinting at marriage, and he began to look less like a handsome spy and more like a lonely bachelor. He became ordinary, and she started making up excuses. She told him she needed time to think things through. She knew she needed to end the affair, but she couldn’t afford to have him turn on her. If he recommended she be sent home, her father would have a car at her flat in an hour.

She laughed, to seem breezy, but it came off flat and forced. “Ursula and I are off to Brighton, to eat oysters, to draw the sea and the pier, or to try to,” she said, in as offhand a manner as possible. She sat at the table, took up her graphite, and added a few wisps of smoke to the woman’s cigarillo. She didn’t have to watch him to know he was looking around her single room, from her twin bed, where they had made what she now felt sure was unremarkable love, to her stacks along the wall—sketches, books, piles of clothes. He seemed to be looking for something, for some clue. Feeling his eyes circle back to her, she looked up. He was twisting the right side of his dark mustache, and she found she was sketching him into a corner, beside the woman with the cigarillo. He was her dwarf servant, his head the exact shape of an egg, to which she added no hair.

He walked behind her, put his hand on her shoulder. She felt her body tense and covered her sketch with her arm. “So, you were at a party last night? Erno said it was a real Surrealist gathering. Lee Miller, Penrose, Max Ernst.”

So Erno had told him already. That’s why he was here. She convulsed in a cough, loud and long. Her voice was hoarse. “Yes, well, I didn’t have much fun. I’m coming down with something.”

He backed away and covered his nose and mouth with his hand. Serge was a hypochondriac, and she knew her fib would keep him away for at least a week. Soon she would tell him it was over, but for now she needed him to go. “They’re a dangerous, immoral crew, Leonora.” He opened the door. She coughed again. A spray of saliva hung in the air. “Watch yourself,” he said, shutting the door behind him.

His steps grew fainter as he climbed the stairs to the street. That was close. At one time she’d lived on adrenaline, sneaking cigarettes at convent school and climbing from her window at that finishing school in Florence so she could wander the town on her own, and stay as long as she liked in the Uffizi. But now she was too old for duplicity. If she were a man, she could live as she wanted, and she couldn’t see how the mere fact of her body and its ability to bring a child into the world meant she couldn’t. But Father would never see things that way. He wasn’t going to leave her alone until she was married.

She heard something like a ball bounce down the stairs and she grabbed her bag. This was Max, she knew, so full of energy that his knock sent ripples of delight through the room. She opened the door to his crooked grin. He surprised her, hugging her right off her feet. She forgot Serge and Father, and she laughed and threw her arms around him. He pressed his lips to hers.

Never had she felt herself dissolve inside a kiss, but suddenly she felt stretched the distance between Earth and Neptune and she floated in space, weightless and spinning a thousand revolutions without coming down for a breath. They walked upstairs and out the door. Never had she walked along the street with a man, but now he took her hand in his, and they were elephants on the riverbank, their trunks locked and swaying, a sign language that needed no interpretation. In the middle of the sidewalk he pulled her to him. She glanced around, worried Serge might be watching, but saw only the faces of strangers, hurrying past. They kissed again. Their eyes closed, they were giraffes, their small heads confused with the stars, their eyelashes touching in the dark.

He let her go and the street came back, its midday bustle a confusion of automobiles and humans. Men strolled side by side, their voices scuffling by. Women walked arm in arm. Their laughter bubbled and splashed. The day had turned humid, and the smell of London in the summer was fecund and voluptuous—cheese softening in the heat, soot and cigarettes, scraps of fat and overripe fruit in the trash.

Roland’s Bentley was at a cockeyed angle as if parked in a hurry, with one wheel on the curb. Max opened the door for her, slid behind the wheel, and they were off. He weaved around cars and pedestrians, talking all the while in French, assuming she understood. Though it had been a while since her tutor had taught her French, she found she could follow most of what he was saying to her. A missed word here and there was inconsequential; his enthusiasm conveyed all she needed to know. He’d brought strawberries and scones and a blanket, he said, and he couldn’t wait to be alone with her. There was something he wanted to show her.

“Oh,” she said, and left it there. What could he want to show her? And what might he expect? She couldn’t have spoken more than a hundred words to him, yet he assumed he knew what she’d like? But watching the wind through the open windows blow his white hair this way and that, she relaxed. Too wild for the car with its heft and polish, he looked like the bird he claimed to be—puffed up in his pin-striped suit, his nose like a great beak. She hadn’t noticed the avian resemblance until now, his angular grace. His long legs bent, knees by his elbows. He was a crane. Once they were outside of the city, perhaps he would show her his wings.

As they drove, the smoggy sky turned blue and the buildings gave way to the open green of fields. Max turned onto a small treelined road that wound past scattered houses and stopped by a wooded hill. He took a basket from the backseat and a thin, yellow-and-white checkered blanket. There was a fence, and a gate which he opened for her as if he owned the place. They were trespassing, something she wouldn’t normally do, and she liked the feeling of risk and entitlement.

They spread their picnic beneath the canopy of a maple. They slid off their shoes and felt the cool grass under their feet.

A chorus of cicadas galvanized the air. They sounded the way her skin felt—the hairs on her arms standing on end just to be alone with him. To appear calm, she lay back on her elbow, her skirt over her knees. She nibbled a scone. If only they’d had some tea, she thought. Then he opened a bottle of white Bordeaux, tipped the bottle to his lips, and swallowed. “To be sure it’s good enough for you.” He grinned, offering it. She sipped the wine—far better than tea—and ate a strawberry.

“There are two principles,” he said. He had brought a plank of wood in his pack. Over it he scattered leaves, twigs, tiny pebbles. He placed a piece of drawing paper over this and fastened it with clips. He rubbed the side of a pencil over the paper, the edges of the debris appearing in dark lines. It was like dreams, she thought, how they live all day in your body, in the bones of your wrists and elbows, in the spongy tissues of your liver and your lungs. Your logical mind is oblivious to them, and only when you let go and give in to sleep do these dreams dare to show their faces, the way animals at the zoo come out at dawn and dusk, when the light itself is a kind of refuge.

“The two principles,” he said, “are chance and intuition—what appears and what you see in it. You and I, we could work off the same frottage and come up with completely different scenes.”

“Frottage?” Was this something he thought she would know? Ozenfant hadn’t taught them a thing about frottage.

“Friction, rubbing. It’s what I call it.” He shook out the debris, blew off the excess lead. They studied the image in the sunlight, his hand warm on her back, a wonderful pressure. “Like when you were a child and looked at the clouds,” he said, and she knew she wasn’t a child, not anymore. She wasn’t sitting at a desk staring out the window at the clouds and dreaming of her life. She was here, inside it. She was with Max Ernst, dreaming in a new way.

“There’s a queen.” She traced the outline of what she saw. “And here’s her elephant, see? She’s riding away from her kingdom, which is here.” She touched the corner of the paper. “On the hill behind her. She’s on a cliff, looking at the desert she’ll cross. She can’t see where she’ll end up—it’s all vastness, desert and ocean, and on the shore is a ship, waiting for her and her elephant.”

He leaned close. “I’d love to see you paint that.” He kissed her forehead, an eyelid, a cheekbone, an ear. She could feel her heart pulse in the tips of her fingers and put her hands in her lap. Steady, she thought. Stay calm. “Will you show me your work sometime?”

“Sometime,” she said, though it was impossible to imagine that her painting would ever be good enough.

He lay down, resting his head on her lap, and she forgot to breathe. She stroked his tan forehead, smooth against the tips of her fingers. Go slow, she thought. We have all afternoon. She fed him a bite of a strawberry and ate the rest herself.

“Tell me a story?” he said.

She flicked the berry’s green cap into the grass, where it landed beside a mushroom. She was used to writing stories down, not just saying them out loud. Perhaps a true story might be easiest. “Want to hear about the first convent school to kick me out?”

“Absolutely.”

“When I was nine, Father shipped me off to the nuns of the Holy Sepulchre,” she began, “and I hated the place. During mass one morning, as I approached the priest, my tongue stuck out, waiting for him to place the Communion wafer on it, I lifted my skirt to my waist. I wasn’t wearing underwear, and as I watched him, a soft, jowly man, turn red as a coal and walk away from me, I let my skirt down, sure I’d won.” A smile spread across Max’s face. She had thought he might appreciate the illicit rebelliousness of that act.

“But the days went by and nothing happened. The priest left for a new parish and I was stuck with the nuns. They could make me sit at a desk, but they couldn’t make me write forward, so I didn’t. I practiced my backward, mirror writing instead.” She told him about the nun sending her to her room. Told him how she was ordered to write the sentence “I will not write backward” fifty times, and how, instead, she wrote a letter to her nanny in the mirror writing she had taught her, hoping it would magically transport her home. “When I held the letter up to the mirror on my bureau, I vanished.”

“Vanished?”

“In the mirror, I mean. My image faded, and then I couldn’t see myself, and I fell to the floor,” she said, “my head light as a leaf.”

She looked down at him. He was quiet, following the dance of sunlight on the leaves. There was more to the story, of course, but she did not know if she could tell it. There was the strange, underground dwelling, the place she went when she fell, the world that acted as if she’d never left. And the way she’d arrived mid-sentence, as if she had somehow been there all along.

He looked at her, looked into her. “What happened then?”

She laughed, nervously, and drank the wine. She’d never tried to talk about the world she’d entered that day, the world of the Sidhe, and she hadn’t thought of it in years. She’d never been sure if it was real somehow, or a vivid dream. To tell someone had felt wrong—even Mother or Nanny—like putting a leash around the neck of a horse. But she thought Max might just understand.

“I found myself in another world. But it was familiar. It was a place I knew. One of the Sidhe hovered in front of me and led me through this subterranean maze.”

“The Sidhe?” he said.

“You don’t know the stories? They’re the ancient fairy-folk of Ireland, the good folk. They went underground when the Christians came. But they come up to visit people sometimes. Those whose eyes are open. At least that’s what Nanny told me.” She laughed to hear herself. Max’s face was blank. She’d been right, it was too hard to tell. She was losing him. Best to skip to the conscious part of the story. Maybe she’d tell him the rest when she knew him better, which she felt certain, somehow, that she would.

“And then I came to. There was a cloth over my nose and mouth. It was soaked in something, the smell so sharp I opened my eyes. I was on the bed. A doctor pulled the cloth away, and he and the nun towered over me. ‘Concussion,’ he said. And I remembered the sentences I hadn’t written. My letter to Nanny was on the floor. It hadn’t worked. I wasn’t a witch, just a disobedient child. The sister shook her head, told me I was hopeless and should pack my things. My nanny would be there in an hour.”

She looked down again. Max was there and he wasn’t there. He was watching the leaves but was inside himself, far away. She wouldn’t tell him about her father and how upset he was at her expulsion, or how surprisingly good his anger had made her feel—solid—as if he were seeing her for the first time. Not because she fit his idea of what a girl should be, prim and pretty, a bow in her brushed hair, but because she’d made trouble for him. She’d felt awful about her mother though, how she’d stood at his side, plucking out one hair at a time. Soothed by the pop of the root coming loose, she’d kept at it, producing a tiny bald spot over her left ear—a spot she could cover with her hair, but which she showed to Leonora when she wanted her to know just what her actions had done.

Leonora bit a fingernail and tore the sliver off with her teeth. Max plucked it from her mouth, flexing the crescent of nail between his fingers. A puddle of sunlight splashed across his face. He tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “And Nanny came to get you?”

“She did.”

He reached up, took a handful of her hair in his hand, and tugged her toward him. She didn’t resist. She couldn’t. She was on him, kissing him fully, her open mouth asking—what, exactly, did he want? Whatever it was, she knew she wanted it, too. He tasted of strawberries and wine, sweet tang. Against him, her heartbeat slowed to his. And then he was on her. She felt him through his trousers, against her thigh, and she didn’t move. She imagined Ursula standing over them, shaking her head. You don’t get a man to fall for you by following your desire, she would say. You resist. You make him want you so much he’s willing to sacrifice everything for you. But this was Max, a man who seemed to know what he wanted. The Surrealists didn’t hold back. They trusted their gut, their unconscious appetites. And she knew she belonged with them, belonged with him. They understood each other, understood that this moment, this chance, wouldn’t come again. She exhaled, loving the weight of his body and how it pressed her to the earth. How could she be other than herself? And she wasn’t the passive sort, she reasoned, and reached under his shirt, drawing her nails down his back.

He pulled back and sat up. He tipped the wine bottle to his lips and handed it to her. She took a long swallow. He held her foot. His fingers fit her arch, and squeezed. His hand moved to her kneecap, her thigh. She felt her cheeks, her whole body burn. The tips of his fingers were under the lace hem of her underwear. He slid them to her ankles and off, slowly, in a single fluid motion. He moved her knee to the side.

She had never held this still.

She felt a river turn through her, felt the inside of her thighs cool with the breeze.

All he was doing was looking.

She’d never had sex in the day, only at night, in the dark. And now, as he stared, she could hear her own blood, a tide rushing in, and she felt her nakedness as a new kind of power. He unbuttoned the top of her dress, slipped the straps off her shoulders. He held her breast in his hand, and then her other breast, arranging them so just her nipples showed. She was his model, she realized with a thrill. The pencil still in his hand, he took out another piece of paper, and sat at her feet, sketching. She didn’t move.

He looked at her, down at his drawing, and back at her. In that moment, she possessed herself completely. She felt the energy, the ecstatic pull that charged the air between them. If he were to light a match, she was sure they would combust. His voice was a whisper. “Touch yourself.”

There? Did he really mean that? She stiffened. If he did, she’d get there when she was ready.

She moved a hand lightly across her breasts, brought it down over her dress and let it rest on her thigh. “Here,” he said, placing her hand on her pillow of hair. He was sketching again, but she knew what he was asking for. Ursula, funnily enough, had been the one to tell her about it. How you can touch that part of yourself until the acute tickle becomes excruciating and you don’t think you can take it and then you keep going and the world collapses, splinters, spins, it rolls shoreward like a great wave and retreats. She’d tried it, alone, and found that Ursula had been right. Light had flashed through the marrow of her bones and she’d lain as if electrocuted, ignited, having flown beyond the margins of her skin.

Would she give him what he desired? An explosion of light, here in the woods? Were these really even woods? It was country, sure, but the land belonged to someone, and there was a house not far down the road, just past the bend. Could anyone see them?

He was sketching, looking at her without apology. She looked at him the same way. His eyes were close-set, fiery and exacting, housed deep in their sockets, and she wondered if they could retreat just as easily, the way turtles could hide their heads in their shells. He hardly blinked. But under the quick nerve, there was someone quieter, removed. There was, she saw, a boy—lost and terribly alone.

She slipped a finger into the warm gloss inside her, moved it slowly over her, up and down. He blurred in her vision, seeming to her like a teenager now, lanky and awkward, his conscious ease a cover. His eyes glimmered. He was more alive than anyone she knew. And what he wanted more than sex was to watch her, to draw her. He wanted her rapture to spill onto his page. And she wanted it, too. She wanted his vision to make her new.

On the blanket in the sun, she let her eyes close. “Keep them open,” he whispered. “I want to see you. I want to follow where you go.” His voice moved through her like warm whiskey. She lay back, listening to his pencil scratch the page. She watched the leaves shake above her, watched the sky turn white and swallow everything. And she cried out, even if someone at that house around the bend could hear.



It was her first night in a week without Max. Ever since the picnic they had been inseparable. But tonight Leonora sat at her kitchen table in the dark. Her scrambled eggs were rubbery, but she managed to choke them down with a gulp of cold tea. Max was dining with a group of art collectors—just men, he’d explained, as if that made all the sense in the world. Her body ached for him. How could she miss him already, she wondered, when it had been only hours?

She missed the clean, citrus smell of him on her skin, the sound of his voice, his low, nearly inaudible laugh. She missed the taste of his breath, smoke and moss, and something spicy—was it cloves? or cinnamon? Since their picnic she’d been to her flat just to change her clothes and to shower, and now it seemed tiny and stale, and she wondered how she’d sleep without the even keel of his body beside her. She thought of the way their limbs interlaced and how, when the horrors of his dreams rushed through his veins, making him tremble and moan, she held him to her, cooed to him as though he were a child. He’d wake in a sweat. When he needed her most, she became a stretch of calm, stronger than she’d known she could be. More.

And there was the way he looked at her. How, in his eyes that seemed capable of seeing magic, she became a sorceress. Femme-sorcière was the term he had used. One of Breton’s categories for women, he’d explained, in so much as they were, she realized, muses for men. There was also the femme-enfant, the woman-child, so close to her childhood unconscious she served as a conduit between the artist—the man—and his own unconscious inspiration. She supposed, since she was twenty, Max saw her as this, too, but she didn’t dwell on it. She would be whom she wanted to be in this life.

She finished the egg with the last swig of tea, thinking of what she hadn’t been able to tell him the day of their picnic. About the time when she was nine, when she’d passed out at the convent and the Sidhe had taken her into their earthen dens and shown her the process of alchemy. They’d fed her a pale soup made of roots and rose petals to be sure she would return. But then Father had sent her to more convent schools, to finishing schools, one after the other—and she’d forgotten all about that first, strange lesson until Max tasted its peculiar residue in her.

Femme-sorcière. She liked the sound of it.

She washed her dishes and set about priming a canvas—one Max had helped her to stretch. She wanted to paint something she could show him. Her first real work. She lined up her tubes of paint, poured turpentine into a jar. She held the brush in her hand and stared at the blank canvas. All she had to do was to dream with her eyes open and to paint what she saw. And what she saw was the Sidhe, moving through the blue walls of her childhood nursery as if through air. So she painted a blue room. She wasn’t sure yet who might inhabit it. You have to build the stage for the drama to happen.

She heard a knock, loud and firm, and she didn’t move. Serge! It had to be Serge. He’d slipped a note under her door a few days ago, asking if she was feeling better and saying he’d be by again soon. If she was quiet, perhaps he would leave? But there it was again—the insistent pounding. She wiped the paint from her hands. She knew she had to end things with him, but what would she tell him? She was in love with Max Ernst, a married man? Her taste of freedom, her time living in London on her own would be up before she finished the sentence. She took a deep breath and opened the door.

Serge hung in the doorway, pale as a potato and trembling. “You are a whore.” He spat the word as if to make it stick. A whore? She was stunned. His stare pinned her to the floor. He knew. Had he seen Max kissing her on the sidewalk? Had he followed her? Did he know she’d been spending the night with him? She’d hurt him, that much was clear. But a whore?

She swallowed her anger, wondering what she’d ever seen in him. “Serge, let’s be civilized. Let’s not ruin everything.” He stared into the air above her head—by way of dismissal, she realized, hating him—and marched up the stairs.

She paced the room. How dare he come to her flat and tell her she was a whore. If they were being honest, she had a few things to tell him. What kind of man sleeps with the girl he’s supposed to be keeping an eye on, for instance? She dashed up the stairs into the rain to find him. The pavement wet and cold on her feet, her arms a startle of goose pimples, she bolted up, then down the street but she didn’t see him. She stood still, dug her nails into her palms. Next time, she’d be ready. She would unleash her response like a whip.

Under a streetlamp, she glimpsed herself in the glass of a hat store. The image surprised her. Was this the same girl who just a few years ago had been presented at the court of George V? You wouldn’t know it to look at her. She was wearing her painting clothes, what she’d been in all day, blouse off her shoulder, torn skirt, her long hair uncombed, ferocious, by God. And here she was, in public! A couple behind her, umbrellas swaying above them, had slowed to look at her, too, a woman they must have thought mad, or poor, or a streetwalker who had seen better days. She laughed—she couldn’t help herself—and the people looked away and hurried down the road. She was just the sort of woman her father most feared she’d become—an unmarried artist. The worst was done.

In her flat, she stared at the blue room of her painting, and Serge’s voice quivered inside it. Whore. She could feel the fear, its wobbly jelly quality. Squinting, she saw it now take the shape of an elaborate court chair, with a skirt, high heels on its tiny feet, and a gleaming, scarlet tongue for a cushion. The sort of chair the queen of the whores might sit upon. She would wear riding clothes, the most androgynous clothing she owned, and sit with her legs apart—not crossed, as a lady’s would be. Her stomach and thighs would be womanly, full and inviting, so the viewer would want to grab that extra bit of flesh, there, near her crotch. She wanted that region of her body to tantalize. And her black shoes would be the high-heeled, lace-up sort—a bigger, more brutal version of the chair’s feet—which would make one imagine all kinds of sexual deviancies, things involving pain, inflicted by the one wearing those shoes. Yes, she thought, with a fearless, newfound determination. She imagined Serge glowing with subservience, ecstatic as a worm, and went to work at once.

But she couldn’t manage to shake off her worry. If he knew, so would her father, if he didn’t already. And what would he do? How much longer would she be free?


Max, June 1940, southern France

Max leaps from the side rail into the dusk and the mud, into the blur of drizzle. Stumbling toward the gloaming, following the shadows of men disappearing into the half-light before him, he hears the commandant’s far, rasping call. “Come back! All is not lost!”

“Come back! Come back!” the men yell to one another, though some keep walking, the dusk dissolving the edges of their bodies, erasing them entirely. They are doomed men in Nazi territory, but no more doomed than the train, he thinks, climbing aboard. The Nazis could be anywhere by now, but at least the train will take him east, and closer to her.

When it lunges forward again, there are fewer men, but not few enough for everyone to sit. They will endure this night the same way they have endured all of the others. “Shut the door!” someone yells.

“Keep it open!” yell a pair of young Austrians.

“No!” says the scientist among them. “I haven’t come this far to die!” He clutches his spectacles as he sways, for to lose one’s glasses is to live in a nebulous world for who knows how long. He rubs the spectacles on his shirt, then carefully puts them back on. Poor man. Poor old man. But he can’t be much more than fifty, and Max will be fifty next year. Which means he, too, is old, with nothing to show for his years on this cursed and beautiful planet—not unless he can make it back to Saint-Martin, back to their home with his sculptures on the walls and her paintings on the cabinets. Not unless he can take all he can from that house and run with her as far from the Nazis as they can get.

“Shut the door,” more men plead. A struggle on the other side of the car turns to a scuffle, but no one yells for them to stop. The Algerian guards, they realize, are gone.

The door remains wide and the night begins with a cold, gray blur and a frenzy of stamping and smashing. The luggage the men fought for the right to bring with them from Camp des Milles, the luggage that had been piled as neatly as possible in one corner of the car is being hurled about and opened, its contents dumped on the floor and trampled with such wild delight, it reminds him of Dada, and the rage the young men of his generation felt after the Great War. The two Austrians lead the demolition, destroying their own suitcases and moving on to everyone else’s.

They get it. These young Austrians get it. In the face of war, logic has no place. There is only anti-logic. The desire to destroy the workings of a world that gave rise to such purposeless slaughter. He smiles, their mania for destruction contagious. It gives him hope. But then, he has no luggage to lose. It was a month ago when he was handcuffed and dragged from their house to Camp des Milles—for the second time—and retrieving his things was impossible. The Nazis had invaded France, and Camp des Milles was filling with more “enemy subjects” by the day.

The scientist shrieks. “My glasses, my glasses!” They’ve been knocked off his head and stomped upon like everything else. He retrieves the twisted metal rims and sobs.

He is quiet then. They all are. No good wailing will do. What is gone is gone.

The night is as miserable as the last, only Hans Bellmer isn’t here to whisper his jocular asides. There is nothing to lighten the darkness. Max stands for hours, swaying on numb feet.

In a tunnel the train grinds to a stop and he topples, along with the other standing men, onto the sitting ones. But no one curses. They are silent. Overhead, on a hill above the train, a motorized column rumbles.

This is how the Nazis travel. No one breathes. They listen.

When the last automobile has passed, the men close the door without protest, and the train presses eastward into the night. Hour after hour the ghost train stops and starts and stops again. It plods across the same fields, through the same towns as before, but slowly, so slowly the fear that he won’t find his girl stretches inside him, monstrous and endless.
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