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Blue Nude








Prologue


He could have been lost. There was no moon and his eyes had adjusted to the darkness and there seemed to be nothing but wheat fields in every direction, low hills on one side and a forest in the distance ahead of him, but nothing that could be considered a landmark, nothing familiar. His compass had been stolen, along with his jacket and his watch, all pulled from beneath his head so carefully he hadn’t awakened. But his gun was still in his hands, and he gripped it harder for reassurance. He must have been lying on it with his fingers locked so tightly that whoever stole his jacket didn’t dare try to take the gun too.


The moon would have helped. But then again, light of any kind would have exposed him too, and maybe it was best to have the cover of darkness until he found his bearings. Maybe he needed the dark for his own protection. Enemy lines shifted so quickly sometimes that for all he knew he was at this very moment not the occupier but the prey. For all he knew.


A barn made itself visible against the dark field on his right, a barn that was so shadowed it might have been imaginary. Except the closer he came, the more he could make out the silvery gleam of its faded wood, the reassuring bulk of its roof and walls. Closer still, he picked up wind-wafted scents of hay and manure. Somewhere nearby there was livestock, cows maybe, or horses, though probably not pigs because he would have recognized them from his childhood summers on his grand parents’ farm.


That was a world away. Some other time and place, a dream to him now. Before he knew what it meant to point a weapon at a human target and pull the trigger. Before he knew what dead bodies looked like, the eerie absence in their staring eyes, their gaping mouths and tangled limbs.


He tried not to think as he walked closer to the barn, tried only to strain his eyes against the night and listen for the sound of anything moving, test the air for the smell of danger. He tried to become animal and leave his mind out of it.


That was how he had learned to keep firing at the line of bodies standing along the edge of a ditch. To leave his mind out of it. To aim and fire, again and again. Not him doing it, not even his will, just the tension and release of his muscles, the trained machine of his body.


The house on the far side of the barn was empty; somehow he could tell this from its loose-hanging shutters and broken window beside the front door. Some family had fled, or something worse. It wasn’t the house that interested him, though; it was the barn. There was warmth inside, an abandoned animal perhaps. Mostly, he imagined it would be a place to sleep. Even a pile of hay would be safer than where he had been.


A human-sized side door appeared more beckoning than the larger main doors, and he felt relief when it opened quietly. He tried not to breathe much, tried to enter in near silence while he sniffed the air for signs of life, peered into the blackness as if he might detect ghosts.


Nothing? Almost.


There was a scent he was sure was human.


He froze, and listened, gripping the hard steel of the weapon in his hands.


Something was definitely alive in there. Amid the odors of hay and dung and dust and moldering wood, he could make out a human smell too, and not his own. Without being able to see, he felt his other senses compensating, and he listened hard until he found it: the sound of someone breathing.


Who is it, he said, making his voice deep and, he hoped, threatening. Who’s there.


Nothing answered, of course, but he wanted them to know he knew. He wanted them to know they were found out.


He pointed his gun into the space before him, turning right and left with it. You see? he said, even though he couldn’t see anything himself.


I won’t use it if you come and show yourself, he said. Come where I can see you.


Nothing again, although the breathing was still there. Someone trying not to be heard, but not quite inaudible.


I’ll wait until morning, he said, though he knew that would mean more hours without sleeping, more hours in the dark. At least it would be warm. Slowly he moved away from the door and into a corner, leaning his back against the walls. Waiting.


The light, when it came, was gray and then pink, revealing rafters and a ladder to a loft, hay stacked in piles and also strewn. He could see the gleaming edge of a metal bucket and a pitchfork stabbed into some hay. But no signs of life.


All right, he said, clearing his throat. Had he slept? He hoped not. I can dig for you, he said. Or you can just come out.


When he heard rustling overhead, from the loft, he pointed his gun in the direction of the thing emerging and stepped closer to the bottom of the ladder. It was a woman, or maybe even a girl—he wasn’t sure yet. She was pulling hay from her clothes and her hair, speaking in a language he didn’t understand. Maybe she was saying Please. Her eyes were so wide they made her appear feral.


With his gun still aimed at her, he watched her raise her hands in the air over her head and crouch down until she was kneeling. Her skin was as pale as the moon and her mouth was still forming words he couldn’t understand. She was no more than twenty, probably even younger; her face was streaked with dirt, and her lips looked chapped from thirst or fear or both.


He was supposed to shoot her; that was clear. It was what he had been doing for weeks now, shooting people who looked more or less just like her, older, younger, all of them praying or begging for mercy, all of them lined up at the edge of ditches they had dug themselves, and he was not supposed to hesitate at a moment like this, no questions to be asking. This was the machine’s job, after all. His weapon was cold and heavy; he felt himself aching with the effort of holding it.


Her face went paler still, until her eyes looked like holes in the night sky. She bit her lip until it bled a little; she seemed almost like porcelain to him, and yet those smudges of dirt on her face reminded him that she was real and alone and far from everything familiar.


His gun pulled at his muscles and his knees were locked, but still he didn’t make a move to pull the trigger. These people were lower than animals: this was what he’d been taught—that they were nothing to him. But meanwhile, here he was, wishing he could speak her language, whatever it was. Wanting to know her name. Needing all the blood washed from his hands.


It was as if the war left his body and he was empty of it. The gun weighed so much that he had to lower it; he had to let it drop all the way to the ground, his fingers relaxing for the first time in weeks. He wanted to fall to his knees the way she was; he wanted to collapse in surrender and deliverance.


He looked at her beauty and could not look away.








Part One
The Present








Chapter One


BEGIN ANYWHERE, Danzig says. The shoulder, the rib cage, the thigh, the ankle. It won’t be an accident, even if it feels that way right now.


He stands in his classroom at the Art Institute, the students arranged on chairs and stools in a rough circle with their sketchpads and charcoal, all sixteen of them waiting for the model to take the first pose on her platform.


Find a place where your line wants to take a journey, he says. Some curve in any direction, a place where skin meets light, meets shadow. Let your hand tell you. Begin there.


It’s almost the last class of the semester, and he is deliberately talking about beginnings, not endings. He keeps promising himself he is never coming back, but he keeps coming back. For the third year in a row, he has made a vow not to return in the fall, but he’s finding it hard to take his own word seriously. Even when he is shouting at his students, feverish to convince them to care more, he feels his own intensity in doubt, wonders how much he still cares himself. He used to relish the moments when they jumped at the sound of his voice, but now he is no longer sure that anyone even flinches. Their anonymous, hopeful faces may not be enough to save him.


On the worst days, he feels that he must be getting old and used up. The youngest students who pass him in the hallways barely seem to acknowledge he is alive. To them he might as well have one foot in the grave.


But wait. At fifty-eight he can still attract plenty of attention when he wants to. It’s just a few of the women, girls really, who infuriate him with their disinterest.


HE STANDS BESIDE his faithful skeleton, the one that dangles like a marionette on its wooden stand, its bleached bones as familiar to him as an old friend. This is the invaluable prop he calls Doctor Memento, for memento mori, though Danzig is sure most of the students imagine he must be referring only to his own death and not theirs; they’re so young they are still convinced of their immortality.


He is not allowed to touch the models; that’s one of the rules of the Models Guild. And so instead Danzig will rest a hand on Doctor Memento’s shoulder blade, tap a fingertip on his collarbone. Today, he casually holds the good Doctor’s left hand as a form of mild entertainment or even consolation. Later, he will gesticulate with its digits for emphasis, always reminding the students to keep track of the bones.


Look closely, he tells the students. Deeper. This is the predictable architecture of the body. This is how you pay attention to the truth.


Twenty fresh faces arrive in his class each semester, young men and women with barely tolerable moods and attitudes, startling shades of dyed hair and ubiquitous piercings. Fifteen weeks ago there were twenty of them, and now there are sixteen. Though he used to be able to predict with surprising accuracy which of them would leave, this semester there are more stubborn ones than he had counted on, furiously scratching at their sketchpads.


It takes a few weeks or sometimes just a few hours before he knows whether or not anyone in the room has talent. In the first few meetings they are blurry and indistinguishable to him. Now, he sees that several are frowning or grimacing, already prepared to be dissatisfied with the first gestures on the page, already wanting to tear sheets away and throw them aside.


He admits with a private sigh that there is not a single student who engages him right now. For a long time, the opposite happened, and a student would get under his skin by being infuriatingly incompetent. There was one girl last year whose drawings were always filled with oversized, unmatched hands, lopsided mouths, heads shaped like eggs or apples, eyes too high or too low.


You’re just not looking, he had growled at her. Do you mean to tell me these hands belong to the same person? You’re not even trying.


He knew she probably hated him, his icicle heart, his mouth twisting and cruel. She thought he was a mean bastard, and she was right. He was. She left the class and never came back.


They seem younger than ever, these students, almost another species. He swears to himself he was never that young, never that naively arrogant. On certain days there might be one or two who remind him of those first Americans he met, all those years ago. The Occupiers, his father had called them. Soldiers. But he has mostly forgotten.


Begin again, he says.


SOME YOUNG WOMAN with peroxide hair about an inch long and a silver stud through her tongue (she is yawning, even now) seems to be glaring at him. More likely she is angry at the world, but Danzig takes it personally, so he is angry at her too. In the past he would have managed to seduce her after the first or second week of the semester, just to wipe the glare off her face. But this is what outrages him as much as anything: she doesn’t seem to register him in any way as a sexual being. She turns her back almost every time he passes near her.


He might have reassured himself with the certainty that she doesn’t like men at all, but in fact he’s seen her more than once with her pierced tongue in the mouth of a leather-encased, acne-scarred boyfriend, who drops her off and picks her up on his motorcycle.


So it’s just Danzig who doesn’t appeal to her. All that sexual heat and none of it for him.


He tells himself he doesn’t mind, not about her or about any of the rest of them. He has made no promises and told no lies. And he is about to forget each one of their names.


TODAY’S MODEL is getting undressed behind a folding screen. So far he can only see the back of her head, noting very dark brown hair, cut in a kind of thick bob above her jawline, windblown and messy. There have been so many models—easily hundreds over the years, possibly as many as a thousand—so many whose names he cannot remember and probably never knew.


Just last week his model hadn’t shown up at all, and Danzig had posed for the class himself, stripped down to his jeans and bare feet, determined not to squander anyone’s time including his own. He is still vain enough to know that his muscle tone is reasonable, his back and shoulders powerful enough to be compelling anatomically.


The students could work with a piece of clothing for once; it wouldn’t kill them, he said. And here was a chance to practice contours half hidden under fabric, folds and creases and what they used to call drapery in the days when nude models were rare and for men only.


He used a long stick kept on hand for prying open and closing the high casement windows of the room. He held it like a staff of Moses, aimed it like a javelin, used it to prop his arms like a weary shepherd. He imagined himself through their eyes: his blond hair going gray at the temples and on his exposed chest, his charcoal-stained fingers. Rocking almost imperceptibly on the balls of his feet, he reminded himself to bend his knees, all of this giving him a renewed appreciation for the balanced stillness of his models.


All of the students seemed to work especially seriously that day, a little shy of him at first and then with increasing eagerness, obviously hopeful in the face of his silence that this might be a once-only chance to work without his correcting hand hovering nearby. For now Danzig’s hands were elsewhere, held in a foreign gesture that had nothing to do with their own hands, except that it had everything to do with getting his hands to look as real and as still as the ones they saw when they looked up from their easels.


There.


He was there for them to study all they wanted, a body twice their age at least, maybe three times, and suddenly a figure in space with a look that might have surprised them had any of them been curious enough to decipher it carefully. He felt vulnerable, subject to a persistent gaze that made him worry about what they thought of him, whether the young women saw him as old and unattractive, past his prime; whether the young men saw him as weaker than they’d ever allow themselves to be, a man without much of a future, a father figure who needed, basically, to step aside so that the youth and promise they held could stride ahead and take over the world.


BEGIN AGAIN, he says today, even before the model has stepped onto the platform.


It’s not just a beginning every time you see a new model, he continues, but every time you face a fresh page. It’s that necessary leap into the unknown. And even though you know you’re compressing the infinite possibilities that exist just before the first line is made, you still have to make a commitment. It’s a direction that can be changed even when it declares itself to be irrevocable.


They look at him, at least a handful of them still willing to hang on his every word. There are several, he knows, who stopped listening weeks ago. They draw and fail and draw the same thing all over again. They’re like dogs with bones, stubborn and single-minded.


It’s their loss, he thinks, but never mind. They’ll end up where they started, with or without me. If I’d really wanted to be one of those eternally patient fathers I would have stayed with Andrea and raised the child where I could have some say. Never mind.


Still holding up Doctor Memento’s left hand to point it at them, he looks at nothing for a few silent moments, feeling a low hum of expectation and anxiety in the air. Maybe a few of them really are afraid of him, as if he is the enemy, not the work itself.


The day he modeled for the class, he thought he overheard someone refer to him as The Kaiser. The comment was low and muttered somewhere behind his back. He was caught so completely off guard that he barely admitted his own shock; it was too absurd. He would have expected worse, in fact, but they didn’t know anything about their own country, much less about the rest of the world. All they recognized was his blond hair and blue eyes, his imagined lineage on display. But he brushed it off.


What did they know? he asked himself. What could they possibly know?


YOU CAN NEVER HOPE to be able to finish a painting unless you truly know how to start, he says. Unless you’re willing to practice that first movement over and over. To turn seeing into a stroke.


He gestures with his arm, moving it like a swimmer, and the arm of Doctor Memento moves too.


Stroke, he says. Learn how to pull yourself through the water. Feel the pure balance between tension and release, the arm loose and strong at the same time, finding exactly where the angle works best. Part the water as if you could divide it into Before and After.


The model steps out from behind the screen and looks at him neutrally, with apparent calm, though her gaze is aimed just past him, over his shoulder.


She is lovely, he thinks, not beautiful in the usual boring ways. There is something else.


He does his quick, expert appraisal. Dimensions, he thinks; that’s what she has. Space between her features, her breasts, long arms and legs and torso. Smooth unblemished skin, those very dark eyes, a full mouth, even without a smile. Her fingers are long and tapered, and she is completely unadorned. No makeup or jewelry or tattoos. Just a pure unveiled being.


He says what he always tells the models: that he wants her to start the session with twenty one-minute poses, and up she steps onto the platform.


What he will remember later is that Billie Holiday was playing, that the light pouring through the high windows was diffuse and fog-colored, that as far as he could tell none of the students truly realized just how good she was, from the moment of her first pose until the unraveling of the last one.


He will remember pacing back and forth between the platform and his skeleton, taking its hand and dropping it, taking it back again. For the first time in all his years of teaching he barely notices himself talking about bones, about the need to remind them what the body is made of, the mathematics of anatomy, the beauty underneath beauty.


He can only see her.





Chapter Two


BEFORE TAKING her first pose, before stepping into her stillness, Merav is struck by the image of a man holding hands with a skeleton. It’s a startling first impression, captured only in her peripheral vision, yet one she will not forget.


But of course this is a life drawing class. He is teaching the lessons she has heard so many times before, not only during modeling sessions but in classes when she was a student herself: the proportional rules for hands and feet, the number of points where bones are visible under the skin, the practice of seeing the gestural line at the center of a pose.


Now the instructor has dropped the skeleton’s hand and left it swinging slightly. Walking toward the platform, he announces her first series of poses, and Merav feels sixteen pairs of eyes following the map he traces, searching her body for corresponding clues. The students measure her, counting distances. They hold up their twigs of charcoal the way he has undoubtedly shown them, marking their way down the length and breadth of her body. At his cue, she turns like a dancer on a music box. She takes steps in slow motion, as if underwater.


Walking is controlled falling, he says. The center of gravity is shifted ahead of the base of support in the direction the body is moving. Look.


One of the instructor’s hands is reaching toward her back but doesn’t touch it. She imagines she can feel the tense muscles of the students as they watch, their eagerness to do everything he says.


Find reference points, he tells them. And use them. The head is a reference for the shoulders, the breasts. They become reference points for hips, thighs.


He aims the tip of a pencil at her, gestures back at the skeleton.


Everything is connected. You draw the head and forget it! You draw the arms and forget them! No. You’re drawing a whole figure, something unified. If you want to draw a monster, fine; draw a monster. But if you want to draw a body, draw it whole.


Fleetingly, almost as though she has been touched by a ghost, Merav sees an image of herself in a black-and-white photo, one taken by her ex-husband. It is a portrait of her legs, from hip to heel, illuminated by natural light and free of context, disembodied and afloat in space. She had arched her back and leaned out of the frame; her arms were over her head holding on to a bar attached to a wall in Gabe’s studio.


Mostly, he didn’t title his photographs. But that one he did, naming it after one of Paul Klee’s drawings: Angel Brings the Desired.


The teacher’s voice brings her back again to the present. Merav’s friend Lucy, the one who got her this job, told her she thought his name was Danzig. Lucy pronounced it as if she didn’t know it was the old name of a now-Polish city, and Merav didn’t correct her.


He came here from Austria, Lucy added. That’s what everyone says.


What else do you know about him? Merav asked.


Well, he’s famous from way back for some big gloomy paintings, Lucy told her. And he’s pretty abrasive. Most people actually consider him a son of a bitch, she said, laughing. I guess the best you can say is that he can be a little hard to take sometimes.


Now that Merav is here in the room with him, she knows he’s not Austrian but German. It is unmistakable, that accent. She has no doubt. Having listened to accents all her life, and known how to recognize the tongues of so many places, she trusts her ear.


For those first several moments, she isn’t sure she can manage to stay in the room. She’s stunned by this almost primal response, her coiled readiness for flight. But of course she stays. She steadies her heartbeat, calms herself down. She is experienced, a professional. She will do her work, and he will never know how the sound of his voice threatens to expose her far more deeply than she feels now in her nakedness.


Still, her body finds its own way to speak.


BETWEEN POSES she breathes deeply to let the music fill her with a kind of liquid peace. Billie Holiday. A pure melodic line pours through her bones, allowing her own lines to find their song. Merav composes herself in the air the way she imagines a composer makes music, the way poets build stanzas.


Sometimes Danzig stands at his own easel, a piece of charcoal in his hand. He keeps his eyes on her, as if his hands need no particular attention, and he brushes his page with lines briefer than his words.


You can render completion with simple strokes, he says. You can imply everything.


Something about the way he moves his arm when he reaches for his drawings, something about the way he scrapes at the page, makes her feel like flinching. It’s internal, her response; she is sure no one can see it. But it’s almost as though he is touching her. As though he is leaving marks on her skin.


WHERE’S THE OTHER ONE? Danzig asks Merav during the first break.


She has wrapped herself in a faded red silk kimono and is resting in an old overstuffed chair, the same one every model probably wants to collapse into during breaks. But Merav keeps her back straight even when she’s sitting down. Pulling one knee to her chest, she absentmindedly massages her calf muscles, rolling her head to loosen her neck.


You mean Lucy?


Yes, Lucy. He appears careful not to stand too close to her. She is guessing he has repeatedly been warned away by so many others. All those rules about space.


She couldn’t make it, Merav says. Told me she had a migraine headache.


Merav doesn’t want to tell him she’s not on the list, that Lucy called her instead of the Guild for a replacement. She’s been hoping he would not ask. The people in the Institute’s office don’t even know she’s here. The paycheck will go to Lucy, who will pass the money along to her.


Danzig seems to ignore the students filing out the door, already fumbling for their cigarettes. Not a single one stays behind to continue working through the break; that’s what Merav notices.


You’re very good, he says to her. His voice sounds both serious and deliberately offhand. She thinks he is watching now to see whether she’ll blush or look embarrassed, but she simply nods and lowers her gaze. She can’t help noticing the vivid light in his pale eyes, but she doesn’t look directly at him, not yet.


Thank you, she says.


In her bag there is a water bottle, a thermos of tea and an oat scone, all of which she begins to dig for. She doesn’t want to be rude, but this is her break time, a chance to sit quietly and rest everything, including her concentration. She would like to be alone in the room while they all go outside, including this German man.


The scone is in pieces, which she takes one at a time into her mouth, breathing deeply. While she poses she has to keep her breath shallow, and now it feels like bliss to be able to fill her lungs and sigh all the way to empty.


I didn’t get your name, Danzig says.


She sips her tea, says it as softly as she can without being rude, and is utterly relieved when he doesn’t ask her to repeat it.


I’ll talk with you later, he says. All right?


Merav nods her head again. If she doesn’t say much, she thinks, maybe he won’t recognize her accent the way she has deciphered his.


LATER, TONIGHT, when she’s falling asleep and reviewing her day, she will remember the way her body reacted to his voice. The poses she took in the first session were all in the shape of fear: a woman turning away from something threatening; a body in flight; the curled-up shape of self-defense, protecting the heart, the belly. She said nothing, but her body spoke its own language.





Chapter Three


OUTSIDE, THE SMOKING STUDENTS lower their voices when Danzig opens the door to the patio. He smoked too, for decades, along with every other artist he knew. And then, four years ago, he stopped. His doctor had threatened him with such ferocity he had actually decided to quit. Like that. Occasionally, the seductive smell of it will beckon to him, but today he’s in no mood for being tempted. At least not by his students’ cigarettes.


He’s not interested in summoning them back inside, but they seem to think that’s what he’s there for. Reluctantly, they interrupt their brief pleasure as if that is what he expects them to do. Smudged with charcoal, happily marked by their signs of willingness to get dirty for art’s sake, the students offer him wary sideways glances. Even the angry girl seems calmer now, loosened by her nicotine daydream.


Black hands, forearms, streaks on their foreheads and elbows and clothing. They have the pallor and stains of coal miners descending into the earth. Digging for vision. They are trying so hard, Danzig thinks.


And then he notices the way the sun bounces against the concrete with so much intensity. Here we go all over again, he almost says out loud. Summer is approaching and with it the chasm and the abyss, the opportunity and the terror. He has been on this threshold so many times, nearing the end of the school year.


Following the students back inside, half gazing at the back of the angry girl’s bleach-tipped head, he is struck by how slender her neck is, how it seems so insubstantial for a task as critical as holding up her skull.


Anatomy and desire, bones and terror.


Mournfully aware of how much he wants another cup of coffee, Danzig names what he holds in his gut: fierceness, pleasure, and something that he is sure is a new kind of exhaustion. If not this, he tells himself, he’d be enslaved by some gallery, painting the same paintings over and over and pretending that he wasn’t. He’d still be caught in the foolish riptide of his longing for fame, dragged under where there was no air. This is his escape, or part of it anyway.


It’s just that instead of pushing his body to the edge of collapse, painting into the late night, filling himself with fumes and wine and smearing everything in his world with splotches of oil—instead of all that, he is pouring his passions into these students, giving them whatever he can afford to give away.


It’s yet another way of leaving himself behind in the world, another way of creating. Or at least this is what he tries to believe.


A steady paycheck from the Institute means that if he doesn’t want to paint, he doesn’t have to. He has known so many painters who lost themselves in the pursuit of money, a gallery or a manager always pushing—either for more of the same, which was death, or for something they considered newer and more exciting than the last piece, which was another kind of death because it meant someone else was telling them when to change directions or where to go in search of something.
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