

[image: Cover]



[image: art]






Also by David Lindsey

The Color of Night

Requiem for a Glass Heart

An Absence of Light

Body of Truth

Mercy

In the Lake of the Moon

Spiral

Heat from Another Sun

A Cold Mind

Black Gold, Red Death






[image: art]

[image: art]






ANIMOSITY. Copyright © 2001 by David L. Lindsey. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

For information address Warner Books, Hachette Book Group, USA, 237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017, Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroupUSA.com.

[image: art] A Time Warner Company

ISBN: 978-0-7595-2338-8

A hardcover edition of this book was published in 2001 by Warner Books.

First eBook Edition: May 2001






For Joyce,

my second self,

ex dono Dei.







[image: art]






Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48





 


Chapter 1



He watched the rain on the night street from his second-floor window. It was only a mizzle, gathering on the broad leaves of the linden trees along the narrow street until the leaves sagged under its weight and shed the huge, spattering drops. It had been a cold winter in Paris, but spring came early and wet.

Ross Marteau turned and went to a workbench in his studio. He picked up the last slice of apple from the plate where he had cut it up with a paring knife and put it into his mouth as he looked around. The bronze sculpture of a nude woman, posed walking away and turning in a backward glance, was gone. But there were small clay maquettes of it everywhere. He had overseen the installation of the Turning Woman commission two weeks earlier. The client was thrilled. There was a party in the elegant conservatory of his home in St.-Germain-des-Prés where the sculpture was the center of attention. Champagne. Friends and sycophants cooed in admiration. The woman, the client’s young wife, was flattered. Everything her husband was proud of, her taut flesh and firm musculature (his), her high-riding 
breasts (his), her entire, finely distributed anatomy (his), was there to stay. In thirty years if people forgot, or if they never knew her, they could look into the lush light of the conservatory and see what a fine thing she had once been.

So the studio was dormant. Job done. The dust had settled for good. The tools and paraphernalia of clay modeling were scattered about, waiting to be organized and put away. He would do that, later. The place needed sweeping. It had been weeks since he’d bothered with it. This morning’s coffee sat in a cold pot on a hot plate near the back of the studio, where there was an open shower, a toilet behind a muslin curtain, a rust-stained porcelain sink.

Chewing the slice of apple, he walked back to the window, leaned against the frame, and looked out again. And there she was, under her umbrella, gliding along beneath the dripping lindens, her raincoat glistening, her stride strong and quick. She turned without looking and crossed the wet street to the sidewalk below him, then disappeared into the foyer below.

He looked toward the door and waited. He heard her coming up the turning stairs, quick, impatient steps. No hesitation on the landing as she reached the last stair, and then the studio door flung open. There she stood, holding her dripping umbrella, her creamy face and a sheaf of auburn hair pulled to one side and falling over the front of one shoulder, making her seem as though she were the only thing in color, a pastel woman in a black-and-white world.

“Goddamn you,” she said. “You son of a bitch.”

She looked around the studio, her hazel-eyed glare slicing around the space until she found his things piled in a corner.


“God,” she said, looking at his clothes hanging on a makeshift wooden rod underneath the long slanting skylight.

“You knew I was going to,” he said. “You knew.”

“We’d talked about it.”

“That’s right. Exactly.”

“You didn’t say when. You didn’t say today.” She was furious.

“I didn’t really have to, did I?”

“We didn’t agree it was final.”

“Agree? Christ, Marian, we haven’t agreed on anything for a year now, longer. As for final, it’s been final for six months. We’ve just never had the guts to admit it to each other.”

She was trembling.

She dropped the umbrella and fought off her raincoat, threw it over one of the maquettes. She was poured into black tights, from ankles to waist. She wore a white blouse with a pleated front, its long tail gathered under her rib cage and tied in a knot. Her sandals were wet. Her hands were wet, and she wiped them on her blouse to dry them. Strands of auburn hair hovered in agitation around her face. She was breathing heavily, having quick-walked from their flat near Métro Raspail.

She put a long hand on one hip, wrist up, and looked around, searching for the next thing to say, and then snapped her eyes on him.

“This is . . . vicious,” she said.

Vicious. She liked that word. Ironically.

“It’s over.” He paused. “It’s over for me.”

She glared at him. He imagined her hair, hot with her anger, heating like the coils on his hot plate in the corner. He imagined the auburn strands beginning to glow.


Abruptly she turned her back on him, hand on hip, the other cupping her forehead, a gesture of wild distress. He looked at her tight buttocks as she stood with one leg cocked at the knee. The woman had a beautiful body, that was all you could say about it. He was ashamed to admit that it was harder to leave a body like that than one that was less stunning. How long had he stayed with her just because of the body?

She spun around.

“What . . . are we going to do?”

“I’m through here,” he said. “I’m going home.”

She looked as if he’d slapped her. With these seemingly innocuous words he had locked her out of his house, and out of his life.

“No,” she said.

“Marian, I can’t do this anymore. This past year’s been excruciating. There’s nothing left . . . between us.” Pause. “Not for me.”

“You think I’m going to just let you walk away from three years together?”

“Nearly.”

“What?”

“Nearly three years.”

“Goddamn you! It’s three years of my life, too.”

“Look, we gave it our best shot—”

“Shot! That’s what you call three years together . . . a ‘shot’?”

“Okay, wrong choice of words. You’re right. But I can’t do this anymore. I’m weary of insults, weary of grievances, weary of accusations of wrongs, imagined or real.”

“Weary of me.”

He didn’t say anything, an insulting silence.


“What’s your record with a woman, Ross? This it? Three years? I think it is, isn’t it? Was it always their fault, too, Ross? Did you lecture them, too . . . tell them how you couldn’t take it anymore? Tell them how weary you were . . . of them? You arrogant son of a bitch!”

He was exhausted. They had just been through two days of this, a marathon siege of verbal hostilities that had bloodied their souls and murdered the last simulacrum of caring that might have remained between them. It had all been said in those forty-eight hours, words long held in check, words oft repeated, words that should never have passed their lips or even left the mean corners of their hearts.

“I can’t be with you anymore,” he said, “and I don’t want to be.”

She looked at him, stricken. The expression on her face was wrenching, and it shocked him. What constitutes a mortal wound to the heart? What does it look like, looking back at you? It really was the end for them. And now—at this moment—she knew it, too.

There was a partition of free-standing wooden shelves near the doorway where he kept a mélange of junk that he had gathered in the flea markets during the past year. He was an incurable collector of stuff, and wherever he traveled and stayed for any length of time he accumulated the priceless and the worthless together, its commercial value having no bearing on his desire to have it.

Marian leaped at the shelf and snatched a vase from it. It was a pottery vase with a crazed turquoise glaze that Marian herself had made in the first year of their relationship. He loved the piece and carried it with him whenever he had to relocate for any length of time. He put it on a 
shelf or a mantel or a ledge, and all the other things that he collected while he was there were gradually drawn to the vase as if it were the magnetic hub of their cumulation.

In one quick sweep of her body she wheeled around and flung the vase with all her might against the largest of the Turning Woman maquettes. The vase exploded, blowing green shards into the air in a radiant burst of turquoise fireworks. He heard the pieces falling all around him like hail and saw them skittering across the rough wooden floor.

Marian was in a rage, hyperventilating. He saw what happened next before it happened, as if he were watching a play he had seen before. He knew the script, saw it in an instant, whole, complete, though he was incapable of doing anything about it.

Eyes swollen in wrath, Marian lunged at the table where he had been eating the apple and grabbed the paring knife. He remembered her posture in that instant as if he had sculpted her: long body stretched out, right arm reaching for the paring knife, one black-tighted leg extended behind, the other bent for support, buttocks compacted with tension, a flame of auburn hair falling across her right eye. It was a narrative posture of aggression.

He didn’t remember how she gained her balance to throw the knife, but he remembered her hand outstretched toward him, almost as if reaching for him. But she wasn’t reaching. She had released the knife. It tumbled sloppily through the air toward him because she didn’t know what she was doing, didn’t know how to do it properly, just slung it somehow in his direction. There are scientific odds to tumbling. When the knife reached him, what would those odds be that it would hit him handle first? Or blade first? 
Or flat? Or any one of the 360 degrees of angles in between?

He put up his hands and turned to the side.

The blade went into his right deltoid muscle as straight and smooth as a bullet. And buried to the hilt.


 

 


Chapter 2



He took a taxi to Val de Grâce, a hospital not too far off Boulevard Saint Michel. He left the paring knife in his shoulder, figuring that if they took it out themselves, it would give them a better knowledge of the internal damage. He knew it wasn’t serious, but by the time he got to the hospital it was hurting like hell, and he was feeling a little queasy. He’d thrown a sports jacket over his shoulder to hide the damn thing.

When Marian recovered from the shock of what she’d done and realized she hadn’t killed him, her anger resurged, and she grabbed her raincoat and umbrella and stormed out of the studio, screaming that she wished it had gone into his throat.

He was surprised at how long he had to wait at the hospital with a knife in his shoulder. Eventually they took him into an emergency room, removed the knife, cleaned the wound, applied four stitches, and gave him some pain reliever. They said that because the wound was deep the pain was going to be significant, and the danger of infection was a concern. They wanted to see him again the next evening.


One of the nurses recognized him from the Paris Match article of two months before. It was embarrassing because the article had been one of those “Personality” shorts recounting the continued rumors of his rather noisy breakup with Marian. The gossipy copy was accompanied by two photographs of him and Marian outside Brasserie Femme one night as they stopped all pedestrian traffic by giving each other a thorough tongue-lashing, their posture aggressive, their faces contorted, no shame in thrall to their self-centered hostilities.

The nurse was far too interested, and Ross guessed that she’d make a telephone call after he was gone. Another little something for the media.

When he got back to the studio around midnight, he swallowed one of the pills the doctor had given him, turned out the lights, and lay down on the bed. The city glow came in from the skylight, and he could see the drifting mist.

He had forgotten to ask the doctor if the painkiller would make him sleepy, but he lay there and stared at the ceiling, waiting to feel it. He wasn’t sleepy otherwise, too much adrenaline.

Ross Marteau had made a comfortable living as a sculptor for nearly twenty years now. He’d traveled all over the world, knew extraordinary people, acquired a respectable renown. As a sculptor, critical acclaim had eluded him and probably would continue to, but success certainly had not. He worked hard and depended on discipline to accomplish what his talents allowed.

But he wasn’t driven to soul-rending struggles of angst in pursuit of art in the way that he understood great men were often driven. He ardently loved sculpture and considered himself a craftsman, even a master craftsman, but he 
had fallen in love with success from the very first moment he’d encountered it as a young sculptor. As a result, he had abandoned his early ideals and built a lucrative career on the smarmy nudes and busts of rich women and of rich men’s wives and mistresses. A Marteau nude provided a flawless classical technique, a keen eye for anatomy, and a wise sense of balance between near genius and flattery. It was the gift of subtlety in flattery that had kept his commissions schedule full. It was his near genius—his recreant decision always to sell out for the big money rather than to plunge fervently into the deep well of his latent gifts—that made him bury his self-loathing behind a crust of cynicism and restless discontent.

Nor had he had any more integrity in committing his loyalty to a single woman than he had in accepting the responsibilities of his neglected talent, as Marian had so quickly pointed out. In the past several months, as it had become increasingly clear to him that his relationship with Marian had deteriorated beyond repair, he had begun to think about the fact that he had never married or had a lasting relationship. He didn’t so much worry about it as wonder about it.

He had always been a serial monogamist. He didn’t like being alone. Or rather, he preferred being alone with someone. His work required a certain amount of solitude, with necessary bursts of gregariousness, but in the long haul he wanted the company of a woman. Not, usually, just any woman. He had never been like that. Well, when he was younger there had been a time when he couldn’t get enough of the models who paraded through his studios, but those days were long ago and in another world. And models, he had soon learned, were another world all their own.

He woke up during the night with his shoulder 
throbbing so intensely that he could feel the reverberations all the way down the right side of his body. He pulled himself up and sat on the edge of the bed and realized he was still dressed. Wearily he took off his clothes. Without even looking at his watch to see if it was permissible to take another pill, he opened the amber plastic bottle, took out another one, and swallowed it. Then he lay down again and passed out.

• • •

He didn’t fly home immediately. It was spring in Paris, the sweetest of all seasons in the sweetest of all cities, and he hated to leave. He spent a week feverishly cleaning out the studio that he had leased for the year. His shoulder proved to be a greater disability than he had anticipated. Eventually he had to hire a couple of men to come in and help him. When he had packed all of his tools and crated the maquettes, he shipped everything home. He settled with his landlord and moved out. Marian hadn’t contacted him since the stabbing, but he knew she would. He didn’t want to have anything else to do with her.

He moved across the Seine to St.-Germain-des-Prés. He got a suite in the small, secluded Relais Geneviève near the Seine and convinced the hotel management to let him stay under an assumed name. He slept for the greater part of two days.

The weeks that followed were the first genuine vacation that he had had in years. Though he had never really thought about it until now, he realized that he had worked on back-to-back commissions for nearly eight years. He decided that as long as he was making major changes in his life, now was the time to interrupt that hectic pace.

He called Gerald Beach, his client in San Francisco who had commissioned him to do yet another nude. Back-to-back 
young wives for older men. God, there was no end to pride and desire. He told Beach that there would be a delay of a couple of months before he could begin but promised him that he would still have plenty of time to bring the project in on schedule.

Then he deliberately devoted himself to idleness.

He browsed the Left Bank bookstores and bought whatever caught his curiosity, books on ancient history and psychology and religion, a how-to book on building stone walls, a biography of a lesbian abbess in Renaissance Florence, the complete poetical works of e. e. cummings, a basic history of illuminated manuscripts.

Without intending to, he fell into a routine, spending his mornings at a table that he informally appropriated in the hotel’s garden. The kitchen brought him light lunches. In the afternoons he roamed St.-Germain-des-Prés, rummaging through its antique shops, stopping into cafés and wine bars whenever he felt like it. Discipline was studiously avoided.

A month passed in this way. His shoulder recovered well enough, but he took note of the slowness with which he regained his complete use of it. His body wasn’t bouncing back from the wound with quite the same nonchalance that his mind had accepted it. His muscles protested and refused to let him ignore what they had been subjected to. He was strong in his upper body. A thick chest and hefty shoulders were genetic bequests that he had always taken for granted. This little acquaintance with disability, however slight it might be, was something new for him.

Another month of idleness drifted by before he began thinking of going home. As healing as the two months of loafing had been, he was not made for a life dedicated to 
it. The Beach commission began worming its way into his daydreams, gradually occupying more and more of his thinking until he finally had to admit that he was itching to get on with it. He needed to be back in his own studio, surrounded by the clutter of all the things that made him comfortable.

He called Beach in San Francisco and arranged to have his wife photographed by a woman who for years had provided him with the kind of images of his subjects that he needed. It was the first step in beginning the new commission. By the time he got home the photographs would be waiting for him. After spending a few weeks studying these, he would have Beach and his wife fly to San Rafael for several weeks of live sketching.

Two and a half months to the day after his last encounter with Marian, he flew home.


 

 


Chapter 3



Texas

He landed at Austin’s Bergstrom International Airport, took a taxi to the charter hangars, hired a small plane, and headed west. Instead of going directly to San Rafael, he asked the pilot to swing south for half an hour and then bank northward again and snake his way up through the beautifully rugged Balcones Escarpment. It was this terrain—marked by high, rolling hills wooded with oak and juniper, which the locals call cedar, and mountain laurel and mesquite, and veined by several small chalky jade rivers—that Texans knew affectionately as the Hill Country.

As they flew low through the valleys, he could clearly see the limestone outcroppings of the old Mesozoic reefs that ran a ragged course from southwest to northeast, their beamy gray ledges presenting a monolithic ridge along the shoulders of the hills. When the early Spaniards first came into central Texas while establishing their network of trails known as the Camino Real, they thought the old limestone escarpment resembled the balconies of Spanish architecture and began referring to the region as los balcónes.

From the air, the explosion of flowers that attracted 
caravans of tourists to the Hill Country every spring looked like pastel powder strewn down the hills and across the meadows and out onto the roadsides, a bright scatter-fall of coral and canary and heliotrope, shades of orange, white and cream, amethyst, and scarlet. It was a hell of a thing to see from the vantage point of the low-flying plane, an unexpectedly colorful welcome home.

Eventually he nodded to the pilot, and they turned back over another ridge of hills and another series of valleys, humming on beneath dazzling white cirrus clouds. As they drifted upward to clear a ridge, San Rafael suddenly appeared below them, dark patches of shadows from the clouds mottling the town that straddled the green intestine passage of the Rio Encinal and crawled up out of the long narrowing valley onto the surrounding wooded hillsides.

San Rafael was a jewel of a town established by Spanish friars as a mission in the eighteenth century. It grew slowly as a community gathered around the mission, then burgeoned and flourished during the latter half of the nineteenth century when the hillside streets of the town began to fill with block after block of Victorian homes.

With the advent of World War I, the town’s fortunes turned and San Rafael languished for decades, almost becoming a ghost town, isolated from the clock and the calendar.

Then in the early 1970s visitors from Austin suddenly recognized the old historic town for being the sleeping architectural prize that it was and began to take the town’s future into consideration.

Soon serious preservationists founded the San Rafael Historical Association, and the architecture of the community was documented. Developmental restrictions were put 
into place and stringently enforced. The hippie tribes that had drifted into town during the sixties were gradually supplanted by artists, writers, and artisans who were drawn to San Rafael by its history and beauty and isolation and, initially, its inexpensive real estate.

The town didn’t grow so much as it rejuvenated itself. New construction was obsessively limited and regulated. Every old building, however humble or derelict, became a target for preservation. The old became—without appearing to be—new, and everything new was strictly required to adhere to the architectural milieu that was already there. Access to San Rafael was deliberately restricted. The highway leading to it remained the same small, two-lane paved road that had wound through the valleys of the Hill Country in the 1930s.

By the time Ross bought his place there, the new San Rafael was still discovering the place it would become. During the course of the following twenty years, however, it not only found itself, but was reincarnated: It thrived; it prospered; it became a retreat colony for the artistic cognoscente. Then, magically, it became chic. Art galleries and antique shops moved into old historic buildings, the famous and wealthy bought summer homes there, a spa nestled into one of its hillsides, and an amphitheater sprang up in a neighboring valley. Stylish, intimate restaurants served much-fussed-over southwestern cuisine in rustic but well-appointed settings. The price of real estate was now out of sight, and if you weren’t already a resident, you had to stand in line to become one.

But San Rafael was still a small town, too, and all the simple pleasures of a small town were still there in the quiet streets, the mom-and-pop cafés, the occasional neighborhood 
icehouse, and the dim, quiet bars. Real life still existed there, it was just in the background.

While the plane taxied to the small terminal office of the airstrip south of town, Ross surveyed the private planes of the summer society nosed into the new hangars along the asphalt runway. There were more than ever, it seemed. Every year there were more than ever.

• • •

The cab pulled through the wrought-iron gates into his property and crept along the gravel drive that led to the house. He rolled down his window and took a deep breath of the warm spring air. The resinous fragrance of cedars hung like musk in the building heat of the afternoon, and the ratcheting burr of cicadas throbbed sonorously, resembling the deep-throated drone of Tibetan monks.

For years an old German couple had served as caretakers of the house and grounds while he was away on trips, and as the cab pulled up to the low-slung Spanish-style house with its thick stone walls and mottled tile roof, he saw that they had already unlocked the place and left the windows open.

The cabbie helped him unload his bags, then drove away, leaving him standing on the galería that ran the length of the house. In front of him the lawn, the only “kept” part of the property, sprawled out from the house like an irregular green pool, shaded by the broad reach of old oaks that covered much of the entire three-acre compound. Beyond the lawn, he had let native brush grow dense and natural over the whole property, all of which was enclosed by a stone wall dating from the late eighteenth century.

He turned and propped open the screen door with a river rock that sat on the edge of the porch, then carried 
his bags into the house. The low ceilings and thick, plastered stone walls retained a surprising amount of coolness even late into the day, as well as a faint, lingering sweetness of the mesquite wood he burned in the fireplaces during the mild southwestern winters. He wandered slowly through the silent rooms, reacquainting himself with the shape and color of things, with the way the light came into the house through the deep casements of the windows and played on the dun-colored walls. He stopped here and there, noticing little things forgotten and confirming the presence of things he had missed.

He went into the kitchen, which was redolent with the sweetness of fresh, ripe peaches from Mrs. Scherz’s orchard that she had left heaped high in a crockery bowl in the middle of the kitchen table as a welcome home gift. He took one of the fat peaches and went out through the back screened door to the patio. The mockingbird was the first thing he heard, still and always at her perch on the very top of a resplendent bougainvillea, its cerise bracts tumbling over the arbor bordering the courtyard. He bit into the peach and crossed the patio to a path that cut through the brush to his studio a short distance away.

When he bought the property and its three derelict stone buildings in the oldest, historic part of town, research revealed that the land had once been part of Mission San Rafael, which still occupied a five-acre enclosure on the adjacent property and still shared a common rear wall with his compound. He wasn’t able to identify the original use of the ruins he purchased, but the largest of the three buildings became his studio,

An old, rough-barked mesquite threw a lacy shade over the studio’s courtyard and heavy wooden door, to the left of 
which was a niche in the stone wall where a marigold grew from a clay pot. He retrieved a key from behind the pot and unlocked the door.

The place was quiet, beshadowed, and slightly musty; its cavernous height and thick walls made the slightest sounds echo, and the strike of his own footsteps hung in the air of the high space. Coarse, natural muslin drapes covered the tall windows on both sides of the room, and Ross went to the first window on his left and threw back the drapes. A steep shaft of light plummeted to the limestone floor in sudden, brilliant silence, and dust from the long-closed curtains floated and swirled in the brightness. He made his way around the room, throwing open the drapes on each of the eight towering windows.

When the room was lighted, he walked slowly from one end of the studio to the other, eating his peach, surveying the clutter he had left behind a year ago, and savoring the peculiar pleasures of returning home after a long absence. It wasn’t until he made his way back to the front door that he noticed the crates he had sent from Paris. There was a lot to do before he could even begin thinking about the new commission.

• • •

The very next day after arriving he got an e-mail from Marian demanding that he pack up everything she had left there and send it to her immediately. He was relieved that she hadn’t insisted on coming over to get the stuff herself.

So he spent the better part of the first week searching for the remains of Marian’s presence. It was like cleaning up shattered glass. Everything had been shared for so long that it was easy to overlook the things that were exclusively hers. He went through the rooms again and again, finding 
pieces of Marian’s life that stubbornly persisted in hiding from him in plain sight.

When that was done and the crates were shipped off, he began on the studio. Mrs. Scherz had kept the house in good shape, but the studio had remained closed, waiting for him. So he pitched in to put things in order, unpacking the Paris crates in the process. Another three days were consumed by these chores. With all of this tended to, he allowed himself a couple of days to simply wander around the compound and assess the condition of things.

He was surprised to find that despite his relief at having freed himself from Marian, the house and the studio felt different to him from when he’d left them. There was a sense, almost a smell, of absence that hadn’t been there before. He tried to put it out of his mind.

One afternoon he picked up the telephone and called Amado to tell him he was home.


 

 


Chapter 4



Franz Graber, whose family was among the several large waves of German immigrants to settle in the Texas Hill Country in the mid–nineteenth century, had given his tavern on the river the sentimental name of Mein Paradies. But no one had ever called it that. It was known to all merely as Graber’s. It occupied a rock building on a quiet street sheltered by towering pecan trees that cast a deep, unbroken shade through the long Texas summers.

It was early evening as Ross approached the tavern along the broken sidewalk. A small green neon sign depicting the disregarded name flanked by a cactus and a palm tree hung above the front door, casting a desultory lime wash upon the stone facade. Twenty steps away a broad concrete staircase turned and descended to the narrow Rio Encinal, which coiled sluggishly through the center of San Rafael, its banks overcast by old cypresses that rose darkly from the embankment. A little farther along the river a scatter of restaurants and bars threw colored lights onto the water. They belonged to the modern town. Graber’s still belonged to the 1940s. It had changed so little over the decades that it 
continued to be rediscovered by different generations of patrons who developed an affectionate loyalty to it.

He waited at the bar in the crowded front room while Nata, Graber’s Mexican waitress of most seniority, went out to the courtyard to see if any tables would be available soon. He got a Pacifico, his favorite Mexican beer, from the barmaid and had just turned around to survey the crowd when he saw Nata across the room, raising her chin at him from the doorway that led out to the sprawling patio.

Every chair and table in the garden was full, and the tin lanterns draped between the palms and pecans and oaks dappled the setting with pools of amber glow. During the day the patio was alive with parakeets and parrots that roamed among the trees and vines, shrieking and whistling and strutting their plumage. But now they were silent in the darkness.

He sat down at the marble-topped table and took a deep breath of the evening air. It felt vaguely of the river and carried a sweet waft of the honeysuckle that banked up against the stone wall twenty yards away.

Scanning the courtyard, he nodded at a few familiar faces and sipped his beer. When his eyes reached the back door of the tavern again, Amado was standing there, looking into the patio twilight. Ross raised his hand, and Amado saw him, grinned, and started over.

Amado Mateos was an elegant man who possessed a tranquil manner that one seldom saw anymore. In an age in which no one had enough time, Amado appeared to have an abundance of it. He dressed with a cavalier carelessness in expensive clothes, and in the torrid summers in San Rafael he wore mostly tropical linens in shades of cream and ivory, 
all of which set off nicely his longish dark hair that was now graying heavily at the temples.

“Ross!” Amado approached the table and shook Ross’s hand and slapped him good-naturedly on the back. “Welcome home,” he said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. He nodded at the beer. “The first Pacifico since you’ve been back in the New World, huh?”

“Hardly.”

Amado laughed.

The two men had been close friends since they met as students in Paris. A native Mexican, Amado had spent his entire life in Europe, where his father represented a Mexican corporation. Now he divided his time among his principal home in London, where his novels were published, his family home in Mexico City, and San Rafael.

For the next half hour they brought each other up-to-date on what had happened in their lives in the past six months since they last met in London. When Amado asked about Marian, Ross said, “Long story.” Amado nodded and let it go at that. He could be patient.

Nata came to take their orders, and they both chose one of Graber’s serious Mexican dinners. Though always savory, these dishes were notoriously unpredictable. Graber’s cooks were all Mexican nationals, and their interpretations of the advertised dishes could be idiosyncratic, sometimes bearing little resemblance to the descriptions on the menu. If you didn’t like surprises, you didn’t order food at Graber’s.

They ate slowly and kept talking while the tables around them emptied and filled again. Eventually they finished, their plates were taken away, and they ordered another beer. Amado unwrapped his cigar and lighted it with a match. As he drew the tobacco to life, smoke billowed and its pungent 
aroma replaced the light fragrance of honeysuckle, and the mood of the evening changed.

Finally Ross told him about Marian.

“Jesus Christ,” Amado said softly, his eyes fixed on Ross from across the table. “Well . . . damn . . .”

Amado knew Marian about as well as anyone besides Ross, and he was well aware that her outrageous tantrums were always just a flash of the eyes away.

“You know,” Amado said after some thought, “if a man and a woman hope to have any magic at all between them, they have to be willing to be a little blind about each other.” He paused, drew on the cigar. “Regrettably, that practically invites grief into the equation, doesn’t it? Well. It’s a lovely paradox.”

He shook his head and smoked, regarding Ross with a languid gaze. “She was handsome, Marian was, but God, she was fierce, a passionate woman.” He paused. “You have a predilection for fierce women.”

“Sure as hell seems that way.”

“I’m serious.”

“Maybe.”

“It’s ironic.”

“I don’t know.”

“It is, because you’re particularly ill suited to deal with a woman of that kind.”

“Particularly ill suited.”

“You’re too self-absorbed,” Amado said flatly.

He looked at Amado.

“This isn’t news to you, Ross,” Amado persisted. “You’re brutally honest with yourself, aren’t you? About most things, anyway. It’s your trademark. But, in this one thing you deceive yourself. You don’t want to deal with it.”


“Maybe you shouldn’t deal with it, either,” he said pointedly.

Amado ignored him. “How many times have we had these conversations, over the corpse of one of your relationships? Doesn’t it make you wonder about yourself, that you’ve been to so many women’s funerals—metaphorically speaking?”

“No,” he lied.

Amado adored women, all women, every kind of woman. He was the only man Ross had ever known who had never spoken a disrespectful word about any woman and who could talk about them with a nearly clinical eye and do so without a hint of salaciousness. He was an unabashed romantic about them, and if he was disappointed or treated meanly by a woman—a rarity—he attributed it to the frailty of human nature, not to the foibles of their sex.

“Ah, and speaking of a woman,” Amado said, nodding toward the door to the tavern.

Two women were just then entering the patio, following the stumpy, earnest Nata, who was taking them to their table. Ross recognized Anita Beaton, a seasonal resident from Los Angeles, a thin, angular woman who kept her railish fingers on the pulse of San Rafael’s arts establishment in which she mixed at the upper echelons. She was precisely the kind of woman Ross found it easy to be rude to. Her sole interest in life was the cultivation and commerce of gossip. She trolled the taverns, chic restaurants, and dinner parties of San Rafael’s summer circuit and created and traded scandals and rumors of scandals. She was every bit the vulture that she resembled.

But it was the woman who accompanied her who was the object of Amado’s reference, a woman so striking that 
she actually sucked all the attention away from Anita, who became, in her presence, a mere tagalong.

She was just shy of being able to be described as tall and had an olive complexion that appeared even darker in the diffused lights of the lanterns. Her hair was dark and thick, and she wore it in an unfussy style at shoulder length. She avoided everyone’s eyes as she walked beside Anita, who was doing her best to catch as many eyes as possible. When Anita stopped to chat with an actress whose recent box office success had resuscitated a stumbling career that had almost rendered her invisible, the dark woman moved on, following Nata to their table even though Anita had clearly wanted to introduce her.

“Céleste Lacan,” Amado explained. “Arrived about a month ago with Anita’s name. You know, one of those tenuous connections one carries to another country. Anita knows a good thing when she sees it, and took Céleste under her bony wing.”

“Where’s she from?”

“Your city—Paris.”

“Really? What’s she doing here?”

Amado was still watching her, smiling appreciatively. “Looking for a summer home.”

He gave Amado a skeptical look.

“According to Anita,” Amado went on, “she’s originally from Mexico City. Father was a Scot who went there to work with Petroleos Mexicanos back in the forties. Her mother was a Mexican, an aspiring actress who actually made several films. Céleste was an only child, packed away to London to be educated when she was a young girl. At nineteen she was abruptly called home when her father was kidnapped by guerrillas. He was killed when the oil company dickered 
too long about the ransom. Mama was left financially comfortable. She and Céleste moved to Europe . . . lived in various great cities. I gather Mama was a bit of a free spirit. A crazy little thing. I think Cé1este was the levelheaded one and had her hands full with Mama.

“Mama died three years ago. Céleste married a Mr. Lacan shortly after that . . . marriage fell apart shortly after that . . . estranged . . . separate homes.”

Ross glanced at her as she ordered a drink from Nata.

“You’ve met her?”

“Once at a cocktail party at Anita’s. Once at a gallery opening. Visited with her fifteen minutes or so each time.”

“What’s she like?”

Amado thoughtfully savored a mouthful of maduro smoke.

“Imagine you’re looking at the new moon,” he said. “There’s the sharp, bright crescent . . . and there, next to it, tantalizingly unavailable to you but faintly visible, is the greater moon, veiled in shadow. That’s Céleste Lacan. You know when you’re talking to her and looking at her that the greatest part of her, the most intriguing part, is . . . just there . . . hazily visible, veiled in shadow.”

“That’s dramatic.”

“And apt.”

Ross looked at her again through the pools of lantern light. Anita had rejoined her and was telling her something. Céleste was listening, her back straight as she leaned forward slightly, one elbow on the table as her fingers idly combed through her hair, the other arm in her lap, her breasts resting on the marble top of the table.

She was listening politely, but without genuine interest. She didn’t have a film star’s polished attractiveness, but if 
you scanned past her in the course of surveying the garden, your eyes would snap back for a closer look. Beautiful wouldn’t be the first word to come to mind.

“She’s attracted some attention here,” Amado said. “Anita’s found it convenient to be her friend and introduce her around. I’m guessing Ms. Lacan will soon find it best to make her way around town unescorted.”

Amado smiled.

“Anyway, she’s the big excitement so far this season,” he said, “but I think it’ll be a long summer. The swallows seem to have arrived in greater numbers this year.”


 

 


Chapter 5



Ross quickly settled into his usual routine when he was in San Rafael. Years ago he had decided to allow the Angelus bells that regulated the mission’s daily life to regulate his own daily routine as well. He deliberately arranged his workdays around their tolling.

They woke him at six o’clock. He got up, made coffee, and walked to the front gates to get the newspaper. When he came back, he made a light breakfast and took it out to the patio. Sitting on the deep bench of the arbor, he read the paper while he ate breakfast under the bougainvillea. At eight-thirty he took everything back into the kitchen, put away the dishes, filled a thermos with coffee, and walked through the woods to the studio.

For the next several hours he studied the photographs of Mrs. Beach that had been waiting for him when he arrived from Paris. When the bells tolled at noon, he walked to the house, ate a cold lunch while he listened to a new CD by the tango group Tosca, and then returned to the studio.

In the afternoon he began sketching from the 
photographs. He didn’t listen to music while he worked. He preferred the sounds that came in through the doors and windows, which he always kept open: the rasp of cicadas, which could be nearly deafening in the hottest part of the summer, interspersed with the somnolent cooing of mourning doves and the gabby vocal flights of a solitary mockingbird.

When the bells tolled again at six o’clock, he closed the studio and climbed into his Jeep and drove down Las Lomitas, the narrow lane that ran by the front walls of his property and descended in a series of turns into town. He drove through Denegre Park, a greenbelt with jogging trails shaded by oaks and sycamores that flanked Rio Encinal, and followed the river upstream for nearly a mile before turning onto a smaller street that led to Graber’s.

Inside the tavern he stopped at the bar to pick up his first bottle of Pacifico before heading back to the patio.

He wasn’t gregarious, but he liked watching people and listening to them talk. And he liked the parrots that Graber let roam around his jungly patio. Sometimes he and Amado agreed to meet there, but it was a hit-or-miss kind of arrangement. For Ross, this time in late afternoon was simply an opportunity to get away from his own mind for a few hours by turning his attention to other people.

About half the tables in the sprawling patio were occupied as he made his way to a table near the rock wall just above the river. He sat down, looked for the parrots, and found a couple of them sitting on their perches under a small palm. One of them was staring stupidly at nothing, as still as a painted stone, while the other negotiated his perch like a hapless land animal, falling upside down and trying to right himself using his strong beak, squawking and 
screeching and flopping his broad scarlet wings like flailing flags.

“They’re quite beautiful, aren’t they?”

He looked around and was surprised to see the woman he had seen here several nights before with Anita Beaton.

“They can have nasty tempers,” he said to her profile. She was looking at the birds.

“I’ve heard they can live to be very old.”

“Sometimes,” he said, studying her. Then she turned to him. “Fifty, sixty years,” he said.

“I’m Céleste Lacan.” She reached across the table, and they shook hands.

“Ross Marteau,” he said. Her hand was cool and wet from the bottle of beer she was holding. She stood there, not quite smiling, but looking as though she might.

“Are you meeting someone?” he asked.

“No, I just came in . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked around.

“Would you like to sit down?”

She glanced at the table.

He opened his hands. “I’m by myself.”

He thought she was going to offer an excuse, but then she tilted her head to one side in acquiescence.

“Thank you,” she said, and before he could stand, she pulled out a chair and sat down. She was as tall as he had judged her to be the night he had seen her, with high hips and almost broad shoulders. Not a fragile woman. He thought of her Scots father. He could see her mother’s blood in her coloring and the structure of her face.

“I saw you here with Amado Mateos one night, didn’t I?” she asked.

“Probably.”


“He’s a very civilized man. I like him.”

He nodded, took a drink from his bottle. He was staring at her, but most good-looking women were used to it, and he doubted she would be an exception. She had a firm jawline and high cheekbones. Her eyebrows were prominent and dark, and the left one had a small mole at the outside corner. She wore no makeup, perhaps a little mascara.

“This is a quiet corner,” she said, looking around the patio. “Appropriate for a quiet man, I suppose.”

In profile her forehead sloped back slightly—another Indian feature—to a low hairline.

“A quiet man?” he asked.

She turned back to him. “A hunch.”

“Mostly it’s just a good place to watch people without having to be involved. It’s a good observing spot.”

“So you sit here . . . just observing.”

“Well, I’ve never considered it a ‘just’ sort of activity.”

She smiled at that, and he saw a trellis of lines at the outside corners of her brown eyes. She was a woman in transition, passing into her early forties and doing it very well indeed.

“I’ve gotten the feeling that watching other people is a major preoccupation in this town.”

“Well, San Rafael’s a small place, so newcomers and the summer celebrities attract a lot of attention. We’re easily amused.”

She sat quite straight, as she had done that first night, her forearms resting on the table as she held her bottle in both hands, looking at him.

“But aren’t you something of a celebrity yourself?” she asked.


“This is San Rafael, Texas.” He smiled. “Being a sculptor isn’t high on the wow scale around here.”

“Well, it is with other people who come here for the summer. Anita says you’re a famous recluse . . . and famously reclusive.”

“Anita’s going to work herself to exhaustion tending to other people’s business.”

“I’ve been reading about you,” she said. He thought she was watching for his reaction. Her voice was smooth, in the lower registers. There was an accent, but its vowels and inflections gave confused hints of British English and French and Spanish. It was pleasant to listen to, but unidentifiable.

“Reading about me?”

“ARTJournal, American Artist, Art International . . .”

“Oh, the critics,” he said, tilting his head at her and wondering why she wanted to explore those particular sores. “Well, I won’t disagree with them.”

She gave him a puzzled frown.

“That surprise you?”

“You’re referring to the not-always positive critiques?” she asked.

“Not-always positive. Those, yes.”

“What do you mean, you won’t disagree with them?”

He took a big swallow of beer to stanch the sour taste this subject always left in his mouth. He decided to just meet the issue head-on with her.

“I used to believe,” he said, “that the only time an art journal bothered to cover my work was when they wanted to illustrate an aesthetic morality tale for their readers. You know, a reminder of what it looks like to sell out. They’re pretty consistent: They usually refer to the ‘enormous 
potential of his early years,’ and then they examine the mediocrity of my work, and then they offer a few disdainful words about the high fees I ‘demand.’ Often they conclude with a philosophical lament on squandered talent.”

Another mouthful of beer.

“After years of this,” he went on, “I decided I needed to be honest with myself, take a long hard look at my career. I began to think, Well, now, there’s a grain of truth in some of this, isn’t there? Maybe more than a grain. I have made compromises, haven’t I? Yeah, sure. I have taken commissions purely for the money, haven’t I, even knowing from the beginning that the client’s going to want something really smarmy? Yeah, sure I have.”

He didn’t know why he was answering her like this instead of simply shrugging it off with a flippant remark as he had done habitually over the years.

“Then I had to admit to myself that, really, I had sold out more often than I’d stood my ground. In fact, I’d done it for so long that I finally had to admit to myself that the damn magazines don’t really have it in for me after all. They’re just telling it like it is.”

She stared at him curiously. He could see it in her face. She seemed to be trying to figure something out. Was she surprised by something? By his stone-cold self-appraisal? By his lack of pride? By his cowardice at not having tried to turn his career around? What?

“Look,” he said, “I don’t make any excuses for my work. And I don’t pretend that I’m being misunderstood, either,” he added. “I’ve made my choices with both eyes open. I do what I do. They write what they write.”

One of the parrots shrieked and Céleste flinched, and a bedlam of screeching and whistling and chirruping rolled 
through the upper stories of the trees as the parakeets and macaws contributed their opinions of the parrot’s comment. When it all died down, there was an awkward silence between the two of them, and the murmur of conversations from the surrounding tables rushed back into the vacuum that he had created by his remarks. He heard someone laugh and smelled the pungent waft of a cigarette.

She was staring at him, her mouth slightly puckered to one side as she nibbled thoughtfully at the inside of her lower lip. Who knew what she was thinking or what her reasons were in bringing up the unflattering articles? But he didn’t see how she could have done it innocently. Still, she seemed oddly affected by his response. To hell with it. He wanted to move on.

“Are you in the business, then?” he asked.

“You mean . . . the art business?”

“Yes. Is that why you were reading about me?”

She shook her head. “Oh, no. Not at all. I used to be a researcher for Christie’s in London. That’s my background, my university training, art history.”

“But you don’t do that anymore?”

“Not since I’ve been married, the last few years. Still, I keep up, casually, with what’s going on. Since I knew I was going to be here for the summer—I’d read about you in the Paris papers during the past year and knew this was your home—I looked up a lot of articles about you.”

“People do that, I suppose,” he said.

She sipped from her long-neck bottle, the first taste from it that she had had since she’d sat down. He guessed she didn’t really like beer but drank it as an accommodation to the favorite local beverage.

“You know,” she said, “I really didn’t know . . . how you 
felt about those articles. I just assumed that sort of thing was something you . . . an artist, shrugged off.”

For some reason he wanted to believe her. Just like he wanted to believe everything else she said. Why? If she was really as savvy about the art world as she claimed, then she should’ve . . . Oh, to hell with it.

“Forget about it,” he said. “I will.”

She was looking at him as if she didn’t believe him. At least he thought that’s what she was thinking.

“How did you stumble onto Graber’s?” he asked.

“Anita.”

“Was that your first time here the other night?”

“Oh, no. I’d been here a couple of times before.”

Then, as they looked at each other, there was a quirky and unexpected moment of clarity when he felt as if he saw right into her mind and understood the substance, if not the actual essence, of what she was thinking: She was having second thoughts. About him. What he didn’t have any sense of was what her opinion of him had been in the first place. Though he had no doubt that she was amending a preconception, he had no idea if that was good or bad.

“I wonder,” she said, still looking at him, “would you mind letting me see your studio sometime?”

That wasn’t what he had expected to hear.

“Of course not,” he said. “Anytime.”

“I’d love to see it.”

“Sure. Call me first, though. You’ll need directions . . . and to make sure I’m there.”

He took a fountain pen from his pocket and lifted his bottle from the round blotter-board coaster on which it had been sitting and wrote his telephone number along the 
curving edge, away from the wet circle left by his bottle. He gave it to her.

“Thank you,” she said, and then she hesitated as if she were about to say something else, something her face implied, entirely different from what they had been talking about. But the moment passed, and her expression softened. “You know . . . it was good of you to ask me to sit down,” she said. She looked at the telephone number on the coaster, and then she looked up at him again. “I’ll leave you to your observations.”

“Take care,” he said.

She stood and walked away, past the honeysuckle and the parrots, past the random tables of others, through the sun-dappled shade of the garden. He watched her until she disappeared into the tavern.

At dusk he ordered half a roasted chicken, black beans, grilled green onions, and fresh corn tortillas. It was dark by the time he finished, and the parrots had fallen silent, and the mumble of human voices took over the evening.

When he stopped by the bar inside to settle his tab, Nata had some information for him.

“I see she finally found you,” she said, taking his money and ringing up the change.

“What?”

“That woman—she’s got some Mexican in her, huh?”

Nata herself was a small wiry Indian from Sonora who had never been seen by either lover or confessor without her silver earrings, little hands from whose fingertips dangled oval medallions engraved with scorpions.

“What do you mean she finally found me?”

Nata counted out his change into his hand with a smirk. She crossed her arms on the bar and leaned toward him.


“She’s coming in here four or five times a week for a month now. Same time. Your time. She has only one beer the whole time. I don’t know why she gets it. She don’t seem to like it. She don’t talk to nobody. You’re the first one she says anything to.” Nata grinned. “I think that woman has been waiting for you.”


 

 


Chapter 6



He spent the next couple of days concentrating on Mrs. Gerald Beach’s body. Her name was Lily, an old-fashioned diminutive for a thoroughly modern woman with a thoroughly modern body.

The images his photographer had sent him were clinical in detail. She knew exactly what he wanted, and what he wanted was no surprises. When his client showed up for her live sketching sessions, he wanted to know the architecture of her body as if he’d built it himself. If there was an odd wrinkle in her groin, he wanted the photographer to show it to him. If there was a thickness at her waist, he wanted to see it and he wanted to know how it behaved when she squatted. If her buttocks were uneven, he wanted to know to what degree and how they behaved when she took a step or turned at the waist. If her breasts didn’t match, he wanted to know so he could decide which poses presented them to their best advantage.

The more he knew about his subject’s anatomy before she showed up for her live sketching sessions, the less time the sessions would require. And the more accomplished he 
would look at the end of each day when she would inevitably want to see what he had done. He could fudge, but he had to be clever about it. These women knew very well what they looked like, and his flattery had to be subtle enough to avoid outright embarrassment at the fact that what he was drawing was not exactly what he or they were seeing.

Lily Beach, however, was genetically lucky and too young to have to worry about discordant tissue. After several days of sketching isolated parts of her body from the photographs in which she had posed standing, sitting, kneeling, bending, reclining, leaning, crouching, stretching, reaching, and sprawling, lighted six different ways and from a dozen different angles, he was finally getting to know the essential peculiarities of her anatomy, such as they were.

More than a few times during these days his mind wandered to Céleste Lacan. She was poles apart from Lily Beach in appearance and, he guessed, in personality, too. She kept breaking into his thoughts entirely unbidden: the empathy in her face when she realized that she had touched upon the tender subject of his critics, the way she straightened her back, the flash of hesitation in her eyes, and her decision not to say whatever it was she had started to say before she stood to leave. He thought of her, and wondered about her, sometimes forgetting altogether the very fine musculature of Gerald Beach’s wife.

One afternoon, relieved by the noon Angelus bells, he drove his Jeep down the hill into town to a shoe shop on Morelos Street, where he dropped off a favorite pair of old work shoes that he wanted to have resoled. On the way back he stopped by a barrio taco stand in Rincon and grabbed a couple of tacos that he ate right there, sitting in the Jeep under the shade of a mesquite tree.


By one-thirty he was back in the studio, settled into his old leather armchair, his feet resting on a worn-out ottoman, and his sketchbook propped on the incline of his thighs. Lily Beach’s photographs were scattered all about him as he worried with one of his drawings in an effort to get the correct angle of her neck. He had been at this a little more than an hour when he heard footsteps on the stones in the courtyard. He looked up just as Céleste Lacan stepped through the opened door.

“Hello,” she said simply. The light that fell in through the door illuminated the right one-third of her body, leaving the rest of her in the shadow.

“I guess you didn’t need any directions after all,” he said, taking his feet off the ottoman and standing. She’d caught him by surprise again. Could she even see him there in the relative darkness? He closed the sketchbook and tossed it into his chair behind him.

“I know, I told you I’d call,” she said, coming toward him, passing through one of the shafts of light. “I’m sorry. I just came by on an impulse.” She stopped halfway to him. “If this is a bad time, I certainly understand—”

“No, no,” he interrupted her. “It’s not a bad time at all. I could use a break.”

“It’s not what I said I’d do, so—”

“No, really. Believe me, I’d tell you if it was a problem for me.”

“Okay, good, then.” She smiled, accepting his assurances. She came on toward him, surveying the studio as she approached. She wore a dark long skirt with a tan short-sleeved blouse tucked into the waist. Her hair was hastily gathered at the nape of her neck in a careless chignon. She 
held an oak twig with a cluster of leaves still attached that she must’ve picked off a tree along the path from the house.

She stopped in front of him but looked up at the high ceiling and drew in a slow, deep breath. “I love the smell of the stones.” Her eyes roamed the studio. “It’s an old place, isn’t it?”

He told her briefly about the compound, what it had been, how he’d got it, and what he’d done to it. When he stopped she began to wander in no particular direction, stopping to look at old maquettes of various sizes that lay scattered about from former commissions, a dusty monkey skeleton dangling from a wire on a wooden stand, the model of an arm or foot. She paused and smiled at a vitrine that contained a collection of outspread birds’ wings, and she lingered over a framed display of obsidian insect carvings.

“You’re a gatherer,” she said, her back to him as she examined a tray of feather-light cicada husks arranged in diagonal rows. Not a collector, a gatherer. That was a nice distinction. And she seemed to be pleased at the idea.

“I like stuff,” he said. “Sometimes you can just pick it up for nothing, wonderful stuff, and sometimes you have to pay for it. But it’s all interesting . . . and it’s all . . . stuff.”

He saw her smile to herself as she turned and moved on, and he moved along with her, watching her. She said nothing else to him, and he was content to observe her in silence as she continued prowling among his workbenches and cluttered tables. He knew what she was doing because he had done it himself in the studios of other artists. She was indulging in a kind of intellectual scopophilia, spying on the minutiae of nonessentials with which he liked to surround himself on a daily basis, curious to know if these secret singularities could somehow reveal to her his personality 
in a way that nothing else could. That was fine with him. He had the feeling—based on nothing more than gut instinct—that this woman was going to glean a lot more from what she saw than most people. He felt oddly stirred, as if he were allowing her to glimpse him naked through the narrow opening of a door slightly ajar.

It struck him how peculiar it was that they were meandering around the studio together in silence. But he rather liked the idea of them doing it, and he liked it that she didn’t feel obligated to fill the silence. She seemed comfortable among the things that made him comfortable, too, and he was secretly gratified when she stopped to examine with obvious appreciation some small thing that he had acquired for no other reason than that it gave him a simple or indefinable pleasure. As he accompanied her and watched as she paused at some artifact or trifle—and often he was surprised at the minutiae that caught her attention—he felt a growing responsiveness to her. It was easy enough to explain: Like most people, he found her tastes and curiosity most attractive when they confirmed and coincided with his own.

Occasionally he caught a waft of faint fragrance. It wasn’t perfume.

At one point she stopped and looked in silence at the wooden modeling platform that stood in the center of the studio. It was two feet high and twelve feet square, large enough for several models at once. Only an uncovered daybed and a straight-backed chair occupied the bare boards. The empty stage contrasted sharply with the rest of the cluttered studio, but she gave the stark platform more time than anything else. She stood still, looking at it, lost in thought. Then she moved on without comment.

When she found herself back at the chair where he had 
been sitting, she bent and picked up a couple of Lily Beach’s photographs. She held one in each hand and looked at them, her eyes taking in the whole of the long, pale, privileged body of his client. She dwelled on the pictures longer than he would have expected—and this time he really wished he knew exactly what she was thinking—and then she bent and dropped them on the floor where she had found them. She scanned the other pictures from where she stood, and as she turned away he saw her take note of the sketchbook in his chair.

“Lovely,” she said to him, but he didn’t know whether she was referring to the studio or to Lily Beach. She cast her gaze about the studio once again, then stopped her eyes on him.

“Do . . . do you have a little while to talk?” she asked.

• • •

She sat on one of the high wooden stools, the heels of her sandals hooked on the bottom rung, her back nearly touching the bench, and he sat on the top of a wooden cabinet of flat files, facing her. She almost seemed as if she wanted to confide in him.

The sunlight reflected off the deep stone window casement beside her and washed into the room between them. They looked at each other across a span of brightness in which an occasional gnat drifted about in disoriented vacillation, like an animated mote.

“I need to be honest with you about something,” she said, reaching up and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I would have come here sooner, but I knew I had to do this and . . . well . . . I wasn’t looking forward to it.”

She was uncomfortable, maybe even embarrassed, but not upset. He waited.


“I’m not here out of simple curiosity,” she began, “there’s another reason.”

“Which is . . .”

“I want to commission you to do a sculpture.”

He waited a beat for that to soak in.

“You mean that’s why you came to San Rafael, to see me about this?”

“Yes.”

“Not looking for a summer home.”

“No.”

This was pretty unorthodox, but it explained a lot.

“Why didn’t you just tell me this at Graber’s the other day?”

“It would be a sculpture of my sister,” she said, ignoring his question.

Her sister?

“What kind of sculpture?”

She flicked her eyes toward the photographs of Lily Beach. “A full-length nude.”

The sister was younger, then? How much younger?

As if she knew what he was thinking, she reached into the pocket of her skirt and pulled out a photograph, looked at it, and then handed it to him.

“This is Leda,” she said.

It was a color snapshot of a young woman sitting at a table on a terrace. A section of the terrace balustrade was visible in the background, and beyond that the sea, unmistakably the Mediterranean. If Céleste possessed an appeal that some people might have found difficult to appreciate, her sister’s beauty was indisputable. It really was the sort, as the cliché had it, that made careers and wrecked lives. He had seen a lot of beautiful women, and this one was, by just 
about anybody’s standards, drop-dead gorgeous. The only thing anyone might find difficult about her appearance would be turning away from it.

Her dark hair fell over her shoulders, and her complexion was the same rich olive of Céleste’s. But it was the structure of her face that immediately caught his experienced appraisal: It was startlingly symmetrical, so balanced that a mirror image of either half would exactly match its original. A rare attribute. There were no flaws in her features, and Ross thought it would be difficult for anyone to suggest an improvement.

“She’s beautiful,” he said.

“Yes,” she agreed, “but Leda’s . . . not like any other beautiful woman you’ve ever seen.”

He felt a pang of disappointment at this remark. He’d heard something like it, variations of it, so many times over the years that it rang empty and silly in his head. Beautiful people, and the people who loved them, always thought they were special. Even if they had the good sense to hide this conceit, it was still there, embedded within them, feeding their self-regard, informing their own belief in the blind magic of a genetic accident. But it hadn’t been his experience that they were indeed special. Gorgeous young women, most specifically those who wanted to have their bodies sculpted, were all too dreadfully similar.

“That must’ve sounded trite to you,” she said. There was no hint of apology.

“What makes you say that?”

She held him with a look. “Surely you don’t think you’re the only one capable of reading other people?”

“Was I that transparent?”

“I’m that observant,” she said.


The retort caught him by surprise, and he felt an unaccustomed twinge of uncertainty.

“I realize you’ve seen a lot of beautiful women in your career,” she went on, “and I guess you’ve formed some pretty strong opinions about what’s ‘typical’ about them. They must bore you now.” She paused. “I doubt if you see anything special in them anymore.”

“Special,” he said, recovering his thoughts. “That’s an idea that tends to lose its meaning in certain circumstances, doesn’t it?”

“Does it?”

He wanted to make his point without sounding sardonic.

“Imagine,” he said, “that there’s a room where a thousand women have been gathered because their beauty has distinguished them, made them special. In the context of that group, ‘special’ begins to lose its meaning. Because they’re all special, each of them ceases to be special. To be ‘special’ in that room, you’d have to possess a quality defined by a completely different set of criteria.”

She thought about this a moment. She looked at the twig as she twirled it in her fingers. When she lifted her head again, they looked at each other from shadow to shadow through the shaft of light.

“In that room,” she said, “Leda not only would still warrant your new definition of special, she would easily qualify as exceptional. A rarity, in fact.”


 

 


Chapter 7



It was a remarkable thing to say, and she must have seen the skepticism in his face.

“You find that hard to believe?” she asked.

“It sure as hell raises expectations,” he said.

There was a small change in the shape of her eyes, a smile in her mind.

“What if I told you,” she said, “that you could still learn something new about beauty.”

“Something you could teach me?”

“No, I think you could learn from Leda.”

“Then I’d say I can’t wait to meet her.”

The twig stopped twirling, and she looked away toward the window. Nearby, in one of the oaks, a mockingbird gabbled to herself in a low, ruminative voice. He studied Céleste’s profile. Though she sat in shadow, the next window beyond her provided a backdrop of oblique, hazy brightness. She seemed, suddenly, enormously intelligent, as if she possessed a powerful secret and were trying to decide how to convey it gently to an uninitiated intellect.

“You’re cynical about it,” she said, still looking out the 
window. “About beauty, I mean.” Her tone was neither challenging nor accusatory. It was thoughtful—almost, even, understanding.

“I’m not cynical about it,” he said. “You can’t be cynical about an amoral thing like that. It just exists, all by itself. The fact that we find it in this thing or that person, and not in that thing or another person, is amoral, too. It just happens. Like thunderstorms. The reasons for it, the deeper reasons for it—beyond atmospheric conditions, beyond DNA—remain a mystery. I have a lot of respect for mystery. I’m not cynical about that.”

Outside, the sun was burning in a cloudless sky, and the broad depth of the windowsill was at its most brilliant point because of the angle of the sun. In contrast with the sharp light, they sat in the darkest shadow. A warm breath of the afternoon moved in through the opened windows, occasionally displacing the cool from the stone walls.

She turned to him. “But there’s something derisory in your attitude about—”

“Human nature, not beauty.”

She waited. Suddenly he saw her in extraordinarily sharp focus, even through the shadow. He could see the moisture in her eyes, not tears, but the viscous liquid environment of her sight.

“And you include yourself in that harsh assessment?” she asked pointedly.

“Especially myself.”

This seemed to be a new thought to her. Though she had been insightful about him, even eerily intuitive, she hadn’t expected he would include himself in his own cynical philosophy.


“You’ll talk to Leda, then,” she said, shifting abruptly back to her sister and the subject of the commission.

“Sure. Is she here, in San Rafael, too?”

“She will be in a few days. She’ll be staying the summer with me.”

She hesitated, and this time he could see her carefully considering what she would say next.

“Leda and I have different fathers,” she said. “When Eva—my mother—and I moved to Europe after my father’s death, I was old enough by then to be on my own, and I returned to London where I’d been in school. Eva finally settled in Rome.” She paused. “Eva was an exotic woman. Dramatic. She was like nectar to certain kinds of men. Always the wrong kinds.”

Her hastily wrapped chignon began slipping from its moorings, and she absently reached up with one hand and prodded it back in place with fingers that instinctively knew the maneuvers. It was a thoughtless reflex, a universally feminine motion.

“One day I went to Rome for the holidays and discovered that Eva had had a baby. It was only a few months old. Leda. Eva had hired a nurse and was going on with her life. I don’t think she even knew who the father was.”

Céleste looked down at her hands in her lap, thinking. He wondered how she was deciding what she would tell him and what she wouldn’t. Why would she select one word rather than another, why this phrase rather than that one?

“I didn’t feel any attachment to this child,” she said, looking up, straight at him. “Or any affection. And I didn’t want any part of the kind of life that she represented. I fled back to London and that was that. For the next dozen years I saw them only rarely. That was fine with Eva, who didn’t 
really want a younger woman—and potential rival—hanging around complicating her affairs.

“When Leda was fifteen Eva sent her away to school, as she had me. Switzerland. When Leda finished school she stayed on in Geneva for university. Eva didn’t make her feel any more welcome in Rome than she had me, and was glad to pay her to stay away. She was in her last year in university—about three years ago—when Eva decided to drive to Switzerland to see her for the Christmas holidays. She and the man she had taken with her were both killed in a car crash in northern Italy.”

Again the chignon began to come apart. Irritated, she started taking it down while she went on talking, removing hairpins and combing her fingers through her falling hair.

“When Eva’s will was settled I was astonished to discover that she’d made me Leda’s legal guardian. I would have that responsibility for another four years. It wasn’t a situation that either of us liked.”

Céleste paused and toyed with one of her hairpins.

He didn’t know where any of this was going, but he was discovering that he would rather watch and listen to Céleste than just about anything else he could think of. Her accent was delightfully interesting and pleasant.

“Have you ever been a model?” she asked suddenly.

He shook his head. “Well, maybe a few times, for friends. Years ago in school.”

“For busts. Portraits.”

“Yeah, sure. We all did that for each other when we couldn’t afford models.”

“But you’ve never taken off your clothes.”

“No, never done that.”

“Well, that’s another matter altogether, isn’t it?”


“I guess so. You say that as though you’ve done a good bit of it.”

“Yes, I have.”

“You didn’t like it much.”

“Oh, but I did. I more than liked it.”

“What does that mean?”

“It was satisfying.” She hesitated a beat. “It’s not an insignificant thing to do.”

She spoke as if there were something mystical about it. He’d known a lot of models over the years, but he sure as hell hadn’t known any mystics among them. For the most part, they were pretty earthy women.

“The point is,” Céleste went on, “Leda wants to do this more than anything else in the world, but I have serious reservations about it.”

“Why?”

There was a little pucker at one corner of her mouth as she thought, but the expression in her eyes was impenetrable.

“Tell me,” she asked, “have you ever done anything of which you are profoundly ashamed?”

Jesus. She could go off in some strange directions. He didn’t know anyone who was such an engaging mixture of plain speaking and surprise.

“Oh, I think everyone has done something at some time in their lives tha—”

“No, no,” she interrupted, “nothing glib. That’s not what I’m talking about. I said ‘profoundly’ ashamed.”

It was a hell of a question.

“I can’t say that I have.”

“You ‘can’t’ say—”


“A figure of speech,” he said. “No, I don’t think I’ve ever done anything of which I was profoundly ashamed.”

She gave him a disturbing smile that wasn’t a smile but took the shape of one, as if she had caught him in a lie. Then she shrugged as if to dismiss it all and changed directions again.

“Mr. Marteau—”

“Let’s drop that, okay?”

She paused, then continued, but without using his name at all. “Leda doesn’t fully understand what she’s doing here, and I think she could be making a serious mistake.”

“I thought you were trying to get this done for her?”

“She’s going to do it with my ‘help’ or without it. I’ll sign the check. That’s my job. But I don’t see any reason to ignore the risks, either.”

“What are you worried about?”

“Not about posing nude, no.” Her eyes were dark, the pupil lost in the iris. “My fear is that Leda will never be nude. She’ll always be naked—in your eyes, and in her eyes. And certainly in the eyes of everyone who will look at the sculpture.”

He was beginning to feel that Céleste viewed everything through a lens that provided her with a perspective that was not only uniquely her own, but also completely off the charts of behavioral norms. He would be making a mistake if he ever presumed to believe he could anticipate how she would feel about anything.

“I’m not trying to be obscure or evasive,” she said. “Actually, my problem is that I want to say more than I should.”

This last remark was colored by sadness or regret or longing, he really couldn’t tell, but the edge of discontent 
was unmistakable. The relationship between the two sisters was not a simple one.

“I imagine this is rather more about us than you would’ve liked to know.”

“But these are things you wanted me to know, aren’t they?”

He wanted somehow to put the conversation on a different footing. He was beginning to feel that he was being manipulated, though he couldn’t really say how or to what end. But he wasn’t too comfortable with it.

“It must seem that way,” she said.

“It does.”

“Well, I wouldn’t make too much of that,” she said. “Sometimes I simply talk too much.”

“I doubt that. I don’t think you say much that you don’t intend to say.”

The light between them was softening. Her face was somber now, which he felt odd about. It was as if she were making arrangements for a funeral.

She reached out, her arm penetrating the light, and laid the twig of oak leaves on the deep windowsill.

“Then I’ll just call you,” she said, “when Leda’s ready to talk.”

It was late in the afternoon when they finally reached this point, and he asked her if she would like to stay for a drink. But she made an excuse that sounded like an excuse, and she didn’t bother to make it sound like anything else. He walked out to her car with her, and she left.

That night after he ate dinner and cleaned up the kitchen, he went into the sunroom and put on a Miles Davis CD. He turned off the lights, lay down on the sofa, and kicked off his shoes. As he looked out from the dark to the 
small lights around the patio, his mind wandered to Céleste. He had never been so entertainingly finessed. Yet in the end, somehow, he didn’t feel manipulated at all. Or maybe he did, but he just didn’t mind.

When he woke the room was silent. It was after two o’clock. The timer had turned off the patio lights, and everything was blue black, with highlights of indigo. He got up, turned off the CD player, and walked down the corridor to his bedroom. He undressed and got into bed. He tried not to think of her anymore.


 

 


Chapter 8



For the next three days he worked steadily on the Beach project, filling several sketchbooks with studies of poses, working his way toward a decision about how best to present Mrs. Beach’s wonderful proportions.

Amado had gone to New York for a week with a friend who had “a lovely back,” so Ross hadn’t seen him since Céleste showed up at Graber’s and then at his studio.

In the afternoons after he’d finished in the studio he worked on the grounds, trimming dead wood out of the trees and bundling the trimmings in neat piles to be hauled away. In the evenings he dawdled through his art books. He had missed his books during the year he’d been in Paris, and he was enjoying revisiting his old favorites.

And every night he resisted the temptation to call Céleste.

On the morning of the fourth day he was fine-tuning a sketch on the drawing board when the telephone rang. It was Céleste.

After they exchanged a few pleasantries, she said, “Leda came in early yesterday morning. She’s caught up on her jet 
lag now, and she’s eager to meet you. When is a good time for us to come over?”

“Make it easy on yourself,” he said.

“This afternoon?”

“Sure.”

“Three o’clock?”

“Fine.”

The afternoon was bright and warm and still. The cicadas were raising a din in the woods surrounding the studio. He had ordered a small load of limestone blocks from a quarry north of Austin, with the intention of trying his hand on some small sculptures just to stay in practice with stone. His last four major commissions had been in clay. The blocks had arrived that morning—but only a partial load, the rest would be delivered in a couple of days—and were stacked under an oak tree between the studio and the kiln shed.

He had gone out to inspect them and had just stepped back into the studio when he heard footsteps on the stones of the courtyard. He turned toward the open door as the silhouettes of the two women filled the panel of light.

“Ross?”

“Yes, come in,” he said, wiping off the chalky limestone dust from his hands with a rag from one of the workbenches. He squinted at the bright backlighting behind the silhouettes of the two approaching women.

“This is Leda,” Céleste said as the girl extended her hand to him. He was concentrating on her face, anticipating the symmetrical features he had seen in the photograph. And there they were, emerging as his eyes adjusted to the contrasting light. Reality surpassed the image in the photograph. She was exquisite.


As he took Leda’s hand she said, “I’m happy to meet you,” in the same softly accented English as Céleste’s, and he felt something oddly out of balance in her handshake. Leda was smiling at him, but he was instantly aware that it was a complicated smile. There was more to it than a simple, affable expression. Her eyes were penetrating and anticipatory, and he realized that she was watching for his reaction. And then he sensed it before he understood it: The beautiful young woman before him was not entirely beautiful.

He felt Céleste looking at him, too, but he didn’t take his eyes off Leda. While he still held her hand, she turned her shoulder slightly, allowing him to see the swollen convexity in the curvature of her spine, the buffalo hump of a hunchback.

Jesus.

“It was my idea,” Leda said quickly, “keeping this from you. I was afraid you wouldn’t talk to me at all if you knew.”

Stunned, he continued to hold her hand. Suddenly he was furious that they had done this, that he had been made the butt of their deception.

“We have a lot to talk about,” Leda said with the flat practicality of someone used to dealing with the radical reaction her appearance caused in others.

When she tried to withdraw her hand, he held on to it. She tried to pull away again, but he continued to hold her. Her brow creased with uncertainty, then alarm.

The expression on her face jolted him again, wrenching his reaction in the opposite direction as he instantly realized that his shock, his very speechlessness, was an insult to her, a confirmation of her freakishness. His anger collapsed into embarrassment. And fascination.


He released her hand suddenly, too suddenly.

“Sorry,” he said. He hesitated. “Okay, then . . . you want to talk. Let’s sit over here.”

He gestured toward his old leather armchair and an uncomfortable Victorian settee with threadbare upholstery. He couldn’t imagine what she was going to say, but he remembered Céleste’s concern. Jesus, he understood now. Her fears about how Leda’s sculpture would be viewed were unquestionably justified. A nude sculpture of this young woman would most likely create a curiosity in the viewer that was not unlike the curiosity that drew people into a carnival sideshow.

“I know this is a surprise,” Leda said, turning toward the settee.

As she stepped by him he saw that the dorsal hump was canted to one side and was surprisingly acute, rising sharply from the horizontal midline of her shoulders. He also noticed that there was something askew with her pelvis as well, though she had no trouble at all walking or moving about. But there was a crablike motion to some of her maneuvering, a result he guessed of the effort she had to make at all times to maintain her balance.

“Céleste warned me that this would be a mistake,” she said, sitting down on the settee. She had to sit forward, midway to the edge of the seat, and quickly and expertly slanted her legs and crossed her ankles in a certain way to achieve a kind of grace, the result of years of necessity and practice.

“I’m sorry if I was . . . awkward,” he said, waiting for Céleste to take her seat beside Leda before he sat in the old leather club chair.

Seeing the two sisters side by side was remarkable. Céleste lounged back into her corner of the settee and 
crossed her long legs at the knee, making them seem even longer, her whole appearance and manner a stark contrast to her sister’s lumpish perch.

The disharmony of Leda’s stunning face and her tortured physique was, he had to admit to himself, a second incongruous image in this disturbing dyad and was morbidly intriguing. Her face alone would demand a double take anywhere. And then the realization that this extraordinary face was connected to a severely distorted body, which in itself would have attracted stares, too, demanded yet another double take.

Almost simultaneously it struck him what a disturbing effect this aesthetic confusion must have had on this young woman’s life. The psychological turmoil must have been indescribable, if, indeed, it still wasn’t.

“There’s really nothing very much to elaborate on,” Leda began. Her voice had the clear quality of youth. “Simply put: I want a nude, full-body sculpture. I want it to be a literal representation. No subtle glossing, just reproduce what you see in front of you.”

He cut his eyes at Céleste. She was placid, her expression open, waiting. He looked back at Leda.

“I’m not going to insult you by asking if you’ve thought this through,” he said, “but could you go over some of that with me?”

“Some of what?”

“Why you want to do this.”

“Why?” she asked. “Does that matter?”

“If I’m going to do this, it matters a lot.”

“To you.”

“Yes.”

“What if I don’t tell you?”


“It’s not a challenge. It’s only a question.”

“What if I lie to you?”

“Well, I wouldn’t know that, would I?”

She stared at him a moment as if to consider whether she thought him worthy of a further explanation. Clearly Leda didn’t have a frail ego. He didn’t have to work very hard to surmise that living with the freakish physical combination of her unique body had been the major influence shaping her personality. That and living with—or rather being rejected by—the radically selfish Eva. Whether she was mature beyond her years, or merely bitter beyond her years, remained to be seen.

“I’m all too well aware,” she began slowly, “of my strangeness, of the effect this body has on people.”

She paused, but not from uncertainty. Rather, she seemed quite relaxed about it, but not without some near-the-surface passion.

“Every day of my life,” she said, “is lived in the reflection of other people’s reaction to me. I have to deal with that in every face I see. No exceptions. Ever. How do people react to you? You’re not even aware of a reaction, are you? Well, I can never enjoy that kind of oblivion. I see them stealing looks at me, then turning away when our eyes meet. When someone is forced to confront me—in the case of a sales clerk, for instance—they’re so intent on not looking at my hump that their eyes virtually lock on to mine in a kind of stupid, unblinking startle.”

She considered something a moment, her eyes going distant in thought.

“You know,” she continued, “I’ve read articles, feminist rants, about the debasing act of ‘the male gaze.’” She glanced at Céleste. “She and I both studied art history. Useless 
degrees for the most part, but it’s good for the intellect, and you learn about culturally vital things like ‘the male gaze.’ Anyway, being something of an authority on the idea of ‘the gaze,’ I can say this much. . . .” Her beautiful mouth turned down in a caustic sneer. “I’ll take the male gaze. Oh, yes, please, I’ll suffer that, and they can have the look I’m familiar with, the gaze of repulsed curiosity—the involuntary stare reserved for the queerly disfigured.” She stopped. “There are indignities,” she said, “and then there are cruelties.”

He cut his eyes at Céleste and found her staring back at him with a blank expression that conveyed nothing at all. When he looked again at Leda, she was waiting for him.

“So . . . you see,” she went on, like a teacher addressing a pupil for whom she had been waiting to return from a momentary daydream, “the thing is, I know that people wonder what I look like underneath my clothes. ‘What does she look like there? Is she “normal” . . . here?’ Well, I want you to show them. I want you to be their eyes for me.”

What in the hell could he say at this point? What did one say to such an idea?

“And there’s another reason,” she added. “I also want to do this because I want to see myself in three dimensions instead of the one dimension of me I see in mirrors. I want to be able to touch myself in places I can’t touch now. I want to see what others see.”

She paused and held out her hands, palms facing him, and when she spoke she spoke slowly and her voice was richly soft and lovely and seductive.

“I want to walk around myself and put my own hands on this goddamned thing . . . and feel it, feel the whole . . . ugly . . . mass . . . of it.”

She concluded in a husky whisper as if she had recited 
a tender declamation of affection, and her eyes rested in the mid-distance as if in a reverie.

Silence.

Then suddenly she moved her shoulders with a subtle shiver, like an actress snapping out of a trance induced by immersing herself in her character’s long soliloquy.

“How’s that for an answer?” she asked brightly with a soft, innocent smile on her beautiful mouth.

Had that really been her answer, or was it merely a smart-aleck performance? He didn’t have any idea what she might be thinking or feeling, but he was dealing with a dozen different thoughts at once. What an incredible proposition she was offering him. It was crazy. Nearly everyone would find the completed sculpture controversial. Some would see beauty, some the poignant riddle of Leda’s unique reality, some would see only the grotesque. There was no doubt that it would be disturbing. And it could prove to be emotionally unsettling for him, too, as well as for Leda. What would he uncover, literally and psychologically, even spiritually? He looked at her, her youthful, extraordinary face waiting for his response with a wan, angelic smile of anticipation. Was she emotionally unstable? If she was, would that matter?

Seeing that he wasn’t going to respond, she elaborated.

“This idea has preoccupied me for a long time, Ross,” she said, apparently unafraid of the familiarity that her sister had carefully avoided. “I will do it.” She paused for emphasis. “I need you for this. Specifically you.”

“Specifically me?”

Leda raised one hand near her face to hold his attention. It was a beautiful hand, he now noticed, and he recalled the feel of its narrow shape in his own.

“Please,” she said. “Céleste has been holding me back, 
convincing me to wait until we found the right sculptor. Not just anyone, she said, should do this. She’s talked to others, in Paris, in London. To be honest, you’re the first sculptor she’s agreed to let me speak to.”

Céleste seemed to be more involved in this process than she had led him to believe. He wanted to say something about that, but it seemed nitpicky. It was a bizarre commission, and he could understand the two sisters being nervous about it. He was even a little flattered that he had been “selected,” whatever the hell the criteria were, and especially that it had been Céleste who had made the decision. He could see her in his peripheral vision, as quiet as a basilisk, apparently feeling no obligation to smooth over the differences in their stories.

In an instant he knew he was going to do it.


 

 


Chapter 9



“This isn’t going to be an easy thing to do,” he said. “For either of us. It’s going to require long hours. It can be physically numbing.”

“I know that.”

“And it’ll be intimate,” he said. “I’ll have to take measurements of you, detailed measurements with calipers.”

“I told you, I’m used to being looked at.”

Céleste dropped her eyes as if she knew what was coming. Leda went on.

“Up to now,” she said, “only children have had the innocence to give me a good long stare. You’ll be the first adult ever—aside from doctors—to get a proper eyeful of me, to look at all of me, all that you want. God, it’ll be a relief to have you take your time with me.”

These last words were spoken with a kind of passion that made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t said with bitterness, but with an enthusiasm that seemed inappropriate. Would he have preferred bitterness from her? Would he have preferred her to be as emotionally distorted as she was physically? What did he expect from her?


“What do you want from this?” he asked. “I mean ultimately, once the sculpture is completed, and people are able to do as you wish, to touch, to feel, to see from every conceivable angle, what do you expect to happen?”

“You mean, do I expect it to be an exorcism?” She lowered her chin and furrowed her brow in theatrical gravitas. “A release from the . . . ‘spiritual agony of this body’?”

Her self-mockery was biting, but at the same time he thought he sensed that an exorcism was exactly what she was hoping to experience in the process. But she gave him a flip response.

“Look, I just want to do it. I don’t want to analyze it.”

“Your body has a mind attached to it,” he said. “I don’t have any interest in sculpting just the bones and muscles. Ideally, at least, there’s more to it than that.”

“Ohhhhh,” she purred, “that’s awfully highbrow. Were you able to capture the mind of the woman you just finished sculpting in Paris?”

If Ross had been ten years younger, he would have flushed at this impudence. But he had developed calluses. The flick of the scorpion’s tail had to hit him harder than that.

“Have you seen that sculpture?” he asked.

“Actually, I have. I went to look at it.”

“Her husband didn’t want to see any more than what he got,” he said.

“Then he wasn’t disappointed, was he?”

“No.”

“I don’t want to see any more than that, either.”

“But I do,” he said.

She shrugged indifferently.

“In your case,” he said, returning Leda’s penchant for 
bluntness, “we have a mixed bag. Beauty isn’t the only thing we’re dealing with here. There’s something else, isn’t there? Inevitably this will be controversial. Believe me, I can live without the disputation this is likely to create. If I’m going to have to put up with that, I want to make it worth my while. For me it’s got to be more than just another commission.”

He stopped to let this sink in a moment, and then he added, “If I can’t do it the way I want to do it, then I won’t do it.”

He could see her simmering. It was a puzzling standoff. After all, he had asked her only a relatively innocent question, an effort to get a little deeper into an understanding of how she felt about her body. Her response could have been finessed in a dozen different ways, yet she chose to make a confrontation out of it.

Céleste hadn’t moved. He couldn’t have guessed what she was thinking in a thousand years. He continued to look at Leda.

“Okay,” she relented, though she was clearly resentful, “I’ll get into that, but can we save it until later? I’ll give you plenty of insight, if that’s what you want.”

“Fine.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“Yes, if we can work out the other arrangements.”

“Can we start immediately?”

“No, that’s not possible.”

“What’s the matter?” she snapped before he could explain. “Was all that pompous talk just the peacock shimmering his tail?”

If he had had any doubts left, this last taunt wiped them away. Leda was a deeply bitter woman, and working with 
her would require a patience he didn’t usually allow his often pampered clients. The distortions in Leda’s life went far deeper than flesh and bone.

He ignored her wisecrack and told her about the Beach commission, the deadline, the obligation to honor a commitment.

“Okay, what about a compromise,” Leda offered. “I understand that you can’t just drop what you’re doing, but I’m going to be here for a few months, and then I have to go back to Paris. It seems a shame to waste the time. I know you usually begin with photographs, but if I’m going to be right here in San Rafael anyway, why don’t you just start sketching me as a diversion from your other commission? You can’t work on the other thing all the time, can you?”

As he looked at the two women sitting across from him, it struck him how dramatically different they were from his usual clients. Most people came to him because they wanted something beautiful, something quickly recognizable as beautiful without any need for laborious interpretation by the viewer. Not so here. Nor was vanity a factor here. Neither of them was looking for approval or acceptance from a particular crowd. Rather than simply wanting a trophy that they hoped would also have an aura of sophistication attached to it, Leda was passionately tied to the commission, even though she hated to admit it.

Leda wanted something honest—or so she had said before she decided to deny it—and in pursuing this, she had provided him with a gift of occasion, a chance to reach for something deeper, something greater, than a mere facile copy of a beautiful body.

“Okay,” he said, “you’re right. I think we can do that.”

Her face was instantly transformed by a glowing smile, 
a beautiful thing to see, and she literally squirmed on the settee.

“I promise,” she exuded with gratitude, “that you’ll regret this.”

She was so excited, she didn’t even notice the unfortunate misstatement, and then she was pressing him about when they could begin. He finally agreed to start the next morning. She would need to be at the studio at ten o’clock.

“Okay, that’s settled, then,” Céleste said, uncrossing her legs and sitting up. “Now Ross and I have to talk about the terms of the agreement, about the finances. You can stay or not.”

It seemed an unnecessarily abrupt change in the direction of the conversation, but Leda didn’t even appear to notice.

“No, I don’t want to stay for that,” she said, suddenly disinterested.

“You can take the car back,” Céleste suggested. “Ross can drive me home when we’re through.”

Leda looked at him.

“That’s no problem,” he said. “I’ll be glad to.”

Leda held out her hands for the keys, and Céleste gave them to her. They took a few moments to go over the directions back to Céleste’s house in Palm Heights. When she had it straight, Leda stood, avoiding his eyes as she got to her feet with a kind of rolling, heaving effort. Her hulking back was so dominant, he wondered how he had missed seeing it the very first instant she arrived. He stood also, and she said good-bye and walked away toward the door.

Though her mobility was strong and sure, her hips were noticeably canted, her center of balance difficult for him to locate. The hump on her back made her seem shorter, 
thicker, even, strangely, powerful. She walked out of the studio without looking back or saying another word.

After she had crossed the courtyard, he looked at Céleste, who was now sitting up straight on the settee, her legs together, forearms resting on her knees, looking at him.

“There you have it,” she said.

“I should’ve known not to push her,” he said, sitting down again. “She’d already said more than she would’ve liked.”

“You won’t have any trouble learning more about her,” Céleste assured him.

“Is she concerned about taking off her clothes?”

“She hasn’t said anything to me about it.”

“Do you think she is?”

“Frankly, I doubt it.” She sighed. “Let’s do settle the final business with the agreement. If you’re going to begin tomorrow, then let’s tie together the loose ends.”

“There aren’t any loose ends,” he said. “We’ll settle everything later. We’ll just consider the early sessions as exploratory efforts. We’ll see how it goes.”

She nodded, looking at him. “You wanted to do it the minute you recovered from the shock of seeing her, didn’t you?” she observed.

“How about a glass of wine?” he said.

• • •

He got a bottle of Barbera d’Asti from a cool bin in the stone wall at the rear of the studio and brought it back with a couple of glasses. She was standing by one of his several worktables, looking at a maquette, a reclining nude. He put the glasses on the table and began opening the wine.

“What’s the story behind this one? She looks Middle Eastern.”


“Egyptian. It never got past the maquette.”

“Why?”

“Well, it was odd,” he said, pouring the wine and handing her a glass. “Her husband commissioned it. He was a businessman in Alexandria. The woman died in a swimming accident just after I finished this. He was devastated. He didn’t want the bronze casting completed. After he paid me, I offered to send him the maquette, but he didn’t want it. He made me promise to destroy it. I promised.”

She was surprised. “You like it that much?”

He looked at the maquette, every millimeter of which he had memorized and could easily re-create again by closing his eyes.

“I liked her that much,” he said.

She regarded him over the top of her glass as she took her first sip of wine. “You didn’t feel bad about lying to him?”

“He was grieving,” he said matter-of-factly. “He didn’t know what he was saying. It would have been a mistake.”

“That’s a decision you can make?”

“I did.”

She turned back to the maquette. It was a large one, one-half life size, which took up the entire end of the table. She cupped the curve of the woman’s hip in the palm of her hand, feeling the shape of it with her fingers, sliding her hand down the slope of her hips to the figure’s waist.

“That wasn’t the lie that mattered to him anyway, was it?” she said.

“No,” he said, looking into his glass, “it wasn’t.”


 

 


Chapter 10



She had an uncanny ability to go right to the heart of things, and more than that, she seemed to understand what she was dealing with. What was there about this particular maquette that had attracted her? There were other nude maquettes and sculptures around the studio, and Saleh had been dead nearly six years. He had long since learned the art of hiding his feelings, of concealing the gall of remorse. And the painful chapter with Marian had intervened, too, obscuring the personal connection even more. But Céleste had known, by whatever sense within her, she had known.

Yet when he acknowledged that her intuition had been correct, she let the subject drop. She had simply wanted a confirmation. He wondered what she would have done if he’d denied any connection to this model other than the relationship of client and sculptor.

She turned away from the maquette and moved to the other end of the workbench, leaving her glass with a last sip of wine in it sitting against one of Saleh’s thighs. She leaned the back of her hips against the heavy table and rested her hands on the table’s edge. Looking toward the doorway, 
where the afternoon light had moved the shadow of the studio across the courtyard, she stared out at the coppery light of late afternoon.

“The other day when I came over,” she said, “your house was open. I knocked and went in.”

“And you looked around.”

“I did,” she said without embarrassment, “but I didn’t see any evidence of a woman there, aside from paintings and sculptures of them. I didn’t see anything of the woman you left in Paris.”

“How do you know I ‘left’ her in Paris?”

“Because I didn’t see any sign of her.”

He told her briefly about Marian, about their struggle to keep what they had had alive, about their failure to do so. He even told her the way it ended. She listened, her eyes lost in a gaze toward the dying light.

“You’ve not been married, then?”

“No.” He thought he would leave it at that, and then he changed his mind. “When I was younger, ambition got in the way. Then it was selfishness. And, later, bad luck—or maybe stupidity. The only woman who could have made all those excuses evaporate was already married.”

He finished the wine in his glass and put it down beside Céleste’s. He stepped over and stood beside her and leaned back against the table, too. He crossed his arms, and both of them looked toward the opened studio door and the changing light.

“Do you ever wonder about growing old this way?”

“Yes.”

She looked at him. “And what do you think about it?”

“Sometimes I don’t much like the idea.”

“And other times?”


“At other times it seems to be all for the best.”

“Why?”

“Well, it might be lonely, but there’s probably less grief in it, too.”

“And less joy.”

“Maybe.”

“I’m not sure I can separate the two so easily,” she said, “grief and loneliness.”

“What about your marriage?” he asked, deciding not to avoid it any longer. “What went wrong?”

She made no immediate response, but he sensed a cold change in her. He watched her as she forced herself to back off, to try to be at least as revealing about herself as he had been. It didn’t appear to be easy for her.

The luminance outside was fading quickly, and colors, often subtle in the studio anyway because of the cavernous interior, were leaking away with the light.

“I don’t know why I married him,” she said. “I find it extraordinary that I did. I didn’t have the excuse of youth. I wasn’t even ‘blinded’ by love. I swear to you, I can’t explain it to this day.”

“Maybe you were that afraid.”

“Loneliness,” she said. “That’s pitiful, but it may be true.”

“Why haven’t you gotten out of it?”

“Well,” she said flatly, “that’s even more complicated.”

She made no effort to explain, and he had enough sense not to press her on it. He simply waited, and in a moment she went on.

“When it comes right down to it,” she said, “in my weakest moments, I sometimes wonder if there’s not more of Eva in me than I’ve wanted to believe. I’d always claimed my 
father’s sentiments and temperament. I watched Eva hurl disastrously through life, and I told myself that my father and I were wiser than that. I told myself that he and I understood dimensions of life that she didn’t even know existed. When we reached a precipice in life, we calculated the risks and stepped back. But not Eva. She plunged over, just for the thrill of falling. She and Leda.”

Pause.

“I used the belief that I was like my father as a talisman to ward off those weak moments when I was afraid of being like her. It got me through some hard times, but I sometimes wonder if I was only deceiving myself.”

“Can’t you just admit the marriage was a mistake and walk away from it?”

“Oh, I admit the mistake.”

She left the second part of his question hanging there between them. This time he didn’t want to let it go.

“And what about walking away?”

The light beyond the doorway was ripening into sunset.

“It’s . . . just complicated,” she repeated, unwilling or, perhaps, unable to go on.

Suddenly he saw resolution struggling with genuine anguish. He could see her determination to avoid the appearance of being a martyr. He didn’t know what was going on, but he guessed she was in a lousy situation or, worse, maybe even a horrible situation, and she would rather leave him with a wrong impression than let him glimpse her closely guarded yearning for simple companionship. He was sorry for his carelessness with her feelings, that it had been so easy for him to be insensitive.

“I understand complicated,” he said.

“Do you?”


“I understand . . . that complicated doesn’t always make sense. I understand that it can be hypnotic . . . that you can endure more than you could ever have imagined, for reasons you could never have imagined.”

He unfolded his arms and turned to her.

“I understand,” he said, “the loneliness of complicated.” He reached out and put his hand on her bare arm and gently moved his finger over the smoothness of it. She let him touch her, and then she turned her eyes from the doorway and looked at his hand on her arm. At first she watched him stroke her as if she were observing it happening to someone else. He had the sense that she had forsworn her own feelings for so long that she was accustomed to standing at a distance from her own emotions.

But then she turned to him and tentatively placed a hand flat on his chest. Slowly, as if she were unsure of the effect, she gently laid her face beside her hand. It was a natural thing for him to put his arms around her. He could feel her breasts, could feel the rise and fall of them as she breathed, could feel their warmth through the thin summer cotton. He imagined the shape of them, the shape of their nipples, and their color.

He held her for a quiet moment before he slowly dropped his hands down to her sides and, moving only his fingers, gradually began gathering the skirt of her dress. She didn’t stop him. Bending down, he touched his lips to the side of her neck, which she tilted away to accept his kiss. He felt her stomach tighten. They kissed hesitantly, softly.

When her skirt was gathered around her waist, he lifted her onto the worktable and slipped her panties from her hips and down her long legs. With her eyes open now, watching him, she lay back on the table as the last of the amber light 
sliced through a narrow angle of the deep window casement and cut across her stomach. He kissed her there, below her navel, his lips moving down and into the gilded crease of her groin.

It was a willful and reckless thing they were doing, troubled by entanglements on both sides that were unresolved and unforgettable. Even as it was happening, he knew that what they were starting was as fragile as the fading light around them.

• • •

His bedroom jutted out from the original stone-and-stucco house in a long pentagonal footprint sheltered by the heavy canopies of old oaks. The bed sat in the outermost extension of the room, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling screened panels that allowed the southeasterly cross breeze to drift over the bed.

They talked aimlessly about art and themselves, of people they had known, and of places they had been, and of certain disparate memories that came randomly to mind, recalled by some word or thought expressed by the other. They were naked and perspiring slightly, and every cool waft of breeze prickled their skin.

“I remember this kind of heat from Mexico,” she said, lying next to him. “For a while I lived in the Yucatán, and the nights were like this.”

“Memorable.”

“Oh, Christ, I’ll never forget them. I was so young . . . and the nights were so . . . old. It was perfect, and I knew it was perfect, and I knew it wouldn’t last.”

They were sharing a single tall glass of gin and tonic with ice. A saucer of sliced limes rested on his stomach, and they were eating them as they talked.


“What happened?”

“Oh . . . nothing dramatic. Life. It was the first time that I realized—that I knew—that really special things in life wouldn’t be allowed to last forever. It was such a grown-up realization for a little girl.”

In the silence between their thoughts and their words, cicadas and crickets throbbed and whirred in overlapping rhythms, and on the other side of the screens fireflies floated up and down like sparks in the dark heat.

She reached over and got several of the lime slices in one hand and held her hand above her and squeezed, letting the juice drizzle over her breasts and stomach. He heard her take in a quick breath, and then he smelled the clean, citrus fragrance.

They finished the gin and dozed off and awoke sometime in the long darkness, and he tenderly began to lick the lime from her breasts and stomach until they were once more caught up in a single hectic emotion. Later, exhausted again, they slept.

The next time he woke she wasn’t in bed. He heard water running in the bathroom, splashing softly in the sink. He waited, but when she returned in the darkness she didn’t come back to bed. She went to the screened wall and looked out. He watched her dusky silhouette for a moment, and then he thought he heard her crying. He sat up.

“Céleste?”

His voice startled her; she was still.

“Are you all right?”

She cleared her throat. “I’m fine.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Bad dream.”

He started to get out of bed, and she heard him.


“Please,” she said, “I’ll be there in a minute.”

He waited, looking at her form against the slaty blue darkness. After a while she came back and crawled onto the bed. She came over next to him and put her arm around him and pulled herself close. She kissed the side of his neck softly and was quiet.

He stared into what was left of the still hour before dawn.
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