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SPECK’S IDEA

Paris was on the Right Bank,

near the Church of St. Elisabeth,
on a street too narrow for cars. When
his block was wiped off the map to
make way for a five-story garage,
Speck crossed the Seine to the shadow
of Saint-]Julien-le-Pauvre, where he
set up shop in a picturesque slum pro-
tected by law from demolition. When
this gallery was blown up by Basque
separatists, who had mistaken it for a
travel agency exploiting the beauty of
their coast, he collected his insurance
money and moved to the Faubourg
Saint-Germain.

Here, at terrifying cost, he rented
four excellent rooms—two on the
loggia level, and a clean dry basement
for framing and storage. The entrance,
particularly handsome, was on the
street side of an eighteenth-century
hétel particulier built around an elegant
court now let out as a parking conces-
sion. The building had long before been
cut up into dirty, decaying apartments,
whose spiteful, quarrelsome, and avari-
cious tenants were forgiven every fail-
ing by Speck for the sake of being the
Count of this and the Prince of that.
Like the flaking shutters, the rotting
windowsills, the slops and oil stains in
the ruined court, they bore a Proustian
seal of distinction, like a warranty,
making up for his insanely expensive
lease. Though he appreciated style, he
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“O.K., O.K.! I admit it. We’re lost. Now are you satisfied?”

craved stability even more. In the Fau-
bourg, he seemed at last likely to find
it: not a stone could be removed with-
out the approval of the toughest cul-
tural authorities of the nation. Three
Marxist embassies installed in former
ducal mansions along the street re-
quired the presence of armed police-
men the clock around. The only com-
mercial establishments anywhere near
Speck’s—a restaurant and a book-
store—seemed unlikely targets for fire-
bombs: the first catered to lower-eche-
lon civil servants, the second was
painted royal blue, a conservative color
he found reassuring. The bookstore’s
name, Amandine, suggested shelves of
calm regional novels and accounts of
travel to Imperial Russia signed “A
Diplomat.” Pasted inside the window,
flat on the pane, was an engraving that
depicted an old man, bearded and
mitred, tearing a small demon limb
from limb. The old man looked self-
conscious, the imp resigned. He sup-
posed that this image concealed a deep
religious meaning, which he did not in-
tend to plumb. If it was holy, it was
respectable; as the owner of the gal-
lery across the street, he needed to
know nothing more.

Speck was now in the parish of St.
Clotilde, near enough to the church
for its bells to give him migraine head-
ache. Leaves from the church square
blew as far as his door—melancholy
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reminders of autumn, a season bad for
art. (Winter was bad, too, while the
first chestnut leaves unfolding heralded
the worst season of all. In summer the
gallery closed.) In spite of his constant
proximity to churches he had remained
rational. Generations of highly intellec-
tual Central European agnostics and
freethinkers had left in his bones a
mistrust of the bogs and quicksands
that lie beyond reality perceived.
Neither loss nor grief nor guilt nor fear
had ever moved him to appeal to the
unknown—any unknown, for there
were several. Nevertheless, after sign-
ing his third lease in seven years, he
decided to send Walter, his Swiss
assistant, a lapsed Calvinist inching
toward Rome, to light a candle at St.
Clotilde’s. Walter paid for a five-franc
taper and set it before St. Joseph, the
most reliable intermediary he could
find: a wave of post-conciliar puri-
tanism seemed to have broken at St.
Clotilde’s, sweeping away most of the
mute and obliging figures to whom de-
sires and gratitude could be expressed.
Walter was willing to start again in
some livelier church—Notre Dame de
Paris, for instance—but Speck thought
enough was enough.

ON a damp October evening about
a year after this, there could be
seen in Speck’s window a drawing of a
woman drying her feet (Speck perma-
nent collection) ; a poster announcing
the current exhibition, “Paris and Its
Influence on the Ti-
rane School, 1931-2;”
five catalogues displayed
attractively; and the
original of the picture
on the poster—a
shameless copy of Fou-
jita’s “Mon Intérieur”
reéntitled  “Balkan
Alarm Clock.” In de-
fiance of a government
circular  reminding
Paris galleries about
the energy crisis Speck
had left the lights on.
This was partly to give
the lie to competitors
who might be putting
it about that he was
having money troubles.
He had set the burglar
alarm, bolted the se-
curity door, and was
now cranking down an
openwork iron screen
whose Art Nouveau
loops and fronds al-
lowed the works inside
to be seen but nothing
larger than a mouse to
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get in, The faint, floating sadness he
always felt while locking up had to
do with the time. In his experience,
love affairs and marriages perished be-
tween seven and eight o’clock, the
hour of rain and no taxis. All over
Paris couples must be parting forever,
leaving like debris along the curbs the
shreds of cancelled restaurant dates,
useless ballet tickets, hopeless explana-
tions, and scraps of pride; and toward
each of these disasters a taxi was pull-
ing in, the only taxi for miles, the light
on its roof already dimmed in anticipa-
tion to the twin dots that in Paris
mean “occupied.” But occupied by
whom?

“You take it.”

“No, you. You’re the one in a
hurry.”

The lover abandoned under a drip-
ping plane tree would feel a damp vic-
tory of a kind, awarding himself a first-
class trophy for selfless behavior. It
would sustain him ten seconds, until the
departing one rolled down the taxi
window to hurl her last flint: “You
Fascist!” Why was this always the
fina] shot, the coup de grice delivered
by women? Speck’s wife, Henriette,
book critic on an uncompromising po-
litical weekly, had said it three times
last spring—here, in the street, where
Speck stood locking the iron screen into
place. He had been uneasily conscious
of his wellborn neighbors, hanging out
their windows, not missing a thing.
Henriette had then gone away in a
cab to join her lover, leaving Speck,
the gallery, her job—everything that
mattered.

He mourned Henrlette; he missed
her steadying influence. Her mind was
like a one-way thoroughfare, narrow
and flat, maintained in repair. As he
approached the age of forty he felt
that his own intellect needed not just
a direction but retaining walls. Unless
his thoughts were nailed down by gal-
lery business they tended to glide away
to the swamps of imagination, behind
which stretched the steamier marsh-
land of metaphysics. Confessing this to
Henriette was unlikely to bring her
back. There had been something brisk
and joyous about her going—her hail-
ing of a taxi as though of a friend, her
surprised smile as the third “Fascist!”
dissolved in the April night like a
double stroke from the belfry of St.
Clotilde’s. He supposed he would never
see her again now, except by accident.
Perhaps, long after he had forgotten
Henriette, he would overhear someone
saying in a restaurant, “Do you see
that poor mad intellectual talking to
herself in the corner? That is Hen-
riette, Sandor Speck’s second wife. Of
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“When he was a prince, he was charming.”

course, she was very different then;
Speck kept her in shape.”

While awaiting this sop, which he
could hardly call consolatior, he had
Walter and the gallery. Walter had
been with him five years—longer than
either of his marriages. They had been
years of spiritual second-thinking for
Walter and of strain and worry for
Speck. Walter in search of the Eternal
was like one of those solitary skippers
who set out to cross an ocean only to
capsize when barely out of port. Speck
had been obliged to pluck his assistant
out of Unitarian waters and set him
on the firm shore of the Trinity. He
had towed him to Transubstantiation
and back; had charted the shoals and
perils of careless prayer. His own aver-
sion to superstitious belief made Speck
particularly scrupulous; he would not
commit himself on Free Will, for in-
stance, uncertain if it was supposed to
be an uphill trudge wearing tight boots
or a downhill slide sitting on a tea
tray. He would lie awake at night plan-

ning Walter’s dismissal, only to develop
a traumatic chest cold if his assistant
seemed restless.

“What will the gallery do without
you?” he would ask on the very morn-
ing he had been meaning to say, “Wal-
ter, sit down, please. I’ve got some-
thing to tell you.” Walter would re-
mind him about saints and holy men
who had done without everything,
while Speck would envision the pure
hell of having to train someone new.

On a rainy night such as this, the
street resembled a set in a French film
designed for export, what with the po-
licemen’s white rain capes aesthetically
gleaming and the lights of the book-
store, the restaurant, and the gallery
reflected, quivering, in European-look-
ing puddles. In reality, Speck thought,
there was not even hope for a subplot.
Henriette had gone forever. Walter’s
mission could not be photographed.
The owner of the restaurant was in
his eighties; the waiters were poised on
the brink of retirement, As for the
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The November air

Has curled the new leaves

Of the spider plant, strung

From an L-bent nail

Driven in the warp of the window
Frame. Maybe the woman down

At the desk has a few more opinions:
On the dying plant, or the high
Bruised clouds of the nearing storm,
Or the best road

Along the coast this time of year

To Oregon. This morning, after

You left to photograph

The tide pools at dawn, the waves

In their black-and-white

Froth, I scavenged in your bag

For books, then picked up one

You’d thrown onto the bed, Cocteau,
Your place marked with a snapshot
Of a whale leaping clear of the spray
Tossed by the migrating

Herd—a totem

Of what you’ve left to dream. Yet,
It’s why we’ve come—Hotel Sierra—
To this place without a past for us,
Where, I admit, a dozen years ago

I stayed a night across

The hall. I never asked why, on this
Ocean, a hotel was named for mountains
Miles inland. I spent that cold
Evening playing pinball in some dank
Arcade. Tonight, Il take you there,
Down by the marina with no sailboats,
By the cannery’s half-dozing, crippled
Piers rocking in the high tides and winds,
Where I sat out on the rotted boards,
The fog barely sifting down,

The few lights

Looped over those thin, uneasy poles

Throbbing as the current came and went.

Soon, I could see only two mast lights
Blinking more and more faintly
Toward the horizon. I took

A flask of gin upstairs, just to sit

At the narrow window drinking

Until those low-slung, purposeful

Boats returned. As I

Wait here this morning, for you,

For some fragment of a final scene,

I remember how I made you touch, last

HOTEL SIERRA

Night in the dark, those

Summer moths embossed upon the faded,

Imperial wallpaper of the room.

Now, as I watch you coming up

The brick-and-stone path to the hotel,

I can hear those loose wood shingles

Of the roof straining in the winds

As the storm closes

Over the shore. I listen as you climb

‘The stairs, the Nikon buzzing

Like a smoked hive

Each moment as you stop in front of:

A stair-step; a knob of the bannister;

The worn brass “12” nailed

To our door; the ribbons: knots of paint

Peeling off the hall—

You knock open the door with one boot,

Poised, clicking off shot after

Shot as you slide into the cluttered room,

Pivoting: me; the dull seascape hung

A bove the bed; the Bible I'd tossed

Into the sink; my hands curled on

The chair’s arm; the limp spider plant. . . .

Next week, as you step out

Of the darkroom with the glossy proofs,

Those strips of tiny tableaux, the day

And we

Will have become only a few gestures

Placed out of time. But now rain

Slants beyond a black sky, the windows

Tint, opaque with reflected light;

Yet no memory is stilled, held frame

By frame, of this burlesque of you

Undressing. The odd pirouette

As your sweater comes off, at last,

Rain-soaked slacks collapsing on the floor.

Tomorrow, after we leave for good

The long story we’ve told of each other

So many years not a friend believes it,

After we drive along the shore to Albion

To your cabin set high above the road,

After we drag your suitcases and few boxes

Up to the redwood porch,

After the list of goodbyes and refusals ends,

We’ll have nothing to promise. Before I go

You'll describe for me again those sleek

Whales you love, the way they arc elegantly

Through water or your dreams. How, like

Us, they must travel in their own time,

Drawn simply by the seasons, by their lives.
—Davib St. JouN

bookseller, M. Alfred Chassepoule, he
seemed to spend most of his time wip-
ing blood off the collected speeches of
Mussolini, bandaging customers, and
sweeping up glass. The fact was that
Amandine’s had turned out to have a
fixed Right Wing viewpoint, which
made it subject to attack by commandos
wielding iron bars. Speck, who had
chosen the street for its upper-class
hush, had grown used to the hoarse im-
precation of the Left and shriller keen-

ing of the Right; he could tell the sob
of an ambulance from the wail of a po-
lice van, The commerce of art is with-
out bias: when insurance inspectors
came round to ask what Speck might
have seen, he invariably replied, “Seen
where?,” to which Walter, unsolicited,
would add, “And I am Swiss.”

Since Henriette’s departure, Speck
often ate his meals in the local restau-
rant, which catered to his frugal tastes,
his vegetarian principles, and his desire

to be left in peace. On the way, he
would pause outside Amandine’s, just
enough to mark the halt as a comfort-
ing bachelor habit. He would glance
over the secondhand books, the yel-
lowing pamphlets, and the overpriced
cartoons, The tone of the window dis-
play seemed old-fashioned rather than
dangerous, though he knew that the
slogan crowning the arrangement,
“Europe for Europeans,” echoed from
a dark political valley. But even that
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valley had been full of strife and dis-
sension and muddle, for hadn’t the Ur-
Fascists, the Italian ones, been in some
way against an all-Europe? At least,
some of their poets were. But who
could take any of that seriously now?
Nothing political had ever struck Speck
as being above the level of a low-grade
comic strip. On the cover of one vol-
ume, Uncle Sam shook hands with the
Russian Bear over prostrate Europe,
depicted as a maiden in a dead faint.
A drawing of a spider on a field of
banknotes (twelve hundred francs with
frame, nine hundred without) jostled
the image of a crablike hand clawing
away at the map of France. Pasted
against the pane, survivor of uncounted
assaults, the old man continued to dis-
member his captive imp. Walter had
told Speck he believed the old man to
be St. Amand, Apostle of Flanders,
Bishop in 430. “Or perhaps,” said
Walter, after thinking it over, “435.”
The imp probably stood for Flemish
paganism, which the Apostle had been
hard put to it to overcome.

From the rainy street Speck could
see four or five of Amandine’s custom-

ers—all men; he had never noticed
a woman in the place—standing, read-
ing, books held close to their noses.
They had the weak eyes, long chins,
and sparse, sparrow-colored hair he as-
sociated with low governmental sala-
ries. He imagined them living with
grim widowed mothers whose com-
pany they avoided after work. He had
seen them, or young men like them,
staggering out of the store, cut by fly-
ing glass, kicked and beaten as they lay
stunned on the pavement; his anxious
imagination had set them on their feet,
booted and belted, the right signal
given at last, swarming across to the
gallery, determined to make Speck pay
for injuries inflicted on them by to-
tal strangers. He saw his only early
Chagall (quite likely authentic) ripped
from its frame; Walter, his poor little
spectacles smeared with blood, lam-
basted with the complete Charles
Maurras, fourteen volumes, full mo-
rocco; Speck himself, his ears offended
by acute Right Wing cries of “Down
with foreign art!,” attempting a quick
counterstroke with “Significant Minor
French Realists, Twentieth Century,”

which was thick enough to stun an ox.
Stepping back from the window, Speck
saw his own smile reflected. It was
pinched and tight, and he looked a
good twenty years older than thirty-
nine.

IS restaurant, crammed with civil
servants at noon, was now nearly
empty. A smell of lunchtime pot roast
hung in the air. He made for his own
table, from which he could see the
comforting lights of the gallery. The
waiter, who had finally stopped asking
how Henriette was liking Africa,
brought his dinner at once, setting out
like little votive offerings the raw-car-
rot salad, the pot-roast vegetables with-
out the meat, the quarter ounce of low-
fat cheese, and a small pear. It had
long been established that Speck did
not wish to be disturbed by the chang-
ing of plates. He extracted a yellow
pad and three pencils from his briefcase
and placed them within the half circle
of dishes. Speck was preparing his
May-June show.
The right show at the right time:
it was trickier than getting married to
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the right person at any time. For about
a year now, Paris critics had been hint-
ing at something missing from the
world of art. These hints, poignant
and patriotic on the Right, neo-nation-
alist and pugnacious on the Left, wist-
ful but insistent dead Center, were all
in essence saying the same thing: “The
time has come.” The time had come;
the hour had struck; the moment was
ripe for a revival of reason, sanity, and
taste. Surely there was more to art
than this sickness, this transatlantc
blight? Fresh winds were needed to
sweep the museums and galleries. T'wo
days ago there had been a disturbing
article in Le Monde (front page, low-
er middle, turn to page 26) by a man
who never took up his pen unless
civilization was in danger. Its title,
“Redemption Through Art—Last
Hope for the West?,” had been fol-
lowed by other disturbing questions:
When would the merchants and deal-
ers, compared rather unfairly to the
money-changers driven from the tem-

ple, face up to their share of respon-
sibility as the tattered century declined?
Must the flowering gardens of West-
ern European culture wilt and die
along with the decadent political sys-
tems, the exhausted parliaments, the
shambling elections, the tired liberal
impulses? What of the man in the
street, too modest and confused to
mention his cravings? Was he not gasp-
ing for one remedy and one only—
artistic renovation! And where was
this to come from? “In the words of
Shakespr,” the article concluded, sup-
posedly in English, “That is the
qustn.”

As it happened, Speck had the an-
swer: say, a French painter, circa
1864-1949, forgotten now except by
a handful of devoted connoisseurs.
Populist yet refined, local but univer-
sal, he would send rays, beacons,
into the thickening night of the West,
just as Speck’s gallery shone bravely
into the dark street. Speck picked up
a pencil and jotted rapidly: “Born in

“Now, isn’t it better to feel the crunch here than someplace awoful®”
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France, worked in Paris, went his
own way, unmindful of fashion, know-
ing his hour would strike, his vision
be vindicated. Catholical, as this retro-
spective so eloquently . ..” Just how
does “catholical” come in, Speck won-
dered, forking up raw carrots. Because
of ubiquity, the ubiquity of genius? No;
not genius—leave that for the critics.
His sense of harmony, then—his dis-
ration.

Easy, Speck told himself. Easy on
the discretion. This isn’t interior deco-
ration.

He could see the notices, knew
which of the critics would write “At
last,” and “It has taken Sandor Speck
to remind us.” Left, Right, and Center
would unite on a single theme: how
the taste of two full generations had
been corrupted by foreign speculation,
cosmopolitan decadence, and the cul-
tural imperialism of the Anglo-Saxon
hegemony.

“The calm agnostic face,” Speck
wrote happily, “the quiet Cartesian
voice are replaced by the snarl of a
nation betrayed (1914), as startling
for the viewer as a child’s glimpse of a
beloved adult in a temper tantrum.
The snarl, the grimace vanish (1919)
as the serene observer of Universal
Will (1929) and of Man’s respon-
sibility to himself return. But we are
left shaken. We have stopped trusting
our feelings. We have been shown not
only the smile but the teeth.”

Here Speck drew a wavy line and
turned to the biography, which was
giving him trouble. On a fresh yellow
page he tried again:

1938—T'ravels to Nice. Sees Mediter-
ranean.

1939—Abandons pacifist principle. Lies
about age. Is mobilized.

1940—Demobilized.

1941—

It was here that Speck bogged down.
Should he say, “Joins Resistance”?
“Resistance” today meant either a he-
roic moment sadly undervalued by the
young or a minor movement greatly
inflated in order to absolve French
guilt. Whatever it is, thought Speck,
it is not chic. The youngest survivor
must be something like seventy-three.
They know nothing about art, and
never subscribe to anything except
monuments. Some people read “Re-
sistance” in a chronology and feel quite
frankly exasperated. On the other
hand, what about museums, state-
subsidized, Resistance-minded on that
account! He chewed a boiled leek and
suddenly wrote, “1941—Conver-
sations with Albert Camus.” I won-
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der where all this comes
from, Speck said to himself.
Inspiration was what he
meant.

These notes, typed by
Walter, would be turned
over to the fashionable
historian, the alarming crit-
ic, the sound political figure
unlikely to be thrown out
of office between now and
spring, whom Speck would
invite to write the catalogue
introduction. “Just a few
notes,” Speck would say
tactfully. “Knowing how
busy you are.” Nothing
was as inspiriting to him
as the thought of his own
words in print on a creamy
catalogue page, even over
someone else’s name.

Speck took out of his
briefcase the Directoire
snuffbox Henriette had giv-
en him about a fortnight
before suddenly calling him
“Fascist.” (Unexpected
feminine generosity—first
firm sign of adulterous love
affair.) It contained three
after-dinner tablets—one to
keep him alert until bed-
time, another to counter
the stimulating effect of the
first, and a third to neutral-
ize the germ known as
Warsaw flu now ravaging Paris, emp-
tying schools and factories and creating
delays in the postal service. He sat
quietly, digesting, giving the pills a
chance to work.

He could see the structure of the
show, the sketchbooks and letters in
glass cases. It might be worthwhile lac-
quering the walls black, concentrating
strong spots on the correspondence,
which straddled half a century, from
Degas to Cocteau. The scrawl posted
by Drieu la Rochelle just before his
suicide would be particularly effective
on black. Céline was good; all that
crowd was back in vogue now. He
might use the early photo of Céline in
regimental dress uniform with a splen-
did helmet. Of course, there would be
word from the Left, too, with post-
cards from Jean Jaurés, Léon Blum,
and Paul Eluard, and a jaunty get-
well message from Louis Aragon and
Elsa. In the first room Speck would
hang the stiff, youthful landscapes and
the portraits of the family, the artist’s
first models—his brother wearing a
sailor suit, the awkward but touch-
ing likeness of his sister (“Germaine-
Isabelle at the Window”).

“Oh, dow’t be silly. We'll only be

“Yes, yes,” Speck would hear in the
buzz of voices at the opening. “Even
from the beginning you can tell there
was something.” The “something” be-
came bolder, firmer in the second
room. See his cities; watch how the
streets turn into mazes, nets, prison
corridors. Dark palette. Qpaqueness,
the whole canvas covered, immensities
of indigo and black. “Look, 1929; he
was doing it before What’s-His-
Name.” Upstairs, form breaking out of
shadow: bread, cheese, wine, wheat,
ripe apples, grapes.

Hold it, Speck told himself. Hold
the ripeness. This isn’t social realism.

He gathered up the pencils, the
snuffbox, and the pad, and put them
back in the briefcase. He placed seven-
ty francs, tip included, in a saucer. Still
he sat, his mind moving along to the
second loggia room, the end room, the
important one. Here on the neutral
walls would be the final assurance, the
serenity, the satire, the power, and the
vision for which, at last, the time had
come. For that was the one thing
Speck was sure of: the bell had rung,
the hour had struck, the moment was
at hand.
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gone a couple of hours”

Whose time? Which hour? Yes—
whose, which, what? That was where
he was stuck.

HE street was now empty except

for the policemen in their stream-
ing capes. The bookstore had put up
its shutter. Speck observed the walls of
the three Marxist embassies. Shutters
and curtains that once had shielded the
particular privacy of the aristocracy—
privacy open to servants but not to the
street—now concealed the receptions
and merry dinner parties of people’s
democracies. Sometimes at this hour
gleaming motorcars rolled past the
mysterious gates, delivering passengers
Speck’s fancy continued to see as the
Duchesse de Guermantes and anyone
she did not happen to despise. He knew
that the chauffeurs were armed and
that half the guests were spies; still,
there was nothing to stop a foreign
agent from having patrician tastes, or
from admiring Speck’s window as he
drove by.

“This gallery will be an oasis of
peace and culture,” Walter had pre-
dicted as they were hanging the first
show, “Little-Known Aspects of Post-
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Decorator Style.” “An oasis of peace
and culture in the international desert.”

Speck breathed germ-laden night
air. Boulevard theatres and music halls
were deserted, their managers at home
writing letters to the mayor of Paris
deploring the decline of popular enter-
tainment and suggesting remedies in
the form of large cash subsidies. The
sluggish river of autumn life congealed
and stagnated around millions of tele-
vision sets as Parisians swallowed as-
pirin and drank the boiling-hot Scotch
believed to be a sovereign defense
against Warsaw flu.

A few determined intellectuals
slunk, wet, into the Métro on their
way to cultural centers where, in vivid
translations from the German, actors
would address the occasional surly re-
mark to the audience—that loyal, anx-
ious, humorless audience in its costly
fake working-class clothes. Another
contingent, dressed in Burberry trench-
coats, had already fought its way into
the Geographical Institute, where a
lecture with colored slides, “Ramblings
in Secret Greenland,” would begin,
after a delay owing to trouble with the
projection machine, at about nine-
twenty. The advantage of slides over
films was that they were not forever
jumping about and confusing one, and
the voice describing them belonged to
a real speaker. When the lights went
up, one could see him, talk to him,
challenge him over the thing he had
said about shamanism on Disko Island.
What had drawn the crowd was not
Greenland but the word “secret.” In
no other capital city
does the population
wait more trustfully
for the mystery to be
solved, the conspiracy
laid bare, the explana-
tion of every sort of
vexation to be supplied:
why money slumps,
why prices climb, why
it rains in August, why
children are ungrate-
ful. The answers might
easily come from a
man with a box of
slides.

In each of the city’s
twenty administrative
districts, Communists,
distinguished by the
cleanliness of their no-
iron shirts, the sobriety
of their washable neck-
ties, and the modesty
of their bearing, moved
serenely toward their
local cell meetings. I

must persuade Walter to take out
membership sometime, Speck thought.
It might be useful and interesting
for the gallery and it would take his
mind off salvation.

Walter was at this moment in the
Church of St. Gervais, across the Seine,
where an ecumenical gathering of
prayer, music, and debate on Unity of
Faith had been marred the week be-
fore by ugly scuffling between middle-
aged latecomers and young persons in
the lotus position, taking up too much
room. Walter had turned to his neigh-
bor, a stranger to him, and asked
courteously, “Is it a string ensemble
tonight, or just the organ?” Mistaken
for a traditionalist demanding the
Latin Mass, he had been punched in
the face and had to be led to a side
chapel to mop up his nosebleed. God
knows what they might do to him to-
night, Speck thought.

As for Speck himself, nine-thirty
found him in good company, briskly
tying the strings of his Masonic apron.
No commitment stronger than pru-
dence kept him from being at St. Ger-
vais, listening for a voice in the night
of the soul, or at a Communist Party
cell meeting, hoping to acquire a more
wholesome slant on art in a doomed
society, but he had already decided that
only the Infinite could be everywhere
at once. The Masonic Grand Archi-
tect of the Universe laid down no
rules, appointed no prophets, required
neither victims nor devotion, and
seemed content to exist as a mere pos-

sibility. At the lodge Speck rubbed

shoulders with men others had to be
content to glimpse on television. He
stood now no more than three feet
away from Kléber Schaumberger, of
the Alsatian Protestant banking
Schaumbergers; had been greeted by
Olivier Ombrine, who designed all the
Arabian princesses’ wedding gowns;
could see, without craning, the plume
of white hair belonging to Frangois-
Xavier Blum-Bloch-Weiler—former
ambassador, historian, member of the
French Academy, author of a peren-
nially best-selling book about Vietnam
called “When France Was at the
Helm.” Speck kept the ambassador’s
family tree filed in his head. The
Blum-Bloch-Weilers, heavy art collec-
tors, produced statesmen, magistrates,
anthropologists, and generals, and
were on no account to be confused
with the Blum-Weiler-Blochs, their
penniless and mystical cousins, who
produced poets, librarians, and Bene-
dictine monks.

Tonight Speck followed the pro-
ceedings mechanically; his mind was
set on the yellow pad in his briefcase,
now lying on the back seat of his car.
Direct address and supplication to the
unknown were frowned on here.
Order reigned in a complex universe
where the Grand Architect, insofar as
he existed, was supposed to know what
he was doing. However, having no-
where to turn, Speck decided for the
first time in his life to brave whatever
cosmic derangement might ensue and
to unburden himself.

Whoever and whatever you are, said
Speck silently, as many
had said before him, re-
member in my favor
that I have never both-
ered you. I never
called your attention to
the fake Laurencin, the
stolen Magritte, the
Bonnard the other gal-
lery was supposed to
have insured, the Mau-
rice. Denis notebook
that slipped through
my fingers, the Vallot-
ton woodcut that got
lost between Paris and
Lausanne. All T want
... But there was no
point in his insisting.
The Grand Architect,
if he was any sort of
omnipresence worth
considering, knew ex-
actly what Speck need-
ed now: he needed the
tiny, enduring wheel
set deep in the clank-
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ing, churning machinery of the art
trade—the artist himself.

Speck came out to the street re-
freshed and soothed, feeling that he had
shed some of his troubles. The rain had
stopped. A bright moon hung low. He
heard someone saying, ... hats.”
On the glistening pavement a group of
men stood listening while Senator An-
toine Bellefeuille told a funnv story.
Facts from the Bellefeuille biography
tumbled through Speck’s mind: twen-
ty years a deputy from a rich farming
district, twice a Cabinet minister, now
senator; had married a sugar-beet for-
tune, which he inherited when his wife
died; no children; his mother had left
him majority shares in milk chocolate,
which he had sold to invest in the first
postwar plastics; owned a racing stable
in Normandy, a chiteau in Provence,
one of the last fine houses of Paris; had
taken first-class degrees in law and
philosophy; had gone into politics al-
most as an afterthought.

What had kept the old man from
becoming Prime Minister, even Presi-
dent of the Republic’ He had the
bearing, the brains, the fortune, and
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the connections. Too contented, Speck
decided, observing his lodge brother by
moonlight. But clever, too; he was sup-
posed to have kept copies of files from
the time he had been at Justice. He
splashed around in the arts, knew the
third-generation dealers, the elegant
bachelor curators. He went” to open-
ings, was not afraid of new move-
ments, but he never bought anything.
Speck tried to remember why the
wealthy Senator who liked art never
bought pictures.

“She was stunning,” the Senator
said. “Any man of my generation will
tell you that. She came down Boule-
vard Saint-Michel on her husband’s
arm. He barely reached her shoulder.
She had a smile like a fox’s. Straight
little animal teeth. Thick red-gold hair.
A black hat tilted over one eye. And
what a throat. And what hands and
arms. A waist no larger than this,”
said the Senator, making a circle with
his hands. “As I said, in those days
men wore hats. You tipped a bowler
by the brim, the other sort you picked
up by the crown. I was so dazzled by
being near her, by having the famous

Lydia Cruche smile at me, I forgot I
was wearing a bowler and tried to pick
it up by the crown. You can imagine
what a fool I looked, and how she
laughed.”

And of course they laughed, and
Speck laughed, too.

“Her husband,” said the Senator.
“Hubert Cruche. A face like a gar-
goyle. Premature senile dementia. He’d
been kicked by Venus at some time or
other”—the euphemism for syphilis.
“In those days the cure was based on
mercury—worse than the disease. He
seemed to know me. There was light
in his eyes. Oh, not the light of intelli-
gence. It was too late for that, and
he’d not had much to begin with. He
recognized me for a simple reason. I
had already begun to assemble my
Cruche collection. I bought everything
Hubert Cruche produced for sixteen
years—the oils, the gouaches, the pas-
tels, the watercolors, the etchings, the
drawings, the woodcuts, the posters,
the cartoons, the book illustrations. Ev-
erything.”

That was it, Speck remembered.
That was why the Senator who liked
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art never bought so much as a wash
drawing. The house was full of
Cruches; there wasn’t an inch to spare
on the walls.

With a monarch’s gesture, the Sena-
tor dismissed his audience and stepped
firmly toward the chauffeur, who stood
holding the door of his Citroén. He
said, perhaps to himself, perhaps to
Speck, thin and attentive in the moon-
light, “I suppose I ought to get rid of
my Cruches. Who ever thinks about
Cruche now?”

“No,” said Speck, whom the Grand
Architect of the Universe had just
rapped over the head. The Senator
paused—benevolent, stout. “Don’t get
rid of the Cruches,” said Speck. He

felt as if he were on a distant shore,
calling across deep cultural waters.
“Don’t sell! Hang on! Cruche is com-
ing back!”

CRUCHE, Cruche, Hubert Cruche,
sang Speck’s heart as he drove
homeward. Cruche’s hour had just
struck, along with Sandor Speck’s. At
the core of the May-June retrospective
would be his lodge brother’s key col-
lection: “Our thanks, in particular. ..
who not only has loaned his unique and
invaluable . . . but who also...and

who . . . ” Recalling the little he knew
of Cruche’s obscure career, Speck made
a few changes in the imaginary cata-
logue, substituting with some disap-

pointment “The Power Station at
Gagny-sur-Orme” for “Misia Sert on
Her Houseboat,” and “Peasant Woman
Sorting Turnips” for “Serge Lifar as
Petrouchka.” He wondered if he could
call Cruche heaven-sent. No; he would
not put a foot beyond coincidence, just
as he had not let Walter dash from
saint to saint once he had settled for
St. Joseph. And yet a small flickering
marsh light danced upon the low-lying
metaphysical ground he had done so
much to avoid. Not only did Cruche
overlap to an astonishing degree the
painter in the yellow notebook but he
was exactly the sort of painter that
made the Speck gallery chug along. If
Speck’s personal collection consisted of
minor works by celebrated artists, he
considered them his collateral for a
rainy, bank-loan day. Too canny to try
to compete with international heavy-
weights, unwilling to burden himself
with insurance, he had developed as
his specialty the flattest, palest, farthest
ripples of the late-middle-traditional
Paris school. This sensible decision had
earned him the admiration given the
devoted miniaturist who is no threat to
anyone. “Go and see Sandor Speck,”
the great lions and tigers of the trade
would tell clients they had no use for.
“Speck’s the expert.”

Speck was expert on barges, bridges,
cafés at twilight, nudes on striped
counterpanes, the artist’s mantelpiece
with mirror, the artist’s street, his stair-
case, his bed made and rumpled, his
still-life with half-peeled apple, his sum-
mer in Mexico, his wife reading a
book, his girlfriend naked and deject-
ed on a kitchen chair. He knew that
the attraction of customer to picture
was always accidental, like love; it was
his business to make it overwhelming.
Visitors came to the gallery looking for
decoration and investment, left it be-
lieving Speck had put them on the road
to a supreme event. But there was
even more to Speck than this, and if
he was respected for anything in the
trade it was for his knack with artists’
widows. Most dealers hated them.
They were considered vain, greedy,
unrealistic, and tougher than bulldogs.
The worst were those whose husbands
had somehow managed the rough
crossing to recognition only to become
washed up at the wrong end of the
beach. There the widow waited,
guarding the wreckage. Speck’s skill in
dealing with them came out of a cer-
tain sympathy. An artist’s widow was
bound to be suspicious and adamant.
She had survived the discomfort and
confusion of her marriage; had lived
through the artist’s drinking, his ava-
rice, his affairs, his obsession with con-
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“Here we are, Stephen—ready to party.”

stipation, his feuds and quarrels, his
cowardice with dealers, his hypocrisy
with critics, his depressions (which al-
ways fell at the most joyous seasons,
blighting Christmas and spring); and
then—oh, justice!—she had outlasted
him.

Transfiguration arrived rapidly. Res-
urrected for Speck’s approval was an
ardent lover, a devoted husband who
could not work unless his wife was
around, preferably in the same room.
If she had doubts about a painting, he
at once scraped it down. Hers was the
only opinion he had ever trusted. His
last coherent words before dying had
been of praise for his wife’s autumnal
beauty.

Like a swan in muddy waters,
Speck’s ancient Bentley cruised the
suburbs where his painters had lived
their last resentful seasons. He knew by
heart the damp villa, the gravel path,
the dangling bellpull, the shrubbery
containing dead cats and plastic bottles.
Indoors the widow sat, her walls plas-
tered with portraits of herself when
young. Here she continued the strug-
gle begun in the Master’s lifetime—the
evicting of the upstairs tenant—her
day made lively by the arrival of mail
(dusty beige of anonymous threats,
grim blue of legal documents), the
coming and going of process servers,

the outings to lawyers. Into this spongy
territory Speck advanced, bringing his
tactful presence, his subtle approxima-
tion of courtship, his gift for listening.
Thin by choice, pale by nature, he sug-
gested maternal need. Socks and cuff-
links suggested breeding. The drift of
his talk suggested prosperity. He sent
his widows flowers, wooed them with
food. Although their taste in checks
and banknotes ran to the dry and crisp,
when it came to eating they craved
the sweet, the sticky, the moist. From
the finest pastry shops in Paris Speck
brought soft macaroons, savarins soaked
in rum, brioches stuffed with almond
cream, mocha cake so tender it had to
be eaten with a spoon. Sugar was poi-
son to Speck. Henriette had once re-
viewed a book that described how re-
fined sugar taken into one’s system
turned into a fog of hideous green.
Her brief, cool warning, “A Marxist
Considers Sweets,” unreeled in Speck’s
mind if he was confronted with a
cookie. He usually pretended to eat, re-
ducing a mille-feuille to paste, conceal-
ing the wreck of an éclair under nap-
kin and fork. He never lost track of his
purpose—the prying of paintings out of
a dusty studio on terms anesthetizing
to the artist’s widow and satisfactory
to himself.

The Senator had mentioned a wife;

where there had been wife there was
relict. Speck obtained her telephone
number by calling a rival gallery and
pretending to be looking for someone
else. “Cruche’s widow can probably
tell you,” he finally heard. She lived in
one of the gritty suburbs east of Paris,
on the far side of the Bois de Vin-
cennes—in Speck’s view, the wrong
direction. The pattern of his life seemed
to come unfolded as he dialled. He
saw himself stalled in industrial traf-
fic, inhaling pollution, his Bentley
pointed toward the seediest mark on
the urban compass, with a vanilla
cream cake melting beside him on the
front seat.

She answered his first ring; his wid-
ows never strayed far from the tele-
phone. He introduced himself. Silence.
He gave the name of the gallery, men-
tioned his street, recited the names of
painters he showed.

Presently he heard “D’you know
any English?”

“Some,” said Speck, who was fluent.

“Well, what do you want?”

“First of all,” he said, “to meet
you.”

“What for?”

He cupped his hand round the tele-
phone, as if spies from the embassies
down the street were trying to over-
hear. “I am planning a major Cruche
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“Hendershot, there, does his best to keep smiling.”

show. A retrospective, That’s what I
want to talk to you about.”

“Not unless I know what you
want.”

It seemed to Speck that he had al-
ready told her. Her voice was languid
and nasal and perfectly flat. An index
to English dialects surfaced in his mind,
yielding nothing useful.

“It will be a strong show,” he went
on. “The first big Cruche since the
nineteen-thirties, I believe.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

He wondered if the Senator had for-
gotten something essential—that Lydia
Cruche had poisoned her husband, for
instance. He said, “You probably own
quite a lot of his work.”

“None of it’s for sale.”

This, at last, was familiar; widows’
negotiations always began with “No.”
“Actually, I am not proposing to buy
anything,” he said, wanting this to be
clear at the start. “I am offering the
hospitality of my gallery. It’s a gamble
I am willing to take because of my
firm belief that the time—"

“What’s the point of this show?”

“The point?” said Speck, his voice
tightening as it did when Walter was
being obtuse. “The point is getting

Cruche back on the market. The time
has come—the time to...to attack.
To attack the museums with Hubert
Cruche.”

As he said this, Speck saw the great
armor-plated walls of the Pompidou
Art Center and the chink in the armor
through which an 80 x 95 Cruche
1919 abstract might slip. He saw the
provincial museums, cheeseparing, sav-
ing on light bulbs, but, like the French
bourgeoisie they stood for, so much
richer than they seemed. At the name
“Cruche” their curators would wake
up from neurotic dreams of forced
auction sales, remembering they had
millions to get rid of before the end
of the fiscal year. And France was
the least of it; London, Zurich, Stock-
holm, and Amsterdam materialized as
frescoes representing the neoclassical
facades of four handsome banks. Over-
head, on a Baroque ceiling, nymphs
pointed their rosy feet to gods whose
chariots were called “Tokyo” and
“New York.” Speck lowered his voice
as if he had portentous news. Mu-
seums all over the world, although
they did not yet know this, were starv-
ing for Cruche. In the pause that fol-
lowed he seemed to feel Henriette’s

hand on his shoulder,
warning him to brake be-
fore enthusiasm took him
over the cliff.

“Although for the mo-
ment Cruche is just an idea
of mine,” he said, stopping
cold at the edge. “Just an
idea. We can develop the
idea when we meet.”

A WEEK later, Speck

parked his car be-
tween a ramshackle shop-
ping center—survivor of
the building boom of the
sixties—and a municipal
low-cost housing project
that resembled a jail. In
the space bounded by these
structures crouched the late
artist’s villa, abiding proof
in stucco that the taste of
earlier generations had been
as disastrous as today’s. He
recogmzed the shards of
legal battle: center and
block had left the drawing
board of some state-em-
ployed hack as a unit, only
to be wedged apart by a
widow’s refusal to sell.
Speck wondered how she
had escaped expropriation.
Either she knows someone
powerful, he thought, or
she can make such a pest of herself
that they were thankful to give up.

A minute after having pushed the
gate and tugged the rusted wire bell-
pull, he found himself alone in a bleak
sitting room, from which his hostess
had been called by a whistling kettle.
He sat down on a faded sofa. The fur-
niture was of popular local design,
garnished with marble and ormolu. A
television set encrusted with gilt acan-
thus leaves sat on a sideboard, like an
objet d’art. A few rectangular shadings
on the wallpaper showed where pictures
had hung.

The melancholy tinged with fore-
boding Speck felt between seven and
cight overtook him at this much carlier
hour. The room was no more hideous
than others he had visited in his pro-
fessional quest for a bargain, but this
time it seemed to daunt him, recalling
sieges and pseudo courtships and ex-
penditures of time, charm, and money
that had come to nothing. He got up
and examined a glass-fronted bookcase
with nothing inside. His features, afloat
on a dusty pane, were not quite as
pinched as they had been the other
night, but the image was still below par
for a man considered handsome. The




approach of a squeaking tea
cart sent him scurrying back
to the sofa, like a docile child
invited somewhere for the first
time.

“I was just admiring ...
he began.

“Ive run out of milk,”
she said. “I’m sure you won’t
mind your tea plain.” With
this governessy statement she
handed him a cup of black
Ceylon, a large slice of poison-
ous raisin cake, and a Mickey
Mouse paper napkin.

Nothing about Cruche’s
widow tallied with the Sena-
tor’s description. She was short
and quite round, and remind-
ed Speck of the fat little dogs
one saw being reluctantly ex-
ercised in Paris streets. The
abundant red-gold hair of the
Senator’s memory, or imagi-
nation, had gone ash-gray and
was, in any case, pinned up.
The striking fact of her per-
son was simply the utter blank-
ness of her expression, Usually
widows’ faces spoke to him.
They said, “I am lonely,” or
“Can I trust you!” Lydia
Cruche’s did not suggest that
she had so much as taken
Speck in. She chose a chair at
some distance from Speck,
and proceeded to eat her cake with-
out speaking. He thought of things
to say, but none of them seemed ap-
pealing.

At last, she said, “Did you notice the
supermarket next door?”

“I saw a shopping center.”

“The market is part of it. You can
get anything there now—bran, frozen
pizzas, maple syrup. That’s where I
got the cake mix. I haven’t been to
Paris for three years.”

Speck had been born in France.
French education had left him the cer-
tainty that he was a logical, fair-mind-
ed person imbued with a culture from
which every other Western nation was
obliged to take its bearings. French was
his first language; he did not really
approve of any other. He said, rather
coldly, “Have you been in this country
long?”

“Around fifty years.”

“Then you should know some
French.”

“I don’t speak it if I don’t have to. I
never liked it.”

He put down his cup, engulfed by a
wave of second-generation distress. She
was his first foreign widow. Most
painters, whatever their origins, had
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sense enough to marry Frenchwom-
en—unrivalled with creditors, thrifty
hoarders of bits of real estate, endowed
with relations in country places where
one could decamp in times of need and
war.

“Perhaps, where you come from—"
he began.

“Saskatchewan.” )

His tea had gone cold. Tannic scum
had collected on its surface. She said,
“This idea of yours, this show—what
was it you called it? The hospitality of
your gallery? I just want to say don’t
count on me. Don’t count on me for
anything, I don’t mind showing you
what T’ve got. But not today. The
studio hasn’t been dusted or heated for
years, and even the light isn’t work-
ing.”

In Speck’s experience, this was about
average for a first attempt. Before
making for civilization he stopped at a
florist’s in the shopping center and or-
dered two dozen roses to be delivered
to Mme. Cruche. While these were
lifted, dripping, from a plastic pail, he
jotted a warm message on his card,
crossing out the engraved “Dr. Sandor
Speck.” His title, earned by a thesis on
French neo-Humanism and its ups and

“I buzzed for Miss Finsterwald! Y owre not Miss Finsterwald.”

downs, created some confusion in Paris,
where it was taken to mean that Speck
could cure slipped discs and gastric
ulcers. Still, he felt that it gave a grip
to his name, and it was his only link
with all the freethinking, agnostic
Specks, who, though they had not been
able to claim affinity by right of birth
with Voltaire and Descartes, had prob-
ably been wise and intelligent and quite
often known as “Dr.”

As soon as he got back to the gal-
lery, he had Walter look up Saskatche-
wan in an atlas. Its austere oblong
shape turned his heart to ice. Walter
said that it was one of the right-angled
territories that so frequently contain
oil. Oil seemed to Speck to improve the
oblong. He saw a Chirico chessboard
sliding off toward a horizon where
the lights of derricks twinkled and
blinked.

HE let a week go by before calling
Lydia Cruche.

“T won’t be able to show you those
roses of yours,” she said. “They died
right off.”

He took the hint and arrived with
a spray of pale-green orchids imported
from Brazil. Settled upon the faded
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sofa, which was apparently destined to
be his place, he congratulated his hos-
tess on the discovery of oil in her na-
tive plain.

“I haven’t seen or heard of the place
since Trotsky left the Soviet Union,”
she said. “If there is oil, I’d sooner not
know about it. Oil is God’s curse.”
The iron silence that followed this
seemed to press on Speck’s lungs.
“That’s a bad cough you’ve got there,
Doctor,” she said. “Men never look
after those things. Who looks after
you?”

“I look after myself,” said Speck.

“Where’s your wife? Where’d she
run off to?”

Not even “Are you married?” He
saw his hostess as a tough little pagan
figure, with a goddess’s gift for read-
ing men’s lives. He had a quick vision
of himself clasping her knees and sob-
bing out the betrayal of his marriage,
though he continued to sit upright,
crumbling walnut cake so that he
would not have to eat it.

“My wife,” he said, “insofar as I
can still be said to have one, has gone
to live in a warm climate.”

“She run off alone! Women don’t
often do that. They haven’t got that
kind of nerve.”

Stepping carefully, for he did not
wish to sound like a stage cuckold or a
male fool, Speck described in the light-
est possible manner how Henriette had
followed her lover, a teacher of litera-
ture, to a depressed part of French-
speaking Africa where the inhabitants
were suffering from a shortage of
Racine. Unable to halt once he had
started, he tore on toward the edge:
Henriette was a hopeless nympho-
maniac (she had fallen in love) who
lacked any sense of values (the man
was broke); she was at the same time
a grasping neurotic (having sunk her
savings in the gallery, she wanted a re-
turn with fourteen per cent interest).

“You must be thankful you finally
got rid of her,” said Lydia Cruche.
“You must be wondering why you
married her in the first place.”

“I felt sorry for Henriette,” he said,
momentarily forgetting any other rea-
son. “She seemed so helpless.” He told
about Henriette living in her sixth-
floor walkup, working as slave labor
on a shoddy magazine. A peasant from
Alsace, she had never eaten anything
but pickled cabbage until Speck drove
his Bentley into her life. Under his
tactful guidance she had tasted her
first fresh truffle salad at Récamier;
had worn her first mink-lined Dior
raincoat; had published her first book-
length critical essay, “A Woman Looks
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at Edgar Allan Poe.” And then she
had left him—just like that.

“You trained her,” said Lydia
Cruche. “Brought her up to your level.
And now she’s considered good enough
to marry a teacher. You should feel
proud. You shouldn’t mind what hap-
pened. You should feel satisfied.”

“I’m not satisfied,” said Speck. “I
do mind.” He realized that something
had been left out of his account. “I
loved her.” Lydia Cruche looked
straight at him, for once, as though
puzzled. “As you loved Hubert
Cruche,” he said.

There was no response except for
the removal of crumbs from her lap.
The goddess, displeased by his mortal
impertinence, symbolically knocked his
head off her knee.

“Hube liked my company,” she
finally said. ““That’s true enough. After
he died I saw him sitting next to the
television, by the radiator, where his
mother usually crouched all winter
looking like a sheep with an earache. I
was just resting here, thinking of noth-
ing in particular, when I looked up and
noticed him. He said, ‘You carry the
seed of your death.’ I said, ‘If that’s
the case, I might as well put my head
in the oven and be done with it.” ‘Non,’
he said, ‘ce #’est pas la peine.’ Now,
his mother was up in her room, making
lists of all the things she had to feel
sorry about. I went up and said, ‘Ma-
dame,” because you can bet your boots
she never got a ‘Maman’ out of me,
‘Hube was in the parlor just now.” She
answered, ‘It was his mother he want-
ed. Any message was for me.” I said
that if that was so, then all he needed
to do was to materialize upstairs and
save me the bother of climbing. She
gave me some half-baked reason why
he preferred not to, and then she did
die. Aged a hundred and three. It was
in France-Soir.”

The French she had spoken rang to
Speck like silver bells. Everything about
her had changed—voice, posture, ex-
pression. If he still could not see the
Lydia Cruche of the Senator’s vision,
at least he could believe in her.

“Do you talk to your husband
often?” he said, trying to make it sound
like a usual experience.

“How could I talk to Hube? He’s
dead and buried. T hope you don’t go
in for ghosts, Dr. Speck. I would find
that very silly. That was just some
kind of accident—a visitation. I never
saw him again or ever expect to. As for
his mother, there wasn’t a peep out of
her after she died. And here I am,
alone in the Cruche house.” It was
hard to say if she sounded glad or




sorry. “I gather you’re on your own,
too. God never meant men and wom-
en to live by themselves, convenient
though it may seem to some of us.
That’s why he throws men and women
together. Coincidence is God’s plan.”

So soon, thought Speck. It was only
their second meeting. It seemed dis-
courteous to draw attention to the full
generation that lay between them; ex-
perience had taught him that acknowl-
edging any fragment of this dangerous
subject did more harm than good.
When widows showed their cards, he
tried to look like a2 man with no time
for games. He thought of the young
André Malraux, dark and tormented,
the windblown lock on the worried
brow, the stub of a Gauloise sending
up a vagabond spiral of smoke. Un-
fortunately, Speck had been born for-
ty years too late for the model; he
belonged to a much reedier generation
of European manhood. He thought of
the Pope. White-clad, serene, he gazed
out on St. Peter’s Square, over the sub-
dued heads of one hundred thousand
artists’ widows, not one of whom
would dare.

“So this was the Cruche family
home,” he said, striking out, he hoped,
in a safe direction.

“The furniture was his mother’s,”
said Lydia Cruche. “I got rid of most
of it, but there was stuff you couldn’t
pay them to cart away. Sa petite Ma-
man adorable,” she said softly. Again
Speck heard the string of silver bells.
“I thought she was going to hang
around forever. They were a tough
family—peasants from the west of
France. She took good care of him.
Cooked him sheep’s heart, tripe, and
onions, big beefsteaks they used to eat
half raw. He was good-looking, a big
fellow, big for a Frenchman. At sev-
enty you’d have taken him for forty.
Never had a cold. Never had a head-
ache, Never said he was tired, Drank a
litre of Calvados every other day. One
morning he just keeled over, and that
was that. I’ll show you a picture of him
sometime.”

“P’d also like to see his pictures,”
said Speck, thankful for the chance.
“The pictures you said you had up-
stairs.”

“You know how I met Hube? Peo-
ple often ask me that. I’'m surprised
you haven’t. I came to him for les-
sons.”

“I didn’t know he taught,” said
Speck. His most reliable professional
trait was his patience.

“He didn’t. I admired him so much
that I thought I’d try anyway. I was
eighteen. I rang the bell. His mother
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let me in. I never left—he wouldn’t
let me go. His mother often said if
she’d known the future she’d never
have answered the door. I must have
walked about four miles from a tram
stop, carrying a big portfolio of my
work to show him. There wasn’t even
a paved street then—just a patch of
nettles out front and some vacant lots.”

Her work. He knew he had to get
it over with: “Would you like to show
me some of your things, too?”

“I burned it all a long time ago.”

Speck’s heart lurched. “But not his
work?”

“It wasn’t mine to burn. I’m not a
criminal.” Mutely, he looked at the
bare walls. “None of Hube’s stuff ever
hung in here,” she said. “His mother
couldn’t stand it. We had everything
she liked—Napoleon at Waterloo,
lighthouses, coronations. I couldn’t
touch it when she was alive, but once
she’d gone I didn’t wait two minutes.”

SPECK’S eighteenth-century premises
were centrally heated. The system,
which dated from the early nineteen-
sixties, had been put in by Americans
who had once owned most of the sec-
ond floor. With the first dollar slide of
the Nixon era they had wisely sold
their holdings and gone home, without
waiting for the calamity still to come.
Their memorial was an expensive, cas-
ual gift nobody knew what to do with;
it had raised everyone’s property taxes,
and it cost a fortune to run. Tenants,
such as Speck, who paid a fat share
of the operation, had no say as to when
heat was turned on, or to what degree
of temperature. Only owners and land-
lords had a vote. They voted over-
whelmingly for the lowest possible fuel
bills. By November there was scarcely
a trace of warmth in Speck’s elegant
gallery, his cold was entrenched for
the winter, and Walter was threaten-
ing to quit. Speck was showing a paint-
er from Bruges, sponsored by a Bel-
gian cultural-affairs committee. Cost
sharing was not a habit of his—it low-
cred the prestige of the gallery—but in
a tight financial season he sometimes
allowed himself a breather. The paint-
er, who clearly expected Speck to put
him under contract, talked of moving
to Paris.

“You’d hate it here,” said Speck.

Belgian television filmed the open-
ing. The Belgian royal family, bidden
by Walter, on his own initiative, sent
regrets signed by aides-de-camp on pa-
per so thick it would scarcely fold.
These were pinned to the wall, and
drew more attention than the show
itself. Only one serious critic turned
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up. The rooms were so cold that guests
could not write their names in the
visitors’ book—their hands were too
numb. Walter, perhaps by mistake, had
invited Blum-Weiler-Blochs instead of
Blum-Bloch-Weilers. They came in a
horde, leading an Afghan hound they
tried to raffle off for charity.

The painter now sat in the gallery,
day after day, smoking black cigarettes
that smelled of mutton stew. He gave
off a deep professional gloom, which
affected Walter. Walter began to
speak of the futility of genius—a sure
sign of melancholia. Speck gave the
painter money so that he could smoke
in cafés. The bells of St. Clotilde’s
clanged and echoed, saying to Speck’s
memory, “Fascist, Fascist, Fascist.”
Walter reminded Speck that Novem-
ber was bad for art. The painter re-
turned from a café looking cheerful.
Speck wondered if he was enjoying
Paris and if he would decide to stay;
he stopped giving him money and the
gallery became once more infested with
mutton stew and despair. Speck began
a letter to Henriette imploring her to
come back. Walter interrupted it with
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IN her summing-up of his moral na-
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ceded her ringing “Fascist”s, Henri-
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ing an artist’s work made her think of
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to allow passion for painting to set
alight his common sense? How would
he be able to live then, knowing that
the ultimate fate of art was to die of
anemia in safe-deposit vaults? Ablaze
with love, he might try to organize
raids and rescue parties, dragging pic-
tures out of the dark, leaving sacks of
onions instead. He might drop the art
trade altogether, as Walter kept in-
tending to do, and turn his talents to
cornering the onion market. The same
customers would ring at election time,
saying, “Dr. Speck, what happens to
my onion collection if the Left gets in?
Shouldn’t we try to unload part of it
in New York now, just to be on the
safe side?” And Speck, unloading on-
ions of his own in Tokyo, would an-
swer, “Don’t worry. They can’t pos-
sibly nationalize all the onions. Besides,
they aren’t going to win.”

Lydia seemed uninterested in Speck’s
reaction to Cruche. He had expected
her to hang about, watching his face,
measuring his interest, the better to
nail her prices; but she simply showed
him a large, dim, dusty, north-facing
room in which canvases were thickly
stacked against the walls and said, “I
wasn’t able to get the light fixed. ’ve
left a lamp. Don’t knock it over. Tea
will be ready when you are.” Presently
he heard American country music ris-
ing from the kitchen (Lydia must have
been tuned to the BBC) and he
smelled a baking cake. Then, immersed
in his ice-cold Cruche encounter, he
noticed nothing more.

About three hours later he came
downstairs, slowly, wiping dust from
his hands with a handkerchief. His
conception of the show had been slight-
ly altered, and for the better, by the
total Cruche. He began to rewrite the
catalogue notes: “The time has come
for birth...” No—“for rebirth. In a
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world sated by overstatement the mo-
ment is ripe for a calm...” How to
avoid “statement” and still say “state-
ment”? The Grand Architect was
keeping Speck in mind. “For avouch-
ment,” said Speck, alone on the stairs.
It was for avouchment that the time
had come, It was also here for hard
business. His face became set and dis-
tant, as if a large desk were about to
be shoved between Lydia Cruche and
himself.

He sat down and said, “This is go-
ing to be a strong show, a powerful
show, even stronger than I’d hoped.
Does everything I’ve looked at up-
stairs belong to you outright? Is there
anything which for any reason you are
not allowed to lend, show, or sell?”

“Neither a borrower nor a lender
be,” said Lydia, cutting caramel cake.

“No. Well, I am talking about the
show, of course.”

“No show,” she said. “I already told
you that.”

“What do you mean, no show?”
said Speck.

“What I told you at the beginning.
I told you not to count on me. Don’t
drop boiled frosting on your trousers.
I couldn’t get it to set.”

“But you changed your mind,” said
Speck. “After saying ‘Don’t count on
me,’ you changed your mind.”

“Not for a second.”

“Why?” said Speck, as he had said
to the departing Henriette. “Why?”

“God doesn’t want jt.”

He waited for more. She folded her
arms and stared at the blank television
set. “How do you know that God
doesn’t want Hubert Cruche to have
a retrospective?”

“Because He said so.”

His first thought was that the Grand
Architect had granted Lydia Cruche
something so far withheld from Sandor
Speck: a plain statement of intention.
“Don’t you know your Command-
ments?” she asked. “You’ve never
heard of the graven image?”

He searched her face for the fun,
the teasing, even the malice that might
give shape to this conversation, allow
him to take hold of it. He said, “T can’t
believe you mean this.”

“You don’t have to. ’'m sure you
have your own spiritual pathway.
Whatever it is, I respect it. God reveals
himself according to each person’s
menta] capacity.”

One of Speck’s widows could prove
she descended from Joan of Arc. An-
other had spent a summer measuring
the walls of Toledo in support of a
theory that Jericho had been in Spain.
It was Speck’s policy never to fight the
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current of eccentricity but to float with
it. He said cautiously, “We are all held
in a mysterious hand.” Generations of
Speck freethinkers howled from their
graves; he affected not to hear them.

“I am a Japhethite, Dr. Speck. You
remember who Noah was? And his
sons, Ham, Shem, and Japheth? What
does that mean to you?” Speck looked
as 1f he possessed Old Testament lore
too fragile to stand exposure. “Three,”
said Lydia. “The sacred number. The
first, the true, the only source of Israel.
That crowd Moses led into the desert
were just Egyptian malcontents. The
true Israelites were scattered all over
the earth by then. The Bible hints at
this for its whole length. Japheth’s
people settled in Scotland. Present-day
Jews are impostors.”

“Are you connected to this Ja-
pheth?”

“I do not make that claim. My
Scottish ancestors came from the bor-
der country. The Japhethites had been
driven north long before by the Ro-
man invasion. The British Israelite
movement, which preceded ours,
proved that the name ‘Hebrides’ was
primitive Gaelic for ‘Hebrew.” The
British Israelites were distinguished
pathfinders. It was good of you to have
come all the way out here, Dr. Speck.
I imagine you’ll want to be getting
back.”

After backing twice into Lydia’s
fence, Speck drove straight to Gali-
gnani’s bookshop, on Rue de Rivoli,
where he purchased an English Bible.
He intended to have Walter ransack it
for contra-Japhethite pronouncements.
The orange dust jacket surprised him;
it seemed to Speck that Bibles were
usually black. On the back flap the
churches and organizations that had
sponsored this English translation were
listed, among them the National Bible
Society of Scotland. He wondered if
this had anything to do with Japheth.

As far as Speck could gather from
passages Walter marked during the
next few days, art had never really
flourished, even before Moses decided
to put a stop to it. Apart from a bronze
snake cast at God’s suggestion (Speck
underscored this for Lydia in red),
there was nothing specifically cultural,
though Ezekiel’s visions ha!a certain
surrealistic splendor. As Speck read the
words “the terrible crystal,” its light
flooded his mind, illuminating a simple
question: Why not forget Hubert
Cruche and find an easier solution for
the cultural penury of the West? The
crystal dimmed. Speck’s impulsive
words that October night, “Cruche is
coming back,” could not be reeled




in. Senator Bellefeuille was entangled
in a promise that had Speck at one end
and Lydia at the other. Speck had asked
if he might examine his lodge brother’s
collection and had been invited to
lunch. Cruche Aad to come back.

Believing Speck’s deliverance at
hand, Walter assailed him with texts
and encouragement. He left Biblical
messages on Speck’s desk so that he had
to see them first thing after lunch. Ap-
parently the British Israelite movement
had truly existed, enjoying a large and
respectable following. Its premise that it
was the British who were really God’s
elect had never been challenged,
though membership had dwindled at
mid-century; Walter could find no
trace of Lydia’s group, however. He
urged Speck to drive to the north of
Scotland, but Speck had already decid-
ed to abandon the religious approach
to Cruche.

“No modern translation conveys the
word of Japheth or of God,” Lydia
had said when Speck showed her Wal-
ter’s finds. There had been something
unusual about the orange dust jacket,
after allL He did not consider this a
defeat. Bible reading had raised his
spirits. He understood now why Wal-
ter found it consoling, for much in it
consisted of the assurance of downing
one’s enemies, dashing them against
stones, seeing their children reduced to
beggary and their wives to despair.
Still, he was not drawn to deep belief:
he remained rational, skeptical, anx-
ious, and subject to colds, and he had
not succeeded in moving Lydia Cruche
an inch.

UNCH at Senator Bellefeuille’s was
balm. Nothing was served that
Speck could not swallow. From the
dining room he looked across at the
dark November trees of the Bois de
Boulogne. The Senator lived on the
west side of Paris—the clients’ side. A
social allegory in the shape of a city sep-
arated Speck from Lydia Cruche. The
Senator’s collection was fully insured,
free from dust, attractively framed or
stored in racks built to order.

Speck began a new catalogue intro-
duction as he ate lunch. “The Belle-
feuille Cruches represent a unique as-
pect of Cruche’s vision,” he composed,
heartily enjoying fresh crab souffi¢.
“Not nearly enough has been said
about Cruche and the nude.”

The Senator broke in, asking how
much Cruche was likely to fetch after
the retrospective. Speck gave figures
to which his choice of socks and cuff-
links lent authority,

“Cruche-and-the-nude implies a
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definition of Woman,” Speck contin-
ued, silently, sipping coffee from a
gold-rimmed cup. “Lilith, Eve, temp-
tress, saint, child, mother, nurse—
Cruche delineated the feminine factor
once and for all.”

The Senator saw his guest to the
door, took his briefcase from the hands
of a manservant, and bestowed it on
Speck like a diploma. He told Speck
he would send him a personal invita-
tion list for the Cruche opening next
May. The list would include the es-
tranged wife of a respected royal pre-
tender, the publisher of an influential
morning paper, the president of a na-
tionalized bank, and the highest-rank-
ing administrative official of a thickly
populated area. Before driving away,
Speck took a deep breath of west-end
air. It was cool and dry, like Speck’s
new expression.

THAT evening, around closing
time, he called Lydia Cruche. He
had to let her know that the show
could go on without her. “I shall be
showing the Bellefeuille Cruches,” he
said.

“The what?”

Speck changed the subject. “There
is enormous American interest,” he
said, meaning that he had written half
a dozen letters and received prudent
answers or none at all. He was accus-
tomed to the tense excitement “Ameri-
can interest” could arouse. He had
known artists to enroll in crash courses
at Berlitz, the better to understand
prices quoted in English.

Lydia was silent; then she said,
slowly, “Don’t ever mention such a
thing again. Hube was anti-Ameri-
can—especially during the war.” As
for Lydia, she had set foot in the
United States once, when a marshmal-
low roast had taken her a few yards
inside North Dakota, some sixty years
before.

The time was between half past sev-
en and eight. Walter had gone to early
dinner and a lecture on lost Atlantis.
The Belgian painter was back in
Bruges, unsold and unsung. The cul-
tural-affairs committee had turned
Speck’s bill for expenses over to a law
firm in Brussels. Two Paris galleries
had folded in the past month and a
third was packing up for America,
where Speck gave it less than a year.
Painters set adrift by these frightening
changes drifted to other galleries, ship-
wrecked victims trying to crawl on
board waterlogged rafts. On all sides
Speck heard that the economic decline
was irreversible. He knew one thing—
art had sunk low on the scale of con-
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sumer necessities. To mop up a few

I | back bills, he was showing part of his

own collection—his last-ditch old-age-
security reserve. He clasped his hands
behind his neck, staring at a Vlaminck
India ink on his desk. It had been cert-
fied genuine by an expert now serving
a jail sentence in Zurich. Speck was
planning to flog it to one of the am-
bassadors down the street.

He got up and began turning out
lights, leaving just a spot in the win-
dow. To have been anti-American
during the Second World War in
France had a strict political meaning.
Any hope of letters from Louis Aragon
and Elsa withered and died: Hubert
Cruche had been far Right. Of course,
there was Right and Right, thought
Speck as he triple-locked the front
door. Nowadays the Paris intelligentsia
drew new lines across the past, sepa-
rating coarse collaborators from fine-
drawn intellectual Fascists. One could
no longer lump together young hot-
heads whose passionate belief in Eu-
rope had led them straight to the
Charlemagne Division of the Waffen-
S.S. and the soft middle class that had
stayed behind to make money on the
black market. Speck could not quite re-
member why pure Fascism had been
better for civilization than the other
kind, but somewhere on the safe side
of the barrier there was bound to be a
slot for Cruche. From the street, he
considered a page of Charles Despiau
sketches—a woman’s hand, her
breast, her thigh. He thought of the
Senator’s description of that other, ear-
ly Lydia and of the fragments of per-
fection Speck could now believe in, for
he had seen the Bellefeuille nudes. The
familiar evening sadness caught up with
him and lodged in his heart. Posterity
forgives, he repeated, turning away,
crossing the road on his way to his
dinner.

Speck’s ritual pause brought him up
to St. Amand and his demon just as
M. Chassepoule leaned into his win-
dow to replace a two-volume work he
had probably taken out to show a cus-
tomer. The bookseller drew himself
straight, stared confidently into the
night, and caught sight of Speck. The
two greeted each other through glass.
M. Chassepoule seemed safe, at ease,
tucked away in a warm setting of lights
and friends and royal blue, and yet he
made an odd little gesture of helpless-
ness, as if to tell Speck, “Here I am,
like you, overtaxed, hounded, running
an honest business against dreadful
odds.” Speck made a wry face of sym-
pathy, as if to answer that he knew,
he knew. His neighbor seemed to be-




long to an old and desperate breed, its
back to the wall, its birthright gnawed
away by foreigners, by the heathen, by
the blithe continuity of art, by Speck
himself. He dropped his gaze, genuine-
ly troubled, examining the wares M.
Chassepoule had  collected, dusted,
sorted, and priced for a new and ardent
generation. The work he had just put
back in the window was “La France
Juive,” by Edouard Drumont. A
handwritten notice described it as a
classic study, out of print, hard to find,
and in good condition.

Speck thought, A few years ago, no
one would have dared put it on display.
It has been considered rubbish for fifty
years. Edouard Drumont died poor,
alone, cast off even by his old friends,
completely discredited. Perhaps his
work was always being sold, quietly,
somewhere, and I didn’t know. Had
he been Walter and superstitious, he
might have crossed his fingers; being
Speck and rational, he merely shud-
dered.

“7ALTER had a friend—Félicité

Blum-Weiler-Bloch, the owner
of the Afghan hound. When Walter
complained to her about the tempera-
ture of the gallery, she gave him a
scarf, a sweater, an old flannel bed-
sheet, and a Turkey carpet. Walter
decided to make a present of the carpet
to Speck.

“Get that thing out of my gallery,”
said Speck.

“It’s really from Félicité.”

“I don’t want her here, either,” said
Speck. “Or the dog.”

Walter proposed spreading the car-
pet on the floor in the basement. “I
spend a lot of tme there,” he said.
“My feet get cold.”

“I want it out,” said Speck.

Later that day Speck discovered
Walter down in the framing room,
holding a vacuum cleaner. The Tur-
key carpet was spread on the floor. A
stripe of neutral color ran through the
pattern of mottled reds and blues.
Looking closer, Speck saw it was warp
and weft. “Watch,” said Walter. He
switched on the vacuum; another strip
of color vanished. “The wool lifts right
out,” said Walter.

“I told you to get rid of it,” said
Speck, trembling.

“Why? I can still use it.”

“I won’t have my gallery stuffed
with filth.”

“You'll never have to see it. You
hardly ever come down here.” He
ran the vacuum, drowning Speck’s re-
ply. Over the noise Walter yelled, “It
will look better when it’s all one color.”

Speck raised his voice to the Right
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Wing pitch heard during street fights:
“Get it out! Get it out of my gallery!”

Like a telephone breaking into a
nightmare, delivering the sleeper,
someone was calling, “Dr. Speck.”
There on the stairs stood Lydia
Cruche, wearing an ankle-length fur
coat and a brown velvet turban. “I
thought I’d better have a look at the
place,” she said. “Just to see how
much space you have, how much of
Cruche you can hold.”

Still trembling, Speck took her hand,
which smelled as if she had been peel-
ing oranges, and pressed it to his lips.

L’ l ‘HAT evening, Speck called the

Senator: Would he be interested
in writing the catalogue introduction?
No one was better fitted, said Speck,
over senatorial modesty. The Senator
had kept faith with Cruche. During

~ . | his years of disappointment and eclipse

Cruche had been heartened, knowing
that guests at the Senator’s table could
lift their eyes from quail in aspic to
feast on “Nude in the Afternoon.”

Perhaps his lodge brother exagger-
ated just a trifle, the Senator replied,
though it was true that he had hung
on to his Cruches even when their
value had been wiped out of the mar-
ket. The only trouble was that his
recent prose had been about the capital-
gains-tax project, the Common Mar-
ket sugar-beet subsidy, and the unin-
formed ecological campaign against
plastic containers. He wondered if he
could write with the same persuasive-
ness about art.

“I have taken the liberty of drawing
up an outline,” said Speck. “Just a few
notes. Knowing how busy you are.”

Hanging up, he glanced at his desk
calendar. Less than six weeks had gone
by since the night when, by moonlight,
Speck had heard the Senator saying
v hats.”

A FEW days before Christmas
Speck drove out to Lydia’s with
a briefcase filled with documents that
were, at last, working papers: the list
of exhibits from the Bellefeuille collec-
tion, the introduction, and the chron-
ology in which there were gaps for
Lydia to fill. He still had to draw up
a financial arrangement. So far, she
had said nothing about it, and it was
not a matter Speck cared to rush.

He found another guest in the
house—a man somewhat younger than
he, slightly bald and as neat as a
mouse.

“Here’s the doctor I was telling you
about,” said Lydia, introducing Speck.

Signor Vigorelli of Milan was a
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fellow-Japhethite—so Speck gathered
from their conversation, which took up,
in English, as though he had ncver
come in. Lydia poured Speck’s tea in
an offhand manner he found wound-
ing. He felt he was being treated like
the hanger-on in a Russian play. He
smashed his lemon cupcake, scattering
crumbs. The visitor’s plate looked
cleaner than his. After a minute of this,
Speck took the catalogue material out
of his briefcase and started to read.
Nobody asked what he was reading.
The Italian finally looked at his watch
(expensive, of a make Speck recog-
nized) and got to his feet, picking up
car keys that had been lying next to his
plate.

“That little man had an Alfa Ro-
meo tag,” said Speck when Lydia re-
turned after seeing him out.

“I don’t know why you people drive
here when there is perfectly good bus
service,” she said.

“What does he do?”

“He is a devout, religious man.”

For the first time, she sat down on
the sofa, close to Speck. He showed
her the introduction and the chronolo-
gy. She made a number of sharp and
useful suggestions. Then they went up-
stairs and looked at pictures. The studio
had been cleaned, the light repaired.
Speck suddenly thought, I’ve done it—
P’ve brought it off.

“We must discuss terms,” he said.

“When you're ready,” she replied.
“Your cold seems a lot better.”

NCHING along in stagnant traffic,
Speck tried one after the other the
FM state-controlled stations on his car
radio. He obtained a lecture about the
cultural oppression of Cajuns in Louisi-
ana, a warning that the road he was
now driving on was saturated, and the
disheartening squeaks and wails of a
circumcision ceremony in Ethiopia. On
the station called France-Culture
someone said, “Henri Cruche.”

“Not Henri, excuse me,” said a po-
lite foreigner. “His name was Hubert.
Hubert Cruche.”

“Strange that it should be an Italian
to discover an artist so essentially
I'rench,” said the interviewer.

Signor Vigorelli explained that his
admiration for France was second only
to his intense feelings about Europe.
His career had been consecrated to en-
hancing [talian eclegance with French
refinement and then scattering the re-
sult abroad. He believed that the un-
justly neglected Cruche would be a
revelation and might even bring the
whole of Western art to its senses.

Speck nodded, agreeing. The inter-




view came to an end. Wild jungle
drums broke forth, heralding the an-
nouncement that there was to be a
reading of medieval Bulgarian poetry
in an abandoned factory at Nan-
terre. It was then and then only that
Speck took in the sense of what he
had heard. He swung the car in a wild
U-turn and, without killing himself
or anyone else, ran into a tree. He
sat quietly, for about a minute, until
his breathing became steady again,
then unlocked his safety belt and got
out. For a long time he stood by the
side of the road, holding his briefcase,
feeling neither shock nor pain. Other
drivers, noticing a man alone with
a wrecked car, picked up speed. He
began to walk in Lydia’s direction.
A cruising prostitute, on her way home
to cook her husband’s dinner, final-
ly agreed to drop him off at a taxi
stand. Speck gave her two hundred
francs.

Lydia did not seem at all surprised
to see him. “I’d invite you to supper,”
she said. “But all I’ve got is a tiny
pizza and some of the leftover cake.”

“The Ttalian,” said Speck.

((Yes?’)

“T’ve heard him. On the radio. He
says he’s got Cruche. That he discov-
ered him. My car is piled up in the
Bois. I tried to turn around and come
back here. I’ve been walking for
hours.”

“Sit down,” said Lydia. “There, on
the sofa. Signor Vigorelli is having a
big Cruche show in Milan next
March.”

“He can’t,” said Speck.

“Why can’t he?”

“Because Cruche is mine. He was
my idea. No one can have my idea.
Not until after June.”

“Then it goes to Trieste in April,”
said Lydia. “You could stll have it by
about the tenth of May. If you still
want it.”

If T want it, said Speck to himself.
If T want it. With the best work sold
and the insurance rates tripled and the
commissions shared out like candy. And
with everyone saying Speck jumped
on the bandwagon, Speck made the
last train.

“Lydia, listen to me,” he said. “I
invented Hubert Cruche. There would
be no Hubert Cruche without Sandor
Speck. This is an unspeakable betrayal.
It is dishonorable. It is wrong.” She
listened, nodding her head. “What
happens to me now?” he said. “Have
you thought about that?” He knew
better than to ask, “Why didn’t you
tell me about him?” Like all dissem-
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bling women, she would simply an-
swer, “Tell you what?”

“It might be all the better,” she said.
“There’ll be that much more interest
in Hube.”

“Interest?” said Speck. “The worst
kind of interest. Third-rate, tawdry in-
terest. Do you suppose I can get the
Pompidou Center to look at a painter
who has been trailing around in Tri-
este? It had to be a new idea. It had
to be strong.”

“You’ll save on the catalogue,” she
said. “He will probably want to share.”

“It’s my catalogue,” said Speck.
“Im not sharing. Senator Belle-
feuille . . . my biography . . . never. The
catalogue is mine, Besides, it would
look as if he’d had the idea.”

“He did.”

“But after me,” said Speck, falling
back on the most useless of all lover’s
arguments. “After me. I was there
first.”

“So you were,” she said tenderly,
like any woman on her way out.

Speck said, “I thought you were
happy with our arrangement.”

“I was. But I hadn’t met him yet.
You see, he was so interested in the
Japhethite movement. One day he
opened the Bible and put his finger on
something that seemed to make it all
right about the graven image. In Ec-
clesiastes, I think.”

Speck gave up. “I suppose it would
be no use calling for a taxi?”

“Not around here, I’m afraid,
though you might pick one up at the
shopping center. Shouldn’t you report
the accident?”

“Which accident?”

“To the police,” she said. “Get it on
record fast. Make it a case. That
squeezes the insurance people. The
phone’s in the hall.”

“I don’t care about the insurance,”
said Speck.

“You will care, once you’re over the
shock. Tell me exactly where it hap-
pened. Can you remember? Have you
got your license? Registration? Insur-
ance?”

Speck sank back and closed his eyes.
He could hear Lydia dialling; then she
began to speak. He listened, exactly as
Cruche must have listened, while
Lydia, her voice full of silver bells,
dealt with creditors and dealers and
Cruche’s castoff girlfriends and a Sen-
ator Bellefeuille more than forty years
younger.

“I wish to report an accident,”
Lydia sang. “The victim is Dr. S.
Speck. He is still alive—luckily. He was
forced off the road in the Bois de Vin-
cennes by a tank truck carrying high-

]
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octane fuel. It had an Italian plate. Dr.
Speck was too shaken to get the num-
ber. Yes, I saw the accident, but I
couldn’t see the number. There was a
van in the way. All T noticed was ‘M1.
That must stand for Milan. T recog-
nized the victim. Dr. Speck is well
known in some circles. . .an intimate
friend of Senator Antoine Bellefeuille,
the former Minister of... that’s
right.” She talked a few minutes long-
er, then came back to Speck. “Get in
touch with the insurance people first
thing tomorrow,” she said, flat Lydia
again. “Get a medical certificate—
you’ve had a serious emotional trauma.
It can lead to jaundice. Tell your doc-
tor to write that down. If he doesn’t
want to, I'll give you the name of a
doctor who will. You’re on the edge of
nervous depression. By the way, the
police will be towing your car to a
garage. They know they’ve been very
remiss, letting a foreign vehicle with a
dangerous cargo race through the Bois.
It might have hit a bus full of children.
They must be looking for that tanker
all over Paris. I’ve made a list of the
numbers you’re to call.”

Speck produced his last card: “Sena-
tor Bellefeuille will never allow his
Cruches to go to Milan. He’ll never
let them out of the country.”

“Who—Antoine?” said Lydia. “Of
course he will.”

She cut a cupcake in half and gave
him a piece. Broken, Speck crammed
the whole thing in his mouth. She stood
over him, humming. “Do you know
that old hymn, Dr. Speck—‘The day
Thou gavest, Lord, is ended’?”

He searched her face, as he had
often, looking for irony, or playful-
ness—a gleam of light. There floated
between them the cold oblong on the
map and the Chirico chessboard mov-
ing along to its Arctic destination.
Trees dwindled to shrubs and shrubs
to moss and moss to nothing. Speck
had been defeated by a landscape.

NTHOUGH Speck by no means
considered himself a natural vic-
tim of hard luck, he had known dis-
appointment. Shows had fallen flat.
Galleries had been blown up and torn
down. Artists he had nursed along had
been lured away by siren dealers.
Women had wandered off, bequeath-
ing to Speck the warp and weft of a
clear situation, so much less interesting
than the ambiguous patterns of love.
Disappointment had taught him rules:
the first was that it takes next to no
time to get used to bad news. Rain be-
gan to fall as he walked to the taxi
stand. In his mind, Cruche was already
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being shown in Milan and he was mak-

| |ing the best of it.

He gazed up and down the bleak
road; of course there were no taxis.
Inside a bus shelter huddled a few com-
muters. The thrust of their lives, their

. | genetic destiny obliged them to wait

for public transport—unlike Speck,
thrown among them by random adven-
tures. A plastic-covered timetable an-
nounced a bus to Paris every twenty-
three minutes until five, every sixteen
minutes from four to eight, and every
thirty-one minutes thereafter. His
watch had stopped late in the after-
noon, probably at the time of the ac-
cident. He left the shelter and stood out
in the wet, looking at windows of
shops, one of which might contain a
clock. He stood for a minute or two
staring at a china tea set flanked by
two notices: “Hand Painted” and
“Christmas Is Coming,” both of which
he found deeply sad. The tea set had
been decorated with reproductions of
the Pompidou Art Center, which was
gradually replacing the Eiffel Tower as
a constituent feature of French design.
The day’s shocks caught up with him:
he stared at the milk jug, feeling sur-
prise because it did not tell him the
time. The arrival of a bus replaced this
perplexity with one more pressing. He
did not know what was needed on
suburban buses—tickets or tokens or a
monthly pass. He wondered whether
the drivers accepted banknotes, and
gave change, with civility.

“Dr. Speck, Dr. Speck!” Lydia
Cruche, her raincoat open and flying,
waving a battered black umbrella, bore
down on him out of the dark. “You
were right,” she said, gasping. “You
were there first.” Speck took his place
at the end of the bus queue. “I mean
it,” she said, clutching his arm. “He
can wait.”

Speck’s second rule of disappoint-
ment came into play: the deceitful one
will always come back to you ten sec-
onds too late. “What does it mean?”
he said, wiping rain from the end of
his nose. “Having it before him means
what? Paying for the primary expenses
and the catalogue and sweetening the
Paris critics and letting him rake in
the chips?”

“Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

“Your chap from Milan thought he
was first,” said Speck. “He may not
want to step aside for me—a humble
Parisian expert on the entire Cruche
context and period. You wouldn’t want
Cruche to miss a chance at Milan,
either.”

“Milan is ten times better for money
than Paris,” she said. “If that’s what
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we're talking about. But of course we
.'111'1]7{.”

Speck looked down at her from the
step of the bus. “Very well,” he said.
“As we were.”

“Pll come to the gallery,” she
called. “I’ll be there tomorrow. We
can work out new terms.”

Speck paid his fare without trouble
and moved to the far end of the bus.
The dark shopping center with its win-
dows shining for no one was a Ma-
gritte vision of fear. Lydia had already
forgotten him. Having tampered with
his pride, made a professional ass of
him, gone off with his idea and re-
turned it dented and chipped, she now

stood gazing at the Pompidou Center
tea sct, perhaps wondering if the ban
on graven images could possibly ex-
tend to this. Speck had often meant to
ask her about the Mickey Mouse nap-
kins. He thought of the hoops she had
put him through-—God, and politcs,
and finally the most dangerous one,
which was jealousy. There scemed to
be no way of rolling down the win-
dow, but a sliding panc] at the top ad-
mitted half his face. Rising from his
seat, he drew in a gulp of wet suburban
air and threw it out as a shout: “Fas-
cist! Fascist! Fascist!”

Not a soul in the bus turned to sec.
From the look of them, they had spent
the best Sundays of their lives shuffling
in demonstrations from Place de la
République to Place de Ja Nation, toss-
ing “Fascist”s around like confetti.
Lydia turned slowly and looked at
Speck. She raised her umbrella at arm’s
length, like a trophy. For the first time,
Speck saw her smile. What was it the
Senator had said? “She had a smile like
a fox’s.” He could see, gleaming white,
her straight little animal teeth.

The bus lurched away from the curb
and lumbered toward Pars. Speck
leancd back and shut his eyes. Now he
understood about that parting shot. It
was amazing how it cleared the mind,
tearing out weeds and tree stumps,
flattening the live stuff along with the
dead. “Fascist” advanced like a regi-
ment of tanks. Only the future re-
mained—clean, raked, ready for new
growth. New growth of what? Of
Cruche, of course—Cruche, whose
hour was at hand, whose time was
here. Speck began to explore his al-
” she had
said. So far, there had been none at all.
The sorcerer from Milan must have
promised something dazzling, swinging

tered prospects. “New terms,

it beforc her eyes as he had swung his
Alfa Romeo key. It would be foolish
to match the offer. By the time they
had all done with bungling, therc might
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inot be enough left over to buy a new
Turkey carpet for Walter.

I was no match for her, he thought.
No match at all. But then, look at the
help she had—that visitation from
Cruche. “Only once,” she said, but
women always said that: “He asked if
he could sce me just once more. T
couldn’t very well refuse.” Dead or
alive, when it came to confusion and
double-dealing, there was no such thing
as “only once.” And there had been
not only the departed Cruche but the
very living Senator Bellefeuille—“An-
toine,” who had bought every picture
of Lydia for sixteen years, the span of
her early beauty. Nothing would cver
be the same again between Speck and
Lydia, of course. No man could give
the same trust and confidence the sec-
ond time around. All that remained to
them was the patch of landscape they
held in common—a domain reserved
for the winning, collecting, and shar-
ing out of profits, a territory where
believer and skeptic, dupe and embez-
zler, the loving and the faithless could
walk hand in hand. Lydia had a talent
for money. He could sense it. She had
never been given much chance to usc
it, and she had waited so much Jonger
than Speck.

He opened his eyes and saw rain
clouds over Paris glowing with light—
the urban aurora. It seemed to Speck
that he was ¢ntering a better weather
zone, leaving behind the gray, indefi-
nite mist in which the souls of discard-
cd lovers are said to wander. He wel-
comed this new and brassy radiation.
He saw himself at the center of a
shadeless drawing, hero of a sort of
cartoon strip, subduing Lydia, taming
Henriette. Fnrtunate]y, he was above
petty grudges. Lvdia and Henriette
had been designed by a bachclor God
who had let the creation get out of
hand. In the cleared land of Speck’s
future, a yellow notebook fluttered and
lay open at a new page. The show
would be likely o go to Milan in the
autumn now; it might be a good idea
to slip a note hetween the Scnator’s
picce and the biographical chronology.
If Cruche had to travel, then let it be
with Speck’s authority as his passport.

The bus had reached its terminus,
the city limit. Speck waited as the rest
of the passengers crept inch by inch to
the doors. He saw, with immense re-
lief, a rank of taxis half a block Jong.
He alighted and strode toward them,
suddenly buoyant. He scemed to have
passed a mysterious series of tests, and
to have been admitted to some new so-
ciety, the purpose of which he did not
yet understand. He was a saner, strong-
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er, wiser person than the Sandor

Speck who had seen his own tight )%

smile on M. Chassepoule’s window
only two months before. As he started
to get into a taxi, a young man darted
toward him and thrust a leaflet into his
hand. Speck shut the door, gave his

address, and glanced at the flyer he was |}

still holding. Crudely printed on cheap
pink paper was this:

FRENCHMEN
FOR THE SAKE OF EUROPE, FIGIIT
THE GERMANO-AMERICANO-ISRAELO
HEGEMONY!
Germans in Germany!
Americans in America!
Jews in Israel!
For a True Europe, For One Europe,
Death to the Anti-European Hegemony!

Speck stared at this without com-
prehending it. Was it a Chassepoule
statement or an anti-Chassepoule plea?
There was no way of knowing. He
turned it over, looking for the name
of an association, and immediately for-
got what he was seeking. Holding the
sheet of paper flat on his briefcase, he
began to write, as well as the unsteady
swaying of the cab would let him.

“It was with instinctive prescience
that Hubert Cruche saw the need for
a Europe united from the Atlantic to
the . . . That Cruche skirted the murky
zone of partisan politics is a tribute to
his. . .even though his innocent zcal
may have led him to the brink . . . early
meeting with the young idealist and
future statesman A, Bellefeuille, whose
penctrating essay . . . close collaboration
with the artist’s wife and most trusted
critic. .. and now, posthumously . . .
from Paris, where the retrospective was
planned and brought to fruition by the
undersigned . . . and on to Italy, to the
very borders of . . .”

Because this one I am keeping, Speck
decided; this one will be signed: “By
Sandor Speck.” He smiled at the bright
wet streets of Paris as he and Cruche,
together, triumphantly crossed the Alps.

—Mavis GALLANT

WasHincToN (UPI)—The so-called
“sunbelt” states will nearly double their
copulation and have almost half the na-
tion’s population by the end of the cen-
tury, if current trends continue.—Charles
City (Iowa) Press.

It all started with those how-to sex
books.

CARTER HEDGES ON CHOICE
BETWEEN CARTER-KENNEDY

—H eadline in the Ossining (N.Y.) Citi-

zen Register.
Everyone’s playing it cool these days.
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The aperitif wine with
a hint of cognac.

After 400 years, the French are
finally sharing it with the rest of
the world. Reynac combines
the golden warmth and
elegance of fine cognac withthe
fresh, fruity taste of naturally
ripened grapes. Enjoyitchilled,
CHARENTES on the rocks, or with soda.
PRODUCE OF FRANCE Reynac, it’s to before dinner
AP S what cognac is to after.



