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			In our life there is a single color, as on an artist’s palette, which provides the meaning of life and art. It is the color of love.

		

		—MARC CHAGALL
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		CHAPTER ONE

		ROAD TO ROUSSILLON

		1937

		AMID THE CROWD OF TRAVELERS DARTING IN FRONT OF THE Avignon train station, the delivery boys on ancient bicycles swerving between children and horse carts, and the automobile drivers honking their horns, André stood relaxed, eating an apple from a fruit stand. Meanwhile, I paced in a tight circle around our carpetbags, our valises, and our crates filled with everything we could take with us from our apartment in Paris, plus the tools from his workshop, plus the dream of my life sacrificed.

		“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” I asked.

		“Yes, Lisette.” André plucked a broad leaf off a nearby plane tree and laid it on a cobblestone. He touched my nose with his index finger and then pointed to the leaf. “He’ll park right there. On that cobblestone. Just watch.” He squeezed my hand. “In the south of France, things happen as they should.”

		But apparently in the south of France, buses didn’t operate on schedule, as they did in Paris. Nor did the light have the same effect as it did there. Here, the light singed the eye, wrapped itself around edges, intensified colors, ignited the spine. If it were otherwise, I would not have recognized the loveliness in a bare square that was not Paris, but there it was—a shimmering watercolor of fathers and grandfathers sitting under the plane tree, their white shirts blued by the cornflower sky, which found openings in the foliage, the men eating almonds from a paper bag, passing it from one end of the bench to the other and back again, perhaps talking of better days. They looked content, sitting there, while I withdrew my hand from André’s and made another senseless circuit around the modest pile of our belongings, feeling his gaze following me.

		“Look at them,” André said in a low voice. “All members of the Honorary Order of Beret Wearers.” He chuckled at his own invention.

		Eventually a boxy little bus, a faded relic once painted orange beneath its rust, sputtered to a stop, the right front wheel crushing the leaf on the cobblestone. André tipped his head and gave me an excusably smug but tender smile.

		The stocky driver bounded down the steps, nimble-footed, pointing his toes outward as weighty people do to keep their balance. He hailed André by name, reached his thick arm up to slap him on the back, and said he was glad to see him.

		“How’s Pascal doing?” André asked.

		“He gets around all right most days. Louise takes him his meals or he eats with us.”

		The driver bowed to me with exaggerated courtliness.

		“Adieu, madame. I am Maurice, un chevalier de Provence. A knight of the roads. Not, however, Maurice Chevalier, who is a knight of the stage.” He sent André a wink. “Your wife, she is more beautiful than Eleanor of Aquitaine.”

		Foolishness. I would not fall for it.

		Had he said Adieu? “Bonjour, monsieur,” I responded properly.

		I was amused by his attire—a red cravat above his undershirt, the only shirt he wore, which dipped in front to show his woolly chest; a red sash tied as a belt; his round head topped by a black beret. Black hair curled out from his armpits, a detail I could have done without noticing, but I am, thanks to Sister Marie Pierre, the noticing type.

		He placed a hand over his fleshy bosom. “I deliver ladies in distress. Enchanté, madame.”

		I gave André a doleful look. I was in distress that very moment, already missing the life we had left behind.

		“Vite! Vite! Vite!” The driver circled his arm around our bags in three quick movements, urging us to move quickly, quickly, quickly. “We leave in two minutes.” Then he was gone.

		“One vite was enough, don’t you think?”

		With a wry twist of his mouth, André said, “People in Provence speak robustly. They live robustly too. Especially Maurice.” André began loading our bags and crates. “He’s a good friend. I’ve known him ever since I was a boy, when Pascal used to take me to visit Roussillon.”

		“What’s the red sash for?”

		“It’s a taillole. It signifies that he’s a native son, a patriot of Provence.”

		We waited ten minutes. Two men took seats in the back of the bus. Soon I heard robust snoring.

		Our self-proclaimed chevalier finally scurried back. “Sorry, sorry. I saw a friend,” he said, working every feature of his round face, even his wide nostrils, into a smile of innocence, as though having seen a friend naturally justified the delay. He pumped up the tires with a hand pump—robustly, I observed—and started the engine, which choked in resistance, then lurched us ahead under the stone arch spanning the ramparts and out into the countryside to the east.

		The road to Roussillon between two mountain ranges, the Monts de Vaucluse to the north and the Luberons to the south, kept me glued to the window. I had never been to the south of France.

		“Stop here!” André ordered. The bus came to a shuddering stop and André hopped out, plucked a fistful of lavender growing wild along the roadside, climbed back in, and presented it to me. “To welcome you to Provence. I’m sorry it’s not in its full purple bloom yet. In July you’ll be astonished.”

		A sweet gesture, sweet as the fragrance itself.

		“How far is it to this Roussillon place?” I asked the driver as we started down the road again.

		“Forty-five beautiful kilometers, madame.”

		“Look. I think those are strawberry fields,” André said. “You love strawberries.”

		“And melons,” Maurice added with a nasal twang. “The best melons in France are grown right here in the valleys of the Vaucluse. And asparagus, lettuce, carrots, cabbages, celery, artichokes—”

		“Yes, yes,” I said. “I get the idea.”

		He would not be yes-yessed. “Spinach, peas, beets. On higher ground, our famous fruit trees, vineyards, and olive groves.”

		He pronounced every syllable, even the normally mute e at the ends of some words, which made the language into something energetic, decorated, and bouncy instead of smoothly gliding, as it is in Paris.

		“Apricots. You love them too,” André said. “You are entering the Garden of Eden.”

		“I see one snake and I’m taking the next train back to Paris.”

		I had to admit that the fruit trees, laden with spring blossoms, exuded a heavenly fragrance. The grapevines were sprouting small chartreuse leaves, wild red poppies decorated the roadside, and the sun promised warmth, so welcome after a frigid winter in Paris.

		But to live here for God knows how long—I had more than misgivings. For me to surrender the possibility of becoming an apprentice in the Galerie Laforgue, the chance of a lifetime for a woman of twenty with no formal education, had already caused resentment to surface in me. When André had made what seemed an impulsive decision to leave Paris and live in a remote village just because his grandfather had appealed to him to keep him company in his failing health, I’d been shocked. That he would so easily abandon his position as an officer of the Guild of Encadreurs, the association of picture-frame craftsmen, a prestigious position for a man of twenty-three, was inconceivable to me.

		I had gone crying to Sister Marie Pierre at the Daughters of Saint-Vincent-de-Paul, the orphanage where I had been raised, complaining that he was shortsighted and selfish, but she had given me little sympathy. “Judge not, Lisette. See him in the best light, not the worst,” she’d said. And so here I was, bumping along in clouds of dust, despairing that I wasn’t in Paris, city of my birth, my happiness, my soul.

		Following Sister Marie Pierre’s advice to try to see the situation in the best light, I ventured a possibility. “Tell me, monsieur. Does this town of yours have an art gallery?”

		“A what?” he screeched.

		“A place where original paintings are sold?”

		He howled a laugh from his belly. “Non, madame. It is a village.”

		His laughter cut deeply. My yearning for art was nothing casual or recent. Even when I was a little girl, this longing had been a palpable force every time I stole into the chapel of the Daughters of Saint-Vincent-de-Paul to look at the painting of the Madonna and Child. How a human being, not a god, could re-create reality so accurately, how the deep blue of her cloak and the rich red of her dress could put me, a young orphan without a sou to my name, in touch with all that was fine and noble, how such beauty could stir something in me so deep that it must have been what Sister Marie Pierre called soul—such things drenched me with wonder.

		André jiggled my arm and pointed out a cluster of red geraniums spilling over the window box of a stone farmhouse. “Don’t worry. You’re going to like it here, ma petite.”

		Because of geraniums?

		“Certainement, she will,” Maurice chimed in from behind the wheel. “Once she becomes accustomed to les quatre vérités.”

		Four truths? “And what might they be, monsieur?”

		“You see three of them right here.” He took his arm off the steering wheel to wave vaguely at the countryside, apparently able to drive and listen and talk and gesture all at once. Presumably that was a skill of living robustly. “The mountains, the water, the sun.”

		True enough. The sunlight made the snow on the peak of a mountain to the north blindingly white. It shone on a river to the south in dancing specks of brilliance and turned the canals into iridescent silver-green ribbons.

		“And what’s the fourth, monsieur?”

		“It can’t be seen, and yet its mark is everywhere.”

		“A riddle. You’re telling me a riddle.”

		“No, madame. I’m telling you a truth. André, he knows.”

		I turned to André, who tipped his head toward the window and said, “Think and look. Look and think.”

		I studied the landscape for some mark.

		“Does it have to do with those stone walls?” They were actually only remnants of walls, piles of flat stones forming barriers nearly a meter thick, some with wayside niches for figures of saints, I presumed, although I hadn’t seen any.

		“No, madame. Those were built in the Middle Ages to keep out the plague.”

		“Not a comforting thought, monsieur. Neither is that scraping noise. Is there something wrong with your brakes?”

		“No, madame. You are hearing the sound of cigales. Insects that make their mating calls when the temperature gets warm.”

		Definitely something I would have to get used to. Thickly planted cypress trees lined the north sides of the vegetable fields. Their pointed shadows stretched toward us like witches’ gray fingers.

		Looking from side to side, I noticed another peculiarity. “Why don’t the houses on the right side have windows facing the road, while the ones on the left side do?”

		“Now you’re thinking. Look. They all have windows on three sides, but not on the north.”

		But why? Did the sun glare through north windows too strongly? No. It would shine from the south, giving light to only half of the house. The other half would be dark and gloomy.

		When I asked André for a hint, he told me to look at the roofs. They were terra-cotta tiles, long, tubular, and overlapping. Flat stones had been placed at their northern edges.

		“Wind!” I shouted.

		The snorer in the back of the bus woke up with a snort.

		“The mistral,” Maurice intoned in a deep voice. “Dry but cold. Oh, the mistral, it is fierce, madame. It comes three days at a time, in winter. Sometimes six. Sometimes nine.”

		“Don’t delude her. It comes in the fall and spring too.”

		“That’s almost all year!” I wailed.

		Maurice explained that the highest mountain to the north was the southernmost mountain of the Alps. The mistral winds tore south out of Siberia, then leapt over the Alps to Mont Ventoux, which he called the Giant of Provence, and then arrived here.

		“Windy Mountain is its actual name?”

		“Yes. Now you’ll notice that the olive trees bend to the south.”

		We passed several vegetable fields being tended. “Old farmers bend to the south too,” I remarked.

		I could always stay inside for three days, couldn’t I? But what about nine? Despite my good intentions to be a compliant wife, reasons I would not like this place arranged themselves in a private list:

		
			1. Cold wind for nine days straight.

			2. Half of the house always in darkness.

			3. It wasn’t Paris.

		

		The two men in the back of the bus got off in the town of Coustellet. Soon after, the pavement ended, and an old woman at the roadside in front of a farmhouse waved both arms urgently.

		“Ah, my first lady in distress!” Maurice brought the bus to a bumpy halt and scrambled down the steps to help her up. “Adieu, madame.”

		“Non, non, Maurice. I’m not getting on,” she said. “Just take my duck and deliver it to Madame Pottier in les Imberts. She will be waiting by her olive tree.”

		“What duck?”

		“You have to catch him first,” she said.

		The pen had a chicken-wire covering, so Maurice had to crouch down to waddle after the creature. He did his best to avoid muddy areas and splats of duck droppings, his thick arms stretching out to both sides, his stubby legs spread wide, his heels close together like a circus clown’s. Getting red in the face, waving his beret to shoo the duck into a corner, he crooned, “Come to Papa.”

		André leapt off the bus to help him. With André barring any escape, Maurice flopped his body onto the duck, which caused a desperate quacking beneath his stomach until the angry duck squirmed its way out, right into André’s waiting hands.

		The farmwife deftly tied the duck’s wings against its body and wrapped the twine around its two feet. André put the bewildered duck into the bus, whereupon it fell over. André righted it and said, “Enjoy the ride. Lovely scenery.”

		Maurice tied the other end of the twine to a seat leg and bopped the poor duck on the head with his index finger. “You are going into the oven, so accept your fate like a man,” he told it.

		The duck quacked.

		“You’ve insulted him,” I said.

		Maurice corrected himself. “Er, like a duck.”

		Down the road, a matronly woman wearing an apron and a white kerchief hailed us.

		“There’s your second lady in distress,” André said.

		Maurice brought the bus to a halt and opened the door. “Adieu, madame. At your service.” He handed her the duck through the open door.

		She took it in both hands. “This fellow’s going to be pâté de canard in a few days. I’ll save you some. Does your wife still want the feathers?”

		“Yes. For a pillow. Adieu, madame.”

		And the bus bounced back into action.

		“Why do you greet someone with adieu instead of bonjour?” I asked.

		He shrugged. “Think of ‘à Dieu,’ madame. It’s the Provençal way to wish a person to be with God when you meet him as well as when you leave him.”

		A satisfactory answer, although I suspected that other Provençal ways were backward as well.

		We stopped for a girl who was crossing the road while flicking a willow wand at half a dozen goats, then for an old man who was piling broken-off branches into his donkey cart—picturesque enough for a painting.

		The road climbed steeply on switchbacks through terraces of orchards. Maurice identified the trees as pear trees. That sent me back to the painting of the Madonna in the chapel of the orphanage. A golden pear rested by itself on a railing in the foreground. Countless times I had asked Sister Marie Pierre why it was there, but she’d never answered me. All she said was to love the Virgin Mary and I wouldn’t miss the mother I barely remembered. Her response never satisfied me. As I grew older I recognized that Mary was wrapped in her own thoughts, unconscious of the child she was holding, an assessment that may have had more to do with my mother’s abandonment of me than with what the artist had intended to portray.

		It was only a copy, but it was by an Italian named Giovanni Bellini, which made it all the more exotic. The chapel had only one painting. That was enough for me, then.

		Maurice’s voice swearing an oath as he ground the gears brought me out of my reverie. Just below a hill town topped by a castle and a church, he set the brake.

		“Roussillon?”

		“Gordes,” he corrected. “I have to make a delivery here.”

		I looked around inside the bus. “What do you have to deliver?”

		“Pastis. From the glass to my throat. It is the first apéritif hour. Come. I will initiate you, madame.”

		We picked our way up a long, uneven stone stairway to a café in the square. Maurice greeted the people he knew with more adieus and ordered a pastis for each of us. The tall slim glasses held only a couple of centimeters of clear liquid, a disappointment until Maurice poured water into his glass, which turned the pastis cloudy.

		André prepared my drink along with his. “Ah,” he murmured. “One of the pleasures of the south. I’ve been waiting for this.”

		“Santé.” Maurice held up his glass and took a drink, then carefully wiped his trimmed mustache and the short whiskers of his white goatee, which, oddly, didn’t match his bushy black eyebrows.

		“I like the aroma.” I took a sip, then another, then a gulp.

		“It pleases you?” He raised his eyebrows. “The mix of anise and other herbs?”

		“Very nice.”

		“Beware, Lise,” André said. “It creeps up on you. Pour in more water if you feel …” He swiveled his hand in a circle.

		“To suit yourself and the weather,” Maurice said. “A true Provençal drink.”

		“And you are a true Provençal chevalier, monsieur. But please, tell me your surname.”

		“Chevet, madame.” He put his hand out palm down about a meter above the floor. “Un petit chevalier,” he said, chuckling at his own joke.

		As we descended the long stretch of stone steps to the bus, I felt pleasantly dizzy.

		“Hold on to her, André. The steps can be treacherous.”

		“I am. I will never let her go.”

		“Your grandfather Pascal, he will be furious with me if I deliver her to Roussillon with a sprained ankle. When my friends learn that I have brought a Parisienne to live in Roussillon—oh là là!—they will be so proud. But I wonder. Can a Parisienne ever become a Roussillonnaise?”

		Would any Parisienne ever want to?

		“Depends on how much we love her,” André said as we boarded the bus.

		“Me, I love her already!” Maurice declared.

		“You are too kind, monsieur. Is this town of yours nearby?” I asked.

		“Just down and up. Look for a sickle stuck in a fence post.”

		We had bounced along for a kilometer or so when I noticed a curious-looking group of stone huts in the shape of beehives. “I hope that’s not Roussillon.” I giggled. “Is it?”

		“No, madame. They are only bories. They’re scattered all over the Vaucluse. Some say the older ones were built a thousand years before Christ. Others say two. Because these are more intact than ruins elsewhere, we think they are more recent.”

		Eventually I saw the sickle protruding out of a post like a giant comma. “What is it doing there?”

		“Waiting for its owner, who left it there a few years ago.”

		“A very patient sickle. More patient than I am.”

		That wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t impatience I felt. It was dismay. All I might be able to see would be folk artists who carved ducks at country fairs. I turned to André. “How are we going to survive in a town without a gallery?”

		“I can do other work.”

		“I didn’t mean survive that way.”

		“But, Lise, you’ll be living in a gallery. Pascal’s seven paintings.”

		I had never seen them. Pascal had left Paris and had moved back to Roussillon before I met André. All I had heard was stories. Would these paintings be enough to compensate for the pleasure of working in a Paris gallery someday? I could feel that dream shrinking to a crevice of a shop in this village: LISETTE’S DUCK FEATHER PILLOWS AND PÂTÉ. Meanwhile, Monsieur Laforgue would train someone else as an assistant while I would be stuck here taking care of an old man I didn’t even know.

		André grew quiet and restless. I placed my hand on his thigh.

		“Pascal made a train for me when I was a very little boy,” André murmured. “Out of wood, it was. I learned to count with that train. As he made each new wagon, he taught me a new number. He carved the numbers on the wagons. He’ll remember that. He has an incredible memory.”

		“That’s a lovely story.”

		After a period of silence, he said, “I just hope he hasn’t lost his spirit.”

		I reached for his hand. “I do too, dear.”

		Soon I saw in the distance what André had described—a village of yellow-ochre, coral, rose, and salmon perched atop a mountain and skirted by deep green pine forest, houses all in harmonious warm colors stepping up to the summit like a pyramid of blocks, as if inhabited by fairy godmothers, tale-telling godfathers, and elfin children. Below it, in the same colors, rutted cliffs and warty-fingered pinnacles gave it support, altogether like some fantasy kingdom from a child’s folk legend, altogether dazzling.

		“Voilà, madame!” Maurice announced. “There you see it—the village of Roussillon, queen of the commune de Roussillon, canton de Gordes, arrondissement d’Apt, département du Vaucluse, région de Provence, nation de France”—all of this delivered with the pride of a patriot. I felt his spirit beguiling me.

		I chuckled. “Pascal certainly chose a hard place to get to.”

		“Three hundred meters up,” Maurice said. “He didn’t choose it. He was born here. Just like me. Who would have guessed when we took up our fathers’ pickaxes and went to work in the ochre mine that he would become un amateur d’art, a devoted lover of paintings, and would bring home a collection. From Paris, no less.” He shook his head in amazement. “That Pascal. But no matter all the great things he’s seen in Paris, I can still make him bite the dust at boules.”

		André laughed. “He says the same about you.”

		As for a list of what I would like in Roussillon, I was sure of only two items so far: Maurice and pastis.

		“Ah, yes, dear madame. I suppose there is one more truth beyond les quatre vérités. Love. We struggle, we complain, we grumble, but we love, more fiercely than the mistral blows. You’ll see.”

	
		CHAPTER TWO

		THIS VILLAGE, THIS MAN

		1937

		MAURICE PARKED THE BUS IN THE LOWER PART OF ROUSSILLON, in a tree-shaded square he called place du Pasquier, at the edge of a cliff. He insisted that we stroll through the village for my first glimpse of it, saying he would deliver the crates later.

		I had to squint in the brightness that bounced off the buildings as we walked up the incline of the main street—or was it the only street?—and passed a humble post office, a boulangerie sending out the homey aroma of fresh bread, a small épicerie offering a smattering of groceries, and a boucherie, where a lamb rump covered with flies and a spread-eagled calf with a red rose planted impishly in its anus hung in the window. A blacksmith clanged away at his anvil, his open-air shop tucked tightly between houses. I held my breath until we passed, hoping that André wouldn’t say that one of those houses was Pascal’s.

		An upper square bore a sign identifying it as place de la Mairie, and indeed, a mildly imposing stone-and-stucco building looking very much like a town hall did have the word MAIRIE carved in its lintel. Next to it, people sat outside a café. Beyond that, grâce à Dieu, a hair salon. Opposite it a water faucet dripped into a large shell-shaped stone bowl attached to a building. Was that where the hairdresser washed hair? Farther up the street, a belfry stood alongside an impressive Gothic arch of honey-colored stone.

		An upper and a lower road continued onward from the arch into a residential area. What we had passed was apparently all there was to the village center.

		André directed me to take the upper road. “It’s called rue de la Porte Heureuse.”

		Street of the Happy Door. “Sounds cheerful,” I remarked, but I was afraid my voice revealed otherwise.

		The array of houses smoothly stuccoed in the ochre colors of the bright Roussillon earth and accented by vivid blue shutters and window frames and ruby oleanders leapt straight out at me, as if from a Van Gogh painting. Houses had their doors right on the street, some draped with ivy or grapevines. One doorframe was garlanded with green beans. How convenient. From the vine to the cook pot in two seconds.

		Pascal’s house was a two-story dwelling of cracked rosy ochre stucco. There were no windows that I could see. Apparently this was the north side. A sparse vine crept over the doorway, and a jardiniere surrounded by a fringe of weeds held a withered lavender plant. The door was unlocked, so we entered, and André called, “Pascal?”

		No one answered.

		Paintings surrounded me. I whistled out my astonishment, counting seven paintings in this isolated village!

		A plain little one of a simple building in the countryside hung between two windows opposite the front door. Behind me, on the wall without windows, four landscapes hung in a row. On the left, a panorama of fields with a bridge in the distance and a mountain beyond, then a girl with a goat on a yellow path, then autumn trees with red-orange leaves in front of houses, and on the far right, a pile of large, squared-off rocks in front of a mountain. Puzzling. To the right of the stairway, a still life with fruits, and to the left—oh, mon Dieu! Bodiless heads with noses flattened to the side, dark lines around the eyes, mouths only black slits. Spooky.

		“What’s that?” I cried.

		“Pascal?” André called.

		“That one looks like it was painted by an angry child.”

		I caught only a glimpse of the paintings because André pulled me upstairs, again calling, “Pascal?”

		The two bedrooms were both empty, although one bed appeared to have been slept in.

		“Where could he be?” I asked. I had expected him to be moaning beneath a quilt.

		André headed downstairs, toward the door, to search for him. I held him back. “I have to pee.”

		His face looked ashen. “We don’t have a toilet.”

		“No toilet! What do you mean? What do you expect me to do?”

		“We’ll get a nice chamber pot for our bedroom,” he offered with a grimace. “We’ll toss the contents over the cliff. Or you can use a public toilet. There’s one to the left of place de la Mairie beyond the water faucet, near the boules court.”

		“And I have to live like this? You didn’t tell me!”

		Now I really was a lady in distress. I nearly ran downhill, with André trotting close behind, exasperation at this situation exploding in my mind. To be confined in a village a day and a half from Paris; to stay indoors for nine days at a stretch, a prisoner in my own house while the wind usurped my freedom, going wherever it wanted, blowing everything to smithereens; to live in such a backward place that they said goodbye when they meant hello; to forgo window-shopping, cabaret hopping, gallery gazing; to become stale of fashion, destitute of culture, starved for art; to have my dream postponed, my ambition annihilated, my soul shriveled; and as if those circumstances weren’t enough, to be forced to advertise my private bodily functions by clattering downhill at breakneck speed before an embarrassing public catastrophe overtook me, to reach a public toilet conveniently situated—by men, no doubt—adjacent to the boules court: Adieu, monsieurs, pay me no mind, I’m just going to pee.

		From the street, the outhouse looked clean enough, a lovely urine-ochre stucco, but inside I found only a hole in the cement and a raw beam about knee height over which I was supposed to hang my derrière. Even at the orphanage of the Daughters of Charity, we’d had porcelain toilets with oval wooden seats, and they were flushed from a water box mounted on the wall.

		When I came out and faced the spectators in the boules court, I could do no more than greet them with a witless smile, then give André a look that conveyed unmistakably the impossibility of the situation.

		“Oh, André” was all I could manage.

		“I’ll build you a toilet. Don’t worry.”

		He turned to the boules court, where a man flung a fist-sized steel ball.

		“Pascal!” André shouted.

		“Ah, quelle surprise! Adieu! Adieu!” cried a man whose wrinkled trousers and shirt matched his wrinkled skin. Seeing me, he slapped his hand on his head, on a worn yellowed chamois cap with a narrow rolled brim that sat on his skull like a second skin.

		He held his arms out wide. “So this is the legendary Lisette. André, you should be ashamed. She is far more beautiful than you led me to believe.”

		Pascal kissed me on my cheeks three times, once more than was customary in Paris, his drooping mustache scratching away at me.

		When he approached André to do the same, André grasped him by the shoulders with a quick shake. “What in the world are you doing out here? Are you crazy? You should be in bed!”

		“I didn’t know when you would come. Or if you would come. Ah, but I’m so glad you are here.”

		“Playing boules! You write that you see death lurking around the corner, and you plead for us to come and take care of you in your last days, so we pack up everything, let our apartment go, abandon my position in the guild and my thriving business with nine steady painters, pry my wife away from Paris for some isolated village she knows she won’t like—all because you say you’re dying. And here we find you playing boules!”

		“Oh, please, André. Don’t be angry.” He clasped his palms together in front of his chest and shook them as a beggar would.

		“What do you expect me to be?”

		“I just wanted so much to have you here with me.”

		He whined the words and made such a piteous face that it was almost humorous, except for the fact that it was dire. We had made a grave mistake, throwing away our future for an old man’s fancy. It wasn’t likely that the guild would reinstall André as an officer. The position would have already gone to someone else. The same with my hoped-for gallery apprenticeship. If Pascal didn’t feel sick, I certainly did.

		“Besides, how could an old man like me get my wood in for winter? Do you want me to freeze to death?”

		“I’m of a mind to turn right around and go back. Lisette would love that.”

		“Non, non, non. I am sick. I only play every other day.”

		“You’re sick every other day?” André’s voice thundered, harsh and accusatory.

		“Some days I am only un peu fatigué, a little tired. Other days I am fatigué. Then I stay in bed. On my worst days, I am bien fatigué and … and frightened.” He crossed his arms over his chest and hunched his shoulders. “Would you much rather have found me on such a day? That’s when I wrote you. Today I am”—he held up his index finger and thumb a centimeter apart—“un peu fatigué.”

		“So you rest every other day,” I offered.

		“See? She understands. I don’t play boules when I am fatigué. But sometimes, after I rest all day, I get out of bed to play just one hand of belote in the café. Some days two.”

		“You’ve done a deceitful thing, Grandpère.”

		“Please, please don’t be upset with me.” His forehead contorted with the pain of contrition. “It’s shameful for an old man to have his grandson be angry with him.”

		Despite my own frustration, I agreed. André and Pascal were each other’s only living blood relative. Pascal had lost his wife two years before I met André, whose own mother had died in childbirth. Pascal’s only son, Jules, was killed in the Great War when André was six. So there was a missing generation, which made the two of them very close. Pascal and his wife had raised André in Paris, and Pascal had taught him his trade. Even though I didn’t know this man, and as angry as I was, I hated to see André berate him so.

		A tall, wiry player with a wide dragoon’s mustache approached us at the edge of the terrain de boules. “Excuse me, Pascal, but it’s your turn.”

		“In a moment, Aimé. This is my family, come from Paris to live with me.” He turned back to André, and the man withdrew. “We’ll talk about it tonight, and you’ll see. Everything will be all right, eh?” He held out both hands to me. “Lisette, you look fresh as a new lily after a long ride. You’ll be happy here, I promise.”

		“Pascal!” shouted Raoul, a player wearing a farmer’s straw hat.

		“I am obliged,” Pascal said with a slight bow to us. “Just one turn, and we’ll be finished.”

		He swaggered over to the dirt court with surprising energy.

		“I’m sorry, Lisette. I didn’t expect this.” André crossed his arms, made a fist, and battered at his chin with it.

		Despite what was most on our minds, André’s attention was being drawn into the game. Pascal and his teammates, Aimé and the farmer, Raoul, circled the playing field, studying the position of eleven—I counted—steel balls and one smaller cork ball.

		“Alors, point or fire?” Aimé asked Pascal.

		André explained. “Each team tries to get its boules closer to the cork ball than the other team’s closest boule. Point means to roll a boule directly at the cork. Fire means to throw a boule at a boule of the other team in order to knock it away from the cork. Or you can fire at the cork, to knock it away from a boule of the other team, or to knock it closer to a boule of your team.”

		“Fire,” Pascal said. “Definitely.”

		“You’re a fool!” said the farmer. “It’s too far.”

		There erupted a heated argument among players and spectators as to how he should play his turn, some contending for pointing, others for firing, citing the pebbles on the court, the slope of the ground, the inaccuracy of Pascal’s aim, the strength or weakness of his arm, the unsteadiness of his balance. Some resorted to name-calling. His teammate Aimé pretended to throw a boule, trotting with his arm arced above his head to show the route of the ball in the air, advising some backspin, pointing along the ground to the cork. Everyone shouted robustly, agreeing there was no safe way to play it, everyone definitely having a fine time.

		Raoul began to sweep the pebbles away with his boot, which brought an outcry of “Against the rules!” The other team rushed in to put the pebbles back, and the argument exploded again as to their exact places.

		“Forget the stones,” Pascal called. “I’m going to fire.”

		“Bon Dieu,” André whispered to me with a tinge of disgust. “He’s trying to show off for you, to win us over.”

		How endearing, an old man trying to impress me with his skill.

		“Tell him to point it, Aimé,” an opposing team member said. “You know he’s afraid to fire.”

		“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Pascal grumbled. He chewed on his mustache with his yellowed bottom teeth. “All right. Have it your way. I’ll point it!”

		“A safer shot,” André said to me, “but he got credit for wanting to risk firing. It’s all strategy, bluster, and drama.”

		Everyone was respectfully silent. I held my breath, wanting the old man to win the point. His knees cracked as he bent to play the shot. His boule landed at the spot where Aimé had pointed, rolled toward the cork, but it hit a stone and veered left, coming to rest a meter away. I felt betrayed by a pebble.

		The other team had won the game and the tournament. There was no cheering, no animated analysis. Oddly, the other team and the spectators turned to head for the café in near silence.

		“I should have fired it like I wanted to,” Pascal muttered.

		“Don’t go blaming us,” Aimé said. “If you had fired, you would have missed for sure.”

		“Set them up again,” Pascal said. “I bet you a packet of cigarettes I can do it.”

		The entire procession came to a halt and turned back toward Pascal.

		Aimé placed his boule where Raoul’s had been, and the farmer placed the cork where it had been. Pascal threw high, his arm gracefully suspended in the air long after his boule left his hand. The ball spun like a silver planet and landed like a meteor, knocking Aimé’s boule away with a clunk and settling right next to the cork, as he had claimed it would.

		“Just like two peas in a pod,” he said with smug self-satisfaction, to which no spectator responded, no hand slapped his back in congratulation, no applause hung in the air, except my own robust clapping.

		Only Aimé said quietly, earnestly, “Formidable, old man.”

		A surprising streak of pride rioted within me. “Bravo, Pascal.”

		“It was just one turn,” he said sheepishly. “Eh bien, ma minette douce, you are here at last.” Trying to make peace by calling me a charming kitten, he offered me his arm, and we began trudging uphill toward home, his breathing labored as he leaned against my shoulder.

	
		CHAPTER THREE

		THE PARIS WE KNEW

		1937

		“WE’LL GO TO THE MEDITERRANEAN SEA AFTER THIS IS over,” André whispered against the pillow that first night in Roussillon.

		But for now, what? Was I to wish that Pascal would die soon so that we could go on holiday and then restart our lovely life in Paris? How unconscionable to think that. I nestled closer to André’s chest so he wouldn’t read that very thought on my face.

		“I can imagine it,” I said. “So vast, the sea so clear at my feet, so richly dark farther out. The lustrous blue as exotic as the peacocks’ necks in the Jardin des Plantes.”

		He knew what I was thinking: No public gardens in this scrap of a village. No opera. No cabarets. No jazz at La Coupole. No Folies Bergère. No dance bands like Ray Ventura’s. No cinema. No street musicians. No Guignol puppet shows. No department stores. No sculptures. And not a single gallery. I would wither away.

		“The moonlight coming in the window makes your skin glow like pearls.” He was trying with all his might to diminish my despair. “My Lise. Fleur-de-lis de la mer, with wet hair clinging to two sea-glazed nipples. That’s what you’ll be. A water nymph. A dark-haired beauty. A Cleopatra. A Greek siren. You’ll sing to me, and I will forever adore you.”

		And I did feel supremely adored, and I adored him in return. But when he had fallen asleep, and the village fell silent except for the occasional hoot of an owl, I thought of what we could be doing if we were still in Paris.

		We could be lingering along the shadowy quay below the Conciergerie on Île de la Cité among loving couples cooing in soft voices in a circle of yellow lamplight. Or we could be taking one of our favorite promenades, up to Montmartre to see the spread of rooftops from the vantage point of Sacré-Coeur.

		Once, early in our friendship, before we had so much as touched hands, he insisted that I ride the carousel in place des Abbesses in lower Montmartre. Afterward, he lifted me off the platform and swung me around until I was so dizzy I had to hold on to him. His grin told me he had planned it. Then we took the funicular up to place du Tertre, the high square on Montmartre where artists sold small paintings to tourists and where there was always accordion music. André gallantly paid a man to cut out a silhouette of me in black paper laid on white. “A treasure,” André had said, “deserving of my most elegant frame.”

		I especially loved our Saturday morning gallery tours to see new paintings hanging in André’s carved frames. He felt no more proud than I did when we spotted one. By making beautiful paintings even more beautiful, he contributed to the rich world of art in Paris, and as his wife, I basked in the glory he created.

		On Sundays we often went to the Bois de Boulogne and took out a rowboat to commemorate a certain Sunday afternoon in the summer of 1935. We had been rowing in the upper lake that day, and I happened to mention that the park had once been the hunting grounds of kings, while he said it was a promenade for queens.

		“You are the queen of my heart. Lise, la reine de mon coeur,” he had said in a liquid voice as he rowed slowly. “Will you be my queen for life?”

		“Yes,” I said. “Yes, I will. Yes.”

		I hadn’t considered it a serious promise of marriage, only a flirtation, but, acting quickly, André told me he loved me on the point of Île de la Cité, proposed formally on Pont Neuf, and by year’s end we were married under the dome of Église Saint-Vincent-de-Paul in the motherhouse of Daughters of Charity, although he would have been happier with just a civil ceremony conducted by a magistrate. I was eighteen and in love.

		He was a romantic as much as I, which showed itself when we took our walks. The first time we’d passed by a confiserie and smelled the almond and vanilla candies, I had tugged on André’s arm to stop and look at the brightly colored marzipans laid out in neat rows. Little apples, green with red streaks; strawberries with flecks of black; peaches with candied skins blending golden yellow to orange to deep rose at the stem. Miniature works of art they were. André had just sold an expensive frame carved with interlocking arabesques, so he tried to guess which piece I would like in order to buy it for me. Cherry, he had said, but I chose a peach, just to tease him, laughing that I had fooled him. He called me Lise, my precious peach. Lise, the strawberry of my heart. Lise, the succulent melon of my life. Lise of the lavender eyes. Lise with skin like blushing ivory. Lise, my own true love, my life. Hearing him say extravagant things like that as we walked along holding hands made me feel that I was the luckiest girl in Paris.

		That’s what you did in Paris. You walked and you looked and you posed for the other people looking, and you pretended not to hear their conversations, and it was all a pageant of color and laughter. And through all this walking and looking, I heard Sister Marie Pierre calling after me as I left the orphanage, “Find some beauty along the way. Tell me in picture words.”

		Nibbling that marzipan, we walked until our feet ached, then stopped at a pâtisserie and had a café crème and shared a palmier, a flat, flaky leaf-shaped pastry drizzled with caramel. All over Paris, lovers fed morsels to each other, just as we did.

		We often arranged to meet Maxime Legrand, André’s good friend, the art dealer who had asked his employer, Monsieur Laforgue, to consider taking me on as an apprentice. Whenever André and Maxime were together, they were exuberant, gesturing in broad arcs, Maxime taking stairs two at a time, long-legged André taking three. They fed each other’s spontaneity, bowed to old women, called them a breath of spring, danced in the streets with little girls, and sang Maurice Chevalier’s “Louise” or “Valentine” while their mothers beamed.

		In summer we three often sat outside at Café de la Rotonde to watch the parade of people. André and Maxime wore straw canotiers, and Maxime sported a white carnation in his buttonhole and striped trousers and white spats. But in winter we met him in the Closerie des Lilas, where it was warm and where the Montparnasse painters came to have a café and talk about each other’s work.

		Coming inside all smiles one afternoon in his beaver-collared overcoat, Maxime exuded an infinitude of charm—infinitude, a word I learned from Sister Marie Pierre. She loved teaching me words, and I liked to surprise André and Maxime with them, so that day I said, “I am experiencing an infinitude of elation in your presence,” and then giggled at my affectation. On hearing cups and saucers being stacked by waiters, I said, “Listen to the infinitude of clamoring.” She had also taught me to describe things by calling them something else, so I told them that the voices I heard singing in Notre Dame were “a brotherhood of seraphim,” which delighted them both.

		Maxime discreetly tipped his head toward some painter at a distant table and whispered, “Fernand Léger.” When no one was within earshot, Maxime spun a tale of a wealthy art buyer assessing Léger’s paintings in the Galerie Laforgue, where, as Monsieur Laforgue’s protégé, he was learning how to praise a certain passage of painted light, or a strong, unifying diagonal, or an inventive composition. Maxime dropped casual comments about this rising star or that, and who was buying what, and how much the buyer had paid, and how one particular painting, newly arrived from the painter’s studio, though a few centimeters smaller, was more exquisite in a number of ways, a vastly superior purchase to a larger canvas. I lapped up his stories like a starving cat.

		“Why don’t you ever have a lady friend with you?” I asked.

		“I would be forced to ignore her in your presence. My devotion to you is a million times stronger.”

		I threw my shoulders back, sucked in my stomach, and laughed at his exaggeration, tossing it off as though it were a fallen leaf, yet all the while waiting for his next murmur of flattery, hoping for a private glance that would say he meant it. This easy talk, in a way, I think, charmed André as much as it did me.

		“It’s a good thing André is taking you away from Paris,” Maxime said the last time the three of us met before our departure. “I would have pestered you until it became dangerous.”

		I knew beyond any doubt that he was only half teasing.

		BUT I WAS ANDRÉ’S. From the first time I saw him, I was his. He had found me on boulevard Saint-Germain at rue de Seine as I was hurrying home from picking up an herbal remedy for Sister Marie Pierre at the boutique d’herboriste. I was drenched with rain, and he held his umbrella over me. I took sly, sideways glances at his profile—his long neck, angled jaw, and dark brown eyes, whose mysteries I could not decipher, though I learned his name: André Honoré Roux. We walked the lengths of a few streets together, and when he had to turn onto rue des Saints-Pères and I had to continue straight toward rue du Bac, he wrapped my fingers around the handle and, with a blithe “Enchanté, mademoiselle,” turned the corner and was gone.

		The next day my search for the tall stranger in the streets of Saint-Germain-des-Prés began.

	
		CHAPTER FOUR

		PASCAL’S NEGOTIATION

		1937, 1874

		THE MORNING AFTER WE ARRIVED, ANDRÉ AND I WERE awakened by roosters, the first morning in my life that I had ever heard their raucous cackle. Apparently the roosters of Roussillon had a robust language too. We left Pascal snoring in rhythm with the roosters and with the cigales’ scraping calls, harsher than a chirp, maddening in their incessant repetition.

		André peered down a side street. “A sawmill. That’s good. I’ll need lumber to build sawhorses and a plywood work table.”

		I gave him an apprehensive look. Who would buy a frame in a village that had no gallery?

		In the boulangerie, a middle-aged proprietress who introduced herself as Odette wore a white daisy in her hair and a beauty mark made by twisting the point of an eyebrow pencil on her right cheekbone, a practice five years out of date.

		“So Pascal prevailed upon you to come. This must be—”

		“Lisette. My lovely, lovable, smart, spirited—”

		“André, stop. You’re embarrassing me.”

		“Wife.”

		Looking me over, she said, “Your Parisian wife.” She shouted into the kitchen, “René, come take a look at André’s wife.”

		Superb. What was I? A department store mannequin?

		His cheeks and hands dusted with flour, the baker poked his head through the doorway, greeted us, and disappeared.

		As a gesture of welcome, Odette refused payment for the two baguettes we wanted, something that would never happen in Paris.

		At home we found Pascal sitting at the table in the salle, which served as living room, dining room, and kitchen, his elbows on the oilcloth in a posture of despair. He apologized again and said for the sixth time how happy he was that we had come.

		André merely said, “We know” and left to go to the sawmill.

		I looked for a place to sit and realized that there were no cushioned armchairs, only a bare wooden settee that demanded erect posture, a backless bench pushed against a wall, and four ladderback chairs at the table. It would be a long time before I could make cushions if I had to wait for every duck in the countryside to be caught by Maurice and plucked for its feathers.

		“All the years that you grew up here, no one thought to put cushions on the chairs?” I asked.

		He shook his head in the most dejected manner. “We Roussillonnais do not care much about comfort of the buttocks.”

		“Where do people go to buy things?” I asked to distract him from my rudeness.

		“There’s a big Saturday market in Apt, eleven kilometers from here, and we have our own smaller one on Thursdays.”

		He pointed to a pine cabinet fastened to the wall near the sink, which had a drain but no water faucet. The cabinet had ornamental openwork to allow air passage and elaborately carved double doors.

		“It’s a panetière, for bread, one of our traditional crafts in Provence. My uncle and I made it for my mother. I remember she said, ‘Poésie bien provençale,’ which I took to mean poetry in wood, a high compliment. I must have been fifteen, but that made me feel like a man. I’ve made others too.”

		“It’s lovely.” I opened the doors and put the second baguette inside.

		“We made that piece of furniture under it, too. It’s a pétrin, for kneading the dough.”

		I stroked the rough wood marred by years of use as a cutting board as well. How long would it take for him to realize that I would never use it for kneading dough when there was a bakery here?

		“I hope you will like living with the paintings.”

		“That I definitely will.”

		I walked from one to another hanging in a row on the north wall and stopped at each one, pretending I was in a gallery. Maxime had only just begun to instruct me in how to look at a painting. I had been overwhelmed by what there was to learn. Nevertheless, in front of a broad panorama of tilled fields with a distant mountain, I gathered the courage to ask, “Cézanne?”

		Pascal grinned and nodded.

		I was elated. In front of a soft-colored country scene with a girl in blue and a goat, I ventured, “Monet?”

		“Pissarro,” he corrected.

		I sank into inadequacy.

		Before a grouping of red-roofed houses seen through autumn trees, I guessed, “Either Monet or Sisley or Pissarro again.”

		“Pissarro.”

		Standing before the next one, I had no idea what painter would paint flat slabs of rock. “Who?” I had to ask.

		“Cézanne. It’s a quarry.”

		Beside the stairway hung a still life of fruit. “Oh, this could be anyone. Manet?”

		He shook his head.

		“Gauguin?”

		He shook his head again.

		“Fantin-Latour?” I felt proud to name a lesser-known artist.

		“Non.”

		“Renoir.”

		“Non encore.”

		“Then it must be Cézanne.”

		“You’re right! It can’t be anybody else.”

		“But that awful one. Who would paint faces without bodies?”

		He shrugged and held out his arm for me to come to him. In a plaintive voice he asked, “Do you want to know the real reason I wrote that desperate letter to André?”

		“Yes, I most certainly do.”

		“I want to tell you and André everything about these paintings and the men who created them while I still have time, while I can still remember. I’ve been afraid I would forget if I waited”—he broke off for a few moments before he added—“until the end. I want you to understand how important they are so you will care for them. Those painters used the ochres we mine here.”

		“Were you a miner? With Maurice?”

		“When I was young and spry.”

		“You were pretty spry yesterday, lunging to toss that boule.”

		“It’s the getting up that’s hard. I am not strong. Then I was strong. Going down into the mine at daybreak and working until nightfall, never feeling the sun on my face, damp to my bones, coughing all the time—what kind of a life was that? I begged to be allowed to work in the ochre drying beds as a washer, like I had done as a child. A child, Lisette. Fourteen years old. The chef des opérations wouldn’t hear of it. I had to put in more time in the mine before he moved me to the factory furnaces. They weren’t much better. We breathed dust and got so covered with ochre powder that it lodged in our pores. Walking home with our lunch tins, we looked like the ochre pinnacles in the canyons. I couldn’t accept that I had been put on earth for that.”

		“So how did you get out of it?”

		“I was young and brash and full of big ideas. I bragged that I could double the sales of our pigments in Paris by making calls on art supply stores. I had this crazy notion that they would buy more from a true Roussillonnais who had dug the ores with a pickax.” Here Pascal chuckled. “I kept pestering the chef until he relented, saying that I was a thorn in his side.

		“It wasn’t long before I knew which color suppliers still sold powdered pigments for artists to mix into paint, and which dealers sold only oil paint in tubes. Julien Tanguy sold both.”

		“But how did you become a frame maker?”

		“That happened in Julien’s shop. He was a pudgy little man with one eye much larger than the other, homely but amusing. I liked him because he was a provincial too, from Brittany, and wore a straw farmer’s hat. I appreciated his politics. He had been a Communard, had gone to prison for it. Artists adored him. They called him Père Tanguy because he slipped tubes of paint into the satchels of the poor ones whose talents he believed in when his eagle-eyed wife wasn’t looking. And he hung their paintings on his walls to try to sell them in his shop. He’s gone now, of course, but that shop still bears his name.”

		“I remember it. On rue Clauzel. It’s bright blue.”

		“When I came through the doorway to his shop once, the little bell rang merrily, but I saw a sobering sight—a grown man, bearded, wearing a worn suit of black, weeping. No sound, but his eyes were soaked with sorrow. He was telling Tanguy how he and his wife had just buried their young daughter. Her name was Jeanne, my mother’s name. Amazing that a person can remember such a little thing.”

		“How old were you?”

		He thought a while and scratched his bald spot, round as a monk’s tonsure. “I’ve got to write these things down. There’s so much to tell you. It must have been around 1874 or 1875, whatever was the year of the first Impressionist exposition, so I would have been twenty-two or so. What a marvelous time to be young and in Paris.”

		Pascal seemed to retreat from the present moment. I thought he had finished, so I stood to wash the dishes. His hand shot out to stay me.

		“I’ll never forget the way the painter’s clasped hands shook, so full of anguish he was. ‘Such a thing,’ the man mutters, ‘just before our first big exposition. I need frames. I can’t hang my pictures without frames. That would disgrace my friends’ paintings.’ ”

		I could tell by the softening of his voice that Pascal had stepped into the past with both feet. He told how a painting leaning against a cabinet had caught his eye.

		“It was that one.” He looked at it hanging in the row of four. Cottages, a vegetable garden, a girl and a goat on a path going up a hill and around a bend. “It struck me then. The path was the same yellow-ochre I had dug out of the mine! Imagine that. The very hue I was selling as pigment, and here it was on a painting! It made me feel important in a way I had never felt before, and that Roussillon was important too. I had brought something out of the earth, and it was used to make something beautiful. I was part of a creative process. Can you understand?”

		“Yes,” I said, and with this understanding came respect.

		“See how the painting shows the light bouncing against the ochre houses and softening the edges of everything? The light does that here in the south. It makes things quiver.”

		He gazed lovingly at the painting on the wall, and I did too, and saw what he meant. The sunlight shimmered with life.

		“Ah, but the graybeard had a problem,” Pascal said. “ ‘I have to pay my share of the costs to the group,’ the painter says. ‘Then who will pay the rabbi and the cantor and the grave diggers?’ The poor man’s voice wavered, I remember. Think of it, Lisette. An old man like me remembering such a thing.”

		“You have a fine memory.”

		A rabbi and a cantor. I had seen Jews in the Marais quarter coming out of a large synagogue in rue Pavée, had noticed the fringes of the men’s shawls hanging below their coats, and had heard them speaking beneath their broad black hats what might have been Yiddish or Hebrew, but I had never known any Jewish person. I remembered the women in their long dresses with long sleeves; I had smiled at them, wishing I knew just one friendly word to say to them that they would understand.

		Pascal continued, “In that same instant, my heart cracked for the man who had made this painting with a substance that we had dug out of the earth right near our village. I would have thought Madame Tanguy’s heart would have cracked too, but she was shielding herself from pity by holding a newspaper in front of her face.

		“I told him that I wanted to help. He raised one eyebrow and asked if I was a frame maker. I told him I knew wood and had made panetières, so I could learn to make frames.

		“ ‘Puh!’ he says. ‘In a dozen years. That’s how long it takes to be admitted to the Guild of Encadreurs. That’s the frame makers’ guild. I need five frames in a week,’ he says, and his head sank down. I asked him if he would be content with simple uncarved molding. He didn’t answer. I asked Julien if he knew where I could buy molding and borrow tools.

		“From behind her newspaper, Madame Tanguy declares, ‘No framer is going to lend tools to an upstart who is not in the guild.’

		“ ‘Then let’s borrow one tool from five different people,’ I say.”

		It was amusing, the way Pascal told it, how excited he became.

		“The painter raised his head. ‘I have a tack hammer.’

		“ ‘Four people then,’ I say. ‘Tell each one you need it to repair a chair.’

		“Then madame lowers her newspaper and names some widow who might still have her husband’s miter box and saw. So I ask Julien if I can use the alley behind the shop. The painter nods in quick jerks of his head, but Julien says no, that I must not be seen, so he offers to clear a space in his back room.

		“I ask him if he has any glue, and Madame Tanguy snaps, ‘Bien sûr, we have glue. What kind of a shop do you think this is, young man?’ She crumpled the newspaper and thumped a jar on the counter. ‘Sixty-five centimes. Up front. No negotiation.’

		“I smacked the coins onto her open palm, and she dropped them into a drawer and slammed it shut.”

		“This really happened?” I asked.

		“It did, Lisette. It’s the very truth, I swear. Now the painter, he has hope beginning to shine in his eyes, so he tells me that wide molding painted white would do, and madame produces a jar of white gesso from a shelf. ‘One franc forty.’ She slaps the counter, and I count out the coins.”

		I stared at Pascal in wonder. “How can you remember what people said? Or those prices?”

		“When something changes your life, Lisette, you remember everything. Someday you’ll see.”

		“So what happened?”

		“Each day the painter shuffled into the shop as though the world would end soon and watched me work. I learned how to miter cleanly, and peg the corners as my uncle and I had done on the panetières. By the end of the second week, I had four frames, simple but acceptable. I inserted the four paintings. He called them The Orchard, A Morning in June, A Garden of Pontoise, and I can’t remember the fourth. He was astonished, Lisette. He had tears in his eyes. Four simple frames, and he was astonished.”

		“I am the one astonished, that you can recite their names.”

		“ ‘The white makes my colors glow,’ he says. ‘But I left five paintings here. Where’s the fifth? The one of Louveciennes?’

		“ ‘Madame is holding it behind the counter,’ I say timidly.

		“With her hands on her hips, she declares, ‘A negotiation. I consider four frames made without charge and on short order worth that one small painting.’

		“The painter flinched and cast his eyes at the painting. Finally, he turned to me with resolution and said, ‘And so do I, young man.’

		“He shook my hand, and I became a frame crafter, a collector, and a friend on the spot.”

		“And he was Pissarro?”

		“The very man. Camille Pissarro.”

		I clapped my hands for him, the second time since we had arrived, the only appropriate reaction to his tale.

	
		CHAPTER FIVE

		PASCAL, PISSARRO, PONTOISE, AND PURPOSE

		1937, 1875

		AFTER WE WERE IN ROUSSILLON A FEW WEEKS, ANDRÉ WENT to Maurice’s house to ask if he knew of any frame shop in Avignon when Pascal came out to the courtyard, where I was shelling peas in the shade of the lean-to. He sat close beside me, shaking a half sheet of paper.

		“Almost boules time,” I said.

		“This first. I slept in fits and starts last night, because I was so afraid that I might forget something.”

		“About what?”

		“Pissarro, of course. He told me to come to Pontoise on the Jewish Sabbath. That’s where he lived when he was not visiting other painters in Paris. I remember him saying, ‘On the Sabbath Julie always reminds me that I must not paint, and because all the colors of the rainbow are in her eyes, I cannot refuse her. Sometimes, though, if the fire in me is burning hot, I must, but I always apologize with a kiss.’ ”

		“That’s nice.”

		“His house clung to a hillside near a stream in the quarter called the Hermitage. He wore a stained, broad-brimmed felt hat and rumpled trousers tucked into tall, mud-caked boots.”

		I looked at Pascal’s own rumpled trousers. “Like the men do around here?”

		“Try not to interrupt me, Lisette. I’m sorry, but it makes me forget what I was saying.

		“So on that same day he welcomed me with outstretched arms, took me inside, and introduced his wife and children to me, all of them
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