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‘In my fame forever I will live.’


Ovid, Metamorphoses










Part 1










ONE
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HARRY HAD HEARD ABOUT Ashburn Hall, of course he had – he roamed its hallways in his dreams.


His mother had told him how it was the home of the Great Alexanders – their heritage, their legacy – though she’d discussed it in a clipped manner and always moved the conversation along. Her scant details had only fuelled his interest in their ancestral home. At eight years old, his world was both as vast and as small as Ashburn Hall, and he continually pestered her for more information until one day she promised he would see it for himself.


By the time the taxi dropped him, quite alone, at the top of its drive, he wished he wasn’t there.


He saw a sharp, dark shard of a building, its jagged spires cutting an overcast sky like chef’s knives. Its arched front doors parted and a man stood in the gloomy entrance, neither beckoning him nor turning him away. Harry crunched his way down the gravel drive and came face to face with the only family he had left.


‘Hello again,’ his Uncle Tom said.


Harry had met Tom for the first time only a handful of days ago at his mother’s funeral. They’d sat side by side on a cold wooden pew and Harry had observed how his family had grown and shrunk by exactly one member, all in the same day.


He hadn’t been sure about Tom. Seeing him again, Harry still wasn’t sure. He was eight but not stupid, and he could see the colours in his uncle’s face. The red rimming his eyes. The grey in his skin, his stubble. He had a smell too – stale, sour – and it gathered like a cloud around him. He was the exact opposite of Harry’s mother, whose skin had been shades of peach and hair a rich mahogany, right up until she was as pale and as frail as a piece of paper.


‘I told her,’ Tom said, mumbled. ‘I told her and she didn’t listen and now here you are.’


Harry only nodded, unsure what he meant, and eventually his uncle moved aside to let him in. Dust particles rejoiced in the spill of light from the door. Ashburn’s hallway housed an enormous stone fireplace, but its grate was empty and Harry noted the black-and-white tiled floor gleamed from cold.


His uncle noted the suitcase he carried. ‘You don’t paint, do you? I mean, you didn’t bring any art supplies from London. Sylvie, she . . . mentioned once or twice that you . . .?’ Tom’s face hardened with a silent decision. ‘There’s to be no painting or drawing of any kind in this house. Do you understand?’


Harry’s fingers tightened around the life he had packed into a suitcase. ‘Why?’ he dared to ask.


‘Because I said so,’ his uncle said in a brusque grab for authority. ‘No art. Not here.’


Harry said nothing and stepped further across the hallway tiles, not really knowing where to go, but understanding he wanted to get away from Tom. He wanted to get away from everyone.


‘The east wing of the house and the chapel outside are out of bounds,’ Tom said.


‘Why?’ Harry asked again.


‘Because they’re – not safe.’ His uncle sniffed. ‘The roofs need repairs, you understand. Dangerous. Look, you can pick whichever bedroom you like, just don’t go into the east wing or the chapel.’ He turned and left a moment later, as if his leaving would punctuate the ground rules he had put in place. No art. No east wing or chapel. No room for discussion.


Harry studied the vast hallway. The cavernous space could more than fit his last home twice over. A corridor split off at either end, and Harry picked the one going in the opposite direction from his uncle.


He spent the afternoon opening doors, discovering sitting rooms with wallpaper curling from the walls, studies with shelves of mouldering books, and passageways that led into the bowels of the house, surely intended for the absent servants. He wandered so deep into Ashburn he eventually found himself at a corridor blocked off by an armoire. The space behind it was cold and smelt fusty, and Harry understood this to be the east wing, the armoire a poor attempt at cordoning it off. He inspected the ceiling and didn’t see any damage but left it alone all the same.


Eventually he made his way up a staircase and found a bedroom with a single brass bed and naked floorboards. It was cleaner than any of the others he’d found. There were no mushrooms growing in bone-coloured puffs in the corners, and the walls weren’t wet with damp.


He grunted as he lifted his suitcase onto the bed, checked his door was shut before unzipping it. Their elderly neighbour had helped him pack, so it wasn’t his fault. Not really. She had clicked her tongue as she packed his sketchpads, his oil pastels, the watercolours and the sticks of charcoal. ‘You have more art supplies than clothes,’ she’d said. Harry suspected she’d wanted to say more – something along the lines of what kind of a mother gave their son paint and not socks – and Harry had been prepared to defend his mother to the hilt. But the woman had stayed silent and so had he.


Harry moved to the window and rubbed at the pane to clear it. Outside, a long lawn stretched all the way down to a river, the grass as high as elbows. To the left, half-hidden by cow parsley and arching nettles, was a small stone building with an ecclesiastical roof.


Harry’s new bedroom had a good view of the chapel, and he could see it wasn’t damaged in the slightest.


FOR ALL HIS UNCLE’S protests about doing art, eight-year-old Harry discovered Ashburn certainly housed a lot of it. While he waited to be enrolled at the local school, he wandered Ashburn’s corridors, learning its rooms and routes.


A collection of marble statues occupied a room all to themselves, dust gathering in the ridges of their fig leaves, their faces serene against the surrounding ruin. Every corridor wall was otherwise filled by a painting of some kind. The lacklustre sort – hills and trees and so on, signed by artists he’d never heard of. Harry noticed they occasionally went missing, leaving behind rectangles of wallpaper untouched by time and sunlight. Crates of whisky would show up on Ashburn’s doorstep, and he learned not to ask questions.


One morning, Harry pushed open a set of double-doors he had saved till last. They were taller than the other doors around Ashburn and the wood was carved with curling leaves and grapes. He hoped whatever was behind them was something special.


He wasn’t disappointed.


Inside was a double-height library. Several arched windows let in the gloomy morning light, illuminating all the white sheets covering the furniture. Harry tugged at one to reveal a button-back armchair, and he sneezed at the shower of dust. Several dark bookshelves down the far end drew his attention – floor-to-ceiling shelves packed with clothbound books. He made his way over, pulling off more sheets as he went, exposing mahogany desks and two large chesterfield sofas.


He paused, halfway to the end, a creeping feeling that he was being watched.


On his left, on the largest wall, four portraits gazed down at him. Four people, sealed between frame and canvas, watched from on high as he inspected the plaques laid into their frames. They were stamped with names and dates, the letters and numbers patinated with age. Harry spied that they all bore the Alexander surname.


‘You’ve found them,’ Tom said, making Harry jump as he revealed himself from a darkened corner. His face was its usual sickly pallor, a half-empty bottle an extension of his arm.


‘Found who?’ he asked.


‘The Great Alexanders.’ Tom wiggled his fingers like a lazy magician. He waited for Harry to nod, to acknowledge their family, and scowled when his face remained blank. ‘Didn’t Sylvie tell you about them?’


The things Harry didn’t know about his own family could fill a mausoleum. His entire world had been him and his mother until it imploded and exploded at the same time, and he was sent to a mansion with an uncle who drank in its shadows.


‘Is one of them my dad?’ he asked.


‘No,’ Tom said, so gently that Harry felt his cheeks flush. His mother had told him several times that he was special, not like other children. He didn’t have a father, and that was okay, wasn’t it? Because it was just the two of them and they didn’t need anyone else anyway. Harry had always nodded along, but it didn’t stop him from repeating the question every now and again.


‘She told me about Jacob,’ he said, naming his great-great-great-grandfather.


‘Yes,’ Tom said slowly. ‘I can see why she’d tell you about him . . . What about the others?’


Harry shook his head.


His uncle mulled this over, as if he couldn’t decide if it was a good or bad thing. Eventually, he pointed to the nearest portrait. ‘That’s your grandfather.’


Harry inspected the man with renewed interest. He might not have a dad but he had a grandpa. He scrutinised the plaque beneath the portrait: Godfrey Alexander, 1940–2002.


Godfrey had the same dark hair and milky complexion as Harry. The same moss-green eyes that earned him compliments. Harry could tell he was a kind man. It was in his smile, the way his lips lifted at the corners. It was a pity he was dead, as he would surely be a better guardian than Tom.


‘How did he die?’ Harry asked.


‘Car accident.’


Tom swallowed his feelings with a gulp from his bottle. Harry ignored the wet sound and concentrated on the four people looming above him. Their portraits were giant, each of them taking up valuable real estate on the library wall. Yet the double-height room was vast enough to accommodate others, waiting for more Alexanders to come.


Harry turned to his uncle. ‘What makes them “Great”?’


Tom’s lips split into a grin, as though it was the funniest question he’d ever heard. ‘Depends who you ask.’


Harry waited.


‘The world would tell you they are talented beyond measure,’ Tom said. ‘The types of people worth entering into history books because they impacted something, somewhere, and now scores of unfortunate school children have to learn about them.’


‘What about you?’ Harry asked, sensing his uncle had a different opinion.


‘Nothing,’ he said, his grin all but vanishing. ‘Nothing makes them Great. They were talentless vultures, immortalised for executing someone else’s ideas.’


His voice was guttural against the quiet of the library, each word rasped with hate and loathing. Harry wasn’t sure what he meant by that last part. He concentrated on Godfrey’s portrait.


‘Grandpa must have been famous to get up there,’ he said, tasting the new word in his mouth. He’d never had a grandparent before.


‘He won an Oscar in the eighties for Best Original Score,’ Tom confirmed with reluctance. ‘If you flick enough channels on TV, you’ll probably hear it. Blasted music occasionally leaks its way into artsy adverts. Can’t get away from it.’


Harry knew enough about the Oscars to know winning one wasn’t easy. The award did not reflect his uncle’s opinion that Godfrey was talentless.


‘And them?’ Harry nodded to the next portraits – a woman with oiled curls and a structured dress, and to her left a man in an army uniform. Tom took the bait, describing the next two Alexanders in turn. Edwina, a designer who opened a shop on Savile Row and went on to make dresses and suits for the Royal Family. Before her, Charles, a wartime poet who died in the trenches, pencil in hand as if he were still composing sonnets right up until the shell hit.


Tom sneered as he reached the last and oldest painting. A man whose pointed beard and tall collar spoke of another time, his plaque declaring the year of his birth to be 1848 – an impossible number in Harry’s mind. ‘And now we arrive at him,’ Tom said. ‘The one who started it all. Jacob Alexander.’ He reached for his whisky and didn’t offer anything else on the subject.


Jacob was the only Alexander that Harry didn’t need an introduction to. He was the only one his mother had ever talked of. An artist so accomplished he spearheaded an entire movement – Greco-modernism – writing his name into Art History canons. One of his paintings was so famous it had a wall all to itself in the National Gallery. Harry knew because she had taken him to see it.


‘Why don’t you have a portrait?’ he asked his uncle.


Tom’s lip curled. ‘To end up on that wall is my worst nightmare.’


Harry gazed up at his ancestors. At the man who had won an Oscar, the accomplishment worn in a quiet smile. The designer, dress sharp enough to cut glass. The poet in his army uniform. And Jacob, the first and original Great Alexander, the man who paved the way for his family to reach greatness by creating an important artistic movement.


Harry didn’t know much about Tom, but he had gleaned enough to know he aggressively loved two things: silence and Glenfiddich. His uncle had no talent that he could see. Nothing that would earn him a place next to the other Alexanders. They seemed proud to be up there and Tom was full of disdain.


‘Grandpa didn’t seem to mind,’ Harry commented.


‘Grandpa was a prat.’ Tom pointed his bottle at Harry. ‘It would be your undoing, to end up on that wall. Stay away from it.’


He spun on his heel and left the library, preventing further questions.


Alone, Harry contemplated the faces that made up his family, his gaze resting on the wall, space enough for another portrait.










TWO
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FOR THE SECOND TIME in his life, Harry found himself homeless. This time he was twenty-two and had no distant relative to swoop in and pluck him from the streets. Tom was in hospital and Harry’s landlord had finally made good on the threats to evict him. He’d gone straight to the nearest café, taken up a window seat, and watched the dark February evening settle over the street outside, his reflection bubbled by condensation. He thumbed the cappuccino he’d been nursing for the past half hour and waited for his usual call with the family solicitor.


While he waited, he abused the free Wi-Fi, and as the evening went on, it began to feel like he’d scrolled his way through the entire internet. Only one article on his algorithm went untouched. He’d been ignoring it since he sat down because it felt a bit too aimed at him.


He read the headline again:


The Last Great Alexander Hospitalised.


Harry scrolled away. Scrolled back. His traitorous finger clicked on the link.


Instantly, Thomas Alexander stared back at him: a reluctant writer on the cusp of literary stardom. The headshot was over fifteen years old. Tom had continually refused to have another taken and further refused to do any public appearances. The article lamented over how a childless Great Alexander was on the brink of death, no one to replace him, no one else to live up to the family name. Was this the end of the Great Alexanders? the article asked.


Harry locked his phone and pushed it away. It was almost tipping him over an edge. He’d been evicted, his position at the Apollo Academy was slipping through his fingers, and his last remaining relative was circling the drain. He had no great love for Tom and resented how the rest of the country seemed to make up for it.


Only Harry, Tom’s literary agent and the family solicitor knew what he was really like.


As if on cue, his phone began to ring. Harry scrambled to pick it up, almost spilling his drink.


‘Mr Ratcliffe?’ Harry said, managing to rescue his cappuccino.


‘Mr Alexander,’ a smooth baritone purred in reply.


Harry didn’t like speaking with the solicitor. He vividly recalled Ratcliffe appearing on the event of his mother’s death, organising the sale of their small flat and even the taxi to deliver him to Ashburn. He had introduced himself back then as ‘Ratcliffe’ and he’d stayed that way since Harry was eight years old, to the point where he wondered if the solicitor even had a first name. He was a lanky man, always in a suit too dark for his waxy complexion, and Harry had long thought of him as the Grim Reaper in a tie.


A week ago, Ratcliffe had manifested in Harry’s doorway. Harry hadn’t enjoyed the collision of Alexander business with the slice of privacy he’d carved for himself. The solicitor only ever came with bad news. Harry had invited him to sit on his paint-splattered sofa and the solicitor had stayed standing, employing a business level of sympathy as he relayed the details of Tom’s diagnosis. Cirrhosis of the liver. Drank himself into a coma. It was possible he wasn’t long for the world and Ratcliffe thought it prudent Harry was acquainted with Tom’s will.


Ashburn was promised to some charity in the event of his death. To Harry, the news had been crushing. How was he supposed to become a Great Alexander without Ashburn?


Harry had begged for time before the charity was notified that it was a beneficiary. Ratcliffe had given him a fortnight, hinting he only did so due to his long service to the Alexanders. There were only a few days left and the whole thing looked hopeless.


Ratcliffe’s voice crackled down the phone. ‘Did you get my letter?’ he asked.


Harry looked to the café table where he’d put his post, stuffed into a bag seconds before his landlord demanded he pass back his keys. His bursary from the Apollo had run out three months ago and Tom had been too drunk to remember to send any money. Harry didn’t blame the landlord for finally losing patience – he was three months late in paying rent – but he’d had less than a minute to grab his things. His backpack stuffed with clothes sagged against his last blank canvas. A carrier bag held his paints and brushes. Everything he owned took up less than a single tile on the grubby floor.


‘One moment.’ Harry juggled the phone and reached for the bag of post. He’d been so depressed after his eviction, he’d not yet looked through it.


He searched through the flyers and junk magazines, dropping them all when he reached a white envelope with his name and address written in a neat cursive script.


He tore into the letter and impatiently devoured the solicitor’s tiny handwriting.


012 1 Femur Street


Harry turned it over but the reverse was blank. A small key fell out of the envelope and landed by his feet. Harry bent to pick it up and inspect it. Ashburn’s doors were old, antique. This key was small and relatively modern.


‘The key belongs to your uncle,’ Ratcliffe said, bringing Harry back to their phone call. ‘And it took some finding.’ He waited, as though Harry might praise him for his discovery, but Harry purposefully stayed silent. Had Ratcliffe gone through their house? He imagined him opening doors, cupboards, rooms, searching through laundry baskets and checking every pocket.


The solicitor coughed, filling the silence. ‘Your uncle gave me power of attorney some time ago. I used it to get access to his bank account and searched through the records. Most of it related to, ah, alcoholic investment. His account went largely unused otherwise. However, I noted a large purchase a number of years ago. I was able to track that cost and what it related to. Tell me, Mr Alexander, were you aware your uncle owned property?’


‘Outside of Ashburn?’


‘Indeed.’


‘But he never went anywhere—’ Harry stopped, realising it wasn’t quite true. Tom had left Ashburn three times, disappearing for a month at a time and returning with a manuscript. He’d never said where he went to write his books.


‘I enclosed the address,’ Ratcliffe said. ‘I thought it best you were aware of the property. I’m sure you agree we should understand what it is – what is there – before we disclose it to the charity.’


The solicitor paused and this time Harry understood it was not for praise. Ratcliffe was suggesting he scope out the place and report back as to its contents.


He wanted to say he didn’t have the time and it would have been the truth. He was a scholarship student at the prestigious Apollo Academy of Art – the only scholarship student – and he needed to produce something worthy of note, quickly. Before he lost his scholarship and was well and truly fucked.


Harry looked again at the letter’s single line of text. The address was peculiar to say the least. He was about to ask for clarification when he realised Ratcliffe had already hung up. The solicitor hadn’t waited for his agreement – was it that plain that Harry was backed against a wall?


He needed somewhere to paint and Tom had a secret house. There could also be another bestselling novel gathering dust. Royalties just waiting to be claimed.


He considered the article about Tom, the headline they’d run with. The Last Great Alexander Hospitalised. Tom wasn’t the last. Harry was still here, doing his best. He’d been accepted into the Apollo and that was something, even if he was on the verge of being asked to leave. He ran a hand through his overgrown dark hair as he examined the mysterious address a final time.


He swallowed the last of his cold cappuccino and went to gather his things.










THREE
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HARRY WALKED FOR AN hour and a half in the wet and the rain, dodging puddles bright from reflected car lights. He used the canvas to brace himself against the worst of the weather, but it was a square metre in size and kept catching the wind, ultimately slowing him down. He should have chucked it, but it was his last blank canvas and without it he’d really be up the creek. When he got to Tom’s secret house, he’d paint. Something saleable and good enough to save him.


He’d looked up the address while he had Wi-Fi, but Google had struggled to understand it. It could at least tell him where Femur Street was, and Harry had copied the route down onto a napkin. But, as he neared his destination, he wondered if he’d taken a wrong turn or if the whole thing was an elaborate prank.


Femur Street only had two buildings but both were enormous.


On one side of the street was a boarded-up factory. On the other was what looked to be a compound, several dark buildings ringed by a ten-foot stone wall. Harry followed the perimeter, stopping at a gated entrance and a sign that read: Femur Self-Storage.


Harry looked through the wrought iron bars and saw the buildings were all blackened brickwork, roller shutter doors firmly closed over anything resembling a doorway. A flickering security light drew his attention, lighting up a faded number on a nearby roller door: 004.


The address suddenly made sense. 012 1 Femur Street – no wonder Google had struggled. His uncle must have a unit inside the compound. Harry stared. This was where his uncle came to write? This was the place that had inspired three internationally bestselling novels? While Ashburn hosted more than its fair share of fungus, it was wild to think Tom had voluntarily left it for this place.


He leant against the bars of the gate to see better – maybe 012 was nearby – and the gate swung open a foot, clanging against the chains looped around its middle. Ratclife had only sent one key and it didn’t look to fit the lock dangling from the chains. Harry gauged the gap in the gate, and decided it was large enough that an impoverished artist might slip through. He tested it with his face the way a cat might. If he could get his head through, surely the rest of him would follow.


It wasn’t quite breaking and entering. Plus, he had nowhere else to go unless he found a hotel for the night and affording that was all but impossible. A storage unit wasn’t the warm house he had envisaged, but his uncle had spent a month at a time here so there must be something to sleep on. It would be dry enough to plan next steps. Poke around and see if there was a manuscript hidden anywhere.


Decision made, Harry posted his canvas through the gate and followed after it, cheeks scraping the wet metal bars.


He traversed the inside of the compound for a while before finding the correct building with the correct unit, the task aided only by pockets of moonlight because none of the security lights seemed to work consistently. None of the numbers went in numerical order either, making it all the harder to find what he needed.


Once or twice, it felt like he heard a voice, or several voices, whispering incoherently. He dismissed it as the heavy rain but the deeper he went into Femur Street, the louder it became.


He was relieved to find 012 stamped on one of the larger doors, the wind picking at the flaking painted numbers. Was even more relieved to find Ratcliffe’s key fitted easily into the lock, which seemed the only modern addition to the unit. The rusty roller door screamed as he heaved it upwards. It wouldn’t go higher than a few feet and he was forced to crawl into the unit on his hands and knees.


Rainwater spilled inside with him. He stood, blinking rapidly, impatiently adjusting to the darkness. He located a switch to the left of the door and a weak yellow light sputtered on above his head.


The whispering stopped abruptly, silenced by the light. Harry glanced around, seeing no one. It must have been the rain. It didn’t seem as heavy as before.


The unit was a bricked room with a surprisingly tall ceiling. Harry took a lungful of damp air, taking him right back to his childhood and Ashburn’s plethora of mouldy rooms. A constant, slow drip sounded in the background, but he couldn’t see where it came from, only that moss furred the line where the walls met the concrete floor.


A camping table and chair had been set up against the nearest wall, a typewriter and a ream of yellowed paper atop the table, looking disappointingly blank. A small halogen heater was on the floor nearby. On the far wall was a camping bed where a sleeping bag had been roughly stuffed back into its bag. Harry spied a wooden box filled with empty whisky bottles, a telltale sign that this unit did indeed belong to Tom Alexander.


But it was the object in the centre of the room where Harry’s attention lingered. It was the second time he’d broken into his uncle’s property and found an easel.










FOUR
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HARRY WAS ELEVEN WHEN a policeman came to his school and gave an assembly on the consequences of breaking the law. He had listened with curiosity about how anyone who did would end up in prison. How their name would be taken from them and they’d be reduced to a serial code, locked away as a nameless fish in an overpopulated sea. ‘Don’t be stupid, kids,’ the policeman said.


A week later, Harry broke into Ashburn’s chapel.


It was exhaustion, not stupidity, that drove him to it. That’s what he told himself as he crossed Ashburn’s moonlit lawn. If he ever saw the policeman again, he’d tell him how the building seemed to follow him in every window. How it lingered at the edges of his vision and was always there when he turned around. He saw it from his bedroom every night when he closed his curtains, and every morning when he opened them again. As it wore down a place in Harry’s mind, he couldn’t ignore his growing desperation to investigate it, a gravitational pull that called only to him.


A year after Harry arrived at Ashburn, a biblical storm rocked the county and the stable block almost collapsed after so much water got in. From the outside anyone with retinas could see the roof had caved in. The chapel, though, survived intact. If anything, it seemed blessed by God because the storm felled several trees in a perfect circle around the building. His uncle left them where they fell, commenting only that it was a shame they hadn’t done him a favour.


Harry had tried asking questions about the chapel and Tom shut them down the way his mother had about Ashburn. He could tell when something was not up for discussion.


He decided to wait until Tom was in his usual whisky-fuelled sleep before making his move. Even though his uncle was well and truly unconscious, Harry’s breath was tight in his chest as he slowly made his way down to the chapel, and he was unsure what, exactly, made him so nervous.


It could have been the moonlight – the way it limned the building and the notches on the spires – or the silence that winter ushered in. It could have been the darkness and the way it seemed to gather at the edges of the chapel, a black hole sucking every ounce of light into its hungry Gothic heart.


For a building that was off-limits, Tom hadn’t tried very hard to keep it that way. A single plank of wood nailed the chapel door shut. It was so rotten Harry barely grunted when he pulled it off, the wood coming away in his hands like sheaths of wet newspaper.


He pushed the door open and shone his torch inside. A rush of cold air greeted him, as if the building had let out a breath, and Harry held his own as the deafening silence of the cold, dark space filled his ears with an enigmatic hum. He swung his torch around, taking in the single wooden pew, the shapeless moon behind the fogged windows, and the carved stone detail of the walls, put there by a long-dead mason.


A single object occupied the chapel’s very centre.


An empty easel.


He had anticipated a cross, or an effigy perhaps. Not an easel, and not an empty one.


He’d seen and used easels before he came to Ashburn. His mother regularly took him to art classes where they would draw together.


This one, he could tell, was old. Time had polished the wood to a brittle gleam, a single misplaced finger enough to break it. He slipped into the chapel. Even though it would be extremely fragile, Harry had to touch it.


He thought of the Great Alexanders, only one among them an artist. Jacob Alexander’s portrait was the oldest. Perhaps the easel had belonged to him. He imagined Jacob soaking up the reverence of the chapel before commencing a painting between these very walls.


Harry reached for it—


Suddenly a hand was on his shoulder, fingers curling uncomfortably into his collarbone, and his uncle was pulling him out of the chapel and back across the lawn.


‘Didn’t I tell you?’ Tom roared. ‘Didn’t I say to stay away?’


‘Did someone used to paint here?’ Harry asked, ignoring Tom’s anger because he was so used to the varying levels of it his uncle communicated with.


‘It’s gone,’ he hissed. ‘You’ll never find it.’


There was a glint in his eye, paranoia lighting a primal part of him. He’d never trusted Harry. Not since he’d arrived. He’d known he might try something like this and had purposefully kept himself sober enough for the day he did.


‘You lied to me!’ Harry accused. ‘The chapel is fine and there’s an easel and—’


‘You stay away from that easel. There’s to be no art of any kind in this house.’


‘Why?’ Harry demanded. ‘Why can’t I paint?’


‘Because it’s too dangerous,’ Tom yelled. He grabbed Harry by the collar and dragged him all the way to the house. Harry kicked against his efforts, freeing himself as they reached the door.


‘I’m going to paint in the chapel tomorrow,’ he said, the words tumbling out of him. He didn’t actually mean it – but he understood enough to know this would piss Tom off. ‘I’m going to use that easel.’


All the angles of Tom’s face tightened like the string of a bow. ‘You’ll do no such thing.’


‘You can’t stop me. Maybe I’ll do it right now.’


Both their bodies were taut with unspent anger. Harry, fists clenched and chin jutted in defiance. Tom, all his energy centred in his frown. It was his uncle who moved first. He seized Harry about the waist and carted him fireman-lift style into the house and up the central stairs. Harry beat his fists against his uncle’s shoulder blades.


‘Let me go!’ he demanded. ‘I’m going to run away and never come back!’


‘And go where?’ Tom asked, grunting at Harry’s efforts to free himself. ‘I’m all you’ve got.’


The knowledge was stifling.


‘I hate you,’ Harry shrieked. ‘IhateyouIhateyouIhateyou.’


Tom gripped him tighter and Harry all but sobbed. He wasn’t sure who he was yelling at – his uncle or his mother. She had abandoned him and Harry resented every day she wasn’t there because it was a day to be suffered with someone who didn’t want him.


Tom dropped Harry in his room and shut the door. He didn’t lock it, but Harry sank to his knees, exhausted. Hot tears spilled down his cheeks. He watched out the window as his uncle reappeared on the moonlit lawn, a jerry can under his arm. He jerkily spilled its contents through the chapel door and lit a single match. Tom stepped back at the instant fire, and Harry could only watch as the flames and the smoke claimed the chapel. The easel would be destroyed.


‘I’m doing this for you,’ Tom yelled up at him. ‘This is for your own good!’


Harry moved away from the window, out of sight of his uncle and the flames blackening the stone chapel. He went to the space beneath his bed and retrieved the suitcase he’d stored on arrival. He took out a piece of charcoal and began to draw with it on his bedroom wall, fingers clumsy as they rediscovered its texture and weight. He didn’t understand why art should be so forbidden, but he understood enough that every stroke somehow punished his uncle.


As the easel burned to cinders outside, Harry recreated it on his bedroom wall. He drew it feverishly, desperate to get it out of his head before time stole it the way it had begun to steal his mother’s face.


He thought of her as he drew. The curve of her smile and the laugh he hadn’t heard in three years. He used the length of the charcoal to maximise shadows. Her smile. The nub of it to get the detail. Her perfume. Chalk to emphasise highlights. Her dark eyes, so unlike his. The butt of his hand to smudge and blend.


When he stepped back, his mother stared back at him like a face in a storm cloud. Amber light poured in from the window, the flames casting her in a red tinge like she was the one going up in smoke.


Harry hated it, instantly. Hated the way she had materialised from his fingertips so easily. He’d meant to draw the easel, the chapel. She was in his mind, in his hands, and he couldn’t get rid of her but nor would he ever see her again.


Harry spied a small rip in the wallpaper. He dropped the charcoal. Slipped his fingernails into the gap and pulled upwards, cutting her face in two. Something clicked in his heart and he pulled at another piece, more desperately this time, until he was clawing and ripping at the wall, his mother’s face reduced to shreds on the floor, charcoal rimming his nails like grave dirt.


When she was gone, Harry stood back, panting.


He didn’t wait until morning to move bedrooms. He kicked the suitcase back under the bed and took only his clothes and books. Picked another room on the far side of the house, away from the chapel and away from the shreds of his mother curling into the floorboards. He left the art supplies under the bed and vowed never to use them again.


He would often wonder about telling the policeman what he did. Asking him if it counted as breaking and entering if it was technically on your own property. He’d wonder most about begging to be locked away so she could never find him.










FIVE
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HARRY STARED AT THE Femur Street easel, hidden in the bowels of a storage facility.


It held a painting, shrouded by a greying sheet, as if someone had tried to protect it from light and dust. Or perhaps they were trying to hide whatever was underneath, as though they couldn’t bear to look at it. He walked slowly over, stupidly wondering if Tom would appear from nowhere and drag him away a second time. He tugged at the sheet and came face to face with a portrait of a young man.


He was not an Alexander. Of that, Harry was certain.


Everything about his colouring was the opposite of the faces on Ashburn’s library wall. This man was too pale. Hair so blond it was almost white. His gaze was dipped, focused downwards, the cerulean-coloured crescents of his eyes catching the light almost ethereally. What’s more, he was naked to the waist. All the Alexanders had been fully clothed, their outfits befitting their great success. The lack of clothing and submissive gaze tugged at Harry’s interest. He was seized by a sudden desperation to know who this man was, to understand why he had been painted in such a manner and then hidden in Tom’s storage unit.


Harry studied its unfinished nature. The man had half a left arm like a Greek statue, and most of his torso lacked significant detail. Only his face was properly finished, a mesh of delicate, almost undetectable brushstrokes creating his porcelain skin. Such care and skill could have been achieved by nothing less than a truly gifted artist.


For a moment, Harry hated how much he admired it and how much he wished he could produce something of equal beauty.


He walked around the easel, looking for a date, the artist’s name or even a title. There was nothing to tell of when the painting had been started, who might have done it, or what the subject’s name could be.


Tom’s talent lay with writing. The only other artist in the family was Jacob, and Harry doubted a Greco-modernist would have left a painting so unfinished, so incomplete. Their movement lived for detail.


This was something else. Even its unfinished state felt purposeful, as if the artist never intended to give the subject a left arm or a proper torso. They let the man’s face do the talking. He was achingly beautiful. It was almost painful that someone so perfect should be so incomplete. Harry itched to finish him. To give him the arm he deserved and the smooth ridges of muscle he so obviously owned but had not yet been gifted. Harry was not a portraitist, not by any stretch, but he was seized by the idea that he would be able to do it justice.


An artist? a voice whispered in his head. Get your paints.


The thought was as clear as if someone had spoken aloud.


Harry twisted in search of the source, thinking of the whispering he thought he’d heard earlier. He saw nothing but his forgotten belongings, his bag soaking up the rainwater that had spilled in with him. He turned back to the portrait. Was that where the voice had come from? He checked himself. Of course not.


Anyway, he favoured acrylics. He’d never made the leap to oils and could tell the portrait had been done in oil. The barely perceptible brushstrokes and deep colours couldn’t have been achieved in anything less. He couldn’t do it. It wouldn’t do to mix the mediums.


The light flickered and Harry thought he noticed a change in the man’s face. Had he always looked sad? Those downcast eyes were so mournful Harry wanted to reach into the canvas and give him a hug. Misery layered the room so thickly Harry felt it in his bones.


‘Soon,’ Harry promised him. He wasn’t in the habit of thinking aloud, but this portrait – it seemed to warrant a response. ‘When I have the right tools. I want to do it right.’


Something else then. A practice run.


The thought made Harry uneasy. It wouldn’t just be a practice; it would be his first real portrait. He’d done studies for life drawing classes but had never allowed himself to paint people – any people – in his work outside a classroom.


Don’t be nervous. I will help you.


Harry had come here to paint – his scholarship depended on it. He swallowed. ‘All right. A practice run.’


He carefully removed the portrait from the easel and set it upright on the camping table against an area of wall dry enough not to damage the frame. He positioned his own blank canvas on the easel and tore into the cellophane wrapping.


‘But who?’ Harry spoke his thoughts aloud. ‘Who to paint?’


Who do you see?


He’d been asked the very same question in his Apollo entrance exam. He understood this to be a fundamental statement of art: show the truth, warts and all.


Harry turned about the unfurnished space, his gaze resting on the whisky bottles that once belonged to Tom. His uncle. Yes, it was perfect. Tom didn’t have a portrait yet – he didn’t want one – but it’s not like it would end up on Ashburn’s library wall, so what did it matter?


He gathered his paints and brushes.


Usually, he struggled to know how to begin. His starting brushstrokes were seeded with doubt and later painted over when he’d gathered enough confidence. Art was layered, he would often say in its defence. It didn’t need to be precise because it was a conversation and conversations ebbed and flowed and could begin in the middle if they really wanted.


Harry put brush to canvas and this time he didn’t struggle.


He painted Tom as he remembered him. Red-rimmed eyes and flushed cheeks. Pores that seemed to leak the whisky he drowned himself in. The colours came naturally as he painted, as though they were selecting him and not the other way around. Browns and muddy greens, even dark blues – he employed them all, creating the whisky cloud that followed his uncle from room to room. There was no reprieve in lighting. Harry stuck to a shadowy palette, drawing out Tom’s likeness the way he truly saw it.


Not only did he put his uncle on the canvas, but he also put himself. He poured his anger into the painting. His failure that he couldn’t even get a drunkard to love him. He sealed this truth into the acrylic paint, where it dried and hardened as he worked.


Out the corner of his eye, the half-naked, unfinished man watched. It felt as though he directed from afar. Like he controlled the pressure of Harry’s brushstrokes. Told him when to change to a square-headed brush, and when to bring the palette knife in. The man’s instruction was a smooth caress, his words whispered from a set of full lips, voice deep in the core of Harry’s head.
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AFTER THE CHAPEL BURNED down, Harry didn’t paint, draw, or do art again of any kind until he was nearly eighteen.


His time in Ashburn had taught him two things: every Great Alexander had a talent, and only harnessing his would get him on the library wall.


Talent was something that came naturally, he’d read somewhere. He decided if he was going to develop a skill at something, he might as well start in an area he had a natural affinity for. Determined that it not be art, Harry spent his later teenage years trying everything else.


He tried music on the off chance he might have more in common with his grandfather than their eye colour. Tried several pockets of it – classical piano, cello, electric guitar, borrowing the instruments from his school and practising at lunchtime. He even tried songwriting, though none of it was any good. He taught himself sheet music but reading it and composing it were different skills and Harry quickly discovered they were not synonymous.


He tried writing and did his best to keep the attempt well hidden from his uncle. He poached one of Tom’s old typewriters and commenced a novel, only getting as far as a couple of pages before realising he might actually have to put in several months of thought before committing a single word to the page. He attempted his uncle’s approach: writing without planning of any kind, but Harry quickly discovered the words wouldn’t come without weeks of thought, and there was nothing worse than staring at a blank page.


Tom was disappointingly guarded about writing. Whenever his literary agent came to the house and begged for both their sakes that he write something quick before they were forced to rely on the government for assistance, Tom put up a fight before reluctantly disappearing for a month and returning with a manuscript.


The book he’d written before Harry arrived – the book that got Tom his literary agent and first, very small deal – had been so unsuccessful it was out of print a year after its initial publication. The three he wrote while he and Harry lived together were all instant bestsellers and put his name on the literary map.


He never once told Harry where he went, though it was the only time he ever left Ashburn. Harry had tried to follow him once. He watched Tom’s BMW disappear down the drive and he cut through the back fields, running the shortcut as fast as he could, only to find Tom hadn’t gone to Ashburn village. Wherever he went to write his books remained a secret.


Harry was more interested in how his uncle approached the craft than where he went, and posed several vague questions before abandoning subtlety altogether and asking him outright. Tom never shared any writing wisdom, and Harry developed an impatience for the foggy mystery that surrounded it.


He moved on, spending weeks trying cooking, architecture, singing and even ballet. He crossed them off the list when they each failed him miserably.


One morning he traversed the library, holding conversations with his grandfather’s portrait, and, for the first time in years, Harry allowed himself to think about the suitcase hidden in his old bedroom.


His feet took him back to that room and his hands retrieved the suitcase, as though his body knew what needed to be done even if his mind shrank at the thought. Seconds later, just before opening the case, he pushed it back under the bed.


Not yet.


If he touched the supplies – if he tried to draw . . . what if she appeared? He couldn’t bear to see his mother’s face leak from his fingers again.


Harry took himself into London and spent the day walking around art galleries and museums. It was between the walls of Tate Modern that he learned how layered art could be. He didn’t have to paint portraits. He could paint anything, whatever he liked. He’d never really considered – never noticed – how art was in the eye of the beholder. Postmodernism in particular was something to be celebrated. Some people liked it and others didn’t, but there was no need to be detailed, no need to be anatomically correct. Art was an argument and there was no right answer.


That night, he returned to Ashburn and to the suitcase.


Harry adopted one of the better living rooms as his studio – a corner of the house Tom never visited because it was too near the east wing. He painted feverishly, letting out years of pent-up tension. He avoided faces and people, sticking mostly to still life and landscapes and Pollock-style compositions. He looked up movements like Cubism and Futurism at the school library and adopted the old masters as his instructors, copying their work so as best to understand it. He was better at copying than coming up with originals, but everyone started somewhere.


Despite his feverishness, he painted carefully. If even a sniff of his mother entered his mind when his brush was against a canvas, he put it down and stepped away. He cordoned her off in his mind and trained himself not to think of her at all. After a while it became a kind of exposure therapy. The more he painted, the less he worried she would appear.


One night Tom filled the doorway of his makeshift studio, a whisky bottle dangling from his hand. Harry watched him out of the corner of his eye, waiting for his uncle to yell, to shout about how art was dangerous and forbidden at Ashburn. But he wasn’t eleven any more. He’d grown tall and broad, and three months of investigating boxing had given him muscles he didn’t know he had. In that same time, Tom had shrunk. His nails had yellowed, arms and legs thinned and his skin had turned sallow. Harry would not be so easily dragged across a lawn now. His uncle eyed him warily, perhaps thinking the same.


‘And what do you plan to do with all this exactly?’ he said, swinging his drink hand at the canvases Harry had created.


‘Nothing . . .’


‘Nothing,’ his uncle repeated. ‘Nothing yet.’


His uncle could see it plainly. Harry had plans for his art, he just wasn’t sure what they were. He only knew that out of everything he’d tried, art was the best chance he had at becoming a Great Alexander.


Tom’s glazed eyes roamed the products of Harry’s effort. ‘You know, you’re not half bad at this,’ he slurred. ‘You might even have a bit of talent.’


There it was. The affirmation Harry had been waiting for. Funny how a single word can jolt a heart, quicken a pulse and make a body tremble. The hunger it ignited for more. Praise and acknowledgement culminating in two little syllables. Talent.


His uncle wasn’t finished. ‘You were supposed to be shit at it, like everything else you tried.’


It struck Harry that Tom had been monitoring his progress. Despite all his protests about art being forbidden, he’d known what Harry was up to and had watched from afar, and Harry didn’t know why.


‘Every Alexander has a talent,’ Harry said.


‘Indeed, they do.’ Tom took a swig of his whisky. ‘But you’re the only one breaking the rules.’


Harry turned to ask him what he meant, but his uncle had already melted back into the shadows and the doorway stood empty.
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AT DAWN, THE RAIN outside the storage unit stopped and Harry stopped with it. He sat on the concrete floor, face turned up to his finished piece. Paint crusted the skin of his arms. Empty tubes of acrylics and discarded brushes lay in a catastrophe zone all around the easel. Light spilled in under the still-open shutter and he finally let out a breath.


Tom glared back at him from the canvas.


It was his finest and most skilled piece to date. All his emotions – the hate, the frustration, the overwhelming disappointment on both sides – had worked their way onto the canvas. He could see it between the fevered brushstrokes.


Harry was on a knife-edge with the Apollo, but for an absurd moment he didn’t want to take this in. He didn’t want his classmates and professors pawing over it, scrutinising it, seeing the truth he’d painted. Usually, he was keen to begin the conversation, to defend his work and argue its worth. Now it was as if he’d laid bare a tiny piece of his soul and the thought of submitting it for judgement was appalling. He’d never felt that way about his paintings before.


There will be more, the voice in his head reassured him.


Harry wrapped his precious canvas in the sheet he’d found and took a last look at the unfinished man on the wall.


Sunlight played across the man’s features in a way that made Harry think he was almost hopeful. There was something about the portrait that felt as desperate as he did.


He relocked the unit and left Femur Street, silently promising to return.


HARRY DIDN’T MIND THE hour-and-a-half walk to the Apollo. The dawn gleamed on the glass-fronted buildings and lit all the corners of the streets in a way that made shadows seem impossible. It was as if the weather understood what a momentous occasion this was and had done its utmost to shine for him.


He reached the academy in good time, the dark wooden façade a shade lighter in the sun. The art school was a listed building – a label it wore with pride – but this only made it hard to maintain. It was composed of narrow latticed windows, high-peaked gables and steeply slated roofs. An ornate conservatory was bolted onto the back, which was where most of the life drawing took place due to having the best light. The Apollo might once have been a grand house but Harry had only ever known it as a school, and it wasn’t as grand as it used to be. After a very rough winter, the entire building’s paintwork seemed to be peeling. Harry could see the naked wood from the street.


Its grounds were fenced and two winged grotesques squatted either side of the only gates. They’d unnerved Harry at first. He had the absurd thought that they guarded against the untalented fakers who didn’t deserve to be there.
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