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PROLOGUE

A brittle snap and the baby’s head is in my hand, nut-brown and weeping. Always weeping. 

The floor chills the burn of my raw sin-scrubbed skin. The supple weight of a silken gown, a lover’s touch beneath a dagger made of wood.

An angel glares, deep pools for eyes; a condemnatory stare. The demons are closing in. The truth of my deeds, laid bare.

The child’s head in my hand, screaming now, mouth cavernous, raw gummed.

A penance. I must pay a penance for my sins. I am an aberration.

The razor edge of shame. The sunken cheeks of the damned. 

The last judgement.







1

My brush describes a shallow arc on the canvas, causing the woman’s cheek to swell. She is like all my subjects – not someone who would be considered a conventional beauty; her eyes are too closely set, her chin is too pointed – but there is something about the arch of her brows, the high cheekbones and full lower lip, which suggests a sensuality beneath the staid exterior. 

In the photograph the woman’s eyes are grey-brown, a dull sludgy colour that speaks of ditch water and old tea towels. I mix the paint – Payne’s grey, burnt umber and a touch of titanium white, but then I add a tiny amount of French ultramarine. People very rarely think of themselves as dull, so I embellish them slightly. Not too much – not so much as to render them any different from how they see themselves. We all think that we have more charisma, more sparkle, than we really do.

Her expression on my phone screen is furtive; her face cast downwards, eyes scanning the fruit before her from beneath pale lashes. When I encountered her at the market stall I had known I wanted to paint her, and tried to capture her image with my phone’s camera in a surreptitious way, lifting it towards me and smiling, as though I was taking a selfie. I watched and silently clicked as her hand moved deftly from the array of fruit set out before her to the shopping bag in her other hand, swiping punnets of raspberries and apricots – the more expensive items on the stall, it occurred to me later – into the folds of her canvas bag. She’d looked up at last, and in one brief moment our eyes locked before she moved swiftly away into the crowd. Her expression was pained, anxious; she knew exactly what I was up to. My mind had flashed to the Masaccio fresco in the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence, showing the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. We’d seen it all those years ago on the school trip, Gio – Mr Giannotti – our teacher, eager to share with us some of his city’s lesser-known masterpieces, as well as those on the tourists’ bucket lists. In the painting, Adam’s face was obscured, his hands covering his face in shame, but my eye had been drawn to the naked Eve. Her head was thrown back in despair, her eyes closed in anguish, and Gio had explained that this painting was an exquisite example of the essence of shame in Renaissance art, renowned for depicting Eve’s distress at her transgression against God after eating the apple. It had occurred to me then that rather than feeling guilty at her act of defiance, she looked more like she was upset at having been caught.



I put my paintbrush down on the palette. I think I will leave it for the day; I have ruined paintings in the past by overworking them – by pursuing a vision I have of a person that is not meant to be realised. I am impulsive – God knows Kit has told me often enough – and this one is good already, the woman rendered in oils on a two-foot-high canvas. She is drab and grey and thrown into stark relief by the bright yellow apricots, the vibrant pink raspberries in front of her. The painting will be ready within the week, another step towards the exhibition. 

I had earlier soaked some rags in turps – one of the habits I picked up at art college – and I wipe my brushes fastidiously, careful to remove as much paint as possible. I stand and stretch, easing the knots which have accumulated in my back over the course of the day. The light has dimmed considerably since I last thought to look around my studio, and I switch on the overhead neon strip. A double flicker and then the room is illuminated in a harsh glare. I place the brushes in the pot that sits waiting, already filled with the solvent that will clean them. The sun is low in the sky and about to sink behind the brick wall that forms the western boundary of our tiny yard. I take my palette and wipe the remaining paint from it with another rag. This has become a ritual for me; I punctuate the end of a day’s work by removing the excess paint, so that I know I can’t go back and interfere with what I have achieved that day. I could just cover up the leftover paint with a plastic carrier bag to keep the air out and it will still be good to work with the next day – it would certainly save money – but there is something about addressing each day as a new chapter in the process of creation, about starting afresh and building on the work of the previous day. I’ve stopped telling people this, because even I know it makes me sound like a twat.

I take the pot of brushes in one hand and slide open the studio door with the other. When we first moved in, Kit was highly amused that I referred to the damp, leaking, UPVC lean-to conservatory as my studio. ‘Rather a grand name for what is essentially a plastic shed,’ he’d said, and he’d been right. The windows were poorly fitted and let in the rain when it was particularly torrential. In winter there would be ice on the inside of the panes, and in summer the whole space would heat up, like an oven. But the reason I’d claimed it for me – one of the reasons we’d bought this tiny house in the first place, other than it being one of the few we could afford – was the light. Although the studio is close to the rear wall of the yard, shoehorned into a cramped outdoor space, it is south facing, brightly lit and luminous – very conducive to the work of a painter.

I step out into the yard, still carrying the pot of brushes. There is a slight chill to the air, and the presence of autumn swells in the pockets of mist that hold the scent of leaf mould and bonfires. We have had an Indian summer – after a damp and grey August, September allowed the sun to touch us briefly, gently, before October appeared on the horizon and suggested a different turn to the seasons. Even the sun, slipping behind the back wall of the yard, seems to agree, and paints the sky with the reds and oranges of autumn. Last night was Halloween. The house that overlooks ours still has a pumpkin on the upstairs windowsill, a paper ghost floating gently against the glass. A child’s bedroom, I think.

I place the pot containing the brushes onto the step to my studio; I prefer to keep it outside at night, so that the ­evaporating fumes don’t fill the house. Later I will wash the turps from the brushes with soap and water and leave them to dry overnight, ready to resume my work the next day. From where I am standing on the patio, I can see over the low brick wall that separates us from our neighbours on the other side. They don’t have a studio, or a conservatory or anything like that. Instead the entire length of their back yard is taken up with a washing line, which now holds an assortment of tiny garments: babygros and impossibly small cardigans, knitted hats and muslin squares. We don’t know the neighbours. When we moved in it was late summer and we went round to introduce ourselves but they were on holiday. We tried again when they got back, the car parked outside their house an indicator of their return as much as the slamming doors and occasional loud voices, but decided not to intrude on their argument. We went round once more a week or so later, me bearing a gift of flowers from the Tesco on the high street, Kit clutching a bottle of wine. Even though we saw the twitch of the curtain in the living room, no one came to the door and so we decided to stop trying. Fuck them, if they didn’t want to know us, I’d said at the time. Since then, we have occasionally seen a pinched-faced woman entering and leaving, stooped, the severe bulk of her pregnant belly propelling her down the front path. And then, last week, I heard through the open window of my studio the cry of a newborn – fragile, rasping, growing in intensity, indignant.

It is as though by thinking about it I have somehow summoned the child, as a mewling starts up from within the house next door. I stand, immobile, hypnotised by the sound. They say that women are genetically predisposed to react to a baby’s cry, that we have evolved to respond to the pitch and frequency of this call of distress, and I find myself searching my brain, my body, for some sort of response to the noise. I am relieved when there is nothing.

Abruptly, the back door opens, and the woman comes out. She looks even more tired than usual and her cheeks have a grey cast for which I mentally start to mix the paints in order to replicate it – white, yes, and a dab of Alizarin crimson, a touch of Cadmium yellow and then the tiniest touch, a mere stipple, of black. She’s carrying a white bundle and it takes me a moment to realise that this is the baby. It’s smaller than I was expecting and held in the crook of her elbow; I wonder how such a tiny object can make so much noise. She is looking down at the baby, shushing it, as she walks over to the wooden bench which is set against the back wall of their yard. She sits down and hoists up the hem of her top. The flesh of her belly sags over her waistband, white and mottled, and when she pulls down the front of her bra, I expect her breast to have the same pallid hue and stippled texture. Instead it is smooth and faintly translucent, like finely carved Carrara marble, and I realise that it is engorged with milk. I consider the curve of it, how the low light from the sun renders the skin polished and perfect, and I start to think how I would go about painting this woman, who is leaning backwards now against the stone wall, the baby attached firmly to her breast, her head thrown back, eyes closed. Despite her pasty complexion and the toll that pregnancy has taken on her body, there is something of the Renaissance Madonna about her, not least because of her long dark hair and the blue cardigan she has draped around her shoulders. Her expression is one of calm reflection and I find myself observing her, my eyes tracing the route my pencil would take if I were to draw her. I remember my sketchbook on the shelf in my studio and take a step backwards to fetch it. My foot nudges the pot of brushes and it falls with a clatter, splashing turps onto the step. I bend to right it and then look back at the woman. Her eyes are open now, and she is looking at me with a blank expression. There is no hostility there, just a weary, open face. The smell of the spilt turpentine, evaporating into the cooling evening air, follows me as I go into my studio and shut the door behind me.

My studio opens directly into the kitchen, and there’s Kit, his back to me, chopping something. I watch as he turns on the tap and rinses the knife, the sinews that run beneath the surface of his forearms flexing ever so slightly. He turns and sees me, attempts a smile, but he’s crying. 

‘What’s all this in aid of?’ I ask, gesturing at the worktop which is covered in carrier bags and discarded utensils.

‘Thought I’d cook us something nice,’ he says, and he wipes his eyes with the back of his wrist. ‘Bloody onions. Can you pass me the kitchen roll?’ 



I tear off a sheet and pass it to him.

‘All done for the day?’ he asks, and I nod. I pull off another piece of the paper and start to wipe at the smears of paint on my hands. 

‘She’s sitting outside,’ I say. ‘Her and the baby. She’s feeding it in the back yard.’ 

Kit shrugs. ‘Isn’t that what people do with babies?’ he asks. ‘Feed them?’

‘I suppose so. It just seems weird. Going to sit in the back yard to feed a baby, all those babygros hanging around your head like bats in a cave. And it’s not as though there’s anything to look at out there. You’d think she’d be better off inside, with the telly on.’ 

Kit huffs out a laugh. ‘I don’t suppose she was expecting her next-door neighbour to be out on patrol, peering over the fence.’ 

I give him a look, but he’s got a point. 

‘She was probably trying to find some peace and quiet. Her old man doesn’t exactly look like a bundle of laughs.’ 

The man – bearded and beetlelike as he scuttles down their path every morning – is as much a mystery to us as the woman.

There are two champagne flutes on the worktop, their bases still covered in a fine layer of dust. No sign of a bottle of fizz yet, though. My eyes slide towards the fridge.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask, picking up the glasses and rinsing them at the sink. ‘Are we celebrating something?’ 

Kit looks at me with an expression of exaggerated suffering. ‘It was going to be a surprise,’ he says. He turns away from me and recommences chopping.



‘Go on, tell me,’ I say, and rest my hands on the little roll of flesh that hangs over his waistband. 

He hates that, and squirms away. ‘Stop it. If it’s not bad enough that I’m crying my eyes out here, you want to make me chop a finger off as well.’

‘So tell me what the celebration’s for and I’ll make sure you stay digitally intact.’

He puts down the knife and turns back round. His hair is longer than usual, curling over his collar. He’s not shaving every day now that he doesn’t have to go into the office, and has what his mother would probably disparagingly call ‘designer stubble’. He’s put on a bit of weight recently, and I know that this bothers him. I’m the opposite; I’ve been so engrossed in preparing for the exhibition that I’ve been forgetting to eat. Sometimes it will get to four in the afternoon, and Kit will knock on the door of my studio with a sandwich.

‘Well . . . something quite . . . good has happened.’ 

He’s drawing it out deliberately to annoy me. I decide not to take the bait and say nothing.

He walks over to the fridge and opens the door. A bottle of champagne makes a gentle clinking sound as he sets it upon the worktop. His fingers toy with the foil at the neck of the bottle, and then he removes it and starts to ease out the cork. He looks at me knowingly. I can’t help but smile.

He’s told me the story of his sister’s wedding many times. How he, in his late teens, was put in charge of the free bar – essentially a trestle table filled with bottles that his dad had procured from a dubious contact. He was given the task of taking orders and filling glasses, something his father had told him would be a useful step towards a weekend bartending job when he was a bit older. His teenage hands had struggled with the champagne bottles, the corks too tight in their necks, and then a relative had come over. When he told me the story, Kit wasn’t sure exactly how he was related to this man, but thought he was some sort of cousin on his mother’s side. This relation was tall and wore an expensive suit and had what Kit later described to me as ‘Tory hair’: long, floppy hair that fell in a sloppy wave onto one side.

‘Give that to me,’ the relative had barked, grabbing the champagne from Kit’s scared, awkward hands. He’d also grasped a handful of napkins from the makeshift bar and wrapped them around the bottle.

‘If there’s one thing you need to know in life, it’s how to open a bottle of champagne.’

Since then, Kit and I have laughed about this dreadful, posh, arrogant cousin, but I know that at the time, teenage Kit was mortified. He’d watched in silence as the man had placed one hand firmly on top of the cork.

‘Hold it like this,’ he’d said. ‘Don’t let the little bastard get the better of you.’ Kit, at this point, was looking on in confused horror. ‘You have to grasp the bottle at the base and twist it, like this.’ The relative then proceeded to turn the bottle, while keeping his hand steady on the cork. ‘Small steps. Don’t throttle it. You don’t want it going off in your hand. You’re not trying to tug it off.’

I take the bottle from Kit. 



‘You don’t want it going off in your hand,’ I tell him, and we share a smile, like we always do when we open a bottle of fizz and this line is repeated. ‘I’ll open this,’ I say. ‘You tell me what we’re celebrating.’ 

Kit starts stirring the onions in the pan. I can hear him take a deep breath, and then he turns back round, places his hands on his hips.

‘Well, you know how a couple of years ago Anish wanted me to go to Texas with him for that contract with the oil company? And it got cancelled at the last minute because the IT department lost their budget? Well, it’s back on again.’ 

Instantly, I feel the blood rising in my veins. My cheeks are hot.

‘Hang on. This is the contract we decided you wouldn’t take because it would mean you living in Houston for three months?’ Kit opens his mouth to say something, but I ignore him and carry on. ‘And now? Just as I’m working towards my exhibition? Just as I’m about to have a small chance at a successful career for once?’ 

I can hear my voice becoming high-pitched and shrill, and Kit can hear it too. He places his hands on the tops of my arms, and very gently forces me down into one of the kitchen chairs.

‘That’s exactly it,’ he says, and he’s making his voice deliberately calm and slow. ‘I don’t have to go anymore. I can still take up the contract but do it from here. They’ve realised, what with everyone working from home for the last few years, that it’s easier – and cheaper – for everyone if I stay here and work remotely. They get the job done, but with no air fares or hotel bills. And they’re still paying top-whack.’



I pull away from him. He’s looking into my eyes, like a child searching for approval. I knew he’d been disappointed when it hadn’t worked out. He’d been so excited – not only would he go to America, all expenses covered, but he’d be working on a big IT contract for a major oil company, which would do his CV the world of good. Kit’s not had much luck with his career since we graduated; he’d turned down the chance of a graduate recruitment scheme with one of the big tech firms so he could stay in the North West with me, rather than going to London where the big money was. 

My natural instinct has been to try to develop my career as a medium-sized fish in a small pond, rather than drowning in the vast pool that is the capital, so we’ve stayed here. I sold it to Kit as being the only place we could afford to buy our own place, and that swung it. Like me, he was keen to get on the property ladder, and when my parents offered us a surprise lump sum to put down as a deposit, we graciously accepted the handout. I’d been astonished at first that they had made this gesture, but not long afterwards they announced that my mother had accepted a job at a prestigious university in America’s North East, and that they would soon be moving there permanently, and it all made a lot of sense. A final, financial, farewell fuck-off to their only daughter.

For the last few years, Kit has taken on piecemeal IT contracting jobs which paid the rent and then the mortgage. My contribution to the household kitty has been sporadic but nevertheless crucial: whenever I sell a painting, a couple of thousand will appear in our bank account and I get to stop feeling guilty about not pulling my weight. The prospect of a plethora of sales off the back of the exhibition is attractive, I have to admit, not least because I want to feel as though I am making a contribution to us – to the home we have built together, and the security and sanctuary it represents.

‘So, I start next week,’ he says. Then, as though addressing the concern that must have shown on my face, ‘I know it’s quick, but they want to get started as soon as possible. Anish has been in negotiations with them for ages now. It’s two months’ work, guaranteed, but with an option to carry on with the maintenance after the development work is done, if I want to.’ 

‘Don’t you need to give notice?’ I ask. ‘I mean, on the work you’re doing at the moment.’

‘I’ve already spoken to them. This contract’s nearly finished anyway, and they’ve agreed it can end sooner. It means they can save a few quid and I’m not sitting around doing nothing.’ 

‘Well, it sounds like you have it all sorted,’ I tell him.

‘There’s only one issue,’ he blurts out before I can say anything else, and I’m instantly suspicious. 

‘What?’

‘It’s the time-zone thing. They want me to work during their office hours. Texas time.’

‘How would that work?’ I’m trying to remember the time difference.

‘I would have to log on at four o’clock in the afternoon, our time, and I wouldn’t finish until midnight.’ He’s looking at me through narrowed eyes, trying to gauge my reaction. ‘They’re six hours behind us.’



‘For a couple of months, you say?’ 

‘That’s right. Any maintenance work I do for them after that would be done at night when we can take the servers down – so during our daytime. It would be perfect.’

‘Well, then, it’s a no-brainer,’ I say, happy to be so generous. ‘You must take it.’ 

Kit lets out a long breath. ‘I knew you’d say that. I already told them I’d do it.’ 

I feel foolish, and as though I need to de-escalate the situation. I stand and lean into him, nuzzle his neck, where he smells of musk and woodsmoke. I place my arms around him and pull him into me. 

‘I know,’ he says, as if in answer to my unspoken – unformed – apology, and for a moment we stand there, neither of us talking, our breath steadying and slowing into synchrony. Eventually he pulls away and picks up the champagne bottle.

‘Shall I tug it off?’ he says, and my laugh comes out as a snort.

The chicken is dry and the pasta and vegetables overcooked, but we don’t care. We’ve spent the evening making plans, and the food has taken second place to our excitement at what the future holds. Kit’s contract is lucrative, and will give us some financial security, even though it is only for a fixed term. We can finally stop wondering how we will pay the bills on top of the mortgage and perhaps get some savings in the bank.

‘We can celebrate with Flora and Simeon this weekend,’ I say, spearing a mushroom and depositing it in my mouth. It is slimy and cold, but I swallow it anyway and chase it down with a sip of champagne. 

‘Oh, God,’ Kit groans. ‘I’d forgotten about that. Are you sure it’s this weekend?’

This is unlike Kit: usually he’s the reliable one of the two of us. He’s the one who’ll update the calendar in the kitchen with which bin collection is on which day, and make sure the car and house insurance are up to date. He’ll keep an eye on the bank account and track the direct debits. He makes sure there’s food in the fridge and all the boring stuff. I like to tell him it’s because I’m the creative one, and I have no time for the practical everyday stuff when I’m painting. Secretly, I know it’s because I’m lazy.

‘Definitely this weekend,’ I tell him. ‘But it’s not as though we have to organise much. We can drive over Friday afternoon and we’ll be there in time for dinner. Flora’s probably pushing the boat out and cooking something amazing.’ 

I can’t help but look down at the remains of my meal, congealing on my plate. 

Kit puts down his cutlery and runs his hand through his hair, lets out a deep sigh. ‘It’s not that. It’s just the thought of spending forty-eight hours in Sim’s company. It’s hard work.’

I know better than anyone how difficult it is to remain civil in the company of my best friend’s husband. He brings out the worst in me, always has, ever since we first met him at their wedding four years ago. As well as being several years older than the rest of us, he has that assumed confidence – arrogance, I suppose – of the privately educated, yet tempers it just enough so that we – the lesser mortals – know that he tolerates us. His extreme wealth hasn’t gained him any fans in our house, either.

‘We could just go for one night, rather than the whole weekend.’ I look hopefully at Kit over the top of my glass. ‘We could make up an excuse for the Saturday afternoon. Say you have to work, or something like that.’ 

He thinks about this for a moment, his eyes up at the ceiling, frowning slightly, his mouth downturned. One of the things I love about Kit is that his expressions reveal everything about him; there are no hidden depths. What you see is what you get.

‘Are you sure?’ he asks. ‘You’ve been looking forward to seeing Flora for months. Didn’t you say she had loads to tell you?’

‘It’ll only be something to do with the farmhouse or the barns or something like that. She can’t stop talking about it, and all the work they’re doing.’

A couple of years ago, Sim had inherited a huge amount of money and an enormous house in the Scottish Highlands from his parents. He hadn’t wanted to move back to the family home – his childhood hadn’t been the happiest of experiences, mostly spent away at boarding school, according to Flora – and so they’d sold up and used the proceeds to buy a farm in the Brecon Beacons. Flora had once told me that Sim had visited this pocket of Wales a couple of times on geography field trips with his school. In an uncharacteristically poetic moment, he’d said that he’d found the barren countryside and rugged mountains a comfort: they held a familiarity in common with his native Scotland but were also distinct enough to allow him some distance from memories of an unhappy childhood. Those trips had also provided welcome respite from the torments of his boarding school, so it wasn’t surprising that he’d chosen to make the Beacons his home.

They’d spent the first year restoring the farmhouse itself: Farrow and Ball everywhere and a fancy handmade kitchen that cost more than Kit and I earned between us in a year. Then they’d made a start on renovating the barns – gorgeous old red-brick buildings which would form the basis of their new business: countryside holidays for the Joules-wearing, Boden-clad elite from the city. Long weekends of authentic farmyard living, among the rare-breed sheep, the miniature ponies and the fancy chickens that populated the once-working dairy farm. Between ourselves, Kit and I were scornful of their venture, but I knew it was jealousy that kept our disdain burning and that we would have sold our souls for an opportunity like theirs.

‘If you’re sure they won’t mind?’ asks Kit. 

‘Of course not. I’ll text Flora after dinner and tell her not to go to too much effort,’ I say. ‘We can always go and visit again when the exhibition’s over.’ 

Kit looks relieved. He picks up his glass, half an inch of champagne left in the bottom, and raises it in my direction. ‘In that case, let’s have a toast. To your exhibition, and to my new contract.’ 

He stands up and comes around to my side of the table. He pulls me to my feet and his hand moves up to the back of my neck. I can feel him winding my hair around his fingers as he catches hold of my ponytail. I wave my glass in his face.

‘Thank you for this. One more of your grand gestures.’ This was another standing joke between us. Kit would always make little attempts to instil more romance into our relationship – a bunch of flowers here, a restaurant meal there – and to avoid confessing my chagrin at his lack of imagination, I would refer to these acts as his grand gestures. I think at first he was mildly put out by my sarcasm, but he’s got used to it now and just goes along with it.

He presses himself up against me and I push back against him. His fingers are moving over my collarbone and they land on the top button of my blouse. I’m glad we seem to have reached a truce, and that his new job has given him a much-needed boost. He’s been walking on eggshells around me, even I could tell that, not wanting to talk about his own pathetic employment prospects, but also not wanting to address the new opportunities presented by my exhibition. The exhibition is the only thing that we have argued about in months. 

My career as a painter had taken off slowly but steadily after graduation, and over the last couple of years I’d been invited to contribute work to showings at some pretty well-­respected galleries in the North West, but they were always shared exhibitions, and I had a hankering for my own private show – something that would be all about me. I’d spend hours adding the intricate textures to a portrait, allowing my mind to wander, imagining the praise I would receive, the faultless media coverage, the adulation and the recognition of my talents. The strength of my longing must have influenced the universe in some way, because over the summer I got a call from the owner of a small but well-­regarded private gallery. He’d had a cancellation for an exhibition later in the year – the artist had pulled out due to some controversy or other, the details of which he didn’t go into – but he now had a two-week slot in December that needed to be filled. Was I interested?

My initial reaction had been to decline. It was far too short notice to produce enough new material for a solo show, and as it would be my first, I’d need to be confident in the quality of the pieces, not just churning out enough paintings to fill an entire gallery. It had been Kit who had persuaded me to go ahead. He’d convinced me that I had enough finished pieces already to serve as a starting point for an exhibition. I could develop a theme around them – augment and embellish them, and create some new pieces that continued that theme. At first I refused point blank, but Kit wouldn’t stop; he was relentless. Finally, he persuaded me to at least consider it, and the more I did so, the more I saw merit in the idea. It wasn’t often someone my age would be offered a solo exhibition at all, never mind at one of the fancier commercial galleries in the city, and I decided that I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I would do it, and I started to assess my existing paintings, trying to draw out the thread that ran through them and could tie them to the new pieces I planned to create.

It was the theme I came up with to which Kit objected to.



My specialism was in portraiture and I augmented this passion with a newly developed love of street photography. I would take surreptitious photos of people with my phone, documenting them in mid-conversation, hoping to catch for ever the animation in a person’s expression, the nuances of their postures. I would then use these photographs as the starting point for my portraits.

At first, it was just the ethics of what I was doing that bothered Kit. He said I should be asking these people’s permission to photograph them, that it wasn’t within my rights to use their images in this way. I countered that by saying that if I asked their permission I would be forewarning them of my intentions – they would be alerted to the fact that I was photographing them and this would inhibit their actions. He was also put out by the fact that the people I chose to photograph and subsequently paint were those who inhabited the fringes of society – the disadvantaged, those on low incomes, the homeless, and the refugees who would occasionally appear from the hotel on the ring road where they were held until their asylum claims were processed. He said I was taking advantage of their misfortune, that I would stand to benefit financially from their predicament if the paintings sold, and that was morally wrong. I told him that they just had more interesting expressions than other people – their experiences of pain and hardship were written on their faces and this is what I was trying to capture, but for once he wouldn’t back down. This was one of the few sticking points in our relationship, and, in order to maintain the peace, I told Kit I would not photograph people without their permission anymore. As a result, I keep my street photography habit a secret from him. 

I weave my hands around his back and hook my thumbs into the waistband of his jeans and pull him closer. Slowly, he unbuttons my blouse and draws the fabric of my shirt back over my shoulders. Kit’s hands are still rough and calloused from when he laid the patio at the beginning of summer, and the golden hue of them is in stark contrast to the milky white of my skin. Abruptly, I see in my mind the woman from next door, the baby clamped to her engorged breast, the flitting frown that crossed her face as the infant attached itself to her nipple, quickly replaced with the calm repose as the baby fed. Like the subject of a Botticelli painting, perhaps. I push the image away and reach up to Kit’s face. I stroke his cheek and the smell of turpentine fills the air.
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The lake is a mirror. It reflects what it perceives and, in doing so, everything is doubled. Two skies, stark and empty save for a Rorschach flicker of cloud at the horizon. Ridged pines stand sentry in two black lines. Blazing orange, the scuffle of gorse embraces its twin. I am transfixed, already formulating the colours in my head, mentally stroking them onto the canvas: yellow lake deep, cadmium orange, vermilion hue.

‘Beautiful, eh?’ says Kit and I mutter assent but keep my head turned away from him, mesmerised by the lucidity of the colours.

The day is a fine one: the temperature in single figures but with a mostly clear sky and a bright, lucent light that made us draw down the sunshields. As soon as we left the main road for the precarity of the pockmarked lane, it felt as though we were leaving all civilisation behind. We climbed higher, into the Beacons, and the hedges seemed to shrink, as though proud to display to us newcomers the beauty that lay on the other side. It was as we crested the hill that we were treated to the sight of the lake, its flat surface rendered crystalline under the sun’s gaze. 

‘You okay?’ This is the third time Kit has asked me this since we’ve left home. 

‘I’m fine, honestly,’ I say, and place my hand on his thigh to reinforce the message.

‘Not worrying about the exhibition too much?’

‘Christ, Kit, if I was worrying about it, you’d have just made it a whole lot worse. Really, it’s okay. It’s nice to have a couple of days away from painting.’ As I say this, I surreptitiously raise my fingers to my nose, where the smell of turpentine still lingers, reassuring.

He nods, but doesn’t take his eyes off the road. Such a careful driver, Kit will never go over the speed limit or jump a red light. He won’t have even a sip of alcohol if he knows he’s going to be driving. It’s quite endearing, I suppose.

A moment’s silence and then: ‘It can’t be much further, can it?’ he asks. ‘Have we got lost again? Can you check the map?’

‘Relax. Flora said the lane was really long, and to just keep going, even when we think we might be lost. Keep a lookout for the sign.’ 

The countryside is laid out around us in all its lush greenery. Although most of the trees are stripped of their leaves now, the fields themselves are still profusely verdant. Dirty white spots scattered along the hillside suggest that the majority of the inhabitants are sheep, and, as if in acknowledgement of this thought, a creature bounds into sight at the side of the road and makes Kit slam on the brakes.



‘Fucking sheep!’ he exclaims, and his rare use of an expletive makes me smile. He turns to look at me, and his consternation transforms into a grin. ‘I mean, I should have expected to be hijacked by a sheep – this is Wales, after all – but not like that.’ The creature stares at us in slack-jawed ambivalence. ‘I thought you said they had fancy sheep. “Rarebreed” or whatever they call them. That one’s just a normal, straightforward, common-or-garden sheep.’ 

Kit waves a hand at the animal and moves the car forward, cautiously navigating around the still chewing creature.

‘Can’t be one of theirs,’ I say. ‘Simeon rents most of the fields out to tenant farmers – sees himself as something of the village squire. The farm came with hundreds of acres, and there’s just no way they can maintain it all. Not while entertaining the great and good of Chelsea, anyway. Their fancy sheep live in the farmyard.’

‘There it is.’ With one hand clutching the steering wheel, Kit is pointing at a wooden sign hanging from an upright support at the side of the lane. ‘Gorffwysfa. Luxury Courtyard Barn Accommodation’ is written on it in an earnest yet welcoming script, and the fresh paint looks incongruously clean against this rural backdrop. He manoeuvres the car into the space that lies just beyond it, where wrought-iron gates open automatically as we approach. The car judders slightly as we cross a cattle grid, and then we approach the farmhouse along a gravel drive.

It is, as I’d expected, very impressive – even more so than it had appeared on the website Flora had commissioned for the business. The grey stones that make up its walls suggest a solidity that is augmented by the huge blue-green painted wooden door standing front and centre. This is matched by the windows that flank it – three on each side that are repeated on the first floor; the symmetry of the building is pleasing to the eye. The roof is tiled in grey slates, the uniformity of the pattern suggesting a recent overhaul, and the heavy cast iron of the guttering and downpipes does little to conceal their newness. A pair of potted bay trees and a small collection of flower pots, devoid of any colour this late in the year and with the plants in them cut viciously back, flank the front door, and contribute to the property’s air of wealthy efficiency. Luxuriously pale cream-coloured gravel covers the parking area in front of the house. All in all, it is exactly as I had anticipated. A farm for people who dislike the countryside.

Kit parks our car next to a spotlessly clean white Range Rover (Simeon’s) and a dark blue BMW (Flora’s) and, before I can get out, the front door opens and there is my friend, resplendent in a billowing blue silk dress, golden hair shiny and smooth. She is perfectly presented, as always, and I am suddenly conscious of my grubby, paint-stained jeans and my scuffed boots.

Flora is my best friend from school, and for that reason I feel vindicated that my envy of her lifestyle is as strong as my love for her. We come from very different backgrounds: she the daughter of some sort of ambiguously defined, but highly paid civil servants, while my parents are both academics. Stereotypical champagne socialists, they would quote articles from the Guardian at each other and shout obscenities at Tory politicians who appeared on the evening news, but they would also quietly decry the state of the local comprehensive school they had sent me to. When it was put into special measures during my second year there, they were quick to excuse their decision to send me instead to the fee-paying girls’ school in the next town; they were only considering my education, my future, after all, and if they had to compromise their principles to send me there, so be it. Hence my stint at St Bartholomew’s School for Girls.

Flora and I had been on each other’s radars all the way through middle school and our GCSEs, but involved with different groups of people, and it was studying for A level art that finally drew us together. She was a competent artist but she lacked the passion that propelled me and other students towards higher grades. She coasted and displayed a stubborn refusal to thoroughly engage in lessons. I often thought she must be acutely aware of the advantage to succeed in life that had been bestowed on her by a wealthy background and a pretty face. Flora and I were very different people, yet neither of us quite embraced the arrogance of our extremely wealthy peers. Her insouciance, her dark humour and the rapidity with which she laughed at my jokes made her irresistible to me. Even though she’s changed since then, and we’ve had our issues, she remains my best friend. Possibly my only real friend, truth be told.

She’s waving at us vigorously as she picks her way across the gravel, and beaming her fresh, white smile. Perennially immaculate. She has what appears to be a cashmere shawl wrapped around her shoulders, but still she’s shivering as she holds out her arms to me.

‘You made it!’ she exclaims, and folds me into a weak hug. She still smells of lavender and lemons. ‘Did you find us okay?’ 

I know that this must be her well-rehearsed greeting for all the couples and families who come to stay here, and her lack of intimacy bristles. I decide to respond in a similar fashion.

‘No problems at all. Your directions were perfect.’ I neglect to tell her that the instructions I’d printed from the website had overlooked what turned out to be a vital junction, and we’d driven in the wrong direction for ten minutes before realising our mistake and retracing our steps. 

‘Ah, great,’ she says. ‘Well, welcome to Gorffwysfa.’

The way she enunciates the name of the farm is precise and careful, and I can tell she must have been practising to get it right, to make it sound authentically Welsh.

‘Thank you. It’s lovely to be here.’ 

I’m hoping that soon we can drop this pretence at a client/host relationship, but then I realise with a start that Flora is blushing – that deep scarlet flush to her cheeks she would get whenever she felt out of her depth. I decide to take pity on her. I pull her into another hug, a proper one this time. She seems surprised, but gives in, even though she curves her back away from me to keep her body ever so slightly at a distance from mine.

‘It’s great to see you,’ I say, and draw back. I think she might have the beginnings of tears in her eyes.

‘Oh, Astrid,’ she says, and there’s a waver in her voice. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come. I have so much to tell you.’ 

She loops her arm through mine and leads me towards the front door. I hear Kit pop open the boot of the car and then the crunch of the gravel as he struggles with our overnight bags, but I leave him to it. I am here to see Flora.
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It was a blue you could drown yourself in, like the Virgin Mary’s robes or a perfect, unbroken robin’s egg. A blue that drew you in and held you there, begging for silence, or to be swum in. The wide, relentless blue of the sky: that’s what I remember most about those days in Florence. It was as though the dark orange brick roof of the Duomo had been created purely with the intention of exaggerating the sky’s blueness. What had Gio called it? Cerulean? Cobalt? One of those clichés. Of course, I didn’t think so at the time, I was so completely, absolutely, resolutely in love with him.

There were only six of us on the trip: Gio, me, Flora, and three other girls – the Three Harpies, as I’d taken to calling them in my head. They were already a clique before we left and they viewed me and Flora with a collective superiority that had been instilled in them by their wealth and popularity. There was Grace Adams, a hockey player with the thighs of an athlete and a curiously crooked nose. She had a peculiarly high-pitched voice, like that of a little girl, and I remember wondering if she put it on as an affectation, or whether she was truly afflicted with it. Her best friend was Deborah Greavey, an ashen-faced girl who sported a long plait that hung down her back like a snake and who excelled at sneezing but very little else. The final member of their trio was Jenny Davis. She was your stereotypical mean girl, who derived pleasure from other people’s discomfort, and, while not actually a bully, enjoyed dominating a situation and revelled in others’ embarrassment. She was dumpy and blonde and was treated like a princess by her parents and teachers alike, who were oblivious to her cruel nature. In year ten she’d taken a dislike to me for some reason I couldn’t even remember – I probably had the wrong sort of trainers or rucksack – and had started a rumour that I gave out hand jobs in the bandstand in the park in return for cigarettes. I didn’t, obviously, but even the faintest whiff of a scandal will attach itself to you if you’re not one of the popular girls, and from then on I was mostly ostracised by the rest of my classmates. I was pleased when Flora seemed to take an interest in being my friend.

The rest of our A level cohort had decided to stay at home and watch the Olympics – some of them even had tickets for the more exciting events: diving, the gymnastics and the athletics. I wasn’t interested in sport; in fact, I was wholeheartedly against it, and used to avoid it at all costs. When I was in year eleven I would pretend that I had extra art coursework to do for my GCSE and would take refuge at the back of the art studio, where I couldn’t be seen by any passing teachers who might question my absence from the hockey field. Once Gio started at the school, he was always happy to back up my claim that I was behind on my coursework. Sometimes his free periods coincided with my sports lesson, and we would find ourselves together, alone, in the art studio.

Our little group had flown out of Heathrow, resplendent in all its red, white and blue livery, and I had tried to quell my excitement in front of the others – all of them wealthy and thus veteran flyers even at our young age – at being at an airport for the first time. I had only been abroad a couple of times before and was excited about the prospect of a stay in Florence. My parents were of the opinion that a two-week driving tour of the Low Countries, or a week pottering around the middle bit of France, was a suitably stimulating holiday for a teenager. Going to Italy, having not long turned seventeen, was unbelievably glamorous to me and I was looking forward to an opportunity to spend more time with Gio.

The flight was uneventful, and our plane landed without incident. Stepping out onto the rickety metal steps made me hold my breath and close my eyes: the arid heat in the air was a shock, and I relished it settling on my bare arms and on my face, a pleasant prickling sensation that was new to me; I had never felt a heat like it, so baking and insistent. We navigated passport control and collected our luggage and then crowded onto a bus destined for the city centre. I tried to hide my excitement among the other girls, seasoned travellers, but it was all I could do not to crane my neck to look out at the barren strips of yellow field that adjoined the airport, wizened and parched, and then the billboards and advertising hoardings that announced our approach to the city centre.



Gio had arranged for us to stay at an old palazzo up near the railway station. I remember being impressed by that word – palazzo – surely the Italian for palace, but when we had dragged our suitcases across the city to the right neighbourhood and finally found the address, it was unprepossessing, to say the least. Just a dark wooden door – admittedly, a tall, robust one, but just a door, nevertheless – set into a grey stone wall on a grubby back street. Gio seemed annoyed, or maybe disappointed, as he entered the code and then retrieved the key from the safe that was attached to the wall, as though he had been expecting somewhere better for us to stay, and I wondered then if maybe he hadn’t, after all, arranged the accommodation through a childhood friend as he’d told me, but through an agency. One that had evidently been economical with the photographic truth when they had advertised it online.

Inside, however, our concerns were soon swept aside. The foyer was utilitarian but vast; the veined grey marble of the floors continued half-way up the walls, giving the impression of an ancient wealth, even though the light didn’t work and the lift was broken. We hauled our bags up to the third floor, which was brighter, lit by tall windows which ran from waist height to the ceiling, some twenty feet above our heads. The door to the apartment was a slightly smaller version of the main door downstairs, yet highly polished and gleaming. When it swung open under the ministrations of Gio’s key, a couple of the Harpies let out audible gasps. 

The frescoes were magnificent. It wasn’t just the ceilings: the walls were painted as well and intricately depicted shadows suggested a texture, a surface decoration of carved plaster that couldn’t possibly have been there. I found myself running my fingers over the painted surface: completely flat; deceptive. Even the floor tiles were Escheresque, suggesting a journey to somewhere from which you might always be returning. Wild with excitement, we explored, and even Gio, usually so reserved, joined us in bounding from room to room, marvelling at the marble statues depicted on the ceilings and walls, the pouting maidens, swathes of blossom, conch shells so realistic it was as though you could reach out and feel them beneath your fingers.

There were three bedrooms: one set up as a dormitory, which the Three Harpies would share, a separate suite which Gio claimed as his own, and a further twin room, where Flora and I would sleep. Our room was vast, and just as magnificent as the rest of the apartment. There were two double beds, the bedheads of each intricately carved from mahogany. The rest of the furniture – nightstands, chests of drawers, an extremely tall wardrobe – were of the same wood, burnished to a deep coppery sheen by the centuries of fingers that had brushed against them, the patina of history. The silk of the eiderdown was satisfyingly smooth between my fingers, and I smiled when Flora threw herself onto her bed, bouncing on the thick mattress.

It was then that I spotted the door. It was smaller and less ostentatious than the others in the apartment and led through to what turned out to be a basic and perfunctory bathroom. The walls were painted plain white, their surfaces chalky and cracked. As well as a huge and ancient bathtub, there was a double basin and a toilet in the far corner. Rather incongruously, there was also a dressing table, constructed from the same dark wood as the bedroom furniture and seemingly just as old, with a mirror set in a simple oval frame in its centre. The glass was ancient and mottled with the smokiness of age. No frescoes adorned the ceiling, either: that too was plain. I stepped into this tiny, gloomy room; just one small window, set high on the opposite wall, through which seeped a faint, insipid light.

I glanced back through the doorway and saw that Flora had crept under the bedclothes and was scrolling away on her phone. I went back into the bedroom and grabbed my handbag. 

‘Just going to freshen up,’ I said to her – something I’d heard them say on American TV shows. She nodded without looking up, barely listening, and I returned to the bathroom and shut the door behind me.

The infant was life-size, or, rather, larger than life-size, and took up most of one of the panels on the back of the bathroom door. It was floating, or flying, against a background of deep blue, surrounded by swirling clouds. As I drew closer, I could see that the detail in the baby’s face was less carefully rendered than the frescoes on the apartment’s walls and ceiling. This cherub, with its red-tipped, feathered wings, its golden curls and its plump, rose-tinged cheeks, was painted with a casualness that suggested it was an afterthought, as though the artist responsible for this beautiful palazzo had some paint to spare at the end of the day and had decided to use it up by quickly illustrating one of the door panels. The detail of the cloth that was wrapped around the cherub’s lower torso was carelessly rendered, the shadows inconsistent and rough, and its limbs were curiously flat, as though no effort had gone into depicting their fleshy qualities. The only remarkable thing about this painting as a piece of art was the child’s eyes. They were smudged and dark and the paint seeped out, inky black, onto the rounded cheeks, describing a void where light should be. The style of the painting – the way the different colours merged into each other, blurred, and the mottled quality of the infant’s face, where blue veins suggested a pale sheen to the skin – was hideous and disturbing, yet familiar. I was racking my brain for the artist it reminded me of when a banging on the door made me jump. Flora, wanting to use the toilet. 

‘Give me a second,’ I told her, rummaging for my make-up bag. I touched up my mascara and applied a soft slick of rose-pink lipstick. I was aiming for a natural look, not wanting to appear as though I’d tried too hard.

‘Come on, Astrid, I’m bursting,’ came Flora’s voice once again through the door.

I fluffed my hair over my shoulders, and even though it remained flat and insipidly dark brown, I knew this was the best I was going to get. Gio would have to take me as I was.

All the while the cherub watched, those demonic dark eyes glaring down in judgement.
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‘Talus, calcaneus, tarsals one through five, metatarsals – again, one through five, phalanges – all fourteen of them, and two sesamoids.’ Simeon is slurring already. He sits back in his chair, a sloppy self-satisfied grin creeping across his face, his white-blond hair – Tory hair – falling in a curtain over one eye. Kit claps, albeit politely and without enthusiasm. ‘Well, who’s next?’ says Sim, looking around at the three of us. ‘Come on, Astrid. You must remember your anatomy from all those art classes. How about you name all the bones in the hand?’

Whenever the four of us got together, it was always the same. A couple of years ago, during a long weekend away at a cottage in the Lake District that Flora had booked on our behalf, Simeon had alighted on the fact that our seemingly diverse backgrounds held one common denominator: people’s bodies. It was true – he and Kit had studied anatomy as part of their medical degrees, or, in Kit’s case, as part of the first year of a medical degree before he jumped ship and switched to computer science. Flora and I had both gleaned a sound knowledge of the make-up of the human body through our intense, and in my case, somewhat obsessive, study of the Renaissance artists during our A levels, and I’d then added to this knowledge during my art degree. Every time we met up, Simeon would get drunk and his competitive spirit would rise to the surface like a turd in a swimming pool. 

Flora has the good grace to look embarrassed for her husband. It is usually like this. Simeon – fifteen years older than the rest of us and wealthy beyond imagination – tries to forge a connection with me and Kit which usually lasts just long enough for us to see out the visit. Flora met him in San Francisco where she moved with her family for a couple of years after school and where Sim was shadowing a famous surgeon as part of his training. As well as his inherited family wealth, Simeon also has the financial benefit of years of working as one of the country’s top plastic surgeons, having established a successful chain of clinics in London and the South East that make inspir­ational promises in the back pages of women’s magazines about the rejuvenating benefits of their services, reinforced by photos of models with tight jaws and stretched foreheads. Arthritis in his fingers has forced him to stop playing a hands-on role – pun intended – but he is still very much in charge of his empire and now controls it remotely from his palace in the Brecon Beacons. I think if it wasn’t for my love of Flora, I would have cheerfully, and painfully, murdered him years ago.



Kit inspects the wine in his glass, and I know he’s thinking about how he’s going to rescue me, wondering how to respond to Sim’s challenge. In the end, he acquiesces, and in a quiet voice reels off the names of the bones himself. Simeon looks delighted. Flora winces.

‘I’ll just go and check on the beef,’ she says, and hurries out of the drawing room. The room is at the front of the house, overlooking the gravelled turning area, after which the view opens up to a manicured lawn which slopes down and away and out of view. The sumptuous sofas and wistful lighting, combined with polished walnut tables and heavy linen curtains, all conspire to give the overall impression of fastidious luxury, which corresponds with Simeon’s own appearance. 
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