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PROLOGUE

NAPLES, 1610

The threads of the canvas are thick and sparse, a single piece of woven Roman linen, plain and unadorned. Before the painting can begin, it must be readied with a ground – dark as night and deep as a wound, obscured by shadow. What lurks there, hiding in between the strands, waiting for a single source of light?

The ground is a primer, like honey with a grainy bite which satisfies the blade. This mestica provides the foundation. A wet soil, brown and loamy; a thick and fertile paste of pigment, gypsum, linseed oil. No tentative strokes or rough approximations – what’s planted there is fully formed already. Each line laid down in certain knowledge that what grows there was always present, just obscured.

The artist picks up his knife and scores the base, as one might carve into flesh. He’s had cause to do that on one or two occasions: to spill a man’s colour onto the canvas of the street. His own scars are a testimony to that, itching where the flesh knits back together. They sometimes blind him with an awful light, but he must push on. He can’t return until it’s done.

Who will he paint and in what guise? There is one… spirited and quick to take offence. He sought him out for strength of will. A man must be memorable to be immortalized. He’s seen his muse in many moods; transformed by agony, drowned in wine and burning hot in anger, but this time must be different. Well then, let it be ecstasy.

Colour comes last, built by blending pastes together. This earth will soon be scorched by umber. Butter yellow, cinnabar and ochre; charcoal grey and copper green. The faintest touch of luminescence; a sheen of tempera where the light hits, swimming on the still-wet slick of oil. The drape of his cape, scarlet as a cardinal’s shoe; his mouth, darker than rose madder. What colour is regret? Lead-white, dragged across a blood-black ground.

Time is a fugitive, and he must get to work. Every picture has a memory. Where there are layers, some imprint will be left behind. A trace, a trail, an inadvertent map. You might escape, but those who seek shall surely find.

All that is yet to come. For now, the ground is laid, the canvas ready and so the painting must begin.






CHAPTER ONE

LONDON, JULY 1997

London was wilting on the first truly hot day of summer. On Piccadilly the tide of tourists jostled, hot thighs rubbing, slick with sweat. A pall of grey fumes filled their nostrils and light bounced off the buildings, slicing through the shadows.

Behind these populated streets, the rest of the city lay dormant. The tail of the Thames slithered from the suburbs to the centre, past the mansion blocks and villas, the upmarket galleries with their blinds at half-mast. There were few indicators of the life which would soon return to these streets: a flyer advertising an auction in September, posters for an autumn exhibition, the promise of Gentileschi, Mondrian or Mueck. The windows of the antiquarian booksellers were wrapped in yellow cellophane, like bottles of medicinal tonic, yet somehow sunlight persevered and browned their paper petals with its scorching rays.

On a busy western artery, choked with traffic, there stood a row of silent houses. The roofline was cluttered with iron finials and flourishes and vast skylights, which bathed the rooms beneath. Nothing stirred the air. The rumble of the road was ever-present, but could not penetrate the soup of summer. A floorboard creaked from deep within, stretching its spine in the heat.

Beatrice Fremont leant her head against the window. She gazed out listlessly, waves of dark hair pressed against glass. The room was always sunk in shadow, the faded nets and curtains rarely open, but she was keeping watch today. As always, the road was gridlocked, night and day; visitors entering the city, while the locals sought escape. Exhaust fumes filled her nostrils and for a moment she felt a yearning to take flight – to Italy, perhaps. The home of childhood holidays, of terracotta hill towns and olive groves, shaded fountains and piazzas. If only she could take her mother back there, one last time… But that was now impossible, she knew. The expense for one thing, and besides, Maddalena was so frail, she’d never manage.

Beatrice envisaged her mother next door in the dim twilight of the study, converted to a bedroom since she could no longer manage stairs. She lay there even now, half in, half out of sleep, a threadbare linen sheet pulled up around her shoulders. She was invariably cold, even in this suffocating heat.

Beatrice knew her mother would not live to see Rome or Sicily again, much as that saddened her. All she could do was make her comfortable in the time she had remaining. Money was the salve required, but the one thing which they lacked. She stared down the street, waiting and watching for the man she hoped would help.



Buffeted by the hot wind of a passing train, Jude Adler stepped onto the platform at Baron’s Court. The station teemed with life: excited teenagers on their way to town, a gaggle of young mothers and their fractious babies, protesting at the crush of bodies and the closeness of the day.

Jude squeezed through them all and ran up the stairs, out of the gate and onto the street. Realizing he was late, he pulled the A–Z out of his pocket to check its dog-eared pages. Talgarth Road was close. No more than a few minutes, if he took it at a clip.

He was anxious to find out what this collection had to offer. From the little information Beatrice Fremont had given him on the phone, her father’s art and photography collection could be a step on the road towards redemption. It had been three months since Jude made the worst decision of his career, which had all but destroyed his reputation. A decent valuation wouldn’t fix that, but it would help.

His mistake still haunted him, both waking and asleep. He’d come across the little painting on the website of an auction house in France. A small, pixellated image which captured his attention. It showed the roof of a red barn floating above a sea of muddy green, a clotted cream sky – thickly textured – over fields of undulating grass roiled by an unseen wind.

The listing had cited the painting as unsigned, the author unnamed, but Jude had known. He’d understood instinctively. That was his skill: to recognize the wheat among the chaff, to separate the artifice from art. To trust his instincts, which had never let him down.

He’d known in his gut that the painting was by Paula Modersohn-Becker, the German expressionist, who’d died in 1907. He was as certain as if it was a portrait of the artist’s face; those oval eyes which saw her small, domestic world in a specific way. He knew that it had been missing for more than half a century, swept up in a purge by the Third Reich. It was exactly what he needed it to be.

He’d felt the rush of blood, a pricking on his skin which told him this was… something. Like all gamblers, he knew his own tells intimately. In the days before the World Wide Web, he’d often feared those signs would prove his undoing. Now he could hide behind a screen, anonymous and unobserved. Following his gut, he’d borrowed money and bought the painting at auction. When it arrived in London one week later, he’d been thrilled to hold it in his hands, to see that red barn roof up close. He’d taken it to Oxford right away, so his friend, Kit Worseley – art historian, teacher and curator – could authenticate the find. Then Jude called up a handful of trusted confidantes to tell them news was coming; watch this space. It felt exciting, to know his peers were out there waiting, willing him on, and then all the more traumatic when Kit called to tell him the striking russet pigment of the roof was not produced until 1968. Jude had listened to him carefully, each word landing like a blow. Kit tried to make it better – reassured him it was a masterful forgery, made all the more elegant by the fact the seller never laid claim to it being a Modersohn-Becker in the first place, but for Jude, the finesse of the fraud did nothing to lessen its sting.

Months had passed, but the shame of it weighed heavily and he still owed a debt he couldn’t hope to pay. He would often wake from dreams where he was watching the price rise on the screen, creeping up like floodwater. He’d see the whole thing for the folly it was, and yet be unable to stop until he woke up sweating and ashamed. He turned his back on investigations and started doing minor valuations, just to pay the bills. They gave him no pleasure and little profit, but he knew he wasn’t ready to trust his instincts again, wasn’t sure he ever could.

When he turned the corner into Talgarth Road, Jude only prayed the Fremont job would be straightforward – a simple valuation of a small, mid-century collection. It was a million miles from the Modersohn-Becker, and that was just how he wanted it to be.

He saw ahead a row of red-brick houses; he’d driven past them on innumerable occasions, always wondering who lived there. They looked even more imposing as he approached on foot. He had to crane his neck to take them in; the elegant facades were notable enough, but the skylights were what caught the eye. Each one, a feat of Victorian engineering: metal-framed glass, topped with an ornate arch.

Jude checked he had the right number and climbed a flight of steps to the front door. He pressed the bell and heard footsteps approaching. The door opened to reveal a woman in her early thirties, wearing jeans and a loose white shirt. She had pale olive skin and was delicately beautiful with large, brown eyes. Her thick dark hair was almost black and curled down to her shoulders.

‘Miss Fremont?’

He extended his hand with formality. She smiled.

‘Beatrice will do. Please come in, out of the heat.’

Jude stepped into a bright and airy hallway with several closed doors on the right-hand side. On the left, a flight of steps descended to a basement floor below. Beatrice led the way along the passage, opening the first door they came to.

‘Come through.’ She walked to the front window and pulled back the curtains. The light revealed a cosy, cluttered room: two armchairs and a drab green sofa, a wall of bookshelves, piled with paperbacks. It looked like it was decorated twenty years before but hadn’t been touched since.

‘Mum always insists we keep the curtains closed to “save the furniture”, but honestly, that ship sailed years ago.’

‘You live here, too?’ asked Jude.

‘I moved back a few months ago when Mum got ill. I’ve been kind of camping out here ever since.’

Outside, the ever-present road noise grumbled: lanes of traffic, only metres from the door. Jude looked around and noticed a dozen or so large, framed paintings stacked against the empty fireplace.

‘Are these part of your father’s collection?’

Beatrice nodded. ‘I brought them down here after we spoke. Turns out Dad didn’t have that many paintings – his real passion was photography. I laid all those out over there…’

She pointed to a mahogany sideboard, its surface entirely covered in stacks of framed photographs and several large leather-bound portfolios, with more prints neatly filed away. Nearby, a smoked glass coffee table held a pile of albums.

‘There are some old engravings in there, and a few sketches and watercolours I’ve no idea what any of it is worth, but my dad always told us they were valuable.’

‘Fingers crossed,’ he said, eager to get on.

From the mantelpiece came the glass chime of a clock. Beatrice checked her watch.

‘I need to prep Mum’s medication. Would you mind if I just go and sort her out? It shouldn’t take too long.’

Jude nodded.

‘Take as much time as you need.’

He preferred to work unobserved. Beatrice seemed relieved.

‘I didn’t tell her you were coming – no point in needlessly upsetting her and I haven’t had the heart to break it to her yet. My dad died twenty years ago, but she doesn’t like the thought of selling any of his possessions.’

‘It can be hard to say goodbye to things we love.’

‘Yeah, well – needs must, but I’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’

She gave him a tight smile.

‘Can I bring you back a tea or coffee?’

‘A glass of water would be lovely.’

After she left, Jude went over to the coffee table and flicked through the first book of engravings. They were Biblical studies: intensely dramatic, full of fire and brimstone, of looming towers and turgid skies. He guessed they were late nineteenth century, decent quality, though not especially valuable.

It was the same story with the oil paintings stacked against the fireplace. Some were so dark, he had trouble making out much detail. Even so, most were reproductions and those that weren’t seemed fairly standard.

He crossed over to the sideboard, to the stack of photographs in frames and he knew right away these were of a different order. The subjects were varied but shared a commonality – light as a source of both beauty and illumination. Many of them featured architecture: empty streets and courtyards, statuary, details carved in stone. He was no specialist, but he recognized a few of the greats: Brassaï, Mario De Biasi and Man Ray, among others. He removed a few from their frames to check the age and patina, and felt a tingle of possibility – these might make decent money for her. They were beautiful, in limited runs and excellent condition. Excitingly, there were one or two by a photographer he didn’t recognize, but who displayed the same sensitivity: meditations on the interplay of light and dark, the contrast so much greater than the sum of its parts. Could there be something hitherto unknown among the classics? The possibility of an undiscovered talent buoyed him up.

A few prints showed signs of ageing – their edges speckled with tiny, sooty spores – but overall, the collection had potential. Most were good, a few were quite exceptional.

The mantel clock began to chime again. Jude wondered where Beatrice had got to. She was clearly worried about their finances, and he was keen to share good news, so he stepped out into the hallway. There was no sign of her. Apart from the endless rumble of the traffic, the house was ominously still. The door to the next room was slightly open and a warm glow of light spilled out. Jude walked toward it, peering in. The air inside was stuffy: a heavy curtain hung across a window at the rear, blocking out the sun and deadening the noise. The only light source was a picture lamp, which hung above a small, square canvas on the wall opposite the door. Beneath it was a chest of drawers. The painting had no surrounding frame. It showed the head and shoulders of a young man whose pallid skin shone like ivory. He had curly, ruffled hair and an impish, playful grin. The background lacked discerning features, only colour – bitter chocolate, dense and rich.

To Jude, the image was striking and familiar, although he could not place it straight away. He crossed the room to take a closer look. Was it another reproduction? If so, exceptionally good. The subject’s bright complexion stood in contrast to his tenebrous surroundings. There were fine brushstrokes, barely visible in the warm light which pooled beneath the lamp.

A strange sensation came over Jude as he looked at it, not unlike déjà vu. He felt – no, knew – that he had stood in front of this very image, or something close to it, before. He nearly had it, then it slipped away. Instead of trying to chase it down, he turned his mind and then it came to him, with force:

Caravaggio’s St John.

This youth, his glowing skin and dark surrounding, was the embodiment of chiaroscuro, the interplay of light and shadow. A word whose magic made little sense in the abstract but which, once witnessed, couldn’t be ignored.

He put out a hand to lift the canvas down, unable to deny his curiosity. The fibres were rough beneath his fingers, a ragged fringe, pinned into place. He turned it over in his hands: dense linen with a coat of cracking paint. He turned it back and gazed down at the young man’s features: the sharp blades of his cheekbones, lips curved as tightly as the framing curls. It was St John the Baptist in Youth with a Ram. He was certain, and yet it somehow seemed transformed. He recognized the model. What was his name… Cecco? Yes! Francesco Boneri. An artist in his own right, but best remembered as a muse.

Jude stared down at the young man’s features, straining to make out details in the gloom. Keen to see him in the light, he reached out to pull the curtain open, wincing at the sudden beam of light. From across the room came a low moan, which informed him, far too late, that he was not alone.

He turned towards the sound and saw the weathered face of an elderly woman, looming at him from the shadows. She heaved herself up from the confines of a narrow bed. White sheets wrapped around her.

‘Cosa fai; chi sei? Mettilo giù subito!’

She called out, ‘Be-ah-tri-chay’, the name broken into four clear syllables.

Jude put out a hand to quieten her, to reassure her in some way, forgetting he was still holding the canvas square. It knocked against the chest of drawers and clattered to the floor.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he stuttered. ‘Please, there’s no need to get up…’

He dropped to one knee and cast around him blindly, trying to locate the canvas on the floor. Footsteps sounded, running along the corridor. The old woman was already up and speaking in some unknown dialect, although her alarm was clear enough. One hand gripped hard on the iron bed frame, the other clutching at the collar of her nightgown. She wavered there on stick-thin ankles, her bare legs roped with veins.

Beatrice rushed in, dashing to her mother’s side, shushing her and gently guiding her back to bed.

Jude finally caught hold of a corner of the picture. He stood and fumbled it back into place, then stumbled from the airless room and slumped against the wall. He tried to catch his breath and listened guiltily to the old woman’s quiet crying, her daughter’s whispered reassurances, until at last there was quiet.

Beatrice stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

Jude nodded, though his heart was still racing in his chest.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he apologized. ‘I had no idea.’

‘It’s my fault – I should have warned her you were coming.’

Beatrice glanced towards the door.

‘I ought to go back in. Would you mind seeing yourself out?’

Jude shook his head. ‘Of course not.’ He added, ‘Call me, when you get a moment? Once things have settled down?’

She gave a nod and then went back into the room.

He was left standing in the corridor, heart rate slowing, wondering if he might have dreamt it all.



It was dark when the phone began to ring. Jude lived in a narrow mews in Pimlico. On the ground floor was his gallery: open-plan with white walls and wooden floors. Above, his private space. Bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, sitting room. Work and life, all overlapping.

Jude had fallen asleep on the sofa. The orange tungsten of the streetlights cast the room in their synthetic glow. At the first ring, he sprang up and started for the stairs, before he even realized he had momentum. He ran down to his desk and lifted the receiver.

‘Hello?’

‘Mr Adler? It’s Beatrice Fremont. I’m sorry for calling you so late.’

Jude looked down at his watch. It was almost 11 o’clock. He rubbed his eyes as she continued.

‘I was just waiting for my mum to fall asleep.’

‘I’m really sorry if I upset her. I’d no idea anyone was in there. I shouldn’t have gone wandering off on my own.’

‘My fault. I should have warned her in advance.’ Beatrice paused. ‘But some good came from it. It spurred a conversation I’ve been avoiding for too long. She’s agreed to let me sell my dad’s collection. If you think anyone would be interested in buying it, of course.’

‘Certainly – your father had good taste.’

‘You really think so?’

‘The photographic prints have real potential.’

‘Oh, that is a huge relief. Mum got herself in a financial pickle a few years back. This is my last hope to repair it.’

Jude felt the need to strike a note of caution.

‘We must do due diligence, of course. Make sure they are what I think they are. I know someone, a photography curator – I can ask him to take a look.’

He hated that he’d allowed so much doubt to creep in. Still, he couldn’t afford to make the same mistake again. Beatrice seemed unconcerned.

‘Better safe than sorry. I could put a few of them together in a portfolio and drop them round?’

‘Good idea. How about we meet in the restaurant at the top of the National Gallery one day next week? I’ll stand you a coffee.’

‘Would Monday morning be okay – say 10 o’clock? That’s when the district nurse comes round. Otherwise, it’s hard to get away.’

‘Monday morning sounds great.’

Jude was about to say goodbye, when he remembered the portrait.

‘That picture in your mother’s room… was there a reason why it wasn’t among the rest of the work you wanted valued?’

‘The smiling boy? I forgot he was even there, to be honest.’

‘Do you know anything about it?’

‘Not really. It’s been hanging in Mum’s room for as long as I remember. I don’t think it was my dad’s. It’s so old and shabby – probably just some print my mum picked up from Woolworths years ago.’

Jude’s fingertips recalled the texture of thick paint and rough threads… it was certainly no print. He was about to say as much when Beatrice interrupted.

‘I’d better get on. Mum tends to wake up early.’

‘Of course.’

‘I’ll see you Monday, ten o’clock?’

‘See you then.’

After he hung up, Jude stood in the quiet darkness thinking about the painting. The delicacy of the brushstrokes, the sucking darkness of the ground against the brilliance of the skin. It whispered to him, like a red barn roof. He shivered and pushed the thought away.






CHAPTER TWO

Jude crossed to Trafalgar Square by St Martin-in-the-Fields where a steady stream of vehicles churned round the periphery and the incessant noise of roadworks rattled at his jaw. He wove a path through the tourists and up the steps to the portico of the National Gallery. As he pushed his way through the great doors a sense of calm enveloped him. Although the marble entrance hall was bustling with life, Jude felt as if he’d entered a more rational and ordered space.

Throughout his childhood, the gallery had been his sanctuary. Eager to fill their days and minds without emptying her purse, his mother had made it their frequent pilgrimage. He’d fought against it at the time, kicking back against the imposition, but in the end, he always got pulled in. Some small painting he’d never seen before would catch his eye and he’d forget to feel morose.

When he was very young, his mother had made a game of going round the rooms to count the dogs, an endless fund of puppies cowering under damask tablecloths and faithful hounds sat at their master’s heel. As Jude grew a little older, Rousseau’s slinking tiger became his favourite, followed by the Impressionists, then Gainsborough and his daughters, all three maturing before his eyes. In time each room had its moment, except for the Renaissance, which he took pains to avoid. Even as he entered adolescence, something about the outsized, vivid canvasses disturbed him. He was secretly terrified of all the blood and gore in Judith and Holofernes and the grey face of the beheaded Baptist. Other people seemed to wallow in their gore, but Jude worried they’d somehow find him in his dreams.

After his mother died, he stopped going to the gallery altogether. Several years passed before he returned and it was only teenage boredom which forced him up the steps one winter afternoon in the mid-1980s. Seeking shelter from the rain, he’d trudged around reluctantly, the familiar sight of myriad hounds only darkening his mood. When he realized he’d drifted into the Renaissance, he almost turned straight back round, but then he found the novelty pulled him in and served as a distraction. Finally summoning up the courage to face their vibrant horrors, he discovered their humanity instead. Blood, yes, bright red and in abundance, but also real expressions of guilt, grief, terror and remorse, all of which he now recognized.

Fifteen years on, the building was comfortably familiar. He knew all the shortcuts through its crowded halls. He’d arranged to meet Beatrice in the restaurant which overlooked the square and made his way up in the lift. Jude loved the view from here: picture windows ran the full length of the room, displaying the great sweep towards the river, the Admiralty and The Mall. Nelson stood almost parallel and Jude delighted in the little roll of vertigo he felt, imagining himself in that position.

The restaurant was all but empty, the waiting staff gliding between tables, laying out linen and polished flatware. Jude took a seat and ordered an espresso, then stared out at the flat steel sky.

‘Not too shabby.’

He turned to find Beatrice looking more polished than when they first met. She held out a black portfolio.

‘A sampling of prints, as you requested. I hope I didn’t put too many in – I didn’t really know what you might need.’

Jude thanked her and set it down next to his chair.

‘I hope I didn’t sound alarmist, but a second opinion is good for both of us. I contacted a curator at the Photographers’ Gallery who has agreed to take a look.’

Beatrice sighed.

‘Well, fingers crossed. We could really use the money.’

‘Do you mind if I ask why?’ She blushed and he hastily apologized, ‘Sorry. None of my business. You don’t need to tell me.’

She waved his guilt away. ‘It’s fine – no deep dark secrets, just normal human frailty. My parents both moved here from Italy. After my dad died, Mum did an amazing job of looking after me but managing the finances has never really been her strong suit. I thought she was doing okay, until last year when she got ill. I was living up in Manchester, working as a translator. I moved back here to take care of her, then discovered she’d remortgaged and hadn’t been able to keep up with the payments. By the time I found out, she’d racked up a lot of debt, tens of thousands. On top of that, she now needs full-time care, which means that I can’t work. All in all, it’s been a lot.’

Jude felt bad for asking, though she didn’t seem to mind.

‘If the pictures are as good as I hope, they should sell really well at auction, but I don’t know how much you were hoping for…’

‘It would need to be at least six figures to secure the house. I’m guessing they won’t get anywhere near that.’

‘Sadly not.’

She sighed. ‘That’s okay. Given the way things are, I know I’ll have to sell eventually, though it will break my heart. I just want to hold the bank off long enough so Mum doesn’t have to know.’

A waiter came to take their order.

After he left, Beatrice turned back to Jude. ‘You came highly recommended by someone at our family solicitor’s office. They said you don’t normally do straight valuations – is that right? If so, I feel very fortunate to have your expertise.’

‘No problem.’ She seemed unaware of his recent humiliation much to Jude’s relief.

‘So how did you get into this line of work?’

He shrugged. ‘By luck. History of art was always my favourite subject. I got offered a place to study it at Oxford, much to everyone’s surprise – not many kids applying from an inner-city state school, but I did okay. After that, I spent a few years working in Europe, tracking down works of art which had been lost or stolen. I was interested in the potential of the World Wide Web as a new frontier, but that’s on hold for now. I’m just going back to basics. I have a little gallery in Pimlico and I’m trying to fill it with interesting work. Like your dad’s collection, with any luck.’

The waiter brought their drinks and set them down.

‘Can I ask how he came by them? He clearly knew his stuff.’

‘My parents moved to London at the tail end of the war. They both left everything behind, and I think he was keen to replace what he’d lost. He always loved photography; in fact, he took a few of them himself.’

Mystery solved.

‘To my eye he had real talent. It’ll be interesting to hear what my friend at the Photographer’s Gallery makes of his work. What was his name?’

‘Luca Fremont.’ Beatrice looked bemused. ‘Do you really think anyone would want to buy his pictures?’

‘Absolutely. Photography is growing in popularity as a medium. Those early Europeans – Sudek, Brassaï – some collectors pay a lot. Your father may not have their reputation, but if we put together a small exhibition, we might generate some interest.’

She looked surprised. ‘He would have been delighted. I wish he could have known. Makes me sad but proud, if that makes sense?’

‘It does. I lost my mum when I was thirteen. Not much left now to remember her by.’

‘Oh God, I’m sorry. But what about your father?’

Jude shrugged. ‘Never really knew him. He found out she was pregnant and didn’t stick around.’

Feeling her discomfort, he drained his coffee.

‘Listen, I know you need to get back to your mum, but can you spare ten minutes? I want to show you something downstairs, in Room 32.’



When Beatrice stepped out of the lift, the quiet tranquillity of the restaurant was replaced by a riot of people and paintings. Jude sped them through rooms of art from a dozen eras, pointing out developments in style. It was all so overwhelming; she found herself observing him instead. Striding through the gallery, he seemed to be in his element. He turned to her, pushing back his sandy hair.

‘What do you know about Caravaggio?’

‘The painter? Not much. Didn’t he do that mad painting on a shield: the woman with all the snakes in her hair?’

He grinned and nodded. ‘The Medusa – that’s in Florence, in the Uffizi.’

‘That’s where I saw it! My dad took me there when I was little. Scarred me for life.’

‘Yeah, well, he can have that effect. Ah, here we go…’

They’d reached Room 32, their destination. Pale green damask walls were covered with a feast of the Baroque. Huge, densely populated canvasses, hanging from the ceiling on long chains. There was no restraint – they demanded your attention.

‘This was what I wanted to show you.’

A crowd of people stood in front of three paintings; so many that they blocked the view. Jude steered Beatrice by the elbow, and they squeezed through. The first painting they came to was quite small and showed a startled boy bitten by a lizard, the offending creature still hanging from his hand.

‘Caravaggio, if you hadn’t already guessed it. One of his early works,’ said Jude. He pointed to the bottom right-hand corner. ‘See that rose and its reflection? He was a master of still life from early on – the whole painting is thought to be an allegory for the pain of love. There’s something very feminine about his depiction of the boy, the flower in his hair, the physicality, but then Caravaggio was always pushing boundaries. Choosing to depict a moment like this was a radical choice for an artist at this time. All the energy, the life.’

Jude pointed her towards the next painting.

‘This is The Supper at Emmaus.’

The second painting was much larger, four figures grouped around a table laden down with food. Every element was rendered in exquisite detail, but it was the theatricality that Beatrice was drawn to – a seated figure on the right-hand side, his arm flung out, seeming to project beyond the canvas, inviting the observer in. A fruit basket teetered on the table, looking like it might tip and spill its contents out onto the floor. Jude leaned in close so he could be heard above the chatter which echoed round the room.

‘The central figure is Christ after his resurrection. This is the moment his disciples realize who he is, so Caravaggio painted in little clues for the viewer… See, there?’ He pointed out a twist of broken wicker, shaped like a fish. ‘Early Christians were called the “fishers of men” and used that symbol to identify each other. There’s another fish shape there, in the shadow of the fruit bowl on the table.’

Now he mentioned it, she saw it clearly.

‘This painting is a great example of chiaroscuro – the interplay of light and shade. The dark background makes such a contrast to the illumination, which favours Christ and throws his shadow on the wall. You see there – what looks like a halo? His painting was unparalleled. Incredibly detailed and as polished as they come.’

Jude moved her towards the last picture of the three, a darker and altogether more disturbing image. ‘This is Salome, receiving the head of St John the Baptist. It’s said that she danced so skilfully, Herod promised her anything she wanted. She chose the Baptist’s head.’

The executioner presented the decapitated saint to her on a platter, grasping at a handful of his hair.

‘It’s fairly gory.’ Beatrice recoiled.

Jude nodded. ‘It’s a gut punch, both the story and Caravaggio’s depiction. I’ve always thought there was something brilliantly ambiguous about Salome’s expression, the way she has her eyes averted. Is it disgust, revulsion, perhaps regret? We can be sure Caravaggio saw his fair share of real beheadings. This was painted in Naples, towards the end of his life. He died under fairly murky circumstances at the age of thirty-eight. Compared to The Supper at Emmaus, the brushstrokes here are freer, more expressive, the background only hinted at, the colour palette dark.’

Beatrice was staring at the Baptist’s deathly pallor; she found it hard to look away.

‘Come on, there’s a bench free – let’s grab it.’ Jude led her to the centre of the room where they sat down. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small glossy hardback book with ‘Caravaggio’ embossed in gold across the cover. He rifled through the pages and stopped at a small plate reproduction, which showed a dark-haired youth. Wrapped in blood-red robes, his skin was luminous, his figure muscular but slender.

‘This one is called Youth with a Ram, painted in 1602, around the same time as The Supper at Emmaus. The youth is St John the Baptist.’

Beatrice studied it for a moment, then gasped in recognition. ‘It’s him! It’s just like the portrait in Mum’s room.’

Jude nodded, seemingly delighted. ‘I think so too. Caravaggio made at least eight depictions of St John. He painted this one twice; both the original and a second version are on display in different museums in Rome.’ He looked at her intently. ‘Some artists are incredibly prolific – Picasso painted maybe 10 to 15,000 works. Rubens well over a thousand, but Caravaggio managed less than a hundred in his short life, that we know of. That meant an awful lot of people wanted copies. To me, the similarities between this picture and the portrait in your mother’s bedroom are undeniable.’

Beatrice stared at him; Jude put up his hands.

‘I’m not saying Caravaggio painted it himself – that would be utterly incredible – but the painting in your mother’s room looked very old and very good. It’s impossible to say without getting it examined, but if it is a copy by one of his followers, the Caravaggisti as they were known, you could be looking at something worth tens of thousands.’

She stared at him.

‘You’re kidding.’

He shook his head. ‘I promise you, I’m not. You might have something special there, Beatrice. Something worth exploring.’



When she got home, Beatrice went to check in on her sleeping mother straight away. She sat down on the edge of the bed and stroked her hair. The light from the open curtains cut across her face, casting deep shadows in the hollows of her cheeks. Old age had brought with it a kind of second infancy; Maddalena Fremont’s days now comprised of several short cycles of sleep, followed by a few restless hours when she might be helped to eat a little, then rest again. She’d often toss and turn for hours through the night, unable to get comfortable, so little flesh left on her bones to cushion her.

Beatrice pulled the linen bedsheet up around her mother’s shoulders. Trimmed with ancient lace, the knotwork had been a source of Maddalena’s pride. She’d been a dextrous lacemaker until arthritis came and robbed her of her tools. Beatrice had always admired her mother’s practicality. Whether her hands were plaiting hair, shelling peas or rolling gnocchi, her love was always tangible, woven into the fabric of their daily lives.

Beatrice went over to look at the painting on the wall. Hidden in the corner of an often-darkened room, she’d barely noticed it in years. She took it down and turned it over in her hands. It always looked like such a shabby thing to her, no more than a remnant. Could Jude be right? Could it really hold so much value? She stretched to hang it back up on the wall, then switched off the lamp and tiptoed from the room.

She went downstairs to the basement kitchen where the strip light cast its wan blue glow across the room. Taking down the pasta flour, she set to work, hoping some fresh tagliatelle might tempt her mother to eat a little more than usual.

When Maddalena woke a few hours later, Beatrice was pleased to find it did the trick. She sat beside her and swirled a fork in the thick ribbons, spearing a cube of roasted squash and feeding it to her patiently. By necessity, it made their communication one-sided, so Beatrice kept up a running commentary on her day instead.

‘I went to the National Gallery, to meet Jude Adler. You remember, the one who came to look at Daddy’s photographs and paintings.’

Her mother regarded her steadily and slowly chewed her food. She clearly did remember him, and none too fondly.

‘He thinks some people might be interested in buying Daddy’s pictures too, can you believe it? He would have loved that! They’re looking at the other prints, see what might be worth selling, how much money they could raise, fingers crossed.’

Her mother swallowed, but didn’t say a word.

‘There was something I wanted to ask you. The portrait of the smiling boy. Can you remember where you bought it?’

Maddalena turned away.

‘Mum, are you listening?’

Her brown eyes were cloudy and her expression vague. Beatrice wondered how much of what she said was going in.

‘The picture of the man, up there on the wall?’

Beatrice turned and pointed. Her mother’s eyes drifted up to the painting.

‘La luce…’

Although she understood English perfectly, Maddalena refused to speak it anymore.

‘That’s right.’ Beatrice nodded encouragingly. ‘The painting in the light.’ Getting no more response, she tried again. ‘Jude thinks it’s a painting of St John. Did Daddy buy it for you, do you remember?’

At the mention of him, Maddalena’s eyes dropped back down to the lace-edged counterpane, her agitated fingers plucking at a row of little knots. Beatrice reached out and wrapped a hand around her mother’s fingers.

‘It’s okay. I didn’t mean to upset you. It doesn’t matter.’

Maddalena’s chin trembled. She shook her head.

‘Mi ricordo…’

I remember. ‘Remember what, Mum?’

A tear rolled down Maddalena’s cheek. Her voice was quavering, ‘… Sono maledetta.’

Beatrice squeezed her mother’s hand. ‘You’re not cursed, Mum. Don’t be silly!’

Maddalena pushed her plate away. Beatrice picked it up and put it on the tray. As she left the room she glanced over at the painting, puzzling the meaning of her mother’s words.






CHAPTER THREE

ROME, JUNE 1939

The morning of Maddalena’s seventeenth birthday was like every other since she’d first arrived at Villa Velare, three months before: she’d risen in the half-dark, set a fire in the kitchen grate and gone straight out to the fountain in the courtyard to fill the copper water jug. These were her primary tasks, come rain or shine. She fetched and carried, cleaned and tidied, chopped and peeled. The one thing she was not yet allowed to do was cook. That task fell to Dolorosa Senese, a short, indomitable woman, firm but relatively fair. She expected a great deal from Maddalena but worked as hard as anyone herself. Dolorosa had a vast bosom and hair like wire wool. She wore her sleeves rolled up, and her red face shone from the kitchen’s heat and her own exertions. She described herself proudly as a gattara and Maddalena sometimes wondered if she felt more affection for the stray felines of the Aventine than she did for her new charge. Every morning, cats and kittens came to scavenge at the kitchen door. Sometimes Dolorosa would sit with a barrel of sardines and a pair of scissors, snipping off the little heads and tossing them out to the wiry creatures who lay in wait.

All day long the cook kept up a steady flow of instructions for Maddalena: wrap the stale bread in a damp cloth, whip the cream and beat the eggs. No, not like that – like this! Despite every provocation, the young woman held her tongue and tried her best. She yearned to cook, but knew the first step was to earn Dolorosa’s trust.

As the cold water of the fountain slowly filled the copper jug, Maddalena savoured a moment of solitude and peace; the birds were singing and steam rose from the garden as the first sunlight warmed the dew. It wouldn’t last – Dolorosa would soon be giving her instructions, and the house would wake up, one by one. The master and the mistress, Conte and Contessa Montefalco, their two daughters, Costanza and Sophia, and all the staff, who tended to their every need. This day, the anniversary of her birth, would pass unnoticed, like any other.

Maddalena reached down into the pocket of her skirt to find the letter from her mother. It had arrived the day before, but the kitchen had been too frenetic. She hadn’t had a chance to open it till after dark and by then she’d been too tired. Now she removed the single sheet of writing and gazed at the sprawling letters; her mother had probably dictated it to Father Brancuso after Mass. Maddalena was grateful to the priest, but wished he’d written it more slowly. She tried to decipher his words while the water filled the jug, but then gave up. Her presumed birthday greetings would have to wait till Sunday, when she’d have a few hours to herself.

Maddalena had only been sent to work in Rome in the first place thanks to Mussolini’s eternal quest for empire. After her elder brother Dario died on a battlefield in Ethiopia, their widowed mother had tried to scratch out a subsistence for her six remaining children. As the eldest, Maddalena had left school to take the reins at home – she’d known how to cook already, but with her younger siblings relying on her, she learned to do it frugally and well. She gained a good reputation, and her mother determined they could all benefit from her culinary skills. The parish priest had been persuaded to recommend her to a friend of his in Rome: might he know of anywhere in need of service? A reply came back by return, telling of an opening for a sguattera in the kitchens of Villa Velare, home to Roman aristocracy – the scion of the House of Montefalco, no less. She had been dispatched with haste and found herself in the well-appointed kitchen of a palatial villa, high up on the Aventine, one of the seven hills of Rome. It was a world away from Sicily.

On the terrace Maddalena stood up. She balanced the conca jug, now heavy with water, on top of her head, keeping her focus straight ahead. When it was solidly in place, she stepped forward quickly and assuredly. She didn’t see the tiny cat as it streaked in front of her, only felt its presence when her foot connected with its skinny flank. The cat flew forward, yowling and spitting out a protest, which caused Maddalena to hesitate mid-step: Icy water splashed across the rim and down her back, causing her to gasp and stumble. The wave slopped back the other way and took the conca over with it, drenching her from head to toe. The jug landed and bounced across the cobbled courtyard, sounding like a clamouring of bells. It sent the frightened kitten streaking off as the jug spun and came to rest by the open kitchen door.

There was a moment of absolute quiet and then the wailing started up. It came from the nursery, whose shuttered windows looked out across the courtyard, two floors up. The cry was piercing and sliced the stillness like a knife.

Dolorosa dashed out through the kitchen door, a shocked expression on the old cook’s ruddy face. She kicked the copper jug where it had fallen, so it slammed against the metal cover of the coal chute. The shutters of the nursery flew open and the Swedish nanny, Balia Carolina, poured furious invective onto both their heads. In return, Dolorosa made a rough gesture with her arm, then growled at Maddalena.

‘Go inside.’

From the nursery, the piteous cry of young Sophia was joined by howls of protest from her older sister. The nanny slammed the window shut. Drenched to the skin, Maddalena slunk back into the kitchen and tried to wring her skirt out in the sink.

‘You woke up half the house, you little fool,’ Dolorosa tutted. ‘Better pray you didn’t wake Signora Bianchi, too.’

But of course nothing escaped the housekeeper’s notice, and so Maddalena found herself summoned to her office on the second floor, a narrow box room filled with shelves of dusty ledgers. The Signora looked up as she entered: a gaunt woman with drooping jowls and a hard-set mouth, thick kinks of salt and pepper hair scraped tightly in a bun. In pride of place on her desktop was a framed photograph of her deceased husband, a fascist captain, and beside it an even larger portrait of the leader, Benito Mussolini.

‘Your antics this morning upset the girls and disturbed the master and the mistress. No doubt you do things differently in Sicily, but in Rome we expect certain manners and decorum.’ The woman puffed her flat chest out. ‘I’m inclined to be lenient as you are relatively new, so I shall merely dock your pay and send a letter to your mother, but consider this a warning: if I see no improvement, you will be sent back home.’

Shamefaced, Maddalena nodded. As she moved toward the door she caught a single muttered word, terrona, loud enough for her to hear. Filthy southerner, less than dirt to be swept out into the gutter. Maddalena said nothing in reply but was shaking as she went back down the stairs, an angry knot lodged inside her chest. From the neck of her black uniform, she pulled out a medallion on a scarlet ribbon. Her mother had given it to her on the day she passed into the Signora’s care.

‘This is for your protection – it’s the Holy Face of Jesus, who will shield you from the age of lust.’

It gleamed dully. To Maddalena it looked like a tiny death mask, pressed from tin.

‘His light will imprint itself on you. If you are always good and try hard, I’m sure they’ll treat you well and fairly. Do not put me to shame.’

Maddalena had sworn to be obedient and do her duty then, but still, an ember of injustice burned. It wasn’t her fault the cook encouraged the starving creatures in the first place; only sheer bad luck sent the kitten through her feet. Now her family would go hungry and her mother would think she was to blame.

She rubbed hard at her tears before they had a chance to fall. If she was dirt then, so be it – she’d be grit in their eyes and hard as flint. She would not be her mother, defeated by life’s bitter disappointments. She’d be like the little feral cat and spit and scratch and streak between their heels, and do what she must, to flourish and survive.



Maddalena spent the rest of the day doing drudge work, from scrubbing pans with wood ash paste, to sluicing out the drains with scalding water. By the time she finished it was long past midnight, the house was sunk in darkness and her fingers were as raw and pink as baby mice.

She wandered out into the garden, the letter from her mother still tucked inside her pocket. She’d deciphered barely half of it, a fact which saddened her as much as anything that day. She walked up the path and breathed in the perfume of the damask roses, their scent strongest in the hours before the dawn. The sky spread out above her, a moth-bitten cloth which let in tiny specks of light. At the garden’s highest point, a stone bench had been placed to take the view of the Altare della Patria, a yellow moon reflecting off its columns. Maddalena sat down and having held it in all day, allowed herself to cry. The tears fell fast and passed quickly, like a summer storm. She sighed and sniffed and wiped her nose along her sleeve. She was about to get up and go back down when she heard a gentle cough. Maddalena spun round in her seat, startled, and saw the figure of a man silhouetted on the hill.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I only wanted to make sure you were all right.’

For a moment she considered dashing down the path, but then the figure took a step towards her, out of the shadows.

‘I hope you will forgive me the intrusion.’

She saw at once it was Conte Luciano Montefalco.

‘It’s Maddalena, isn’t it? We haven’t been properly introduced.’ He put out his hand and she thought for a moment he wanted her to shake it, until she saw the pressed white cotton handkerchief. ‘Perhaps you might have need of this…’

So, he knew she had been crying. She began to stammer an apology, until he interrupted.

‘I’m the one who ought to ask forgiveness – I disturbed your peace. I just didn’t want you to turn around and find me without warning.’

Now she saw that he had been standing next to a large camera on a tripod, the lens trained on the very bench where she was sitting. She jumped up, but the conte gestured to her.

‘Please stay.’

She cautiously sat back down.

‘That’s better. Besides, I need you in my composition.’

‘You were taking a picture of me?’ She sat up straighter.

‘After a fashion – if you remember, you sat down in my frame.’

Maddalena looked across the vista of the city. ‘But how, when it’s the middle of the night?’

‘Well, there’s the moon, the stars, the streetlights… Rome is never truly dark.’ The conte moved back to the camera and made adjustments to the lens. ‘I’ve been conducting some nocturnal experiments using only available light. There’s a photographer who lives in Paris: Brassai, perhaps you’ve heard of him?’ She shook her head; the conte continued. ‘The photographs he takes at night are just incredible; puts all my little efforts here to shame, but I do love this view. I thought I’d try to capture it with a very long exposure.’ He took a cloth out of his jacket pocket and wiped the lens. ‘I quite like the notion of a figure in the foreground – makes you a proxy for the viewer, if you will. Do you mind?’

She shook her head again, and he smiled at her.

‘Well then, stay very still…’

Maddalena looked out, conscious of the glittering eye of the camera lens which focused on her. As the minutes passed, she hardly dared to breathe.

‘There now. You can relax.’

She watched as he began dismantling the camera. From a distance she’d assumed he was serious and terribly mature, but now seeing him up close, he seemed much younger. He was tall and elegantly dressed but not in the least bit stiff or formal. He had a deeply dimpled smile and thick, dark waves of hair.

‘Shall I walk you back down?’ he asked, once the camera was packed away. ‘The path can be fairly treacherous at night if you’re unfamiliar.’

‘Thank you.’ She handed back the unused handkerchief; hadn’t wanted to tarnish the pristine cotton.

‘I do hope it was nothing serious, whatever made you sad?’

Maddalena flushed.

The conte added, ‘Not that it’s any of my business. I didn’t mean to pry.’

‘I was just a little homesick.’

‘And where is home?’ he asked.

‘Sicily,’ she replied, the word terrona an echo in her mind.

The conte regarded her with sympathy. ‘Well then, no wonder. I’ve only been there once, but I liked it very much; untamed and absolutely beautiful.’

As they drew near the house, the path diverged. The moon cast shadows of the cypress. The conte slowed.

‘I’ll say goodnight. You should be safe enough from here.’

‘Aren’t you coming in?’ she asked.

‘I think I’ll head down into Testaccio with the camera. See what kind of lunacy the full moon brings.’

‘But it’s so late.’

He shrugged. ‘Some subjects only come out after dark. Brassaï’s pictures take you places, show you people you might not realize exist.’

‘You aren’t afraid?’

He shook his head. ‘The camera keeps it at a distance.’

Not knowing what more to say, she started down towards the fountain.

‘Maddalena?’

She looked back; he was a silhouette once more, a sheen of light in the dark sweep of his hair.

‘I hope tomorrow is a better day.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Please, call me Luca.’

She watched him leave and stood a moment in the kitchen courtyard, now a place of shadows, entirely altered by the dark. For better or worse, this was her home now, where adult life began.






CHAPTER FOUR

LONDON, AUGUST 1997

The sky was flat and bright on the morning of her mother’s funeral. Beatrice stood outside the church with Father Morgan, waiting to greet the congregants as they arrived. He’d made few attempts to speak to her beyond giving a perfunctory schedule of events when she’d arrived. Now he hummed quietly to himself, a hymn she recognized but could not name.

At least the building was familiar. Modern Catholic, brutalist – an airy, open space. Above the entrance, a clock was built onto the brick. No numerals, just plain white dashes which told her the service was due to start in a few minutes. Father Morgan had been firm – they must begin promptly on the dot of two o’clock. Funerals, like trains, should run on time.

From the moment she learned about her mother’s death, Beatrice felt her autonomy diminish. Everyone demanding something of her but no one giving her what she needed, which was simply time and space to grieve. In late July, Maddalena’s body had finally betrayed her. Beatrice spent long days at her bedside in the hospital, willing her to persist. She’d only gone back home to shower and change her clothes, when the call came from the nurse. Even though she was expecting it, the end was still a shock.

‘You think they’ll want you with them,’ the nurse had reassured her. ‘But they often wait until their loved one steps away.’

Standing outside the church in the summer heat, Beatrice watched the pallbearers lift the coffin, the new centre of her gravity – she knew where she was in relation to it, at every moment. Conscious of her posture, she forced her shoulders back and made sure her stoic smile was set, anxious to signal to everyone she was coping.

‘Ready?’ Father Morgan asked.
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