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For Ambrose






A translation issues from the original—not so much from its life as from its afterlife… And indeed, isn’t the afterlife of works of art far easier to recognise than that of living creatures?

—WALTER BENJAMIN, ‘The Task of the Translator’

But lovers, and Kenyon knew it well, project so lifelike a copy of their mistresses out of their own imaginations, that it can pull at the heartstrings almost as perceptibly as the genuine original.

—NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, The Marble Faun








Prologue




There was a painting my family set on fire. It burned to ashes, and then it came back.

It was a portrait of a haggard old lady—though I believe she was in fact only thirty-two years old—on her knees in a field of mud, holding a blazing torch above her head. Her face was covered in open sores. Her eyes were closed. She had the expression of someone who knew she was dying. Before her on the ground was the mangled corpse of a pheasant. The canvas was very white around the flame, dark everywhere else: the mud, the dying woman’s body, the bird. I believe it was one of the ugliest paintings that ever existed.

The title of the painting was ‘The Drag’, which was written on a little plaque screwed to the bottom of the frame, beside the date 1747. The event depicted took place, supposedly, in the thirteenth century. The name of the artist, if it had ever been known, was long since forgotten; there was a single looping ‘C’ in the lower-right corner, or a shape I imagined might be a ‘C’.

The woman portrayed was my many-times-great-grandmother Hodierna, who was the kind of person who adopted stray kittens and gave her clothes away to vagrants. She invited orphans to dinner and donated great sums to good causes. If nobody had stopped her she would have given up the family’s whole estate, a great house called Inderwick Hall and three hundred hectares of parkland in a boggy corner of Oxfordshire. Her husband, my many-times-great-grandfather Geoffrey, was a notorious brute who never did a single kind thing in his life.

The story goes that Grandmother Hodierna, on her deathbed, saw a wounded pheasant from her window and was so moved by the sight that she begged my grandfather Geoffrey to do something after her death for the afflicted and disadvantaged of the parish, be they beasts or men. It was approaching nightfall, but still she could see the pale grey underside of the bird’s wings flapping in the darkness. Geoffrey looked at her, his poxed, shrivelled, pitiful wife, and said he’d continue all her charitable works and would even take in the bird, would nurse it back to health himself and—laughing—vowed never to eat pheasant again if, at that moment, she could rescue it herself. (Do you believe this story?)

Grandmother Hodierna, miraculously empowered by the strength of her compassionate urges, got up from her deathbed and lit a torch from the fire burning at the foot of her bed. She dragged herself out of the house and, on her knees, clutching the torch, she crossed the garden to the first muddy field of the estate, where the pheasant was flapping hopelessly in a rut, wing broken. She saw it was a hopeless case and that nothing could be done to save it, so she kissed its head and broke its neck without a moment’s pause. (What about now?) And because my Grandfather Geoffrey was a liar and a cheat and not to be trusted, and since, in stories like this, people do this kind of thing, Hodierna placed a curse on the family. If Geoffrey or his descendants ever again ate pheasant, the family’s sons would perish or become impotent and the line of male heirs would fail. Then she died. The burnt-out torch slid from her hand and she fell forwards, beside the twisted corpse of the bird she had killed.

(This story has been told and retold over the centuries, and each time, surely, the particulars must have shifted in some way, each telling nudging it towards greater strangeness, or greater earnestness, or forgetting some little detail, until, I imagine, it came to bear no resemblance at all to what really happened. And yet, there was this horrible painting of Hodierna: a fixed point. And after many years of dithering back and forth, I find, now, that I believe it all, the whole thing, wholeheartedly, in whatever form the story has come to take.)

There was a room at the back of my uncle’s family home, past the gun room and the kitchens, near the servants’ quarters, where all the unwanted belongings were kept. It was where my uncle’s family put the painting, and also, when I was sent to live with them at the age of nine, where they put me. Hodierna in ‘The Drag’ was one of the first people I saw when I arrived, before I met my uncle, my aunt, my cousins Eliza, Charles and Teddy. Each night I stared up at Hodierna dragging herself through the mire until I fell asleep. The following year I learned to paint, and ‘The Drag’ was the one of the first canvases I copied: a portrait of the woman who foretold the end of our family. I copied it over and over in secret, working my way through ochre and brown paint in vast quantities, a little yellow and some white around the torch, dark green for the pheasant’s broken neck. I learned so much from it: how to mix the exact shade of the mud on the family estate, how to make human skin look at once alive and on the verge of death, what despair looks like, and resolve.

Generation after generation of my family refused to eat pheasant in memory of Grandmother Hodierna’s curse. And then came the autumn of 1886, when I was twelve years old, and a roasted pheasant appeared one night on our dinner table. Too much time had passed. My cousin Eliza had died of consumption the previous year and the household was still mourning; in the face of this tragedy, the story of ‘The Drag’ had lost its urgency. There had been a hunt that day, and many birds shot, and it was a waste not to enjoy the spoils. Nobody gave any thought to the painting hidden away in my room. Nobody believed in curses any more. Later, when a gamekeeper asked my uncle whether it was true he should be sending birds to the kitchen now, my uncle, irritated and embarrassed, remembered the existence of the painting and sent someone to my room to have it destroyed. I watched from my window as a bonfire was lit in the field beyond the formal gardens and the painting set atop it.

That night, I lay in bed beneath the spot where Grandmother Hodierna’s portrait had been. The space above my head felt weighty and unpleasant. I had the sensation that all that empty space might somehow fall on me. I went to my closet and took out one of the copies I had painted and placed it in the empty frame. Hodierna looked down on me again. After that, I slept easy.

The next day, a maid came in to make up my room and saw that the painting had come back, had been burned and was now, miraculously, returned, as it always had been, as though it had never been obliterated. Word spread amongst the servants and then, eventually, to the family. The household gathered in my bedroom to survey, astonished, ‘The Drag’. The painting was back from the dead.

What followed was a kind of collective breakdown, everyone suspecting everyone else of having done something weird, but unable to say exactly what, or who. It was a shared hallucination, the painting. It was a kind of madness the whole family entered into. To talk about it would be to make it real.

What happened next was that my cousin Charles ran away to sea and after some years was presumed drowned. And then my uncle died. And then my cousin Teddy died, and there were no more male heirs. And then even stranger things happened, and my copy of ‘The Drag’ remained above my bed, untouched, unmentioned, though I often thought of the night they burned it, of the flames flaring up from the dark field by the house like Grandmother Hodierna’s torch all those centuries ago, as though the painting was the thing that was wrong.

The moral of this story is: never underestimate the power of a generous woman.

The moral of this story is: the things you wish to hide might have other ideas.

The moral of this story is: sometimes a copy is mightier than the original.




Part One Autumn 1899







THE NEW CHARLES


There he was, flat on his back, an open leather diary obscuring his face: my cousin Charles. He was lying atop a frayed chaise longue wider than the bench beneath him and very tense, arms straight by his sides. He seemed nervous, even hidden as he was, even from a distance. His breaths were fitful, pushing the round of his stomach and chest up towards the ceiling, which sagged and loomed, damp, too low.

I stood in the open doorway, my aunt behind me, and said, ‘Charles?’

There had been a series of downpours that day and the whole of Rome was filled with the smell of rain, the stirred-up water of the Tiber, the pungent old stones of the city. My aunt and I were wet through after walking from our hotel, eager for a warmth we didn’t find in my cousin’s cold rooms on the Via Margutta. It was shadowy, a single lamp barely fighting off the darkness. The fire was unlit.

‘Charles?’ I said, again. ‘It’s me, your cousin Grace.’

The windows rattled as my aunt and I stepped forwards, and I thought he would turn to us then, would let the diary slide from his face and reveal him. We had last seen each other thirteen years previously, when I was twelve and he was seventeen. The long-lost cousin of my childhood ran through my memories in short trousers and long socks; later, awkwardly, in the adolescent fashions of an artistic pretender, lanky and vague and smoking a cigarette.

‘Charles?’ I said. ‘Is that you?’

His hand twitched a little, but the rest of him remained still.

He had sent a note to our hotel saying he was sick and could not, after all, join us for dinner. He had a fever, he’d said. What was exposed of his skin was a high pink. His forehead, rising up beyond the diary, shone with sweat. And it was true there was a close, unhealthy air in the room, the smell of a person who hadn’t been outside for days, who had been living on—I sniffed—a diet of beer and potatoes. There was another smell too, so familiar it took me a moment to identify as turps; there were canvases heaped in the far corner and a collapsed easel by the fireplace, upended like a shipwreck.

The new Charles was an artist, as the old Charles had been.

‘Charles?’ said my aunt, still hovering near the doorway.

I was surprised to hear her use his name. She had been in a bad temper since arriving in Rome, repeatedly grumbling that it was a fool’s errand, that this person, this stranger who had written to her purporting to be her son, would without doubt turn out not to be, would be some crazy person, delusional, or a fraudster after our money. I’d campaigned to accompany her in part because the idea of a crazy person or a fraudster was intriguing, but mostly because I had business of my own in Rome, though I kept that fact a secret from everybody. Since nobody at home could plausibly claim I would be missed, it had been agreed that I could come: my aunt was fragile, having been recently bereaved twice over and herself in poor health, coughing all night and cantankerous all day. She would need company. I packed my own case. Nobody saw what I brought.

My aunt had done nothing but complain the whole way and had, up until that point, refused to leave the hotel to see anything or visit anyone. When the message came about the cancelled dinner with the crazy person or fraudster we had come to see, she had looked pale, on the verge of tears, and insisted we call on him at once. He could be dying, she said; this could be our only chance, and since members of our family had started to die at an alarming rate in the preceding months, it was hard to dismiss the possibility. There was some part of her, despite herself, that believed this person might really be the man we’d assumed had already died.

Now, she seemed nervous to approach him. ‘I have come to see you, Charles.’ She seemed uncomfortable saying his name, stumbling on the L, lisping the S.

He did not reply, though the rising and falling of his chest quickened.

Beneath the little leather diary he was vast, an enormous man in every dimension. Even the size of his jaw seemed notable, and surely I would have remembered encountering such a jaw, surely it would have loomed large in all my memories of him, surely it would have been something people said about him in the intervening years: Your long lost cousin Charles, presumed drowned at sea, with his enormous chin, his enormous face. Nobody had mentioned it, and in my memories, though my memories were not to be trusted, his head was ordinarily-proportioned, his cheeks if anything a little hollow, his movements light. This new, broad Charles was balanced precariously on the very narrow couch and I could not believe he had been there long. It looked—I almost laughed into the cold, quiet air of the room when this occurred to me—as though he had prepared a tableau vivant entirely for our benefit, as though on hearing our footsteps coming up the stairs, he had arranged himself pitifully on the chaise longue and covered his face, assuming the position of an invalid and a man far smaller than he was. The whole scene felt on the verge of collapse.

My wet clothes were coarse against my skin, prickling; it was cold enough that the hairs on my arms were raised. And there was something else, too, despite myself: excitement. And despite myself: suspicion. Was it too much, too insistent, that the diary across his face was embossed with my cousin’s initials: C.R.I., for Charles Robert Inderwick? And there it was, too, on his cufflink, C.R.I., and there, too, C.R.I. stitched across the breast pocket of his threadbare brown jacket. But then, hadn’t Charles always loved his initials? He had loved to mark himself across himself in that way.

His breathing quickened again when he realised I was approaching. The pink sinews of his neck bulged over a gulp. Somewhere several floors below us, someone dropped something heavy, and moments later emitted a deep, low, bottom-of-the-belly laugh. Rain was hitting the windowpanes in a thick, clumsy patter. I felt suddenly aware of the three of us, the new Charles and my aunt and me, suspended in the wooden box of his room, surrounded by other things happening.

‘Charles,’ I said. Silence. ‘We are here.’ Silence. ‘We have come to see you.’

Nothing, still, just the rising of his chest.

I glanced at my aunt, who jutted her chin forwards impatiently. She looked a little feral, ready to launch herself at him, hungry.

‘I’m going to take the book off your face now,’ I said, half expecting him to jump up like a corpse leaping out of a coffin.

I took the diary as lightly as I could, pinching it between forefinger and thumb, keeping it at arm’s length as I slid it across his forehead and cheeks. The paper, very fine, stuck to his sweat and I had to jerk it away more forcefully than seemed appropriate. Loosened, the pages swelled over his nose, drooped down a cheek and then fell open in the air. I looked around for somewhere to set the book. I had the feeling it was contagious somehow, that I should not breathe too close to it. I crouched and placed it on the floor.

My aunt and I both stared at my new cousin’s face: mottled red and grey, broad, furrowed across the forehead, eyes closed. I looked from him to my aunt, awaiting the verdict. I was used to relying on others to do my recognising for me.

The face of my new cousin, I could tell, was nothing like the face of my aunt as I saw it then, nor what I could vaguely picture of the faces of my late uncle or my late cousins’, Charles’s siblings, Teddy and Eliza. But then, I thought, nobody in our family looked much like anyone else; we had always seemed mismatched to one another. I searched my memory for any suggestion of my old cousin’s face—I had spent enough time staring at it, hadn’t I, in those long, lonely years of my childhood?—but I found only flickers and hints, pinched skin between his eyebrows, a determined way he had of setting his lips together. The skin between the eyebrows of my new cousin was pinched. His lips were set determinedly. I had no idea. I had no idea.

His chest rose and fell, as my cousin’s chest used to, as people’s chests in general did. One of his fingers twitched. He opened his eyes.

‘Well?’ I said. I was jittery. I didn’t like being so near to him. ‘Is it Charles, Aunt?’

My aunt closed the distance between us in a few steps and looked again, this time for longer.

My new cousin’s eyes were very light, pale grey or pale blue, it was hard to tell in the dim room, and they were darting across the ceiling, avoiding both our gazes. She touched the back of one of his enormous hands, and only then did he turn his head to look at her, his expression bemused, lower lashes watery.

‘Mother,’ he said, though he had always called her Mater. ‘It’s me. It’s Charles.’ His voice was strangely light; I had expected something booming, equivalent to his size, but I thought then that I remembered it being that way, musical and weightless. It dislodged a memory of how he had said my own name, Grace, as though I were indeed a graceful person. He held out a hand to my aunt, a gesture that looked unnatural from where he was lying, and she took it, and it seemed to me that something passed between them. There was laughter again from the rooms below us, several people this time, and I wondered whether I, too, in the fizzing, vertiginous moment, might laugh. Somebody beneath us applauded and I waited for my aunt to speak.






WHAT WE KNEW


What was certain—what we all knew and agreed upon—was that the last anyone had seen of my cousin Charles was thirteen years ago. Until then he had lived with my aunt and uncle and his brother, my cousin Teddy, and his sister, my cousin Eliza, until she died, and with me, causing minor and less minor ruptures within the family. After that he was gone.

There had been a time after his departure, a year or even more, when things had been calm, when even my presence, usually such an irritant to the family, had seemed more tolerable. My aunt and uncle had always been ill-matched and uneasy in each other’s company, and I sensed they were almost grateful to have me there; had I not been, with Eliza dead and Charles gone and Teddy away at school, it would have been harder to ignore the unused expanses of the dining table, the creaking cavities of the house, their mutual disdain. And so, the troubling circumstances of my arrival, my parents’ unspeakable difficulties, were suddenly forgivable.

The days took on a convalescent quality, as though we had all been very sick: breakfast was served late, with large quantities of fruit; my aunt took up walking, striding out with the dogs in the late morning, calling them to her as she had, once, called her children. She met with her lawyer (she was always meeting with her lawyer) to clarify certain points relating to the management of the estate in the absence of her eldest son, and this project alone seemed to keep her occupied. My uncle slept a great deal, and though he continued to drink sherry with his doughy, red-cheeked friends, they all seemed less rowdy, less obviously drunk and less mean now that Charles was not there to rile them.

If Charles was mentioned at all, it was in bland and neutral terms: he was at sea, would return shortly, would likely elucidate his long-term plans in his next letter. The apoplexies and accusations and explosive arguments that had dominated the months before Charles left were over, and in their place was this expansive quiet. It was as though everyone chose to believe that Charles had been the only problem, and that now he was gone, we could proceed as a normal household: my aunt, my uncle, their coterie of friends, lawyers, servants, dogs—and me.

I was thirteen that year, though young for my age and permanently discombobulated. I had known for a long time that I had an unusual difficulty with faces, a sort of blindness when it came to people’s features, but I felt it becoming worse and worse to the point that, with the exception of the immediate family and a few of the servants, I could recognise almost nobody without the help of context. Some were easier to fix in my mind than others, especially if they were unusual-looking, very beautiful or strange or interesting in some other way, and I was helped by clues in dress and voice, by the way people smelled and walked and laughed. But of those whose appearance I’d learned well enough to single out, I was still unable to recreate any kind of mental picture of them in their absence. It was a source of particular agony to me, at that time, not to be able to recall my parents’ faces. I could think only of hair colour, my father’s dark brown, almost black, my mother’s glossy red, and the shape of it as it fell around their foreheads. I could think of my mother’s eyes, knowing they were blue, knowing they were relatively large and ringed with pale lashes, but I could not see them. A sort of wateriness took over. I could not do it.

Charles, before he left, had always noticed when I was uncertain and had acted as my guide to the wild social landscape of Inderwick Hall. Without him, I hid myself away, forever scared that the strangers I saw might in fact be friends. The only person I saw willingly was a boy called Bobby who had started work in the stables, whom I learned to identify by his horsey smell and uneven, loping walk and by the fact that he was always pleased to see me, always had some little joke or story to share, and seemed to like my company. The rest of my time I spent imagining Charles’s new life, where he was, what views he might be gazing upon at the very moment that I was staring at the umber surrounds of the house.

Charles: who paid a servant a year’s wages to let him paint her in the nude.

Charles: who kissed his sister Eliza on the lips as she lay dying of tuberculosis, and never so much as coughed.

Charles: who once read a pornographic novel in church.

He had been known, even to me as a child, for drinking more than he should, for shameless behaviour and provoking people. Before I was sent to live with my uncle, my mother, when lucid, never mentioned his side of the family without making hushed reference to my ‘awful cousin Charles’. And he had been particularly awful in his final months in the house, appearing red-eyed at breakfast smelling of dinner, smoking and secretive and sensitive in the mornings, vanishing for days on end and the returning to ask my aunt for more money, provoking my uncle into violent outbursts about duty, propriety and moral fortitude. They had argued about everything, my uncle and Charles, had seemed like perfectly opposite characters: where my uncle was unimaginative and loud, Charles was deft; where my uncle was blunt, Charles was sharp. My uncle roared and Charles laughed, and when my uncle demanded Charles deny a transgression—that he had been gambling or sneaking around or associating with someone he shouldn’t—Charles never did, would simply agree that he had done it, and that made my uncle angrier still.

But Charles was also, to me, a very great friend, my one ally in a house of hostile strangers, and had taught me everything—what I thought of then as everything—that I could claim, at thirteen years old, to know.

Charles: the one person in the world who had been truly and relentlessly kind to me.

Charles: who I missed with the fervour of a pilgrim for a favourite saint.

What we knew was that, after a particularly painful argument between Charles and his father—so painful that none of us knew what, if anything, it had been about—my awful cousin resolved to go to sea, which was exactly the sort of thing that awful young men like him resolved to do, and then he had done it.

Letters came from La Rochelle. Letters came from Madeira. Dear Mater, Dear Pater. He was seeing the world. Learning much about trade, about seafaring, about men. He sent his respects to his family. Looked forward to seeing them all when the opportunity arose for a return. Mindelo. Caracas. He had plans to sail from the Port of Santos to Valparaiso on a ship carrying a cargo of coffee, a perilous route around Cape Horn, about which he felt both trepidation and excitement. Nothing, then. The family began to worry. At last, two years after he left: an envelope with a Chilean stamp.

He was improving his mind, he said. He assured them that they would find him, on his return, almost entirely reformed. He had been spending some time in Chile thinking deeply about his life, and felt he had seen enough of the world. He would return to Europe—to Paris or to Rome—to study painting, which as they well knew had always been his passion, and which he now felt he could pursue earnestly and honestly. He understood this was likely not his parents’ preference, but he hoped they would nonetheless accept it, since he was in all other ways now an entirely reputable person and those undesirable aspects of his character, which his father had laboured so hard to correct, were utterly erased. He was determined to have a respectable career as an artist. He would even get married if they wanted him to and they could decide on the girl. He asked if they might restore his allowance, which was the first I’d heard of it having been cut off in the first place.

We knew that on 13th December 1888 he boarded a steamer called The Magellan, which took him from Valparaiso to Lisbon, where he found passage on The Margaret, bound for Civitavecchia. My uncle set off for Italy to meet the ship, with a view to dissuading him from his ludicrous passion for painting and bringing him home to assume his responsibilities as heir to the Inderwick estate. But at Civitavecchia, once all the passengers had disembarked, there was no Charles. My uncle waited until the very last cabin boy had left, just to be sure, then made enquiries with the passengers, interrogated the Captain, interviewed the crew. It was confirmed that Charles had boarded the ship as planned. It was confirmed that he had been present at stops along the way: at Gibraltar, at Monaco. But nobody knew what had happened to him since. He had vanished. The only explanation—the awful explanation—was that at some unseen, unexpected moment, he had fallen overboard into the Mediterranean and drowned.

In light of this news, my aunt became grey and rather cruel. When my uncle returned home, he, too, was different: tight-lipped and highly strung. It seemed They could no longer tolerate each other’s company at all. My uncle took rooms in London, and they did their best never to meet. Nobody mentioned Charles’s flaws. Nobody seemed to remember the pranks and provocations. Their surviving son, my cousin Teddy, had always been reserved, a little foppish but certainly not at all artistic; by dint of temperament alone he should rightfully have always been the heir. He had finished school by then and was managing the estate on behalf of his father, keeping neat tallies of income and expenses, replying promptly to correspondence. But now it seemed that it had been Charles—my absent, awful, much-missed cousin Charles—keeping them together all along.

My presence began to trouble them again. My uncle, on a rare visit to Inderwick Hall, looked surprised to see me there and asked, ‘When is she going home?’ My aunt, who became vague and distracted when forced to contemplate logistical questions relating to me—a fabric bill, some suggestion that perhaps I should be educated, a request that I be allowed to visit my mother and father—replied, ‘They’ll be collecting her soon,’ and I assumed by ‘they’ she meant my parents, and I assumed she was lying, though I couldn’t be sure. I did not know whether being collected by my parents was something I longed for or dreaded.

I was old enough to understand that I was a reminder to my uncle’s family of the parts of themselves of which they were most ashamed. There I was, a child who lived with them because my parents were mad; there I was, a child who behaved in unusual ways, who said the wrong things, who always looked lost, because perhaps I, too, was mad. There I was, a suggestion, an accusation even, that there was something mad about all of them, as though I wafted an unpleasant odour of insanity over the family.

I was both too strange and too similar. I did not belong there, and yet there I was, belonging. And while I had been useful for a while as a body at the table, a distraction from other absences, my continued existence now seemed to strike my aunt as insulting. That I was there when Eliza was not, when Charles was not: intolerable. How dare I be there? She began to check on me several times a day, as though at any moment the redeeming point of me might be revealed. I became more secretive about my secrets: my paintings, my growing awareness of the sort of person I was.

Charles was gone, presumed dead, and that was all we knew for nearly a decade, until everyone else started dying and the business of an heir became pressing. First it was my uncle, who keeled over on Christmas Eve, 1898, in the middle of Russell Square. And then, more upsettingly, Teddy: after twenty-seven years of good behaviour, Teddy found his time at the head of the family overwhelming. The experience released a previously dormant nonsense from within him, and he began drinking too much and spending too much and talking very quickly; he acquired a yacht the day after his father’s funeral and two more vessels in the subsequent weeks, and then, on his way to see his purchases and learn how to sail them (having never once seen the sea, let alone sailed it), complained of chest pains and a tingling sensation in one arm. He was dead by the time his carriage reached the coast.

This left my father as the beneficiary, and since he was resident at a lunatic asylum in Dorset, a madman with no expectation of producing a male heir, the situation was considered undesirable. My aunt met again with her lawyer, Mr George, to enquire about the possibilities of trusts and exclusion clauses, of altering the terms in her late husband’s will by which the Inderwick fortune was to be inherited; there were some distant cousins, the Forrests, who might have among their number a more suitable heir. But it was no good. The thing was not to be altered; the order of succession was iron-clad. My father’s institutionalization was not disqualifying. My uncle’s family had been blinkered and uptight for generations, but they had possessed enough self-knowledge to see that allowing disinheritance over such a trifling thing as a little madness would compromise the lot of them.

My aunt sent for more lawyers, for my late uncle’s friends, for anyone who might tell her differently, but they all surveyed the papers in question and acceded to Mr George’s opinion. After all, Mr George was at pains to add, it was not impossible my father might yet produce a male heir. This idea horrified me and my aunt in equal measure, for different reasons.

Thwarted, she became despondent, and despondency turned to a general worsening of health until she seemed precariously attached to her own life and wits. She began to make strange decisions and say strange things. She paid a spiritual medium to visit her in her bedroom and would emerge in manias of optimism (She would herself bear another child! It was not too late after all!) only to slide into deepening depressions, which nothing but another visit from the medium and a strong dose of her drops could alleviate. Sometimes I caught her looking at me with an intensity that suggested she felt I was keeping a secret from her. Naturally, this made me wonder which of my various secrets she suspected.

I watched her back—through keyholes, as the medium sat beside her and clutched her hand and whispered odd promises, or from the other end of the dining table over the tops of untouched dishes like the rooftops of a town between us, or obliquely as we rode out side by side on cold mornings to ‘check on the estate’, though I had no idea what we were looking for and she seemed to notice nothing except the uneven ground beneath her horse’s feet. An awful desperation simmered within her, which she blew out in puffs of steam into the cold air, and which settled over me so that I, too, began to feel increasingly frantic. Life could simply not go on as it had been: the house too cold, my aunt too cold, the air too cold and I, too, was becoming cold, cold even to the things I cared about—painting, mostly, and one or two people. It had been going on this way, impossibly, for far too long: and surely, surely something now had to change.

I thought this daily. I tried to stay warm. I planned my own plans, worked on my own work, secretively, as I did everything. I had begun a money-making venture, an experiment that felt outlandish but compelled me nonetheless, the idea that I might be able to turn my skills as a copyist of paintings into money, and might use that money in turn to alter my own fate. I was tentative, embarrassed by it, but it was enough to keep me busy, to prevent the freezing effects of hopelessness from taking hold. I worked. I waited.

And then something did change.

A letter came, postmarked from Saint Helena—later we hauled an atlas from the library to the dining room and gazed at it, a tiny speck in the expanse of ocean between two continents—addressed to my aunt by name. She seemed hesitant to open it, as though she sensed the much-longed-for change was imminent and was suddenly afraid. She tapped fitfully at her boiled eggs, briefly feigned a headache and then tore at the envelope in a rush.

The writer was a solicitor in Jamestown, Saint Helena, who wrote on behalf of his client, a gentleman who had read notice of my uncle’s death in a copy of the St Helena Guardian and who, after many years of travel and adventure, was keen to reacquaint himself with his family. The client’s name was Charles Robert Inderwick, who enclosed warmest wishes to his mother Irène Inderwick, his brother Teddy and—I felt winded to see it—his dear cousin Grace. He had such happy memories of Inderwick Hall, and in particular his beloved old horse Roger. If my aunt was willing to send money enough for travel expenses, the attorney wrote, then Charles Robert Inderwick was intent on coming home.

The effect this letter had on my aunt was something like opium—a kind of stillness fell across her face. And to me, too, it felt momentarily paralysing: a ghost had appeared at the breakfast table, and neither of us knew how to react.

‘My medium told me this would happen,’ she said, several hours later.

What we knew was that my aunt sent a chequebook and a letter of cautious interest, saying that she was naturally intrigued by anyone claiming to be her son and who knew the family names, the house, even Charles’s favourite horse. On receipt of this, the man who said he was my cousin travelled first to Dakar and then to Casablanca, where, when presented with his bill after staying one night in the Royal Mansour Hotel, he instead bought the entire business with a banker’s note from a bank the Inderwicks did not in fact use. The first the family heard of this was an anxious letter from the former owner of the Royal Mansour, alerting us to the confusion and requesting clarification on where the funds for the hotel were, in fact, to be drawn from. But by that point, the new Charles was already in Rome, and my aunt and I had already made plans to travel there to meet him.

‘And are you really him?’ she had said that first night, without letting go of his hand.

The new Charles shifted uncomfortably on his little chaise longue. ‘I’m pleased to see you after all this time, Mother.’

‘Mater,’ my aunt said. ‘You always called me Mater.’ There was something corrective in her tone. It was the voice she used when telling the dogs to get off the bed.

‘Mater,’ he said then, and that was when my aunt’s expression changed, and even I heard it, the fluttering familiarity of the old Charles’s voice, the cadence just so, long-lost, much-missed and now, suddenly, upon us.

‘It’s you,’ my aunt said. ‘It’s really you. I knew it. I knew it. I knew it would be.’

And so, then, that was what we knew.






THE THREE GRACES


The attractions of Rome were threefold to me. Rome was Rome of course, a welcome change from the Oxfordshire mud that surrounded Inderwick Hall, the dull trudge of October towards November. I was delighted to be elsewhere, never having been abroad before, never having seen much of anywhere beyond a few towns and villages in the south of England and, occasionally, London. And I was delighted to be in Rome, specifically, where autumn seemed to have a gilding quality, orange trees shedding leaves onto cobbles that glowed wetly under illuminated storefronts, and where, on turning a corner, I found myself confronted by something at once familiar and startling, the Spanish Steps exactly as I’d seen in pictures in the books in my uncle’s library. It was like reading in a novel a perfect description of an idea you’d thought had been entirely your own. The long shadows thrown by carriage lamps across the Corso made everything seem wilder and more crowded. The colours of everything—the clothes of the Italians, the ochre-stoned buildings, even of me, my own hair, my own shoes—seemed rich and dark and intriguing.

Second, there was the intrigue of the possibility of my long-lost cousin.

And then, also, last and clandestine, there was the chance that I might make a sale.

I had been copying paintings in secret for many years, ever since my first year in my uncle’s home. It was Charles, in fact, who had taught me, though inadvertently at first. I had arrived, nine years old, an orphan with living parents, and found myself reviled in my uncle’s house. The shame of my situation I well understood. But I had not known until I arrived that I, like my parents, was an odd person. My aunt and uncle had loathed it, had found it affronting, the way I talked, dressed, looked too directly at people. Teddy and Eliza had kept their distance, too, if not hostile then certainly suspicious, resentful. Charles was the only member of the household who had found me entertaining, who had complimented the clothes I’d brought from home, who had asked how I was when I came to the breakfast table red-eyed, who had been kind.

I’d been passing by his bedroom. The smell of turpentine stopped me. I went to his door and would have burst in, since I knew him well enough by then to do so, but heard voices and so paused. Through the keyhole, I could make out the swell of his back, his shoulders, a glimpse of a palette hooked over his thumb. Beyond him: his easel, a small board pinned to it. And beyond that: one of the house girls, Emma, who was older than me and older even than Charles, nineteen or twenty years old, and particularly recognisable to me by a large mole on her jaw. She was naked, standing alone, facing him and the door, and so me. There was some navy blue fabric draped over a chair, a makeshift backdrop, and the curtains were drawn. She had another mole, or some sort of birthmark, dark, on the side of her ribcage. Her hands hung tensely by her sides, as though keeping them there required some effort. Her face: mild, somewhat entertained, quite embarrassed.

‘Someone’s at the door,’ she said. ‘I can see shadows on the doorframe.’

Charles swung around to face me. ‘Who is it?’ he said. ‘Who is it? Don’t come in.’ Dark pink patches had appeared on his neck, the way they did whenever he fought with his father. He fiddled anxiously with his collar.

‘It’s me,’ I said. ‘It’s Grace.’

‘Don’t come in,’ he said. ‘Don’t come in, Grace.’

And I didn’t, not then, but later, when he had gone out with his father, I did. I found his portrait of Emma on the board on his easel and took it, though the paint hadn’t dried, running as fast as I could down the stairs, third to second, the yellow landing, second to first, blue landing, first to ground passing by the red landing, green room to library to oak room to entrance hall and then all the way around past the dining room and kitchens and gun room to my room, and slamming shut the door behind me. Even there I felt anxious of discovery, so I went into the little side room beyond, an unused boxy space that had once been the sleeping quarters of a servant’s servant, and there with my back to the door I scrutinized the painting.

I did not know why I was so curious about it, the way Emma looked in it, the thought of the dim room, the drawn curtains. I only knew that it interested me and that I wanted to think about it longer. From my bedroom I retrieved watercolours and in what from that day on I thought of as my painting room, I copied it as closely as I could into my workbook, before replacing the original back where it belonged in Charles’s room. A few weeks later, Charles, who had taken it upon himself to teach me some Latin amongst other things, was flicking through my pages of scrawled-out declensions when he came across the copy. He held the book away from him and squinted, then said, ‘Oh, you copied my picture of Emma,’ and I checked his face to find he was not angry, in fact seemed entertained. ‘I’ll teach you how to paint, if you want,’ he said, and I said that I did want that, and we started that very day, in my uncle’s library, copying Raphael’s ‘The Three Graces’ from a book on the Old Masters, which Charles found amusing. He tried to make me laugh—’Which one are you, Cousin Grace, or are you a fourth Grace, just beyond the frame?’—and I frowned, at work on curves: buttocks, bellies, hairless pudenda. That night, alone, I made my first, inexpert copy of ‘The Drag’.

My uncle was in almost every way a philistine, but he had inherited from his father a significant library of books on paintings, including instruction manuals on technique and colour, encyclopaedias of provenances and biographies. He kept the collection up to date out of filial duty if not genuine interest. And so there, in the unpromising surrounds of Inderwick Hall, which was itself surrounded unpromisingly by boggy fields and sickly coppices and uneven roads to less depressing places, I began my education as a copyist. Charles instructed me on some basic techniques: how to mix various tones of skin, the browns and whites and pinks and greys and darks of the human body, how to use brushstroke to convey texture as well as tone, how to imagine the bones beneath the flesh in order to get the body right.

Repeatedly, Charles urged me to paint from life. A red-streaked apple, placed in a blue bowl. A stuffed fox, mounted on oak. His horse, Roger, stationed outside the window and stamping impatiently. I muddled through these commissions, got all the proportions wrong. A hand—his hand—laid out motionless on the arm of a chair, which in my rendition had an air of decomposition: skin too white, shadows too green, the fingers amorphous, knuckles undefined, as though it was painted by a person who had only a vague idea of what hands were and had never seen one.

Worse: Charles’s face. Worst: my own. I scrutinized my features, scrunching up my eyes to stare at my reflection in the glass, and thought: Eyes. Those are my eyes. My eyes are eye-shaped. There, too, was my nose: a solid thing, its hard ridge rising up beneath the skin, nostrils opening out around a nervous inhalation. Lips, creased as un-ironed linens. Here is a face, which is no less real than any other real thing. And then I turned to my page, brush poised, and the certainty would fade like smoke. There was simply nothing there. There was no face at all.

Charles was first horrified, then fascinated, and ultimately highly entertained by my distinctive stupidity with faces. We sat together in the window, looking out at people coming and going from the house and he would test me: ‘What about him? Did you ever see him before?’ and I would shake my head, no, and he would hoot and stamp a foot and say, ‘That is your uncle’s great friend Marcus, visiting from London, who sat opposite you at dinner last night.’

Charles’s incredulous delight helped to lessen the enormous shame I felt about my limitations in this regard, though I remained embarrassed by my inaptitude as a painter from life. I wanted desperately to impress him, and so, whenever he set me a task, a green-glazed vase of diaphanous poppies, a plum on a gold dish, I asked that he paint beside me. I found that if I copied what he painted, rather than the subject itself, I could do it almost perfect justice. I understood then that these were separate skills, to observe and record from life, and to copy. At one I was risible, but the other there seemed some hope of mastering. When he realised what I was doing, Charles set us up on opposite sides of the room, so I couldn’t see his work.

‘Don’t make me paint real things, Charles,’ I said, at last. ‘I don’t enjoy doing things I’m bad at.’

‘We’re bad at everything until we learn to do better.’ It was the sort of thing his father said to him, chiding, condescending, and I could tell he regretted telling me something so predictable.

‘You know it is worse than that.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You have a sort of blindness to the real world. It’s very strange.’

After that, I showed him my copies of ‘The Drag’ and he nodded and accepted that I would always be a copyist. I worked from the reproductions of lithographs in my uncle’s books, or from postcards or pictures in the newspaper, with no sense of the original brushwork or texture or scale. In those early days I painted everything on the same small boards, the size of my splayed hands side by side, no matter how big the original: Botticelli’s ‘Primavera’, da Vinci’s ‘Last Supper’, shrunken and stashed in my painting room.

The first time I worked from memory, I stayed within the house. At the halfway point between the ground and first floors there was a small mezzanine we called the red landing, where a portrait of my great-great-grandfather hung. The painting was large—his dimensions were life-size—and to copy it unobtrusively required memorizing it first, and working alone in my room. I imagined the portrait as a grid, and each time I passed it would commit to memory a single square, the brushstrokes abstracted like a kind of map. What I saw no longer looked like the lowered eyebrow of a scowling man; rather, it was a giddy, light patterning of browns and reds, flecks of white like crests on waves and a glowing, sunny triangle of pink that was in fact the bridge of a nose. I worked that way, in tiny increments, for weeks, until my great-great-grandfather was doubled, perfectly replicated in my painting room on the first large canvas I had ever attempted to create. I showed it to Charles, full of pride and hungry for praise; he looked at first baffled, asked what I was doing with the picture of Grandfather Alexander, and then laughed, a full-bodied, true-hearted guffaw. ‘You’re a little magician,’ he said. ‘You’re a machine!’

Shortly after that, he left without saying goodbye and there was nobody to show my copies to. Copying was a habit both too precious and too embarrassing to declare to anyone, and besides, who would have cared to know?

I sensed—knew—I had an unusual talent (sometimes I heard Charles’s words again, ‘A magician! A machine!’, and felt myself grow a little taller), and one that would unnerve people: to be able to see a painting from the inside out, so to speak, and reproduce it as though from the original artist’s long-dead hand. It was a kind of possession, not so much mechanical, as Charles had thought, as spiritual.

And I was ashamed as well as proud: it seemed damning, somehow, to admit that I could make a piece of fruit on a plate look like fried egg, a piece of mounted taxidermy like a rug, and yet could depict Vermeer’s ‘The Music Lesson’ from memory, having spent two hours staring at it on a visit to the London home of my aunt’s cousin, who had married a Duke. The hosts had taken great pride in showing the painting: the black of the floor tiles, the slightly crude evocation of veined marble, the astonishing brightness of the girl’s skirt, a red so bright it was, in fact, orange. They had set up their tea table beneath it, and I kept my eyes trained on its details, the glow of the red skirt in the varnish of the cello, over the heads of the Duke and Duchess. In the foreground, a rug draped from a table in thick, weighty folds. They gave us almond cakes, and I noticed the way that, in the picture, the mirror above the instrument showed the reflection of the player’s face at a surprising angle, light on the forehead and the side of the nose, glancing. Black tea with bergamot. In the painting: the frayed edges on the blue footstool. It was a kind of inhalation.

Later, at home, I looked up its exact dimensions in one of my uncle’s encyclopaedias, thought carefully about the glazes. I laid out a palette of madder lake, verdigris, carmine and large amounts of yellow ochre, and in the confines of my painting room, I reproduced Vermeer.

I was incapable of making something from nothing. It seemed miraculous to me that anyone could. Hence: the appeal of art in the first place, I supposed.

I was not a generator.

I was a conduit.

But by then it had occurred to me that perhaps I could make money from it nonetheless.

I had for years by then engaged in a mutually beneficial system of exchange with my friend Bobby who worked in the stables. He was younger than me, had just turned twenty that year and was keeping a sick mother and two younger siblings with his wages. It had started out with the two of us swapping stories: he would tell me about girls in the village, one of whom, Rosamond, he was in love with though he didn’t seem to realise it. I would tell him in return about the goings-on in the Hall, my aunt’s mannerisms, my uncle’s foibles. We were both intrigued by the life the other led; I loved his easy interactions, his closeness to other people, his comfort in his own skin, and he seemed to find the eccentricities of my home life exotic. Later I told him, too, about my work: at first nothing more than that I was painting and wanted to make some money from it one day.

Then he started getting me pigments from town in exchange for knick-knacks I pilfered from the house. A tube of vermilion for an embroidered Indian elephant. Rose madder for a little porcelain dish in the shape of a boat. He was good-natured about it and uncomplaining and always brought exactly what I asked for. We both understood he was getting a good deal out of it, that he sold the items for more than the paint cost him to buy, and that this made him uneasy. Once, he tried to give me some money alongside the requested raw umber and I panicked, the sight of the coins in his hand mesmerising and horrifying. Part of me wanted to snatch them. There was almost nothing I wanted more than money, because I had seen by then that it was the key to everything else you could want, but for that very reason I could not bring myself to take any from Bobby, from his mother and sisters. I waved him away and acted unconcerned, though really the interaction troubled me terribly and I thought about it for a long time afterwards, half regretful, half relieved.

The next time we met I gave him a miniature, a copy I had done myself of a 16th-century portrait of my aunt’s grandmother, very fine; I had taken particular care over it. He took it unquestioningly and came back with the new brushes I’d requested, as though it were like any of our other surreptitious transactions. But it seemed to me those brushes were miraculous, better than any I’d ever seen, purchased with money I might as well have printed myself. I had taken a significant step, and one that could not really be undone. When I wondered aloud if he’d had any trouble selling the item, he shrugged and said no, there was an antiques dealer in Oxford who had been very pleased with it.

It occurred to me only then how unforgivable it was to have asked Bobby to sell the fake. Had the fraud been discovered, the consequences would have fallen on him and not me, and I felt terrible and guilty and avoided him for a while afterwards, then later told him I was very sorry for asking him to sell things for me. He shrugged and said he didn’t mind at all and would take whatever I wanted him to, so long as I was certain the items would never be missed from the house. I nodded and felt no better, I resolved that the next time I sold a copy, I would do it myself.

I had read an article in my late uncle’s newspaper, which a boy from the village continued to deliver after my uncle’s passing, about the thriving trade in counterfeit paintings in Paris and Rome. This business, the article’s author suggested, raised certain questions about the value of authenticity in art, and whether, if a buyer could so easily be deceived by fakery, they might perhaps deserve to be. The piece was written in a wry tone, taking particular pleasure in stories of ignorant Americans who believed they had stumbled across a genuine da Vinci. It also made mention of an anonymous dealer known to operate by the Spanish Steps in Rome who was infamous, in art circles, for taking advantage of unsuspecting tourists, selling upwards of fifty Botticellis a month. And it was surprisingly simple, a matter of writing a few letters to journalists, to learn his name.

I contacted the dealer as soon as I knew I was going to be in Rome, laying out my terms as clearly as I could. I tried to act like a person who knew what they were doing, who did this sort of business all the time, and who was simply offering an opportunity. I would visit his gallery at such and such a time, I would have only one piece available for viewing, I would accept no payment less than—and so on. It felt like a game, sending off my letter from the familiar dullness of Inderwick Hall, surroundings unchanging except for a limp seepage of greens into browns as autumn progressed. When the dealer replied, it seemed that somehow, from afar, he had changed the nature of the light in my room. Everything looked sharper, more clearly defined. I felt purposeful and alarmed.

I wrapped ‘The Music Lesson’ in several layers of cloth and buried it at the bottom of my trunk. I had chosen it largely because it was small, but nonetheless when my aunt saw my luggage on the morning of our departure, she rolled her eyes and asked who I thought I was that I would need so many different outfits for such a short visit.

‘I hope you know, Grace, that you won’t be attending any parties. All you’ll need is a thick coat.’

I said I understood, and thought perhaps I should look disappointed, though if my aunt had given the matter any thought she’d have known parties saw me at my worst, worse even than large family dinners, at which I could be trusted to say something awkward and spill a staining drink onto white cloth and introduce myself, as though for the first time, to a treasured family friend. I had no hopes of attending parties in Rome.

My private engagement was of a different quality altogether: thrilling. The project of selling the painting was as compelling to me as meeting my cousin and perhaps even more so, because though I missed and yearned and hoped for the Charles I had known almost more than anything else, in the case of the copy, there was money involved.
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