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Prologue
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Claire Dubois was last seen on the River Seine in a small motor launch on a Thursday evening in June 1998. She was alone and ran the boat slowly, with the unhurried ease of someone who had done it many times, keeping close to the Left Bank, out of the way of the working traffic. The evening sun caught the windows of the apartments above the quais and threw long golden rectangles across the water.

She passed below the Pont de Sully. Then the Pont de la Tournelle. A boy on the Île Saint-Louis watched her go by, but he was watching the herons and didn’t remember anything remarkable. No one saw where she went after that.

The launch was found the next morning, bobbing against a mooring pontoon near the Quai de Grenelle. A marina attendant spotted it just after seven. The motor had run the tank dry and it had fallen silent at some point during the night. A blue canvas tarp had been spread across the boards and a striped cushion placed at one end, slightly indented, as though someone had lain there looking up at the sky.

Police searched the river for three days. The current between Tournelle and Grenelle runs under more than a dozen bridges and splits around the Île aux Cygnes. Plenty of places to catch and hold a body, and plenty of places to miss one entirely. They found nothing.

In her studio, a large canvas stood, all but finished on its easel. Mainly blue, ultramarine, deep as a bruise. The door to her flat had been left unlocked. A coffee cup sat on the table, half full, with a floating fly.

Claire Dubois was thirty-five years old. Her disappearance became more famous than her work.
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Elise Moreau, Paris, September 2024

I had always thought of it as her painted obituary: the 1998 self-portrait, finished days before her empty launch was found drifting on the River Seine. No witnesses, no body, no note, but the art world declared her dead anyway. They did it quietly, with the usual remarks about drink and depression, and settled on a version of her that dismantled her reputation one snide comment at a time. It was as though her vanishing proved a flaw in the work itself, which they had been desperate to reveal.

I went to the gallery that September evening as a nod to Claire’s talent. I was a doctoral candidate at the Sorbonne, a year and a half into a thesis on global conflict and its impact on twentieth century art in  Europe. It was  a sound, fundable subject I had chosen precisely because it was sound and fundable, but which I had lost interest in months before. I had started avoiding my supervisor. I told myself the work was simply hard, and I would get back to grips with it soon enough. The truth was that it bored the hell out of me, and yet the thing I actually cared about I had filed under ‘not viable.’ A couple of years earlier I had given a lecture on the erasure of women from the canon, the ones written off as hysterics and footnotes, or labelled as the wife or mistress of a real artist. It had drawn more heat in an hour than all my previous research. I had left it lying there, an argument I believed in but would never be paid to make.

Claire Dubois came up during an end-of-term, time-filling lecture, a stand-in professor going off on a tangent. He called her ‘a cautionary footnote whose disappearance was her finest contribution to the art world.’ I reached for my tablet and  highlighted his ‘cautionary footnote’, and saved it to my notes. I didn’t consider why, only that I needed to know more. A few months later, I saw the exhibition advertised and knew I had to go.

Galerie Cardot sat between a pharmacy and a handmade paper shop in the Marais: no window display, no hours chalked on the glass, only a brass plaque with the name. Inside, autumn light fell through a latticed skylight onto six large canvases and a couple of dozen smaller works hung around the walls like a timeline. Christian Cardot had curated them to tell his specific version of his story of Claire’s rise and fall. Ochre and Ash hung first, framed by the exhibition notes as a naive, formative piece before Dubois found her true voice, though the breathing light and vast negative space struck me as a woman already entirely at ease with her own art. Then the narrative shifted. Lady in Cadmium Red was presented as a fiery explosion of passion sparked by Christian’s entrance into her life. Next came Angles of the Studio, hailed here as her brilliant transition into urban intimacy. Towards the end hung The Unfinished Lake Piece, oil bleeding into strokes of skeletal charcoal, labelled as tragic evidence of mental decline, right beside The Open Window, its empty chair presented as a haunting premonition of her suicide.

And at the far end, off centre, hung the work that had brought me here: The Ultramarine Self-Portrait. The plaque called it a profound exploration of her troubled mindset, but as I looked at the heavy blues, I saw someone staring off-canvas, searching not for sanity but for an exit. Her face emerged from shadow, lips parted, the mouth half hidden by a wind-blown strand of hair. I stood in front of it longer than I stood anywhere else in the room. I raised my hand, held it inches from the surface, then drew it back.

I was being watched. A man stood near the far wall, older, silver-haired, holding a glass of wine he wasn’t drinking, and he was studying me instead of the paintings. When our eyes met, he held the look a moment, then turned back to the wall. I told myself he was nobody.

As I watched him a voice came from behind me. ‘So you’re the one writing about her.’

Another man, older but not old, looking totally at ease in the room. Black turtleneck, grey at the temples in the groomed way. I recognised him from the auction catalogues.

‘Christian Cardot,’ I said, so he would know that I knew.

‘Good evening, Mademoiselle Moreau. If I’m not mistaken.’

I let him see that the name had landed, and that I was surprised he knew it.

‘Someone sent me your lecture,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘The one on erasing women.’

‘That wasn’t its title. But you watched it?’

‘Yes. You were very angry.’

‘I was also right.’ I heard how it sounded but let it sit without softening it.

‘Perhaps.’ He turned to the painting. ‘You think we got Claire wrong.’

‘Didn’t you? Her work moved from control to fury, and the critics called it derangement. But look again, it’s a liberation, not a breakdown.’

‘Liberation?’ A faint smile. ‘An awakening.’ A small correction, as if to a student. His voice dropped ‘When I met her she was painting things that pleased people. Suddenly she stopped.’ He paused and let the gap speak. As he turned to the Ultramarine Self-Portrait,  his voice found its lower, practised register of grief. ‘That kind of fire never lasts, though. What you call liberation was her mind fracturing under the weight of her life. I watched it take her.’

He studied me, perhaps measuring the resistance in my jaw. ‘But you’re not writing about her seriously. You said so yourself during your lecture. European art and the war.’

‘The day may come. Not yet.’

‘A pity.’ He left that in the air, then produced a card. ‘Because the academics only see the finished tragedy on the walls. They don’t see the descent.They haven’t recorded it.  I still have her studio, exactly as she left it. The sketchpads, the frantic false starts. The things that prove what actually happened in those final months. If you’re ever serious, we’ll talk somewhere less public.’ The flash of his eyes made me uneasy. 

I took the card, gold on black, Christian Cardot, Art Dealer, and tucked it into my notebook just as my phone buzzed. Marc: Finishing early. Home by eight. I typed back, At the gallery, will be late, and slipped my phone away. I said nothing more to Christian. Spoken aloud, the impulse in me would have been real, binding, before I’d counted the cost.

I left the gallery a little after seven thirty, when Christian had said as much as he meant to. I was going to go home but changed my mind at the last minute and decided to go to the reading rooms.

The Marais had turned over from its daytime strollers to the evening crowd, the tables out on the pavement, the light gone long and low across the rooftops. I did not stop for any of it. I went south, towards the river, the way I went when I wanted a walk to last longer than the distance.

The Seine had no colour to speak of at that hour. I crossed the water and the far bank began to climb almost at once. I went up through the Latin Quarter, past the students crowding the doorways of the cheap restaurants, and up the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève with my laptop bag becoming heavier on my shoulder.

I made my way to my usual study spot and logged into my laptop and opened the folder headed ‘Thesis: European Art & War.’ The tabs were all open: battlefields, manifestos, scholars. I stared at them for a moment, then clicked the little ‘x’ on each one in rapid succession, eighteen months of work closed in one motion, in a single change of mind. The screen went blank. I opened a fresh document and, at the top of the page, typed in bold: Claire Dubois: a reconsideration of the dissolution.

It wasn’t a logical decision. It was a wild change in direction, reckless, career-suicide territory. But I felt the pivot somewhere between that self-portrait and the card in my pocket. The rest would be the hard work of making it real.

Only then did I go home. The apartment held its silence. Marc’s shoes by the door, his jacket slung over the chair, the kitchen spotless, the quiet day to day order of a life I was about to upend. I did not wake him. At the kitchen table I opened the new document again, left post-war abstraction in its neat digital folder, renamed ‘Old Thesis’, and began listing everything I knew, birth, exhibitions, the empty launch, and everything I didn’t: Why take the ultimate step and leave it all behind? Escape from whom? From what? They’d been wrong about her work, all of them, and proving it started at first light.

When I finally closed the laptop, the world outside the window had gone grey. Christian’s card lay on the table. I left it there and went to bed in the dark.
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Claire Dubois, Paris, October 1983

It was only a student exhibition in a drafty hall near the Beaux-Arts, but there were real buyers mingling with the professors who were only there for the free wine. I stood near the cast-iron radiator at the back of the room, letting the heat seep into my heavy sweater. I was holding a plastic cup of wine that nobody would drink if they had to pay for it, watching the men in tailored wool coats dissect my canvas. They didn’t know I was the artist. I had deliberately dressed down, flat white pumps, jeans, a jacket that always smelled of turpentine, so I could stand in the room without being required to perform for it.

The painting they were circling was a portrait of a woman seated by a window, gazing wistfully into the distance, executed in careful, muted earth tones. The brushwork was invisible. I had spent three weeks working to smooth out every ridge of oil paint with a soft badger-hair blender until the surface was as flat and agreeable as glass. It was a sentiment produced on demand, polished to a point that was safe enough for sale.

‘Notice the restraint,’ one of the men said, pointing with the stem of his glasses. ‘There is a quiet dignity here. The grace of contemporary womanhood.’

His companion nodded, swirling his glass, entirely oblivious to just how bad the wine was. ‘Accomplished. Very contained.’

I took a sip from my plastic cup to wash the taste of their words out of my mouth. ‘Contained’. It was the highest compliment they knew how to give a woman. They had no appetite for the blood or the bone under the skin. They wanted only the waxy, porcelain complexions of their wives and mistresses, reflecting their own shallow gaze. I painted women holding their breath, and these men praised the elegance of their suffocation.

I had painted exactly what they wanted. I had painted a lie, and they were preparing to buy it.

I needed the money. My rent in the 18th arrondissement was two weeks late, and my supply of titanium white was nearly gone. I was living on instant coffee and baguettes you could split for kindling. I knew exactly what I was trading. Every time I softened a line to make a collector more comfortable, or when I subdued a colour so a gallery owner wouldn’t call the work ‘hysterical,’ I felt a small part of me dissolve. The money mattered, but what it really cost me was my own backbone, surrendered one line at a time.

‘Excuse me,’ a voice said behind me.

I turned. A man in a pristine charcoal suit was looking me over. ‘You’re Dubois, aren’t you? The artist.’

I straightened my back, pulling on the expression I had already learned how to wear. ‘I am.’

‘Brilliant work,’ he said, offering a soft, manicured hand, whose only callus was from signing cheques. ‘I’m looking to commission a portrait of my wife. In exactly this style. Nothing too loud. Something... agreeable.’

I looked past his shoulder at my painting. The woman by the window stared back at me, trapped behind her smooth, obedient surface.

‘Of course,’ I said, my voice entirely flat. ‘I can give you exactly what you’re looking for.’
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Marc Leclair, Paris, October 2024

Marc stood over his pan, waiting. A sauce breaks quietly. It still coats the spoon, still shines, and you can tell yourself it’ll hold. But the fat’s already letting go of the liquid, and once it’s gone it’s gone. You can’t whisk it back. By that October everything was like that, the restaurant, Elise, him. All of it one degree of heat from breaking, but he was still telling himself it would hold.

The alarm rattled him awake at ten to five. He reached over and killed it before it could wake Elise. She didn’t stir. Books on Claire Dubois had colonised her side of the bed, one still open face down on the duvet, her notebook splayed on the bedside table with the pen uncapped. He knew the title on top without reading it. The obsession with a dead painter had come on fast. Between Claire and Christian Cardot he’d become the fourth person in his own marriage.

He threw on yesterday’s clothes from the chair, started the coffee and scribbled a note on the back of an envelope: Early prep, dinner at Benoît’s? Text me. He propped it against her laptop. He was already reading her answer in his head. Another late one with Christian. They didn’t fight any more. That was the thing. No rows, no shouting. Just everything neither of them was saying, stacking up between them by the day.

Outside the air was cold. His breath blew white under the streetlight. A delivery truck reversed into an alley, beep-beep-beep, the sound bouncing off the buildings, loud enough to wake everybody in the street.

He walked the two kilometres to Le Loup Blanc with his hands in his pockets, going over figures in his head that he already knew could never balance.

The restaurant sat in the dark on a badly lit corner of the street. The white wolf in profile sign over the door flickered and kept cutting out altogether. He’d been meaning to change the bulb for three months and never got around to it.

He let himself in the back and hit the lights. The tubes hung a second, then pinged on, hard and white, showing every smear on the stainless steel.

In the office he pulled the invoices out of his jacket, spread them on the desk and slumped into his chair. The numbers didn’t change. Supplier costs up eighteen percent. October bookings down a third. Loan payment due Tuesday: ten thousand. In the account: eight. The mortgage notice stayed in his pocket. He couldn’t face that one yet.

The door chimed. Jerome, from the produce company.

‘Good morning,’ he said, fidgeting and avoiding looking Marc in the eye. ‘Got your order. But listen, Gérard says no more drops till we see a payment. Half, at least.’

Marc stared at him. ‘We’ve always paid. Just not fast.’

‘It’s not personal, Marc. New policy. Too many kitchens going under, and walking away leaving us out of pocket.’

He nodded. ‘Leave the crate. I’ll transfer the money this afternoon.’

He hung back. ‘I shouldn’t. But I’ll mark it paid. Don’t drop me in it, Marc, and don’t make me lie again.’

‘Understood.’

When Jerome had gone he locked the door and leaned back against the steel, the cold of it coming through his shirt. The lie sat in his gut. He opened the petty cash drawer. Two hundred and thirty euros. He’d have to scrape the rest off three accounts and hold the wine invoice another week. Lies compounding, one after another. He told himself it was another bad patch. Fixable. He was beginning to realise that maybe it wasn’t.

‘Didn’t expect you this early.’ Jeanne was in the doorway, scarf still round her neck, her eyes going from the invoices to him.

He shrugged. ‘Couldn’t sleep.’

She unwound the scarf, her eyes narrowing a fraction. ‘Hard to switch off, isn’t it. Prep, or nerves?’

‘Prep,’ he said, not looking at her. ‘Duck confit won’t check itself.’

A short laugh, tired at the edge. ‘It gets worse. Thomas just texted. His daughter is sick again.’

‘Damn. Third time this month.’

She hung the scarf on the hook and pulled her ponytail through an elastic. ‘ Can’t be helped Marc. Kids and fevers. Endless supply. Wish produce was as predictable.’

He sorted the invoices, half-listening, while mentally reorganising the crew. ‘Put Antoine on fish. François can move to the early shift.’

She stayed in the doorway, arms folded, looking directly at him. ‘Bookings are light tonight.’

‘It’ll pick up. Laurent’s review lands this week.’

She waited, like she was deciding something, then just tipped her head and let out a breath. ‘When you want to talk about what’s actually going on, you know where I am.’

She went into the kitchen. When the vents started up and the water came on, he folded the invoices and locked them away.

The kitchen pulled him out. The fans. Water in the sink. The first cold pan going down on steel.

He washed his hands at the prep sink, working the tap when the water came too cold and then too hot, lathered to the elbows. Same order he’d done it fifteen years. Some habits outlast everything.

Antoine came in first, still doing up his jacket. François after him, grumbling about the early start, setting up his station. The rest drifted in one by one. Somebody got the stock going. A pan went down. Mirepoix hit the heat, carrot, onion, celery going soft in the butter, and the smell rising.

He went through three pounds of shallots, then the garnishes. Pomegranate seeds. Microgreens. Lunch came and went, forty covers, no disasters, nothing worth remembering.

By five they were resetting. He was checking the duck breasts, pressing along the fat caps, when Jeanne came up beside him.

‘Chef,’ she said. ‘Laurent’s here.’

The knife stopped mid-cut. ‘Again? Now?’

‘Window, table eight. Tasting menu.’

‘Fuck.’ Then louder, to the room. ‘Laurent’s in again. Full tasting. Every plate perfect.’

The room tightened. Everyone went back over their mise. He tasted the duck reduction, took the salt up, tasted again. The breast sat on the board. He pressed the skin for give, then laid it into the hot pan. The sizzle gushed out across the kitchen. He counted the seconds, turned it, counted again.

While it rested he went back to the reduction. The pomegranate glaze had its colour, deep red, near black at the edges. He lifted a spoonful and let it fall. Still too thin. He took the flame up, dropped in star anise, stirred slow, tested again. This time it held to the spoon and came off in a slow ribbon. Ready.

He plated the duck. Five slices, perfectly fanned, the reduction pooled alongside, not touching. Microgreens set with tweezers. Rim wiped. Heat checked with the back of his hand.

‘Table twelve,’ he told the runner, then changed his mind, pulled it back and took it out himself.

Laurent sat alone, writing in a leather notebook. He looked up as Marc set the plate down.

‘The duck,’ Marc offered. ‘Pomegranate reduction.’

He nodded, put the pen down, cut into the meat. Pink, just enough. He chewed slow. Nothing moved in his face, but something showed at the corner of his mouth, barely.

‘Pomegranate with duck,’ he said. ‘That can go wrong.’

‘It can, but it hasn’t.’

Another bite. He looked at the plate, then up at him. ‘No. No, it hasn’t.’

Marc  nodded in acknowledgement, nothing to say, and went back to the line.

Service blurred after that. Tickets stacked up. He called orders, checked plates, sent two back. His shoulders had come up around the third ticket and stayed there. Nobody complained. Nothing came back from the floor.

The critic left at eight. A nod towards the kitchen, not quite a goodbye, but as near as it would get from him.

By ten they were breaking down. Jeanne counted stock, marking boxes on her clipboard, the others wiping stations, wrapping what kept, binning the rest.

‘Laurent looked happy enough,’ she said, pulling the walk-in shut.

‘Maybe.’

She put the clipboard down and looked directly at him. ‘What’s going on, Marc. Really.’

He didn’t bother lying. ‘Three months behind with suppliers. If that review doesn’t bring people in, we’re done by Christmas.’

She didn’t blink. ‘We’ll sort it.’

‘How?’

She shrugged. ‘We always do.’

After the crew had all gone he sat at the bar in the empty room, one light left on over the bottles. He texted Elise. Drinks when I’m done? Could do with a few hours out. Her answer came straight back. Stuck at the archives. Christian’s giving me access to some of her private sketchbooks. Tomorrow maybe? Christian again. It had been Christian every day for a month. He looked at the screen a while, then sent back, Sure. Tomorrow. Maybe. Put the phone down.

He went out the back and walked. Paris glinted in the puddles. Neon light smeared on the wet stone. Couples leaned into each other under the awnings, while laughter came down from a second-floor window somewhere.

He passed the bar they used to go to, the decent whisky, the barman who knew when to leave you alone. He kept going till he found somewhere darker. Smaller. A barman who didn’t know him. He ordered a Macallan, one cube, and drank facing the mirror, keeping his own company.

His reflection looked back. Jacket open, face flushed from the hours over the stove, hair shoved back off it with one hand. Lines now. Round the eyes. The corners of the mouth. He needed a haircut.

Four drinks down, he paid and went home.

The flat was dark when he arrived, only the spotlight over the counter left on. Elise had been back and left a note in the kitchen. Staying at Sophie’s, going through the new acquisitions. He didn’t put the main lights on. He felt his way past the table, along the bookshelf, down the hall, kept his jacket on and dropped onto the couch.

On the shelf her books stood in straight rows. Catalogues. Theory. Just one of his. A cookbook he’d never opened, her present from the year before, a heavy thing with colour plates and the pages still stuck together along the top. He knew what was inside the cover, written by her. For when you forget why you started. E. He thought about reading it. He put it back on the shelf.

He tried to remember the last time the restaurant felt like anything but pressure. The last time Elise looked at him with anything but failing patience. The last time he went to bed without doing the sums on what they owed.

Footsteps crossed the ceiling above him. Pipes knocked. A door shut. Somebody up there brushing their teeth, getting on with an ordinary night.

When sleep came it was shallow. His thoughts were bouncing around in that space between being asleep and awake. Numbers turning over. Elise’s empty side of the bed. The mortgage notice was still tucked away in his jacket pocket. Tomorrow he’d have to tell Jeanne the details. Act like he had a plan.

Tonight he was in the dark, still smelling of duck fat and vinegar, waiting for something to happen.
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Claire Dubois, Paris, 1984 to 1986

November 1984

The man at the corner café looked at my hands today. He didn’t say anything, but I saw him notice the skin cracking across my knuckles from the cheap turpentine substitute I’ve been using. Let him look. I scraped together my last fifty francs for a single tube of proper ivory black. The student grade dries to a depressing, muddy grey, and I need the dark on this new piece to be an absolute void. The landlord can wait.

February 1985

A letter came today from a critic, praising my ‘quiet dignity’ and what he called the ‘essential grace of contemporary womanhood’. I read it twice, set it face down on the table, and did not pick it up again.

There is no dignity in those women. I did not paint dignity. I painted tension, and the small theatre a woman keeps up to get through an ordinary afternoon. Women holding themselves together, hour by hour, the holding taking something out of them each time. That’s what’s on the canvas. The cost of it, and how little it shows.

He looked at all of that and saw grace. He found it restful. Grace is the word a man uses for a woman’s effort when he’d rather not recognise it as effort. Call it grace and it turns to decoration, a pleasant thing to pass on a wall. Dignity does the same work. Both let him admire the surface and never ask what the day took from her, or whether she was ever given the choice to set the burden down. The letter is kind. That is the worst of it. He’s told me, in the gentlest terms he has, that he means to go on looking at us and seeing nothing of what is there.

Summer 1985

I’ve made some sales, enough to take a room in the south. A crumbling mas above a vineyard off the Saint-Paul road. Nobody here knows my name or cares a damn what the Paris galleries think. I paint in a barn with the doors shoved open to the vines, and for the first time in years I don’t reach for the badger blender. I let the brush leave its ridge. I let the weave show through.

The heat smothers you. The dust gets into the wet oil, the cicadas are deafening, and yet I’ve found a relief I’d stopped believing was possible. In the city they tell me I’m contained. Out here I’m just a sweating body slapping paint onto linen, and nobody’s owed a smooth surface to find their own face in.

Finished one today. The land at the hour the colour drains out of it, ochre baked pale, the dark climbing up out of the gullies like ash. Left half the canvas bare, near enough, just the weave and a wash of light, because that’s what the evening is, mostly air. In Paris a dealer would call it unfinished. I’ve called it Ochre and Ash, and I won’t touch it again. It’s the truest thing I’ve made, and I made it for nobody.

A season outside the frame. I’m dreading the day the money runs out. Why shouldn’t a woman want a life where nobody’s watching her?

April 1986

The opening was a triumph. Seventeen pieces sold, a variety of  sizes and effort. The critics drank the gallery champagne and called me ‘accomplished’. I smiled until my jaw ached, doing the mathematics on how many months of groceries seventeen paintings buys. But all I could think about was the one piece I left in the studio. The self-portrait. I looked too tired in it. Too feral. Too honest. Some truths belong to the paint and the painter, not the public.

September 1986

I woke up shivering on the studio floor, my boots still on. I dragged myself up and looked at the easel. The piece I thought I’d finished at midnight was violently scraped down. Palette knife gouges right through to the sizing. I don’t remember doing it, but my right shoulder throbs with a deep, familiar ache, and the webbing between my thumb and forefinger is rubbed raw from the wooden handle of the knife. The wine lets me build the work, but it also lets me tear it down. Perhaps the destructive part of my mind is the only honest critic I have left.

October 1986

‘Elegantly erratic.’ That’s what the review said today. It’s a polite, patronising way of saying I’m a hysterical woman, but my hysterics look good over a modern sofa. When a man paints like this, with wild, unpredictable strokes, he’s a bold risk-taker. When I do it, I’m just erratic.
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Elise Moreau, Paris, November 2024

I stepped into Galerie Cardot a little after seven and felt, as I always did there, like someone who had talked her way in. The room held its after-hours quiet. Christian shaped a sculpture at a worktable, his hands stained red with clay, the front of his white apron smeared like a butcher’s. I breathed in the wet earth and clay. I wanted to be here more than I wanted to be home with Marc.

‘Hi, Christian.’ I wanted him to hear warmth in my voice.

He looked up, lingering on the branch he was sculpting, three thick limbs giving way to multiple branches, tapering to almost nothing. He wiped his hands slowly with a damp towel before turning. ‘Elise, lovely to see you.’ He leaned in for two quick kisses on my cheeks; cedar aftershave and cigar smoke followed him.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Twice. Three times. I resisted glancing.

‘Shouldn’t you check that?’ Christian nodded towards it.

I slipped out my phone. Three texts from Marc: Where are you? This is important. Forget it. I’m going alone. I’d lost track of time. I was an hour late.

‘Shit.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Marc. Dinner plans.’

Christian shrugged, returning to a painting propped on an easel. ‘Claire did that too. Made promises she never intended to keep.’

I tapped a reply: Sorry. Something came up. Can we talk later? He responded instantly: Don’t bother.

‘I just called in to look at your paintings on my way home,’ I said, sliding the phone back. ‘Ten minutes, tops.’

‘Take your time.’ He hesitated, as if deciding how much to reveal. ‘I have video that might interest you, from the vineyard, the summer we spent together in ninety five’.

It shook me. My pulse quickened. ‘Video?’

‘At my apartment, if you’d care to see it.’

I knew I should say no, go home, save what was left of the evening. ‘Yes,’ I said, and meant it.

We left through the back door. Christian didn’t call a taxi. He walked and I followed. My mind was already on the footage. Outside the air was mild for November, couples still braving the weather to eat under the awnings. I had chosen this over my own evening, over Marc, and the choice did not trouble me.

Inside Christian’s place in a beautiful old Haussmann building his hallway smelled of old paper and faint tobacco. Through an arch I glimpsed a dining table dominated by another of his  tree sculptures. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘I love trees.’ He offered a half-smile. ‘So did she.’

I had rehearsed the question for weeks, but when it came to it I blurted it out without finesse. ‘Christian. What if it was never a breakdown? What if all of you misread her?’

He set the glass down. ‘She came apart in front of me,’ he said, flat and certain. ‘I watched it happen. You’re reading liberation into a woman who was drowning long before she went to the river.’

I hadn’t  come for consolation. I wanted the truth.

He opened a laptop and clicked through folders. The grainy video filled the screen: a sunlit Provence vineyard. Claire strolled between vines in a white shirt, sleeves rolled, paint smudges at the hem. She turned and smiled at the camera, nothing arranged for the lens.

‘The audio was lost when I converted them,’ Christian apologised.

Claire laughed, covering her face with one hand. I couldn’t move.

The scene cut. Now she was at an easel, back to us, her brush working at a canvas outside the frame.

‘You loved her,’ I said, stating what I already knew.

Christian neither confirmed nor denied; he didn’t need to.

Another cut saw Claire barefoot in the studio, a glass in her hand, turning in slow circles. No sound at all.

‘She was impossible,’ he said softly, ‘magnetic. I couldn’t stay away.’

The footage ended. Christian closed the laptop. A second glass of wine had appeared between us. I didn’t remember it being poured.

‘I should go.’

‘There’s much more,’ Christian said, rising. His hand came to rest near mine on the cushion. I didn’t move it away.

‘Marc will be worried.’ I stood, smoothing my skirt with deliberate calm.

He watched me. ‘You’re welcome any time,’ he said. ‘Letters, sketches, everything that never reached an archive.’

I paused. ‘Why share it now, after keeping it hidden so long?’

Christian turned towards the dark window. ‘They turned a genius into a ghost story,’ he said quietly. ‘Twenty-six years writing about the woman in the river, not the woman at the easel. I can’t correct that. They know what she was to me. Anything I say for her sounds like an old man pleading his case.’ He looked back at me. ‘You came to the work first. Your thesis reads the paintings, not the death. They’re starting to listen to you.’

‘And if they listen?’

‘Then she is read properly at last.’ His gaze went past me as he said it, to the cabinet where the portfolios were kept, and stayed there a moment. ‘There is a great deal in this apartment that has never been seen. When the record is corrected, all of it belongs in the record. Catalogued. Attributed. Kept together, under one name.’

At the time I took it for devotion.

The offer sat between us, unspoken. I shook his hand. Something settled in his face when I agreed, satisfaction, maybe, and I let it pass.

I gathered my bag; he escorted me to the door, paused. ‘You look at her paintings like you want them to swallow you.’

‘Did they swallow her?’ I asked.

‘In the end, yes.’

Outside, I flagged a taxi. No texts from Marc. I pictured our cold apartment, his back turned in bed.

At a red light, I watched a couple arguing. She gesturing, he
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