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Dedication

For Mum and Dad, with love








Epigraph

And death shall have no dominion.

Dead men naked they shall be one

With the man in the wind and the west moon;

When their bones are picked clean and the clean bones gone,

They shall have stars at elbow and foot;

Though they go mad they shall be sane,

Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again;

Though lovers be lost love shall not;

And death shall have no dominion.

DYLAN THOMAS

Life is short, the art long.

HIPPOCRATES
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Prologue

The moon woke me, bright and close. It shed such a strange light over the sea, a dark kind of daylight, like looking at the negative of a photograph. I couldn’t go back to sleep. I haven’t been able to work for weeks, so I went down to the beach. I was barefoot and the sand was cold under my feet; it made me want to run.

There was a wind. Strangely warm, it made the sands shift, and the clouds passing over the moon threw shadows to chase me. I kept thinking of the song Grace taught me, the one about the wolves digging the newly dead from the sod, strewing their poor bones over the earth.

Lately, I’ve been feeling a bit savage myself.

I ran and ran until I had my feet in the water, and when I turned, I looked back at the island, at the house, at my bedroom window with the light still on, and I saw something move. The curtain, probably, but I felt chilled through. I watched and waited, willing him to appear again, but there was nothing, nothing and no one, only suddenly the water lapping at my calves, at my knees.

The sands weren’t shifting any longer, I couldn’t see the sand at all, everything was underwater, and I had so far to go. I tried to wade, as fast as I could, but the wind was against me and the tide was like a river. I kept stumbling, falling to my knees; the cold felt like a slap, like being hit, over and over.

I don’t think I’ve ever felt terror like it.

By the time I got back to the steps I was so exhausted I could barely move. I lay there, shivering so violently it felt as though I were convulsing. Eventually I managed to get up, to climb to the house. I showered and dressed and went up to the studio and started to paint.






Interstitial

Division II (circa 2005)

Vanessa Chapman

Ceramic, urushi lacquer, gold leaf, gold filament, artiodactyl rib, wood, and glass

On loan from the Fairburn Foundation.

One of just seven sculptures Chapman made combining ceramic pieces with found objects, Division II is a deceptively simple spatial device: a group of objects are arranged in relation to each other, suspended by wires, enclosed in a glass box.

In presenting these objects in this way, Chapman poses questions about inclusion and exclusion, about what we hide and what we reveal, where we are generous and where we are withholding, about what we make and what we leave behind.






Interstitial


From: bjefferies@gmail.com

To: info@tatemodern.co.uk

Subject: Chapman—Sculpture and Nature exhibition

Dear Sir/Madam,

I very much enjoyed my visit to Tate Modern this weekend, in particular the Sculpture and Nature exhibition, which contained some wonderful pieces. I did, however, spot an error on the exhibit label of Vanessa Chapman’s 2005 work, Division II, which listed artiodactyl rib among the materials. As a forensic anthropologist of many years’ standing, I can assure you that the rib in the piece is not artiodactyl; it is in fact human.

I suspect that it is quite possible that Ms. Chapman herself made the error: to the untrained eye, the rib of a deer looks very similar to a human one.

I thought perhaps you ought to be made aware.

Yours sincerely,

Benjamin Jefferies








Chapter One

In the chastening chill of a dazzling October morning, James Becker stands on a footbridge, hip hitched against the handrail, rolling a cigarette. Beneath him, the stream runs black and slow, the water close to freezing, oozing like treacle over rusty orange stone. This is the midpoint of his daily commute, which takes a full twelve minutes from the Gamekeeper’s Lodge, where he lives, to Fairburn House, where he works. Fifteen minutes if he stops for a smoke.

Coat collar up, glancing quickly over one shoulder, he might appear furtive to an outsider, though he’s no need to be. He belongs here, astonishing as that may be; even he can barely credit it. How can he—fatherless bastard of a supermarket checkout girl, state-school boy in a cheap suit—be living and working here, at Fairburn, among the blue bloods? He doesn’t fit. And yet somehow, through hard work and dumb luck and only a minor bit of treachery, here he is.

He lights his cigarette and checks over his shoulder one more time, looking back at the lodge, warm light spilling from the kitchen window, turning the beech hedge golden. No one is watching him—Helena will still be in bed, pillow clamped between her knees—no one will see him breaking the promise he made to quit. He has cut down—to just three a day now—and by the time the water freezes, he thinks, he’ll pack them in altogether.

Leaning back on the rail, he draws hard on his cigarette, looking up at the hills to the north, their peaks already dusted with snow. Somewhere between here and there a siren wails; Becker thinks he glimpses a flash of blue light on the road, an ambulance or a police car. His blood rushes and his head swims with nicotine; in his stomach he feels the faint but undeniable tug of fear. Smoking quickly, as though it might do less damage that way, he flicks the dog end over the rail and into the water. He crosses the bridge and crunches his way across the frosted lawn toward the house.

THE LANDLINE IN his office is ringing when he opens the door.

“’Lo?” Becker jams the handset between his shoulder and chin, turns on his computer, and pivots, reaching across to flick the switch on the coffee maker on the side table.

There’s a pause before a clear, clipped voice says, “Good morning. Am I speaking with James Becker?”

“You are.” Becker types in his password, shrugs off his coat.

“Right, well.” Another pause. “This is Goodwin, Tate Modern.”

The phone slips from Becker’s shoulder; he catches it and presses it to his ear once more. “Sorry, who?”

The man on the other end of the phone exhales audibly. “Will Goodwin,” he says, his cut-glass vowels exaggerated by enunciation. “From Tate Modern in London. I’m calling because we have a problem with one of the pieces on loan from Fairburn.”

Becker stands to attention, his fist tightening around the handset. “Oh, Christ, you haven’t damaged it, have you?”

“No, Mr. Becker.” Goodwin’s tone drips restraint. “We have taken perfectly good care of all three of Fairburn’s pieces. However, we have had cause to withdraw one of the sculptures, Division II, from the exhibition.”

Becker frowns, sitting down. “What do you mean?”

“According to an email we received from a very distinguished forensic anthropologist who visited our exhibition this weekend, Division II includes a human bone.”

Becker’s burst of laughter is met with bottomless silence. “I’m sorry,” Becker says, still chuckling, “but that is just—”

“Well might you apologize!” Goodwin sounds murderous. “I’m afraid I do not share your amusement. Thanks entirely to your curatorial incompetence, in my very first exhibition as director and the museum’s very first post-pandemic show, we find ourselves in the position of having inadvertently displayed human remains. Do you have any idea how damaging this could be for us as an institution? It’s this sort of thing that gets people canceled.”

When finally Becker gets off the phone he stares at the computer screen in front of him, waiting for Goodwin to forward him the email. This complaint—if you can call it that—is obvious nonsense. A joke, perhaps? Or possibly a genuine mistake?

The message appears at the top of his inbox, and Becker clicks. He reads the message twice, Googles its sender (a well-respected academic at a major British university—an unlikely joker), and then clicks on ArtPro, Fairburn’s cataloging software, to search for the piece in question. There it is. Division II, circa 2005, by Vanessa Chapman. Color photographs, taken by Becker himself, illustrate the listing. Ceramic, wood, and bone, suspended by filament, float around each other in a glass case fashioned by Chapman herself. The ceramic and bone are identical twins: fragile spindles of pure white, fractured at their centers and bonded together with lacquer and gold.

The first time he saw it, he thought it must have been sent by mistake. Sculpture? Vanessa Chapman wasn’t a sculptor; she was a painter, a ceramicist. But there it was, beautiful and strange, a delicate enigma, the perfect puzzle. No explanatory note, only the briefest mention in a notebook, where Chapman talked about the difficulties she’d had putting together its skin, the glass box encasing the other components. Indubitably hers then, and now his. His to research, to catalog, to describe and display, to introduce to the world. It was shown, briefly, at Fairburn House and since then has been viewed by thousands of people—tens of thousands!—on loan at galleries in Berlin and Paris and, most recently, London.

A human bone! It’s absurd. Pushing his chair back from his desk, Becker gets to his feet, turning to face the window.

His office is in the public wing of the house, looking out over the east quad. At the center of a lawn as neat and green as baize stands a Hepworth bronze, its curves burnished by morning light, the sloping convex walls of the hollow at its heart shimmering green. Through that oval space, Becker spies Sebastian striding quickly across the grass, his phone pressed to his ear.

Sebastian Lennox is the heir to Fairburn—once his mother shuffles off, Sebastian will own this house, the lodge Becker lives in, the quad, the Hepworth, and the fields beyond. He is also director of the foundation, so not only Becker’s landlord but his boss, too.

(And his friend. Don’t forget that.)

Becker watches as Sebastian skirts the bronze, his smile a little too wide, his laugh audible even at this distance. Becker turns slightly, and the movement catches Sebastian’s eye; he squints, raising one hand in salute, and spreads his fingers wide, indicating five. Five minutes. Becker steps away from the window and sits back down at his desk.

Ten, fifteen minutes later, he hears Sebastian’s footsteps in the hall, and a moment after that Sebastian bounds into the office, a golden retriever in human form.

“You’re not going to believe the call I just had,” he says, pushing a hank of blond fringe from his eyes.

“It wasn’t from Will Goodwin, was it?”

“God, yes!” Sebastian laughs, collapsing into the armchair in the corner of Becker’s office. “Wetting himself about getting canceled. He called you, too, then?”

Becker nods. “They’re withdrawing the piece from the exhibition,” he says. “It’s . . . it’s a total overreaction—”

“Is it?”

Becker spreads his palms wide. “Of course it is! It has to be. The piece has been viewed by God knows how many people, including experts. If the bone were human, I think someone would have spotted it by now.”

Sebastian nods, his mouth turning down at the corners.

“You’re disappointed?” Becker asks, incredulous.

Sebastian shrugs. “It might have escaped your notice, Beck, but the great British public haven’t exactly been beating down our doors since we reopened . . . I thought maybe the suggestion of a mystery, a whiff of scandal . . .”

“Scandal? Oh, I like the sound of that.” The two men turn to see Helena standing in the doorway. She is clad from her chin to her ankles in black cashmere, a ribbed dress that hugs her neat bump. Wisps of chestnut hair have escaped her ponytail, and there are bright spots of color across her cheekbones. She’s slightly out of breath.

“Hels!” Sebastian leaps to his feet, embracing her, kissing her gently on both cheeks. “Radiant one. Did you walk over? Come in, sit!”

Helena allows herself to be guided to the armchair Sebastian has just vacated. “I fancied a little walk,” she says, smiling at Becker, who’s regarding her quizzically. “It’s so beautiful out, what I’d really love is to go for a ride, but”—she wafts a hand in the air, preempting Becker’s objections—“I’m obviously not going to do that. So tell me, what’s all this about a scandal?”

She listens attentively as Becker explains, interrupting when he gets to the punch line. “But that piece was on display at the Berlinische Galerie! It was in the Twenty-One show at the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris!”

Becker nods. “That’s exactly what I said.”

“So . . . what are you going to do?”

Sebastian perches on the edge of Becker’s desk. “No idea,” he says. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure I see what the fuss is about. Say the bone is human. It’s not likely she robbed a grave, is it? Does it really matter?”

Becker bites the inside of his cheek. “You can’t just display human remains, Seb.”

“The British Museum is full of them!”

“Well, yes.” A smile breaks across Becker’s face. “But I think this is a bit different.”

Sebastian turns to him and scowls. “Well, Goodwin agrees. He’s having kittens; he wants to send the piece to a private lab for testing, on the QT, you know—”

“Absolutely not!” Becker leaps to his feet, jolting the desk as he does so, knocking coffee onto its fine green leather surface. Sebastian and Helena watch as he frantically mops up the spill with a handful of tissues. “To test the bone, they have to break the glass case and the case is part of the piece. She made it herself. If you break the glass you . . . well, I should think you invalidate the insurance at the very least, but more than that you damage the work. They’re not sending it off to some . . . random laboratory with no knowledge of its history and no expertise in this area.”

“OK,” Sebastian says, shrugging extravagantly. “Well. What, then?”

“We could start by asking someone else, some other expert, perhaps even a couple of experts, to take a look at it. Just a look, through the glass. And while that’s going on, we could talk to our insurers, explain the situation, explain that there might be need for . . .” He doesn’t want to say testing, doesn’t want to concede that point. “For further investigation somewhere down the line.”

“And in the meantime,” Helena says, crossing and uncrossing her legs, “you could go and talk to Grace Haswell.”

“No,” Becker says, stifling a thrill of excitement, “I can’t. I don’t want to leave you . . .”

“In my enfeebled condition?” Helena laughs. “Yes, you can. Come on, Beck, you’ve been dying to get out to Eris; you talked of nothing else during lockdown. And now here’s the perfect opportunity. The perfect excuse.”

“I suppose,” Becker says carefully, “I could leave early, nip up, and get back in a day . . .”

He glances at Sebastian, who shrugs. “I don’t mind. Go if you think it’ll be helpful. Not sure how the Wicked Witch of Eris Island is going to help with this, though? Unless you think she’ll know something? Perhaps the bone’s the last remains of one of the children she’s lured to her gingerbread house?” Sebastian laughs at his own joke. Helena winks at Becker. Idiot. “No, it’s a good idea. It is. You could kill two birds with one stone—clear up this bone business and let her know in person that we’re sick of her foot-dragging. It’s time she handed over Chapman’s papers, along with anything else that belongs to us. You can remind her that the artistic estate was left to Fairburn and that she doesn’t get to decide what to give us and what to withhold—”

“Well, technically,” Becker cuts in, leaning back in his chair, “she does. She’s the executor.”

“Don’t try to be fucking clever.” Sebastian’s playfulness evaporates like spit on a hot plate. Becker does his best not to flinch. Helena looks down at the carpet. “She’s been holding things back, hasn’t she? Papers, letters, and quite possibly some works of art. It belongs to us. All of it. Every canvas, every sketch, every porcelain bowl she threw on her wheel, every fucking pebble she picked up on the beach and arranged just so. It’s ours. Anything related to the artistic estate is ours.”

Becker bites his tongue. He is desperate to get his hands on Chapman’s papers; a couple of notebooks found their way to Fairburn along with the main consignments of art, but there is a great deal more material that no one has ever seen. Becker knows from interviews that she kept process journals, that she corresponded with other artists about her work—if and when Grace hands these over, he will be the first to read them. He will have the power to shape how the world sees Vanessa Chapman, how it sees her work, how that work is valued. The thought of it is enough to make him lightheaded.

But Becker is cautious by nature, and kind, too. If there is a way of accessing those papers without threatening and bullying Chapman’s executor—and dear friend—he would rather take that route.

“I’m not trying to be clever,” he says eventually. “You know as well as I do that it has not yet been determined what constitutes artistic estate and what makes up the rest—”

“Boys.” Helena gets to her feet, waving away Sebastian’s offer of help. “This is all fascinating, but I think you might be missing the bigger picture. Say this bone does turn out to be human—then what? What are you going to do? How are you going to play this?”

“Play?” Becker repeats.

“Beck, Fairburn could end up on the front page of every newspaper in the country, on The One Show, on . . .”

Sebastian’s face has lit up, but Becker is skeptical. “I’m not sure it’s that much of a big deal, Hels,” he says. “It’ll be an oddity, sure, but—”

“Beck.” Helena smiles at him, shakes her head. “Sweetheart, be serious. You don’t think the press might be interested in the fact that a human bone has been found to form part of a sculpture made by the late, great, reclusive, enigmatic Vanessa Chapman? The same Vanessa Chapman whose notoriously unfaithful husband went missing twenty years ago? His body never found?”






Chapter Two

Sometimes when he looks at his wife, Becker’s heart feels too full for his chest, so brimming with blood that it aches. He has everything his heart desires, and that terrifies him, because it means (it must mean, surely) that he has everything to lose. This is why he’s so anxious these days, so high-strung. He’s been too lucky, he knows. He doesn’t deserve all this.

Helena has just about bypassed the bronze when she comes to an abrupt halt, turning her head to the left, raising her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. Something has caught her attention. Into this tableau sprint a pair of liver-and-white pointers, heralding the arrival of Lady Emmeline Lennox, brisk and determined, her carapace of silver hair turned platinum by the sun. Helena turns her body so that she is facing the older woman, and from Becker’s standpoint the silhouette of his wife’s belly is echoed by Emmeline’s pronounced dowager’s hump.

He cannot hear what they are saying, of course, nor can he see clearly the expressions on their faces, but there is no mistaking the viciousness with which Emmeline takes hold of Helena’s wrist, wrenching her unnaturally close. Becker raps sharply on the window: both women turn their heads in his direction. Hesitantly, Helena raises her free hand. Emmeline drops her other wrist and turns away.

“Evil hag,” Becker mutters. He glances over his shoulder to ensure no one has heard. That there is no love lost between himself and Sebastian’s mother is no secret, but it wouldn’t do to be caught badmouthing her. He considers running after Helena, to ask what’s been said, to make sure she’s all right, but he knows she won’t thank him for it. She can’t bear to be fussed over. And in any case, his phone is ringing again.

While he listens to a deliveryman confirm details of a consignment of two acquisitions Sebastian has made for the foundation without so much as consulting him, Becker searches the internet, not for the first time, for articles about Vanessa Chapman’s husband, Julian Chapman.

No one’s had much to say about him for quite some time. The most recent substantial piece Becker can find was published in Tatler way back in 2009, a profile of Chapman’s younger sister, Isobel, the interview ostensibly granted with the aim of “putting Julian back in the public eye,” although Becker can’t help but notice that quite a bit of the article is taken up with the launch of Isobel’s interior design business. Still, there’s plenty of Julian in the first few paragraphs.


Talk to people about Julian Chapman and you’ll find the word devil crops up a lot. He was a handsome devil, he had a devil-may-care approach to life, he was in thrall to the devil on his shoulder. When I put this to Isobel Birch, she laughs. “Oh, that sounds about right,” she says. “He could certainly be wicked.” She pauses a moment. “But he was a devil who was loved. Everyone adored him.”

The grand piano in Birch’s immaculately restored Cotswolds pile is crowded with framed photographs, many of which feature Birch’s beloved big brother: there he is, kayaking off the coast of Cornwall, here he’s sharp-suited and Hollywood-handsome at Royal Ascot; in another he’s deeply tanned and laughing on horseback against a glorious savannah sunset.

Kenya, Isobel tells me. “Julian loved Africa. It appealed to his wild side. He and Celia [Gray, his lover] were making plans to move there, they’d found a plot where they wanted to build a house, they were so excited.” Birch blinks away tears. “And then, in the space of less than a year, they were both gone.”

Gray was killed in a car accident in France on New Year’s Eve in 2001. Six months later, Chapman drove to the Scottish island of Eris to visit his estranged wife, the artist Vanessa Chapman. He never returned from the trip. Neither he nor his red Duetto Spider 1600 were ever found.

Seven years have passed since that fateful trip, sufficient time for Julian to be “presumed dead.” But Isobel has not lost hope. “I still get messages from people who say they’ve seen him; I’ve traveled all over the world—to France and Bulgaria and South Africa and Argentina—to follow up on leads.” She shakes her head sadly. “I know it’s not likely. He loved us, and though he could be wicked, he wasn’t cruel. But I can’t give up hope. Until I have a body to bury, I won’t give up hope.”

When I ask about what she believes might have happened to Julian, Birch’s expression darkens. “We have no clear picture of his last movements. Vanessa claimed not to know anything—she supposedly wasn’t on the island when Julian left.” Supposedly? Isobel shakes her head. “I can’t say anything more. What I do know is this: Vanessa never once called or wrote to find out how we—Julian’s family—were feeling in the weeks after he went missing. She didn’t seem to care about where he was.” When I suggest that perhaps Vanessa was in shock or grieving herself, she gives me a rueful smile. “Vanessa was never emotionally expressive. I don’t know what she felt, but I’d be surprised if it was grief. If anything, I think she was relieved to be rid of him.”



In the paragraphs that follow, the journalist speaks to various friends of Julian’s about him and about Vanessa. These unnamed sources talk about Julian’s devilish sense of humor, his magnetism, his joie de vivre. They offer up anecdotes about running the bulls, climbing Ben Nevis, jumping off Magdalen Bridge one May morning. Vanessa is background noise: the beautiful wife. Talented, serious-minded, ambitious.

When the journalist raises Julian’s financial difficulties and (frequent) infidelities, his sister is dismissive.

“I said he could be wicked, didn’t I? He wasn’t perfect. But he was the ultimate free spirit—he was funny and outrageous and never, ever boring. Everyone loved Julian. Everyone wanted to be around him.” She pauses for a moment and then smiles, tears shining in her huge brown eyes. “Sorry, that’s not quite right—not everyone. Everyone except her.”






Interstitial

Vanessa Chapman’s diary

[undated]

My black painting disturbs me. I found yesterday that I couldn’t work with it there in front of me, leaning against the studio wall. I moved it down to the priest hole, but even then it was like I could feel its presence, so I left the house to get away from it, but that still didn’t seem like enough, so I left the island, too.

I drove over to the mainland and called Julian from the box in the car park (landline at home out again for two weeks and I keep forgetting to get someone to fix it). I told him he must not come. I told him I do not want him here.

Afterward I went to the pub at the other end of the village. I sat by myself in the corner. About ten minutes after I got there, a man came to talk to me—an American, looking for gravestones. Something to do with his ancestors. He offered to buy me a drink; I knew that if I accepted I would miss the tide. I told him I was a married schoolteacher from Edinburgh and that I’d had a row with my husband.

The sex was vanilla but still very welcome.

* * *

This freedom is intoxicating

I eat when I please

work when I please

come and go when I please.

I answer to no one, only the tide.








Chapter Three

It stirs her blood, the pull of the tide; it wakes her in the dead of night. All the years on Eris Island—more than twenty of them now—have made Grace tidal. A lunatic. An actual lunatic! Governed by the moon. She no longer sleeps when the tide is out; she only rests when the sea separates her from the land.

When she knows no one can sneak up on her.

Eris Island is not in fact an island. Like Grace, Eris is tidal. An almost-island, fused to the mainland by a slender spit of land roughly a mile in length. For twelve hours of the day, in two six-hour chunks, this causeway is passable on foot or by vehicle. When the tide comes in, Eris is unreachable. If, like today, low tide is at 6:30 in the morning, then the causeway is safely traversable from around 3:30 until 9:30.

In the dead of night, then, Grace wakes.

She lights a fire in the wood burner in the kitchen and puts the coffeepot on the Aga. She stands at the stove making porridge, stirring the oats gently, adding a pinch of salt, a slug of cream to finish. Breakfast is taken at the kitchen window; she can’t see the sea, but she can hear it: a shiftless beast dragging its claws across the sand as it draws back from the coast.

Afterward, she sits at the kitchen table with her laptop. Rereading the email that arrived yesterday afternoon, she feels a flutter of panic behind her ribs, a nag of unease like the Sunday-evening dread of homework left unfinished. Five years Vanessa has been gone, five long years and still her affairs are not settled, still Grace is harangued, in letters and emails, by men she has never met. It’s her own fault, and that doesn’t make the feeling any better. Makes it worse, in fact. Five years! Five years of grief, of work. Of procrastination. Of hiding. She gets abruptly to her feet, the scrape of her chair on the tiles jarringly loud. It seems she can hide no longer.

Later, showered and dressed in warm clothing, she returns to the kitchen to fetch her spectacles. The day is yet struggling to dawn, a concrete sky pressing on the hills across the channel. Grace empties the coffeepot into a flask, grabs her mac, and picks up the studio key from the rack in the hall, weighing it briefly in her hand before slipping it into her pocket.

She steps out of the front door and pulls it closed behind her, inhaling a lungful of cold, salty air, looking over to her right, where the island falls away into the bay. A light is on in the cottage at the harbor. Marguerite is up. Another lunatic.

Grace turns to her left and walks away from the sea, up the path that leads to the studio and, if she chose to follow it, beyond: to the wood, to Eris Rock, to the Irish Sea.

Halfway up the hill, she hesitates. From the front door to the studio is a few hundred feet, but it might as well be a thousand miles; it has been more than a year since she last unlocked its door. She has found every excuse—work, exhaustion, her broken heart—to put off this reckoning. But the emails and the phone calls and the threats are not going to go away. She needs to face this, because what is the alternative? To hand over the key in her pocket and be done with it? To let some stranger sift through Vanessa’s papers, to let some outsider decide which parts of their lives should remain private and which parts should be laid bare for all to see?

She takes a deep breath.

Up she goes.

The key turns surprisingly easily, and the huge metal door rolls back with a groan, releasing a gust of cold clay and dust, paint and turpentine. Grace stands in the doorway, her eye fixed on the three-legged stool in front of the potter’s wheel. For a moment she finds herself unable to move, assailed by a memory of Vanessa sitting there, her foot on the flywheel, oblivious to the wind and the weather, oblivious to Grace, to the whole world but the clay moving beneath her fingertips.

Grace blinks Vanessa away, and the rest of the studio comes into focus: the workbench in front of the window, stacked with boxes; the kiln at the back of the room; the trestle in its center, thick with dust and strewn with papers and notebooks and yet more boxes. The shelves toward the back of the room are loaded with pots and brushes stiff with paint, palette knives, nubs of hardened clay, a perfect sphere of rose quartz, and birds’ skulls, a kittiwake and a curlew with a long, curved beak, like a plague mask. There are clay harps and cutters, needles and rusted pliers, a whittling knife and a set of beautiful beech-handled mason’s hammers in various sizes, lined up like Matryoshka dolls.

The hammers were a gift, Grace thinks. From Douglas, perhaps, or one of her other men. They were rarely used, in any case. Vanessa loved the idea of stone carving, but she grew frustrated with the practice. Too hard, too loud, too violent. She returned, as she always did after a period of infidelity, to the materials she loved, the ones she mastered: clay, paint.

Vanessa’s canvases are long gone, her pots and vases, too. Three years ago, once probate had finally been granted, Grace had the artworks shipped south to Fairburn, the foundation that was named in Vanessa’s will as the benefactor of her artistic estate.

Grace, who is the executor of Vanessa’s will and her only other heir, had every intention of sorting through her papers—her letters and notebooks and photographs—before sending on anything she deemed part of the artistic estate, but there was just so much of it, and the Fairburn people proved impatient, demanding everything and all at once. Grace dug her heels in. Relations quickly deteriorated. It was suggested that Grace wasn’t up to the job of executor. Accusations were flung about, claims that there were pieces missing, that Grace was holding things back, going against Vanessa’s wishes. Grace used what power she had: she stopped engaging, let the phone go to voicemail, ignored their emails. For a while, everything went quiet.

Lately, though, it’s been getting noisy again, with two solicitors’ letters arriving last month—one demanding a comprehensive catalog of Vanessa’s papers and the other demanding a catalog of her ceramics—and then, yesterday, an email. Which came not from a lawyer but from a Mr. Becker, the curator at Fairburn. Grace has become accustomed to deleting all email correspondence on the subject, but this message stood out, its tone rather different from the legalistic belligerence she’s gotten used to from those people. There is a matter of some urgency I would like to discuss with you, Mr. Becker wrote. Please, do contact me— There was something imploring about the tone; it was almost touching.

And so, here she is—in the studio. She walks around the room one more time; she runs her fingers through the dust on the trestle table, picks up a small, sharp scoring tool, weighs in one hand the largest of the mason’s hammers, in the other the featherlight kittiwake skull.

She picks up the nearest box of papers and starts down toward the house.






Interstitial

Vanessa Chapman’s diary

Sweltering.

The Whitewall exhibition closed on Saturday—unqualified success from a commercial point of view—every piece sold. One line in Modern Painting’s What’s On roundup—“Chapman just about manages to stay on the right side of cliché.”

Apparently I have beauty but no substance.

After the show closed we went to Izzy’s, ostensibly for dinner, though no food ever materialized. Awful people—Bullingdon bores, dullards who come from money and who look down on me because I don’t—all talking incessantly about holidays and property prices. The energy it takes to disguise my contempt could power a city.

All the while, Julian kept looking at me and smiling and telling me how proud he was. He’s already spending the money.








Chapter Four

Becker is listening to the radio in the car; they’re talking about Daphne du Maurier.

Three people, a presenter and two panelists, one of whom is a woman and the other a man, are discussing a lurid new biography of the writer that hints at an inappropriate relationship with her father.

An abusive relationship, the woman says.

An incestuous one, the man says. We don’t know for certain there was coercion.

This relationship is alleged to have happened before du Maurier reached the age of sixteen, so necessarily it was abusive, the woman replies hotly. Children cannot consent.

Indeed, the presenter says. Why is it, he rushes on, trying to move the discussion to safer ground, that we are so interested in the private lives of artists, do you think? People seem to cleave to this idea that what a writer puts on the page must be drawn from experience, so the suggestion here, then, is that this . . . relationship, this situation between du Maurier and her father, somehow informed her books, most notably Rebecca.

This particularly happens with female writers, the woman says. Critics seem incapable of attributing to a woman a capacity for invention, they—

Oh come on, the man says. Not everything is about sexism, Marjorie.

Not everything, no, I didn’t say everything, and if you’d let me finish my sentence you—

Becker turns the radio off.

The road has been climbing for a while; he has reached the top of the pass. He rounds one final bend and before him unfurls a valley painted in shades of green and bronze and copper, steep-sided. To his left the land falls away, down to flashes of steel where water cuts through the bracken. On the right there is a deer fence, and on three fence posts in a row sit crows, onyx and menacing, watching him pass.

“The Birds,” he thinks, might have come out of a landscape like this. Not the film, warmed up by Northern California light and the luminous beauty of Tippi Hedren, but the original du Maurier story, bleak and terrifying and tragic. A prickle inches up his spine. He opens and closes his hands a few times, trying to relax his grip on the steering wheel.

He keeps thinking about that scene with Emmeline, out in the garden. Helena wouldn’t talk to him about it. Nothing, she said, it was nothing. It didn’t look like nothing, Becker said, and Helena shook her head and smiled and said, OK, well, it’s the same old thing. “Just forget about it,” she said. “I have. She’s old, she’s grieving, she’s not all that well. She’s nothing to worry about.”

He keeps replaying that conversation in the office, too—Sebastian slapping him down—Don’t try to be fucking clever. Sebastian! That prep school, Eton and Oxford dimwit treating him like an idiot! Sebastian, who knows nothing about anything, who has the attention span of a gnat, who chases after Hirsts and Banksys and whatever else happens to be fashionable and expensive. Who is tall and handsome and rich. Who had Helena first.

Becker despises himself for letting the thought cross his mind; he despises himself for badmouthing Sebastian, even if it is just in his imagination. Sebastian has been good to him—very good, under the circumstances.

He’s unnerved, that’s all it is; he doesn’t like leaving Helena alone. Not because he’s jealous, not because he doesn’t trust her. He’s just anxious, he can’t help himself. He’s been anxious ever since she told him she was pregnant, and she’s seven months gone now.

It doesn’t help that she’s so disarmingly relaxed. She drinks wine (I’m half-French, you know) and dances at parties in four-inch heels; the other day he caught her loading a slab of blue cheese onto a cracker and almost had to slap it out of her hand. Helena has not read a single book about pregnancy; she has not watched any YouTube videos featuring women in labor. She has no birthing plan.

He, on the other hand, has driven from their house on the estate to the nearest hospital half a dozen times. He has experimented with different routes, he has even investigated the next closest hospital, a further sixty miles south. Just in case. “In case of what?” Helena asked when he told her. “In case the hospital is closed?”

He’s tense because he’s worried about her, that’s all. And because he isn’t sleeping. He can’t: she snores now, and radiates heat. He lies at her side, helpless, his skin itching, lovelorn, terrified. What if something goes wrong? What if she changes her mind? What if she realizes this is all a terrible mistake?

What if he gets what he deserves?






Interstitial

Vanessa Chapman’s diary

I’m so restless here. The Cotswolds is supposed to be countryside, but nowhere feels wild, everywhere feels like the suburbs, full of Range Rovers driven by fund managers’ wives. And the heat has been unrelenting—all the hedgerows are dying and the sky has been stubbornly white for weeks, the meadows are scorched, the earth parched. I long for water, for green and blue and violet.

* * *

Have not written anything for a week. Just back from Cornwall. Left J behind in Oxfordshire—I hardly ever see him anyway—and stayed ten days. Swam and worked and talked and talked and talked. Frances is making the most amazing ceramic sculptures—sea creatures, glazed in heavenly blues and purples, mysterious and forbidding.

* * *

Struggling to paint.

* * *

I yearn for solitude, and yet I am so lonely. How does that work? Lonely when I am alone, lonelier still when Julian is here. We never talk, only fight and fuck.

Latest fight, boringly enough, about Christmas plans—I want to go back to Cornwall, he insists on being with family. Then Courchevel for New Year with Izzy’s lot. (There I draw the line—he can go without me.)

Trying to finish final piece for Cube show in London but the sky is so dull and the light so flat—I feel hemmed in by cars and people and hedges.

* * *

Nothing sold at Cube. Julian says I’m wasting my time.

But! A piece in Art Review that called me one to watch. “Everything the YBAs are, Vanessa Chapman is not.” So—old-fashioned? Fair enough, I do not deal in unmade beds. But also: “intense, moving.”

That’s not so bad, is it?

I haven’t painted at all since the beginning of the year, though I have been throwing a little—I found a studio in Oxford that I can use. I go almost every day, even when I am not working—anything to get out of the house.

I will be alone soon—Julian is going to Nairobi next week for some “travel venture” he and Izzy are planning, then they go to Lamu. Celia Gray has rented a house there. Izzy tells me it is “just a fling.”

I’m not sure I care. No, I do care. Sometimes I care. Part of me wants him to go and never come back. Part of me wants to lock him in a room and never let him out.






Chapter Five

At the end of the valley, Becker turns right, driving northwest toward the coast. The speedometer has barely touched sixty when an ambulance shrieks past, blue light flashing, and within a mile the road is blocked. It’s a bad one, the young policeman manning the roadblock says with a grimace. Motorcyclist. It’s going to be a while. You’re probably better off going the long way round.

Becker turns back, racing through the valley, his eyes drawn to the clock on the dash. If he doesn’t get to Eris before 10:45 he’ll miss the tide, and it’s 9:12 now, so that means, hang on, what does that mean? He fiddles with the GPS—Reroute, reroute, you stupid bloody thing—his foot heavy on the accelerator. As he takes the final, sharp corner at the head of the valley, he feels the back end of the car start to slide. He slams his foot on the brake, stomach lurching and heart pounding as the vehicle swings wildly across the double white line. In his mind he sees Grant Wood’s Death on the Ridge Road, the black sedan seeming to cower in terror before the onrushing red lorry, he sees his own body, crushed between seat and wheel; he imagines Helena’s voice as she answers the call, wavering before it breaks.

Lightheaded with adrenaline, he drives on, back down to forty miles an hour now, trying to lower his heart rate by focusing on the matter at hand. There’s an opportunity here, he needs to seize it, he needs to handle this business with Grace Haswell just right.

He’ll start with Division II. This disputed rib—that’s his way in. He’s assuming that Haswell won’t know anything—nothing definitive, in any case—about the origins of that bone, so he can then ask whether there were preparatory sketches or other notes about the piece, and from there, he can segue neatly to the subject of Vanessa’s journals.

He has read a couple—they were sent along with the second shipment of paintings—but knows from interviews that she wrote in notebooks throughout her working life, so there should be dozens. Letters, too, and photographs—all manner of invaluable material. But he’s going to have to handle things delicately if he’s going to get anywhere, to undo the damage that was done by Sebastian’s father and his lawyers.

The fact is—the fact no one acknowledges because of the circumstances—this entire affair has been mishandled. That was partly understandable—the contents of Chapman’s will came as a shock to everyone in the art world. No one imagined that she would leave her entire artistic estate to Fairburn, the foundation established by Sebastian’s father, Douglas Lennox, Vanessa’s former gallerist and, for the last part of her life, her bitter enemy.

When the news became public, Douglas crowed. Vanessa Chapman had seen sense at last! The bequest
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