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Blank Canvas

‘Blank Canvas is razor-edged and emotionally rich, an unflinching portrait of identity and loneliness. Grace Murray’s prose navigates the desperation of loneliness and selfhood with exquisite depth, rendering even the quietest moments astonishing and haunting’

Lucy Rose, author of The Lamb

‘Fantastically engaging, the kind of interior voice that ensnares you … Brilliantly and satisfyingly off-key and absurd, with a vein of tragedy running through it, it’s the art college campus novel I’ve always wanted. Grace is such an astute observer of people (especially artists) and a sharp, bright and hilarious writer. I can’t wait to see what she goes on to write next. She’s one of those writers who you can devote yourself to. I’m along for the ride of her whole career’

Claire Kohda, author of Woman, Eating

‘A study in self-sabotage and yearning that crackles until it erupts, Blank Canvas follows a listless art student who constructs herself from lies. With prose alive to every sting and silence, Grace Murray exposes the longing beneath the performance, and the cost of connection built on deceit. A debut that lingers – acidic, funny, and painfully astute’

Seth Insua, author of Human, Animal

‘I loved this brilliant debut, compelled by the spiky interiority of Charlotte, and her minute, cold observations of the world she disdains yet longs to join. This novel is astute and absorbing, whether in upstate New York, a riverbank in Italy, or Lichfield, at all times asking and answering the question: how far would you go to stop being lonely? Comic and acerbic, with moments of real warmth and sorrow, we are drawn into Charlotte’s warped, misanthropic worldview and the tentative relationships she forms, and are eager to stay. I was enthralled; Grace Murray is one to watch’

Emma van Straaten, author of This Immaculate Body

‘One of the best debuts I’ve read this year … I read the whole thing in one sitting, so enmeshed in Charlotte’s life and lies that I simply couldn’t leave her. A character eliciting the level of frustration and sympathy that Charlotte does in a reader is a mark of truly impressive writing. The middle act, set in Italy, floored me. Murray’s writing moves between a New York campus, a terraced house in Lichfield and a work-away trip in Italy with the ease of a writer unencumbered – each setting, each relationship, and each conversation felt real, as if they were being recounted to the reader from memory. Grace Murray is a writer to watch’

Jodie Matthews, author of Meet Me at the Surface

‘A campus novel painted with the most startling, profound hues. A portrait of queer love, loneliness and dark lies, Blank Canvas has a sharp, striking wit that cuts at the heart of what it means to be human … An absolute triumph of a novel’

Rupert Dastur, author of Cloudless

‘The sharpest, meanest of prose in the best possible way. An outstanding debut from an author to watch’

Heather Darwent, author of The Things We Do To Our Friends

‘Slick with spite, desire and intrigue, this is an exceptional debut. Charlotte is audacious and addictive. You’ll race through it, breath held, skin prickling’

Celia Silvani, author of Baby Teeth

‘Blank Canvas is a perceptive, witty and subversive exploration of honesty, relationships and identity. Grace Murray writes with such clarity and boldness achieving a refreshing, nuanced take on the campus novel’

Ela Lee, author of Jaded
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‘Oh no.’

Sigmund Freud,

The Complete Psychological Works
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In my final year of college, I started to tell everyone that my father had died, very suddenly: Nightfall. The bedroom. Heart Attack. The words – he is dead – slid out quickly, rising from my throat, into the air. It was just a sentence, and it only took a few seconds, a brief dash in the conversation. It was easy. And it might have all been fine – I might have got away unscathed, with a little sympathy, a few hugs, and nothing else – had I not decided to tell Katarina first.

She was ugly, short, and had been burdened with a kind face and a terrible body. Her skin had the texture of gooseberries, all prickled and marred. The pimples started at her neck, in small raised red bumps which crept over the throat, the jaw, making their way to the centre of her chin. Imperfections were insulting: I felt that there should be a degree to which ugliness could no longer be acceptable, a line drawn somewhere, like with supermarket foods, yellow stickers on, tossed into the hands of the homeless. It bothered me. I usually looked away whenever I saw scars, scabs or untidiness of any kind, but, with Katarina, I just couldn’t stop staring.

I found her at the centre of the room, LED lights hanging over her head. It was almost midnight, and they were playing Britney Spears, the tinny, trashy sound contrasting with the glow. Only a few people had arrived – there was just the host, a first-year and Katarina – and so I had to speak to her.

A bulb hung above her face, revealing the white and pitted marks over her cheeks. It swung as I walked towards her, and she ducked, then smiled.

‘Hey,’ she said, ‘how was your summer break? Was it okay?’

I thought about summarizing everything that had happened within those two months, time stretched out and thickening like a divine punishment, and settled on a lie:

‘Actually, no, it wasn’t at all. My dad died.’

Her bloated and blistered face went slack; she looked at the window, then at the open kitchen door, then back to me, her eyes wide and panicked. It was an incredible  display. I almost felt bad for her.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Katarina said. ‘I had no idea. I’m so very sorry.’ She seemed to have tears in her eyes – either that or the light above her head was getting to her. ‘I can’t even imagine what you’re going through right now.’

‘It’s okay, honestly.’

It was fantastic, brushing her aside, playing the martyr. No, don’t concern yourself with my emotions. I’m fine. It’s okay. I smiled a little, and looked at the carpet, as though I were hiding a dark cavern of suffering she couldn’t access.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said again, as more people started to arrive, spilling into the room with bags of tortilla chips and vodka bottles.

Katarina put her arms around me, and held on to my wrist with one flushed hand. She smelled like alcohol, or a second-hand store, doused in old perfumes. Bitter and sweet all at once. It made my eyes water, which only contributed to the quality of my performance.

Still, it was nice of her, and it was the first hug I had received in a very long time. I’m sure my mother used to do it, after a cut or scrape of some sort. It was possible.

‘Please, if you need anything,’ Katarina said, ‘come and talk to me, or text. Whenever. Seriously.’

‘Thanks. That’s so kind.’

I wondered how I appeared to her. My face must have been attractive, with its thin nose, turned slightly at the bottom (‘a mini-slope’, as my mother had told me, her arms weighing on mine), and the eyes, large, blue. I’m sure it was difficult for Katarina, having me there, so close to her. We were so different.

‘I really do mean it,’ she said. ‘Just send me a message, any time. But I have to –’ She looked at the new arrivals. ‘I have to go now.’ Katarina looked around again. ‘I think that’s – is that Amelia?’

She did a small, almost apologetic, dance away from me, until I could only see her hand, the soft inside of her palm, waving from the crowd.

I didn’t stay long after that.

Outside, I stood on the street and watched the students dance, their shadows grinding against each other, all outlines and open mouths. One student grabbed her friend’s hand and held it, triumphant, and it was almost too much, so that when I blinked, and stepped closer, I felt something pass through me – a desire to be like her, to have the house, the friends, the happiness. I wanted so much to be happy, there, that I felt as if I could hold it physically, in my hands.

But it was possible, I thought, watching the friends sway together; I could have it. My father called so infrequently that it was entirely possible that he could have died. And his death wasn’t too much of a stretch – he had always been a sick man, a severe asthmatic, a type 2 diabetic, a hypochondriac. He was always announcing his imminent demise: at seven years old, watching him eat his shepherd’s pie – ‘I think I’m coming down with something, now’ – at ten, finding bloodied tissues by his side of the bed, hearing his announcement that ‘it doesn’t look good, love’. I had been preparing for it for years.

And I was in a new town, in a new country: Pittsford, New York. Thousands of miles away. My father would never visit. He rarely left the house, let alone the town, and would often boast that it had ‘everything a man could need’, from the football pitch to the corner shop down the road.

I had no standards to live up to, either. I had never been particularly honest. Other people were good and kind – the rest were predestined for mediocrity, or cruelty. It wasn’t my fault that I fell, through the random act of my birth, into the second category. If I ever woke up with an ungodly dread – that I could change it all now, turn around, and confess – I ignored it. I had never been good, and there was no point in trying now.
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Lying was easier in America. They didn’t have the same obsession with the past, with schools, the difference between St Paul’s and Westminster, and they didn’t constantly refer back, in a dredging up of old summers and football games and cycling holidays. At the institute, nobody asked if you knew Thomas’s great-uncle’s son, the one who went to Worcester College, and nobody would care whether you had seen mad Mary Sullivan in town, carrying her pet goat past the church. Instead, the students at the institute were obsessed with the future, the job posts and properties waiting for them in the city, and they would talk about starting salaries openly, without shame. The things you used to have were nothing, insignificant, in comparison to the things you might get in five years’ time – and their friendships were organized around this ideal future. They were the perfect conditions for a liar. In the beginning, I didn’t even have to worry about getting my facts straight, because nobody would ask. It also helped that none of them knew any places in England. If I was ever asked, in a lazy, drawling tone by one of the many unidentifiable American accents, where I was from, I told them: ‘London.’

The morning after the lie – that my father lay in a coffin, not safely tucked up in bed – I walked into the cafeteria. Katarina was by the cashier, ordering food while Tamsyn, her roommate, hovered by her shoulder. She spotted me, in my grief-stricken state, by the door. Tamsyn looked nervous, and slipped into my accent, her high, grating American vowels sliding away. She blushed and doubled-down, as her voice became Dick Van Dyke adjacent. She talked about her latest hair extensions, which were disjointed, in a rat’s tail at the back of her head, and her UTI, which was ‘brewing right this second’. It was several minutes before she asked if I was ‘okay, after – you know’.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Or as fine as I can be.’

‘Of course.’ She made a sympathetic noise. ‘I can’t believe we haven’t met before. Were you in Fine Art 3B last year?’

‘Don’t think so.’

‘Right. Well, it’s nice to talk to you anyway.’ She asked why I had come here, to Pittsford, of all places. The Everett Institute wasn’t known outside of the US, and it was a long way to travel for ‘a few walls’. Tamsyn leaned against the exposed brick of the cafe as she waited for my answer, her leopard-print bag hitting her knees.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I just wanted to get out. The city can get dreary after a while.’ I drew the ‘dreary’ out, elongating each syllable, like an affectation from the royal family.

‘I understand the feeling.’ She smiled, and then turned away, tapping Katarina’s shoulder. The pair of them launched into a fast-paced, rippling conversation which, in their enthusiasm, isolated the students in their vicinity.

I walked up to the counter, thought about buying one of their muffins – lemon, with crystals of sugar on the top – before resolving not to. They were four dollars and fifty cents. Walking back to the table, I wondered if the others thought that I had some kind of disorder, and then felt the pulse of my own intrigue at the very idea.

As I sat down, Katarina and Tamsyn continued their conversation. I watched Katarina’s hands, consumed in the task of splitting her pastry in half, the flecks getting everywhere, on the table and the side of her mouth. She looked over at me often, and smiled, almost apologetically, when the others spoke. While Tamsyn lamented the ‘bathroom facilities’, Katarina slid part of her pastry towards me in silence. It was new, this attention. The woman seemed to be concerned, to an almost inappropriate extent, with my wellbeing. She stood up as I left, her arms outstretched, as if to give me another hug. It was an aborted attempt: her left arm fell, she waved once – a slightly pathetic action – and sat back down.

I returned to the studio. The space was bare, and the large windows in front of me looked impossibly cool, the light emanating from it dull, uncomfortable. I had set up a canvas on the floor the previous morning, on top of a cream sheet, to collect the stains of the paint. I sat down and crossed my legs, as if I were about to start meditating, and thought about the easy way Katarina and her friends had communicated – had moved, even – looking back at the room.

In previous years at the institute, I had laughed at joint projects, those who had worked together on their art for a showcase, believing them to be like nursery-school tasks, tiny hands sticky and immature. I did not discriminate in my distaste. I did not like many people. They had trivial concerns, trivial desires and terribly proportioned faces. They were shallow, their tasks artless, their tastes even more so. I saw my hometown through a similar lens of discontent, watching others in the street, or from my window, with a slight wrinkle of the nose, like a cartoon villain. It was easier to withstand home if I attributed its greying, faded atmosphere not to myself, but to the people around me. My mother had always insisted that I ‘thought I was better’, to which I would shake my head, while believing it to be entirely true. There was no problem with wanting more.

The canvas was still empty. I considered pissing on it. It wouldn’t be that far off from the ‘art’ I had studied: Duchamp, at sixty years old, burning with controversy, and the lust of a man who had not been laid in weeks, ejaculated onto his work, called it Faulty Landscape, and got exactly what he wanted. I started to fill in the corners of the soon-to-be painting with black paint, straight from the tube, no water of any kind.

That evening, I walked the distance between my bedroom and bathroom entirely naked, skipping past the kitchen window, which was wide open, despite the rain, the strangely hot air.

I looked down. It was so rare, to be completely confronted by nakedness, without distraction. There the fingertips, shrivelled up and pruning under the hot water, the rising chest, a little loose skin, the extra roll of the lower stomach, inherited from the twelve-year-old standing at the edge of the sea, yellow towel over the chest, waving off everyone else into the water. Go on, without me. Go on. Blue veins, more than ever before, dark hair from the wrists to the upper arm. I had my mother’s hands, her thighs, too. This thing, this meat-casing with limbs and nerves, and God knows what else. Odd to think. Most days, I felt like a floating mind; or, better still, nothing at all. This idea, of going beyond the flesh, as Father Stuart used to say, could be rudely interrupted by physical pain, as it was then, gushing water stinging the skin. What would it even look like, to be comfortable? I thought about Katarina, the way she pressed her palms into the table when she got up, the way she laughed, entirely unselfconscious, as though perfectly at home. How was it that we could be made from the same material? I looked at my own body again, still under the heat of the shower, and imagined it was hers, softer, kinder, changed by proximity.

In the morning, motivated by images of grieving children – the Bambis, Oliver Twists and Simbas of the world – Katarina sent an email. They were usually contextless, arriving in my junk folder, with links to discounted concerts, events from visiting lecturers and institute showings like a little bot. This one, however, was personalized: ‘got a spare ticket to this exhibition, and was wondering if you’d like to go together.’

‘Why not,’ I replied, ‘does 11 work?’

She sent a ‘yes!!!’, followed by another email, where she had included her number – ‘i realize that I told u to text me if u needed anything, but didn’t actually give u my number (classic), so here it is!!!! and also this is weirdly formal, so texting would be nice. see u at 11!’

There was nothing artful about the buildings which surrounded the journey into campus. Each one boasted at least three storeys, and, as we moved past, the sky was broken by their height, morphing the little people who scuttled around them, going about their silly tasks – preening their lawns, knocking on doors, crying on their porches. I listened to folk music on the way, the plink of guitar strings serving as my personal accompaniment. Swaying with the gentle movements of the bus, the faint scent of coffee, and the picturesque, all-American lie of modern life, modern homes, I thought that if I could prove my happiness through a series of aesthetics, I would be doing very well indeed.

The bus stopped at a community centre, and a woman walked on. Her hair was loosely tied back, and fell limply to one side, smaller hairs decorating her black top. She had a child with her: red-faced, teary, sucking on two fingers. The woman was around my age (young, bewildered, in her early twenties), and her body jerked when the bus took a turn, hitting her side on an occupied chair. She sat down. I gave them both an unwilling smile. The child was a weak, pale thing.

‘She’s sixteen months,’ the woman said, as if I had asked.

I nodded.

‘Seventeen, actually, in a few weeks.’

The woman obviously wanted someone to rejoice at the fact that her daughter had made it through this harsh world, full of suffering, cot-death and coughing men on public transport.

‘That’s great,’ I told her, in a tone which indicated the very opposite.

‘It is. She’s getting on well with her walking.’

‘Is she?’

‘She really, really is. I thought to myself – well, I thought that I was doing something wrong, being so young. You know how it is,’ she looked at me, appealing to our shared age as some kind of understanding, ‘but it’s all fine.’

‘Good for you.’ I put one headphone in.

The woman looked up and started fiddling with the fan at the top of the bus. ‘Do you mind if I adjust this?’

‘Go for it.’

The woman was sweating so much that the liquid took on its own form, the dampness lacing through her clothing, her forehead. She wiped it away, careful not to touch her child with the same hand. Her glorious sixteen-month-old was hoisted on her side, towards me. The child squealed.

The woman, having an obvious allergy to silence, started talking about her dream wardrobe, entirely unprompted. ‘Guess how much this cost,’ she said, pulling her shirt closer towards me. It smelled like cigarettes and cheap body spray.

‘Three dollars.’

‘It’s Urban, come on.’

‘Ten.’

‘No. You’re so bad at this.’ Her child was crying again. ‘So, where are you going, anyway?’

Given that whatever I might answer would be brought back to some item of hers – ‘Shoes? Six dollars, thrift’ – the pair of us settled into silence, the only noises being the classic, open-mouthed coughs of her child, and the overhead fan which puttered about while the kid cried between breaths.

All three of us were heading towards the same stop, like a tortured family. I got up first, as I was closer to the aisle, and heard the woman struggling to get all of her bags behind me, a series of wails, cellophane movements and iterations of ‘fuck’ being expelled at my back.

There was a chill air about the avenue, which gave way to a hill, the incline so gradual that it would go unnoticed until, quite suddenly, a visitor would find themselves wheezing, hands on their knees. Buildings with brown, dirtied bricks had been placed around the site, like relics, while the gallery, Brutalist and barbaric, stood out from the very bottom of the hill. It was early (eleven o’clock), and a few students milled about, necks bent downwards, looking at their phones. The place knew outsiders, and was armed against them. All signposts led to campus buildings and overpriced coffee shops: nobody could just ‘walk by’ without advertising they were not one of us. The woman on the bus had turned away from me the minute we got off, as if she were about to be contaminated by the space and its opinion of her.

There was a square opposite the entrance to the gallery, and a fountain, the water, clear once, now tinged with yellows and browns. An older woman teetered near the edge, a greasy paper bag in one hand. The hem of her jacket dipped further into the bowl with every swaying movement. There was a sign at her feet. I walked closer, to see if it had a message (‘Help me’ or ‘Change’), written in pencil. But there wasn’t one. No coins were laid at her feet.

At some point, the woman saw me. She tilted her head to one side, as if to say something, and, in that gesture, she looked so much like my mother that I had to turn away. I thought about her greying hair, and that stained bag, as I moved back, towards the brownstone gallery.

The exhibition was called ‘Portrait of the Nudist as a Young Woman’. Hoisted onto the walls were several images, all cut off at the head. The artist believed in ‘transgression’, the placard told us, and ‘there is nothing more transgressive than the female body’. Each photograph was dedicated to a body part – in full colour, no impressionistic angles, no filter, no mercy. Beneath the description, there was a little headshot of the artist herself: the missing head. I did not know where to look, or how to look appropriately, and I channelled all my discomfort into resenting her. I found the ‘artist’ herself inches away from the scene of her crime, watching attendees, as if she could scoop something out from their expressions. When I turned around, she was there, iPhone in hand, staring at me. I made sure to look repulsed; I did not want to add to her complex.

I had fifteen minutes before Katarina arrived, and I became bored of looking at the flecks on the floor – dried gum, brown grit and crusted paint – and had no choice but to settle on staring at the artist’s right nipple. (This piece was aptly titled Right Nipple, and sat beside the equally imaginative Left Nipple.) I looked at it so much, I almost forgot what it was. It was a strange thing. The cracks in the woman’s pinkish skin became cavernous, like the space between land. It certainly wasn’t erotic. When Katarina found me, startled, she asked if I was enjoying myself.

I looked back at the artist, still there, scrolling on a phone the size of her face. ‘I hate it.’

Katarina nodded, almost solemnly. ‘That’s the point.’

She laughed, and devoted the rest of our time in the gallery to convincing me to go to lunch. Katarina took immense pleasure in my embarrassment, and insisted on visiting each piece, ‘as the artist intended’. My case was not helped by the institute’s heating, which attempted to justify the cost of tuition by blasting the space, bringing in the flies and making me sweat. All of it – the presence of the artist, clothed and unclothed, Katarina’s comments about the incredible shade of my cheeks – made my acceptance of her lunch offer easy, and almost relieved.

On our way to the cafe, Katarina walked uncomfortably close to me, and talked incessantly. She was the internet’s poster child, endlessly weighing-in, and there was nothing she couldn’t discuss. Tennis leagues, her uncle’s psychosomatic limp, student elections. She gave summaries of global conflicts, regurgitated from ten-second videos, then launched into descriptions of her brother’s room, how it smelled of damp, the black mould growing along his wall. ‘It’s still like that now,’ she said, as if she were offering crucial information for my wellbeing.

At the cafe, she ordered for us both, and read a limerick she had made from AI. ‘I asked it to write about my dog entering Drag Race,’ she said, leaning over the table to give her performance: ‘There once was a Dane called Doug/ Who found RuPaul stunning and smug.’ She waited for me to laugh, before saying: ‘Of course, the whole thing is very funny. Until it isn’t.’

Katarina was often surprising. She seemed to enjoy disrupting someone’s comfort, knocking their elbow. It was simultaneously exhausting and exhilarating.

On the walk back, she gave an account of her constant chatter – ‘I just realize,’ she said, ‘that you’re probably after a distraction.’ We were beside an ice-cream shop, towards closing time, and parents, holding their children’s shoulders, rolled down the street, bringing cries of laughter and sticky chins. ‘I know I would be, anyway,’ she said.

It took a moment too long, and a glance at one of the father’s hands, before I remembered what she was alluding to. ‘Oh,’ I said, stepping away. ‘Thank you.’

‘No problem.’

She started smiling on the street, almost madly. It was insane, to be that happy, looking at me. Katarina touched my arm, and her sickly smell – it must have been in her washing powder – drifted back in with the wind. ‘I can listen, too,’ she said. ‘I know I seem bad at it, but I can. I actually got little stickers for it in school.’

I must have looked incredulous – and who could blame me, having watched her mouth move for several hours? – because she said, ‘Well, maybe not too many, if I’m honest.’

‘How many?’

‘Two.’ She scratched her neck. ‘In my defence, the teacher didn’t like me very much. Had something against me.’

‘Probably all that talking you were doing.’

She let out a short laugh. ‘You’re right. I did try, though.’

‘I bet.’ I mimed talking with my hand; she swatted the gesture away with hers. By the time she had asked me about what I had been like as a ‘kid’ – ‘We’re talking six or seven, here’ – I had told her the truth: that I had been painfully shy, apologetic, avoidant of almost everything, including potential friends. Her reply – ‘Not much has changed, then’ – was met with a light kick to her shins. She kicked back, and there we were, almost wrestling on the street, her hot breath against my neck. And in all of this, the laughter, and the touches to the forehead, I had forgotten about the lie completely.
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At first, I thought Katarina was taunting me with her ugliness. I just couldn’t get rid of her. She appeared to me at night, like a warped gargoyle. The hair which grew on one side of her lip. The nasal passages which flared when she spoke, giving her voice its grainy, American quality. And the softness of her – the sweeping stomach, the rounded chin. The flat-footed walk. All of her. I imagined her in different states: going shopping down the road, choking on a cigarette, collecting little prescription pills for her face, returning to her apartment, changing into a soft pink shirt. And I couldn’t help but feel something – the trimmings of disgust, then annoyance, and then, finally: desire, sizzling away like fat off the bone.

The next day, I expended most of my energy trying not to think about any of those things. Which was difficult, given that we had a seminar together. On seminar days, we all had to present a work related to an emailed topic: ‘destruction’, ‘tiredness’, ‘charity’. The sessions included people who worked in different mediums: one woman, a sculptor, had the unfortunate task of hauling her project over to campus each week. The institute’s central tagline for these groups was that they ‘encouraged collaboration’, allowing us to see our own mediums in ‘unconventional ways’.

Katarina was already there when I arrived. She sat at the centre, listening to Lars, whose artistic specialization was entirely unclear. He was doing a great deal of talking, leaning against the wall in corduroy trousers and a cream shirt. Katarina moved her head up and down occasionally, and opened her mouth, like a fish. It was an entertaining battle of wills: her incessant desire to talk; his refusal to let her.

Men liked Katarina. They wanted to take up her time, to sanctify it. They must have seen a rawness in her features, in the arch of her nose, the roundness of her face. Her clothes, too, were often hyper-feminine: long, flowing shirts and dresses. When she twisted her head a certain way, or breathed out, that quick rising of her chest, I thought I saw it too, the shadow of their attraction to her.

There were two empty seats; I took the one closest to Katarina, by the window. Whenever I looked at her, Lars was still talking, gesticulating in the space. He often made grand proclamations about the state of the world in white text, and posted them to his Instagram in order to make himself more popular with the opposite sex. ‘It’s just not fair,’ last night’s story read, ‘and it makes me so angry.’ By ‘it’, he meant some vague and unnamed female struggle. ‘We just need everybody to be treated the same,’ the next slide said. Lars liked to masquerade as Jesus in other areas of his life, too, and wore his hair long, past his shoulders, or tied up in a bun.

We had been placed in the same class the previous year, and after our first seminar together, he had asked me out for a drink. I had accepted. At the end of that dingy, sticky evening, he had moved his hands to my underwear, and pressed downwards, rooting around as if in search of the lost Ray-Bans he had posted about that day – ‘Guys, whichever fucker took those, I swear, I will end you.’ Now, a year after that catastrophic date, he ignored me in group settings, only bringing me into conversations whenever he felt his words ought to be witnessed by a larger audience.

He was telling Katarina about his work for the seminar. ‘I was up all night,’ he said, picking the crust from the corners of his eyes, ‘just getting really fucking mad at those people on the forums.’

‘Those people’: homophobes with selfies as profile pictures, bearded and staring down the camera; sexists with 2480248 usernames; suburban racists with images of their families on their Facebook pages, all white and red and perspiring.

‘I tried to stop, at like three a.m.,’ Lars said. ‘But the discourse.’ He whipped his hair back, as though there were several live cameras in front of him, all eager to capture his latest musings. ‘It’s so important for them to hear the other side.’

‘You’re right,’ Katarina said.

‘It’s such a big responsibility, being online, and talking to those dicks. You know?’

‘I do.’ Katarina tilted her head to one side, and looked at me, briefly, before turning back to Lars, who was now sitting on his stool in a commanding manner, chest out and upright. It was incredibly difficult to tell if she was being genuine. ‘It’s a very good thing you do.’

Lars touched Katarina’s shoulder, and let his hand hang there. The entire interaction was extraordinary; she looked as if an eel had lodged itself into her upper body, burrowing into the skin where Lars’s touch had been. Lars sighed a short, puttering breath into Katarina’s face.

‘They were awful. I talked to a few in a private chat afterwards. I’m probably on one of their whatever-the-fuck 4chan databases now.’

‘Impressive.’

‘I printed the conversations out.’ He brought a slim black bag out from beneath his chair, and pulled out a plastic envelope. There were several pieces of paper inside, containing all of the internet threads, angry emojis and slurs, in black ink. ‘It’s performance art, like –’ Here, Lars paused for effect, and then said, heavily accented, ‘Ambrey-meeveych – and Hancock.’

Katarina squinted as Lars lifted his project up, close to her face. ‘Abramović,’ she said.

‘Sorry?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing, really.’ Katarina smiled. ‘But that’s how you say it.’

When it was my turn to present, Lars made his disinterest clear to everyone, his head angled downwards, his hands running through his hair. I didn’t really care. The project wasn’t groundbreaking – even I was bored by it. I carried the painting over to the centre of the room and faced the group. I had finished it in under an hour, sitting in the dark, under the blue light of my phone. On the left-hand side, there were splashes of water and turmeric, mixed together, and on the other side, there was yellow acrylic paint, burnt ochre and flaxen, applied without skill.

‘This,’ I said to the group, one hand behind my back, ‘is Outer Man.’

Our theme for the week was ‘rot’. Lars had taken the metaphorical route – ‘Brain rot,’ he had said. ‘Those people have worms up there.’ I had gone with the biblical route, by which I mean that I had googled ‘Bible passages on rot’, and had plucked a verse at random from resoundinghislove.com: ‘Though our outer man is decaying, our inner man is being renewed’. The institute seemed to like this kind of thing. There was a direct link between my more ‘successful’ paintings and my religious titles.

‘That’s just fantastic,’ one student said. ‘I see that you’ve captured the idea of redemption here,’ he flicked his hand in the air, to mirror the movement of paint on the canvas, ‘through the upwards turn of the brush.’

There wasn’t a hint of irony in the speaker’s voice. I looked at the other students, to gauge their reception. They weren’t offended; a few were even writing things down and nodding. It was beautiful, thrilling. I could have said anything, and I would have been rewarded for it.

‘Thank you.’ I smiled with faux humility. ‘I’m glad you see that. It’s exactly what I wanted.’

‘We have to really ask, though,’ Jules, one of Katarina’s friends, began, ‘whether, in some cases, the whole idea of redemption might just be bullshit? Like, just another construction?’

Several more minutes were dedicated to that discussion, by the end of which we had discussed the alienation of art from its source, the memeification of oppression and our generation’s sense of apathy. All I had to do was hold the painting up, and receive their words, like heavenly gifts, and smile.

‘But, back to Outer Man – I really enjoyed the sense of emotion and movement there.’

I started to pay attention when I heard Katarina, barely recognizing that Outer Man was mine, and not some strange manifestation of the group’s latest topic.

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I didn’t know it had any emotion.’

‘The colours.’ She blinked, as though it were painstakingly obvious. ‘You used the same ones from Rothko. The colours of Untitled, 1969. It’s terrifyingly sad.’

I wasn’t sure what she wanted from me – an assertion that yes, I was a deeply haunted person, or that I had studied the works of her ‘Rothko’ in detail. It was unsettling. ‘I guess,’ I said.

Perhaps she was thinking about my father, trapped in his early grave. The painting seemed to mean more to her because of it. She saw suffering in the twist of acrylic, a feigned desperation in the curling, nonsensical turmeric.

After we had finished, and the other students had fled from the room, pulling out their phones, I looked at Katarina. She seemed to be waiting for something. There was some kind of expression there, in her face. It might have been pity, but I did not know.
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