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Praise for The Violet Hour

‘James Cahill gets better and better. I really loved The Violet Hour, trying, and failing, to ration myself rather than reading in a greedy rush. Its evocation of the wonders of art and the dehumanising horrors of the art industry are spot on, of course, but as a novelist what I really admired was his narrative structure and sly choreography of his principal characters. On one level it functions as a highbrow whodunnit, and grippingly so, but it’s much more than that, building into a meditation on mortality and the unreliable consolations of art, love and materialism. I can’t wait to see what he does next’

Patrick Gale, author of A Place Called Winter

‘James Cahill has done it again. The Violet Hour is a thrilling story told in seductive, shimmering prose. Beauty, money, power, seduction, betrayal. It’s all here in this bewitching and all too often troubling backstage pass to the commercial art world’

Chloë Ashby, author of Wet Paint

‘Cahill allows us a private view of the art world in all its rancid glamour. The artist Thomas Haller – like Wilde’s Dorian Gray – has sold his soul. As painters, gallerists and collectors move between New York and the Venice Biennale, auction houses and apartments hung with Mapplethorpes or Picassos, a reckoning is coming. Pulsing with violence and longing, this is a sumptuous, sinister morality tale’

Clare Pollard, author of Delphi

‘A hugely enjoyable yarn by an author hitting his literary stride’

Sarah Lucas

‘As sensuous and glimmering as it is dark and unsettling, The Violet Hour depicts the art world’s many troubling facets … a pure delight’

Jenny Mustard, author of Okay Days




Praise for Tiepolo Blue

Shortlisted for the Authors’ Club First Novel Award

‘Divine … the smart, sexy read you need’

Evening Standard

‘A novel that combines formal elegance with gripping storytelling … wildly enjoyable’

Financial Times

‘Delicious unease and pervasive threat give this assured first novel great singularity and a kind of gothic edge … an electric new novel’

Guardian

‘Standout … a coming-of-age tale set in London in the 1990s that deftly explores what it is like to suffer a very public fall from grace’

Independent

‘Tiepolo Blue is about a buttoned-up art historian in Cambridge in 1994 who messes up and gets a job managing a London gallery just as the Young British Artists enter their glory. One of them initiates his unbuttoning which is dizzying and exciting and unsettling, and beautifully told’

Reverend Richard Coles, Daily Mail

‘Arresting … a masterly attention to (especially visual) detail and an irresistibly propulsive, almost swaggering style’

Literary Review

‘What starts off as a campus novel soon shades into something weirder and much more mesmerising … It’s a measure of Cahill’s sleight of hand that he manages to inject his plot with such page-turning momentum’

Times Literary Supplement

‘Already a compelling psychosexual story about beauty, desire and art, Tiepolo Blue is all the more interesting because it hits notes of such strangeness’

Prospect, Fiction Books of the Year

‘Startlingly impressive … A heavily perfumed, sexually tender, psychologically acute novel … as full of light and colour as Tiepolo’s incandescent skies’

Daily Mail

‘With touches of Alan Hollinghurst, the musings of the book’s protagonist on the radical power of art to act as a catalyst for personal change make it an exhilarating, erudite read’

Vogue

‘Interrogating beauty and meaning in art, Tiepolo Blue rewards rereading … a stylish tale of love and long-game revenge’

RA Magazine

‘This is the best novel I have read for ages … it’s just masterly … There is so much to enjoy, to contemplate, to wonder at, and to be lost in’

Stephen Fry

‘The spirit of E. M. Forster is alive and well in James Cahill. The same palpating of damaged moral tissue, the same psychological canniness, the same gently invoked erudition, the same exactitude and eloquence – except Cahill is able to explore forbidden themes that Forster feared to touch on except posthumously’

Edmund White, author of A Boy’s Own Story
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5 September, 19.39. London

The evening was so still that it could have been a picture. If anyone had been watching from the neighbouring tower block, the scene might have resembled a panoramic painting. A modern-day Bruegel, only without the people. Or the final shot of a film – the deserted road below, the treetops and roofs, the dome of the Imperial War Museum, the sky turning lilac. Evening sunlight was catching the edges of things. A terrace of 1970s houses receded along one side of the road, meeting the vertical form of a Victorian water tower. Close to the top was a steel balcony, its outer corner a triangle of light.

A young man appeared on the balcony, disturbing the illusion. His lips motioned a phrase, as though he were addressing someone through the door. Stepping back, he glanced at the sky. Then he spread his hands on the railings and drew his body upwards, sitting on the ledge. Sunlight struck his face and the blank of his T-shirt. Everything was still again, without even a breeze to animate the plane trees on the road. Then, abruptly, he toppled back – his body separating from the building. His trainers scissored above him.

The sunlight had retreated from the patch of ground where he landed. His body lay motionless. Face down, with his arms outspread, he seemed to be floating on grey water. Only the fingertips of one hand reached into the light.



6 September, 06.52. New York

The toes of Leo J. Goffman tightened around the edge of the swimming pool. Contact with the water sent warning signals to his brain. At eighty-five, his nervous system was still in working order, he figured. The water was cold – so what was new?

As he braced himself for immersion, his eyes passed over the dark oblongs reflected on the surface – the doubles of the paintings hanging on either wall.

He lifted his gaze to the glass at the far end. On this Wednesday morning, the city was medieval-modern. The easterly facets promised a beautiful day. All of it lay ahead of him like an invitation, as if he might swim through Midtown, past the spires of the Chrysler and the Empire State, grazing the ziggurats of the 1930s.

His toes uncurled. He stepped into the water and coldness closed around his ankles. At his age, you had to break the shock of immersion into increments. He’d asked his architect for a tiered descent.

He took another step. Water clothed his legs, skimmed his testicles. He threw himself forward and the pool engulfed him. Eyes closed, he plunged into the deep, submitting to the familiar sensation. He surfaced with a gasp. The Thomas Haller paintings – tall abstractions in metallic grey – rose around him, a row of three on each side.

At the end of the pool, he planted both hands on the ceramic lip. New York lay below, overhung by the droplet of water beading at the end of his nose. His eyes tracked to the glass-plated towers of Hudson Yards, one of which – he squinted to extract it from the jostling pinnacles – was his.

Wrapped in a bathrobe, he took the elevator to the second floor of the apartment, which was the highest habitable floor of the Pegasus Tower. He walked down the passageway towards the drawing room, calling as he went:

‘Bonita! Coffee.’

Before he had crossed the threshold, he could see – across the room and through the glass – the park in all its late-summer magnificence, clumped with trees and enamelled by the reservoir. He paused in the doorway and attended to the nearer magnificence of the room: double-height, eighty feet by thirty, curtained by glass on three sides.

He trod in his slippers across the shagpile and conducted a survey of everything he knew was there. Sculptures stood in a grid formation; some on cherrywood plinths, others planted on the ground. Metal constructions, stone forms. Unique forms – that was the title of one of them, a cyborg cast from bronze.

At the centre of the room were three couches, islands of silver upholstery stationed around the walnut altar of a coffee table.

‘Coffee!’

With chlorine still burning behind his eyeballs, he felt his strength redoubling. There was a gentle fire in his limbs. His eyesight was clear – as clear as the sky around him – and his brain, well, perhaps it was slower in its cogitations, but those additional microseconds could be useful. He was more judicious these days.

This last reflection brought with it the awareness of a blade of light at the periphery of his vision. It was as if the tip of a scalpel had been pulled across his retina. He held his legs stiff, not daring to move his eyes in case the fissure should tear open. Then he stepped back and the apparition vanished. The light had been the reflection of the sun on Bird in Space by Constantin Brancusi. The crescent of polished bronze stood endways on its plinth, appearing miraculously balanced.

Leo’s focus jolted and he saw, reflected in the bronze, his housekeeper Bonita as she bent over the coffee table.

‘What is it?’

‘You asked for coffee, Mr Goffman.’

He turned and watched as she left the room, a small woman in a pinafore. Her hair was black and ringleted, belying her sixty years. Untying and retying the cord of his robe, he scanned the contents of the tray: chromium pot, porcelain cup, porcelain pitcher. Beside the tray was a copy of Artforum.

Sitting at the edge of a couch, he took the magazine between the tips of his fingers. He felt the smooth spine and the grooves of the pages. On the cover was something he couldn’t compute, a mass of gold shavings. He began to flick through.

The magazine consisted mostly of adverts placed by commercial galleries, which was why he liked it. Not too much bullshit editorial.

Anselm Kiefer: New Paintings Gagosian, 522 West 21st Street

‘Well, that’ll be the same arrant crap,’ he said, as if someone were there and listening.

Donald Judd: Sculptures in Plywood Carl Ammann, Zürich

‘Boxes. Did that guy ever have more than one idea?’

As he flicked on, the back portion of his brain registered Bonita’s return. She was at his side, pouring coffee. He reached for the cup, still turning over.

‘Beautiful,’ he said, and took a sip – the coffee was hot and strong – ‘but getting repetitive … Bonita, where are my Gerhard Richters?’

‘In Montauk,’ she said from close behind him. ‘Fritz moved them there two years ago.’

‘Did he?’ Leo stopped turning. ‘Well, he knows what he’s doing, my curator.’ He gave sly emphasis to this last word.

Returning to the magazine, he sensed the needling motions of a comb.

‘Not so hard. I have little enough as it is.’

He had come to the Previews for commercial galleries, a double-page spread divided into columns. Moving from left to right, he saw a video-still of a face contorted into a scream, an installation of helter-skelter wooden planks, a crimson love heart in polished steel …

‘Same old—’ he muttered, then stalled. The next image (although possibly he’d seen it before the others, and only now was his brain catching up) was both familiar and bewildering.

He knew, before the text confirmed it, that the painting was by Thomas Haller, and yet the colour was unlike that of any Haller he had seen. A soft purple, pulsing and uneven. Like silk, he thought. Or the sky at nightfall. There was a touch of silver, too – a haze that intensified and dispersed in alternation. Close to the centre, the purple hardened into a dark fissure.

Leo glanced at the text – Haller’s first exhibition in six years – before refocusing on the picture. He brought his head close, trying to imagine the true proportions.

‘Can you sit up, Mr Goffman?’

The comb was agitating the back of his head, persistent as a mosquito. He flung his arms up, swiping with both hands. The comb flew from Bonita’s grip.

‘Give me my phone,’ he said, watching as she knelt to retrieve it.

He dabbed the screen with a tremoring finger until he found the name he wanted.

‘Lorna Bedford Gallery,’ said a practised voice down the line.

‘Get me Lorna.’

‘I’m afraid Ms Bedford is out of the gallery.’

‘This is Leo Goffman.’

‘Can you hold the line, please?’

A guitar struck up a sequence of chords – one of those old Spanish tunes. Rising from the couch, Leo counted to ten, fifteen, twenty. The guitar snapped into silence.

‘Leo?’

‘Lorna.’ He gave the cord of his bathrobe a tug.

‘What’s up?’

There was something neutral about her British accent – unsuperior. He liked the way she sounded.

‘What’s up is, I just opened Artforum. The new issue with gold chippings all over the cover.’

‘They’re sweets, actually. Candy. Félix González-Torres.’

‘Whatever. There’s a preview here for a Thomas Haller show. Where the hell has that guy been? And how did I not know about this?’

‘Right, yeah. It opens tomorrow night. Leo—’

‘That picture. The lilac painting. I love it. The depth, the iridescence’ – he groped again for the cord and his hand fumbled at damp flesh – ‘the texture, Lorna. Those tonal shifts. Is he using some new technique? Silkscreen? Airbrush?’

‘No, but Leo—’

‘I want it. Don’t try telling me it’s sold. You can unsell it. Don’t say it’s not for sale. I’ll pay. You know me – you know who I am.’

And who was he, other than Leopold Julius Goffman? One of the biggest names in real estate in this city, which meant the world. Rich beyond anything that mattered. But what counted, more than any of that, was his profile. His reputation. Benefactor, collector, man of deep culture … He felt a surge of furious longing.

‘Leo, I can’t sell you that painting. The exhibition isn’t at my gallery. Thomas is doing a show with Claude Berlins in London. It has nothing to do with me.’ She gave a bitter laugh. ‘I wish it did.’

‘Berlins? I don’t get it.’ Leo stared down at the words on the page – Galerie Claude Berlins, London – so blatant now. ‘You are Haller’s dealer. Always have been.’

‘I know. But Thomas does what he wants, and let’s face it, there’s no such thing as a contract in the art world.’

‘Since when did Berlins have a gallery in London? He’s German, right?’

‘French, actually. But his gallery’s always been in Düsseldorf.’

‘So, what is this? He needs a new place to launder money?’

‘Claude’s a global dealer. Or he intends to be. He already has outposts in Geneva and Madrid. The space in London is new. He wants to be as big as Gagosian. Bigger.’

‘Let him try. That man will never be satisfied. Not if he opens a gallery in every city on the planet. Are you going to this show in London?’

‘I’m flying out tonight.’ Her voice was quieter – less assured.

Leo held the phone hard to his ear. ‘Will you secure this picture for me? Will you do that, Lorna? Say you have a client, but don’t give my name.’

‘I’m not sure that’ll work. You know, you could just go to Claude yourself.’

‘No, no, no, no.’ Leo reared upright, off the couch, hearing his voice turn hoarse. ‘I need you to do this. Keep my name out of it. Not a word about me to Berlins. Say it’s for a Saudi, or a Russian, or whatever you have to do. I want that painting. It has to be that one, no question. The one with the purple scar.’ He felt desire rising in him like sweet bile.

‘I’ll do what I can, Leo. But it may not be much.’

‘You’ll do it, I know you will. I have faith.’

‘I have to go. I’ll call you when I get back.’

He tightened his grip on the phone. A gust from the air conditioning stirred around his midriff.

‘You’ll do whatever it takes,’ he said, his voice husking into a whisper.

The line had died. He clenched his teeth and opened his hand. The phone fell into the shagpile without a sound. He stood perfectly still, feeling the heat of the sun glancing across his body.
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6 September, 08.04. New York

Lorna chucked her phone onto the couch. It landed on a cushion a few inches from Justine’s feet.

From her horizontal position, Justine glanced at the phone, then at Lorna, before returning to the proof copy of her book. The title was printed in utilitarian letters on a blank cover. How to Take Control.

Lorna watched her, thinking that Justine looked odd with glasses, vaguely unfamiliar, and younger than her thirty-three years.

‘Remember me when I am gone away,’ she said, mock-serious in her recitation. ‘Only you’re the one going, and I’ll be left here with the dog.’

Justine kept reading. ‘No one’s dying. I won’t be gone for ever. You do like to be dramatic.’

‘I really don’t. I’m pretty stoical, actually.’

‘And anyway, you’re going to come and visit, right? Hong Kong Island has the most incredible beaches.’ Justine peered over the top of her book. ‘When did you last put on a swimsuit?’

‘At the same time as running a gallery, sure, I’ll hop over for the day.’ Lorna rested a knee on the arm of the sofa and smiled down at Justine. ‘I’m guessing there are no nudist beaches in Hong Kong.’

‘You old hippie. No one goes in for that any more.’ Justine reached to the floor for a pen. ‘Who was on the phone?’

‘Leo Goffman.’ Lorna turned away as she answered. Beyond the desk, through the shutters, the morning was bright. Tompkins Square Park was a mesh of green shade.

She looked back. Justine had placed How to Take Control on the same cushion as the phone. Her expression was inquisitive and sceptical, just what Lorna might have expected.

‘I was up at Columbia yesterday,’ Justine said, as if she meant to embark on a story. ‘To use the library. I took a walk at lunch – and, you know, it’s incredible how Harlem has changed. All those salvage warehouses and projects – gone. Razed. Companies like Goffman Associates are replacing the old fabric with condos. Or retrofitting from within, like some horrible virus.’ She looked hard at Lorna. ‘Galleries, too. They’re moving in. Gentrifying the place. Squeezing out the communities – people of colour, mostly – who lived there. If I had more time I’d write a piece on it.’

‘I’m sure you would.’

Justine was in a combative mood. Not that Lorna cared. She liked Justine’s sharp edges – always had.

‘Why was Goffman calling you on your cell? How does he have your number?’

‘They patched the call through from the gallery.’ Lorna glanced over the desk. It was piled with the books and papers that would accompany Justine to Asia.

‘God, that guy creeps me out.’

‘I think he probably creeps himself out a little.’

‘I doubt it. Men like that have zero self-awareness.’

‘Well,’ Lorna countered, ‘what he does have is an unbelievable collection. Probably the best collection of modern art outside a museum.’

Justine made a face. Lorna bit her lip.

‘He wants to buy a new Thomas Haller from the show at Claude Berlins,’ she said. ‘He seems to think I can help him. I guess because he already bought those six Hallers from me.’

That sale, six years earlier, had coincided with the start of their relationship. It had paid for the conversion of Lorna’s loft into a writing space for Justine, allowed Justine to complete her second book, sown the seeds – maybe – of Justine’s bid for freedom …

For a year now, their relationship had been on–off. The faltering had started with a lectureship in Chicago. Justine had gone away for a semester. Since then, she had continued to go away. Her excuses had become less believable until there no longer seemed to be a need for excuses. Busy with her own work, Lorna had shied away from analysing the situation. She’d told herself that she wasn’t possessive – that she didn’t need a heteronormative structure.

‘I remember,’ said Justine, her eyes drifting. ‘Lead-grey, would-be heroic, male. Just what Goffman would go for.’ Her expression lightened. ‘Imagine if you and I had been billionaire collectors. We could have built a museum for art that matters. The Bedford Olson Foundation. Yvonne Rainer’s Privilege would have a gallery all to itself.’

‘That kind of art doesn’t require a whole lot of capital,’ Lorna said. ‘Dealers would beg you to take some of it off their hands.’

Justine laughed. It was an unguarded laugh that reminded Lorna of the girl she’d met on a visit to Bard College, out on a green hill beside a stucco mansion, as twilight descended on the Hudson Valley and people milled in semi-drunken excitement.

‘And we’d fight over everything,’ she added, before she had a chance to think better of it. ‘We’d never agree.’

In the silence that followed, Justine seemed to scan the room with new acuity: the books that scaled every wall, the mirror by Bill Copley that hung next to the door (stencilled and scored into the design of six cartoon figures), and the Robert Mapplethorpe photograph that hung above the fireplace.

‘Can we take that Mapplethorpe down?’ she said.

Lorna looked across at the photograph. It was the infamous shot of a dick hanging out of tailored trousers. Infamous but long familiar. It had hung here, the dick, the picture, since Lorna took out a lease on the first floor in 1997.

‘What did I just say? You don’t like the same art I do.’

‘It’s not that. I have a photographer coming round from the Atlantic, for a profile they’re doing.’

‘And they’re going to have a problem with a penis on the wall?’

‘I need the focus to be on me, Lorna. On what I’ve done.’

Lorna took a step back – crossed one leg over the other. ‘And this is happening today? You never said.’

‘Yes, before I head to JFK. Beatrix set the whole thing up.’ Justine took off her glasses, tousled her dark blonde hair, and plucked at the bobbled surface of her sweater. ‘I need to change. Shit. They’re coming before nine.’ She pulled herself upright on the couch.

‘Don’t change. You look good as you are.’

Justine had been back in New York for three months, working and sleeping in the loft, finishing her book. Occasionally she’d crept into their old, shared bed. There were moments when they pretended – to each other, to themselves – that nothing had really changed. But the pretence couldn’t last. Justine was leaving today for a six-month trip. A writing retreat and a book tour: her publicist Beatrix had organised the whole thing.

Wandering to the fireplace, Lorna caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her hair – brown-black and close to shoulder length, with a few threads of grey – needed cutting. But she looked good, she thought, even in an unironed T-shirt and black jeans, and she was her own sternest critic. A touch pale (it was her dark eyes that did it, and the shadows beneath), but youthful for a forty-six-year-old. Her arms were slender. An old Rolex hung from her wrist like a loose bracelet.

Her focus returned to the Mapplethorpe. The semi-soft cock broke through the open fly, trailed by a strip of white shirt. Uncut and dark-skinned, with a vein running down the shaft like a pleat. Milton Moore, the model, hung his hands to either side. The picture was problematic now, not because it was explicit but because the model was Black. People said it was objectification. That was why Justine didn’t want it on view.

‘Milton Moore’s dick stays,’ Lorna said. ‘It’s been here since I lived in this one room. Giovanna’s room, that’s what Thomas used to call it. I won’t have our life sanitised for the Atlantic.’

Justine rolled her eyes. She seemed about to retaliate when the doorbell chimed.

‘Boy, is that a Robert Mapplethorpe?’

The photographer was standing in front of the fireplace. Behind her, Lorna and Justine exchanged looks.

This girl – woman – seemed too young to be a professional, Lorna thought, before concluding that she was simply older. Far older.

‘Man in Polyester Suit,’ she said. ‘One of the first pieces I bought when I came to New York. Strange, isn’t it, when you think about it?’ She caught Justine’s eye. ‘Justine wanted me to take it down just now, before you came.’

The girl turned round, newly curious.

‘Wait a minute,’ Justine blurted. ‘That’s not what I said.’

Lorna felt a needling guilt. Even at her most ridiculous, Justine had an automatic claim on her love.

‘I’m Lorna,’ she said, observing the girl from close up. A pretty, boyish girl with short hair. No older than twenty-five. A long-lens camera hung around her neck.

‘Maxine.’

Lorna took her hand (warm and busy with rings), aware of Justine’s rigid smile.

‘I’m sorry. This place is a mess, but you wanted to see Justine’s real life, right?’

‘You have an amazing home,’ Maxine replied.

Justine continued to grin, as if grinning had become an unrelievable affliction.

‘It’s actually tidier than usual. We’ve had to sort through a lot before Justine goes away.’

‘Hey, Lorna,’ Justine broke in. ‘Did you want to fix some coffee?’ Her voice was sharp and bright.

‘Wait,’ Maxine said, looking closely at Lorna. ‘Aren’t you Lorna Bedford?’

Lorna laughed before she could help it. ‘Well, sure.’

‘I had no idea.’ Maxine’s hands had closed around the camera. ‘I mean, I had no idea you guys were together.’ She glanced at Justine, whose smile was contracting finally. ‘I should have done my research.’

‘Or Beatrix, her publicist, could have told you,’ said Lorna, thinking that together could disguise various degrees of separation. ‘Justine and I met six years ago when I gave a talk at Bard College on how to be an art dealer. Which must be why she’s now a best-selling psychologist.’

‘Philosopher,’ Justine interposed. ‘Political philosopher.’

‘I go to your gallery often,’ said Maxine. ‘Ever since I saw your Diane Arbus show in 2014. I wrote my master’s on Arbus.’

‘Jesus. Was it that long ago?’

‘It changed my life.’

There was silence. Something in Maxine’s tone had disarmed them all.

‘It’s irreversible, the impact of those pictures,’ Lorna said at last. ‘They imprint themselves on you. Arbus does it like no one else. There’s a weirdness but also an integrity about those people – the blank-eyed kids, the tragic hobos, gays, Jews … It’s their vulnerability in front of the camera, I think. Even the celebs she shot look odd – unlike themselves. Like the portrait of Sontag with her son. They’re—’

‘Stripped bare,’ Maxine murmured.

‘That’s it.’

‘Lorna, the coffee.’ Justine was trying and failing to resurrect her grin.

Lorna nodded, still looking at Maxine, and passed into the hallway. She heard the door closing behind her, and beyond it, Justine’s singsong voice taking control.

She gazed through the window at the brick-walled yard as the water boiled. The kettle clicked and her gaze receded. This kitchen had been a communal space, back when Lorna occupied the first floor as a tenant. She had bought the house outright in the art market boom of the early 2000s, but had left the kitchen as it was. She liked the aluminium countertops, disfigured by scratches. Art postcards were tacked all over the upper units.

As she located the cafetiere and coffee, her eyes passed over a stuffed spider by Annette Messager and a grease-spotted photograph of David Wojnarowicz buried up to the face in dirt. The Wojnarowicz had served as a bookmark for Justine on trips to Bellport, where her parents had a seaside house, at a time when her PhD research had reached a pivotal stage. An enquiry into Henry James’s women was becoming obscured – displaced – by questions of globalisation and the psychology of capitalism. The parlour games of literary criticism, as Justine termed them, were giving way to things that mattered.

Lorna measured out two large spoonfuls of coffee and poured the water in, making a black suspension.

What was this – a relationship, still? A platonic romance? Justine came and went as she pleased, and Lorna pretended not to care, often succeeded in not caring.

She began to depress the plunger, reflecting that this was Justine’s first taste of celebrity. Lorna was used to being the eminent one. (Legendary Chelsea dealer had been the judgement of Artscribe – typically hyperbolic – in the magazine’s last survey of ‘100 Movers and Shakers in the Art World’). But in the last two years, since the success of Justine’s first book – a treatise on the God complex in democratic leaders since Reagan – a switch had occurred.

The swarming grounds were mounting a resistance. Lorna pressed the plunger down harder.

Justine’s new book, How to Take Control, was a self-help manual crossed with a takedown of neoliberalism. This time, Justine had reinterpreted Confucian philosophy in her assault on western ethical systems. The book was hotly tipped, as people said in the industry. A profile of the heretical young philosopher (or psychologist – the terms varied) was slated for the next issue of the Atlantic. Then there was the Asian tour. Beatrix had plotted every detail: a visiting fellowship in Hong Kong followed by a five-month parade of lectures, launches, roundtables, readings and residencies encompassing every major city in the region, all of it courtesy of the Pacific Rim Literary Festival.

Justine had said that she needed to escape New York. Lockdown had been like a prison. She needed to reconnect with herself, expand her horizons. Which could only mean that Lorna was a bar to expansion. An anti-muse.

Lorna drove the plunger down hard. It slammed through the cafetiere, hitting the bottom. Coffee projected over her chest and arms. She cried out before realising that the pain wasn’t that bad – a sharp, tingling sensation; nothing more.

She used a dish cloth to wipe the mess from her arms, not before wondering whether to leave it there as she carried the tray through, just to see Justine’s reaction.

She nudged open the sitting-room door with her shoe. Justine was standing next to the Mapplethorpe with a vulnerable smile (the kind of smile that would never appear premeditated), while Maxine’s camera made a rapid kissing sound.

In an instant, Lorna saw that Justine’s casual appearance – Calvin Klein jeans, baggy jumper with sleeves rolled up, hair flickering with blonde highlights – was a construction. On her left wrist, she was wearing the silver bangle that Lorna had given her the previous summer. It was a nice touch.

It had been a mistake, Lorna supposed, to fall in love with someone thirteen years younger. The age difference had effected a slow divergence, although Justine refused to admit it.

After Maxine had left, something strange occurred – although in retrospect, Lorna decided that it wasn’t so strange after all. The glances and remarks of the morning had been leading to it like so many clues.

Justine came upstairs to where Lorna was sitting in the cubicle-like room that passed for an office, reading the first lines of emails. She laid her hands on Lorna’s shoulders.

‘Will you miss me?’

‘You know I will.’

Lorna closed her eyes. Justine’s fingers crossed the neckline of her shirt. Lorna began to turn. In a second, Justine had bent down and kissed her.

Lorna stood and they continued to kiss in a way they hadn’t for a long time. With joined hands, they wandered – stumbled – into the bedroom, losing their clothes in a swift alternation of unsleeving, unclipping, kicking off and pulling down. They fell onto the bed. Justine’s other self, the girl without a persona, was suddenly available.

Lorna pulled Justine towards her, into her, as if their two bodies might be melded. She felt Justine’s movements answering her own, felt the smooth friction of Justine’s legs as they slid around hers, securing a hold. Their bodies moved together in a tight revolution, close to the edge of the mattress. Kneeling, Lorna pressed her hands onto Justine’s shoulders, then submitted as Justine pulled her down by the neck, clasping their mouths. For a minute or more, unremembered feelings passed between them, tensing and expanding through the motions of their lips, thighs and fingers. Then, as self-consciousness returned, they lay side by side, breathing fast, feeling the warmth of the morning beyond the window. Lorna wondered if it would ever happen again, this kind of closeness.

‘By the time you land in Hong Kong,’ she said, looking up at the ceiling, ‘I’ll be on the plane to London.’

‘I don’t get why you’re going,’ Justine replied. ‘Stay here. Live your life.’

‘If I don’t show up, it looks like I no longer matter. Like I’ve admitted defeat.’

‘But you have been defeated. Thomas jumped into bed with another dealer.’

Justine lifted herself on her elbow and studied Lorna from above. Her areolas were dark, almost brown, against the paleness of the rest of her.

‘Not that it matters,’ she added. ‘Most people stopped caring about him years ago.’

‘You’re not an impartial observer,’ Lorna said.

‘I’m right, though. Where’s he even been for six years? You made him a star, secured him a show at the Whitney, and then what? He disappeared.’

‘He went to Switzerland because – I don’t know. It’s where he grew up. I guess New York was killing him.’ Lorna sat up, crossing her legs. ‘You know, it feels like Thomas has always been running away. Even when we were students, when we did everything together, I felt like I couldn’t keep hold of him.’

‘What did you expect? You’re queer and so is he – if he could only act on it.’

Lorna took Justine’s hand. It felt cool and compact. She rested it in the crease between her stomach and leg.

Jay had skulked unnoticed into the room. He leapt between them on the bed, parting their hands and regarding them – one then the other – with pricked ears. His eyes, ringed by amber, were like dimmed headlamps. He was a German Shepherd but black all over, with glints of silver at the tips of the fur.

‘Do we look weird, naked, to him?’ Lorna said, reaching for his head.

Justine drew her knees up to her chest. ‘Down, Jay!’

Jay rotated himself and slumped back to the floor. Lorna and Justine watched, enclosed in separate worlds of thought. Lorna’s hand traced the smooth form of Justine’s lower calf. Smooth and moisturised. Justine never seemed to forget, these days.

‘Do you think about what happened?’ Justine asked. ‘Between you and Thomas?’

‘Of course.’

‘The baby, I mean.’

Lorna shifted a little, keeping her hand on Justine’s leg.

‘Of course,’ she said again. ‘All the time.’

Justine was standing on the sidewalk outside the house. Lorna remained at the top of the stoop. Justine clutched the handles of two suitcases. A car hummed behind her.

‘Let me come with you.’

‘It’s better if you don’t,’ Justine said. ‘You’re busy.’

‘Not so busy that I can’t spare an hour at the airport.’

Justine closed her eyes for a moment and drew up her shoulders. Then she scaled the steps, nimble as a child, and kissed Lorna on the lips.

‘Stay,’ she said. ‘And don’t forget to water my orchids.’

‘The grotesques.’

‘Please don’t let them die.’

Justine heaved the suitcases into the trunk while the driver chucked a half-smoked cigarette in the gutter.

Once the car had turned onto Avenue B, Lorna stared into the stillness of the park across the road, contemplating the pockmarks of sunlight until she felt a swishing around her ankles. She grabbed Jay’s collar.

‘Not you.’

She pulled him inside and closed the door. For a long while, she stood and held onto him. Finally, she returned to the sitting room. Before conscience could reproach her, she crossed to the desk and opened the middle drawer. A pile of files concealed a packet of Marlboro Reds, almost full. She prised a cigarette free, then scooped out the matches that had slipped to the back of the drawer.

The act of inhalation brought a universe-stalling rush. She looked at the Mapplethorpe. Justine had noticed that photograph the first time she had come here. Back then, she’d been amused.

‘Why do you have that?’ she’d asked. ‘I mean, it’s not like that’s your thing. Is it?’

They sat back, half lying, on the sofa, kissing between speaking.

‘You don’t have to be a kink-loving gay guy to like – or own – a Mapplethorpe,’ Lorna replied. ‘Just because I don’t want to suck it doesn’t mean—’

She stopped as their lips met, preceded by the alcoholic scent of their mingling breath.

Artists should be praised, she thought now, planting her hands on the empty desk, for imagining people remote from their own lives or desires. (Hadn’t Mapplethorpe also made images of women in the nude, just as steely and sexy and funny as the men?) Viewers should share in that imagining.

She looked over at the bookshelves and caught sight of the catalogue – a thick pink spine – that had been published for Thomas Haller’s midcareer retrospective at the Whitney. Screwing one eye closed against the smoke, she went and pulled it off the shelf.

Sinking onto the sofa, she opened the book. She was close to the start of the chronological sequence, in the late nineties, the era of his first abstract paintings. On facing pages were two reproductions, each an expanse of luminous pink, the brushstrokes destabilised in places by the action of a spray can and splashed solvents. The Pink Paintings. She had shown them in 1999 at her tiny SoHo gallery. Joel Blair had reviewed the show for the Village Voice, calling the nine paintings winsome, witty triumphs – each canvas a giddy riposte to the pieties of conceptualism, putting the painterly back into abstraction. The phrases, ridiculous in their way, had stayed with her.

She took a final pull on the cigarette and dropped it into a mug on the coffee table.

The Pink Paintings had been followed by the Blue Paintings – nearly twenty canvases spanning the turn of the millennium, their paintwork increasingly layered and turbulent. After those came the Day-Glo series. That was when critical opinion about Thomas had polarised into reverence and eye-rolling disdain. The paintings’ rising prices had driven the split.

And then, in the last decade and a half, a change. Shadier hues, like troubled skies or topographies viewed at night.

Justine had said that Thomas’s art was heroic and male, or trying to be, but looking at the book, Lorna felt that it wasn’t either of those things (not in the ways that Justine meant).

She gripped hold of a slab of pages and flipped back to the start, alighting on a double page unlike the others. This marked the moment of origin – a brief moment, often overlooked – when Thomas had painted people. He had allowed only two portraits into the exhibition. The first, from 1995, showed Lorna at a party. She was turning away, captured in profile. A black belt bisected her short white dress. He had copied the image from a Polaroid.

The picture on the facing page dated from the following year. This time, she had sat for him at his studio flat in Vauxhall. She thought back to the silent hours – how a smile had passed between them like a remark. That closed-lipped smile was what she saw now in the square reproduction on the page, which did no justice to the size of the painting. It had been like an altarpiece. Cast in hazy light, the young Lorna was sitting square-on. Her head and shoulders filled the picture, dark hair tumbling. Her eyes met Thomas’s. She’d had a look, at nineteen, that she still loved. A defiant uncertainty.

It had been a battle, that sequence of sittings. A two-month battle that ended with them getting drunk and kissing on the sofa while Dressed to Kill was playing on the TV, then making love in the dark, searching for some way of discharging the tension that had built over the hours and days of sitting. Making love or having sex; perhaps the clinical term was the right one. It had lasted all of two minutes.

As she returned the book to the shelf, she noticed that a sheet of paper had been sandwiched between Thomas’s catalogue and a book on Eva Hesse. It was a cut-out page from the summer 2017 issue of the Fire Island Review.

Too Late for Greatness

Justine Olson

Had she or Justine tucked the article away? Lorna couldn’t remember, but the page itself was grimly familiar. There was a photograph in black and white. It was a publicity shot of Thomas in one of the galleries at the Whitney, surrounded by the dark apertures of his paintings. The text purported to be about the death of epic as an artistic category, but the majority of it consisted of a review of the exhibition.

Lorna glanced down the middle column. The words seemed to rise out of her mind as she read.

I looked around the Whitney for truth, maybe a little beauty. What I saw was an artificial wilderness, all splashed and sprayed. A barren prettiness extending through every gallery. This is cosplay, I realised. He’s playing at being Rothko or Motherwell, never mind those who were truly great – Frankenthaler, Mitchell, Krasner. But for the New York Schoolers, art was a serious business. It meant something, even when they were goofing around. Identity, geography, resistance – all of life could be transposed into an abstract key. Even love.

As for Thomas Haller: why did he bother? The question rang in my head as I wandered through his vast, vainglorious retrospective. This is art as pastiche, I thought. Art that has lost faith in art’s own possibilities. His paintings are born of the same impulse that makes people want to play jazz or write in hexameters. Just because you can do it, doesn’t mean you should. There’s a certain stylishness about the way he swerves from informality to precision. He knows how to modulate his gestures – fine. But it’s a sterile virtuosity, and oh so narcissistic. Masturbatory. Worst of all, beneath the metallised lustre, there’s an awful gooey nostalgia. Haller is an artist who needs to give up the past. He needs to let the lingering dead be dead.

There was a subtext, not that Justine would have admitted it, then or now.

Lorna and Justine had only been dating a few weeks when they went together to the opening of Thomas’s show. Justine had taken an instant dislike to him: the star artist at the centre of his cosmos. She had hated the early portraits of Lorna before she knew anything about them. That same night, after they got home, Lorna had told Justine about herself and Thomas. The two years in London when they’d practically lived together. The intense friendship that was more like a romance. Their silly, seismic night in Vauxhall. The child.

Justine had burst out laughing, then dissolved in tears. It was one of the few times Lorna had seen her cry. All because of events from long ago that were nothing to do with her. Later, when the article came out, Lorna understood. Thomas represented a chapter in Lorna’s past, a realm of memory that Justine could never access. Jealousy and anguish had been sublimated into art criticism. Lorna and Justine had rarely spoken about the article in the years since.

Turning back to the room, Lorna noticed the dark jar of the cafetiere on the coffee table. It hadn’t been touched. She poured out a cup and drank the cold contents, then spat. The cigarette butt thudded onto the floor.
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5 September, 20.58. London

The moment he walked into his hotel room, Thomas Haller knew that Betty was dead. She was stretched out on the carpet beneath the window, in the very place where she’d been when he left. This was a warning sign. But it was the tension in her body – something about the set of her strong limbs, locked in a waking stretch – that made him sure.

He stood by the door, allowing it to swing closed. Betty dead. His loyal, divine Betty, sprawling there in all her majesty. He felt empty, but he knew that grief has a way of stalling its entrance, making you wait.

Reticence had come over him. How often, in recent months, he had watched her as he was watching her now – from a doorway, across a room, cautiously observing her black flank, waiting for the undulations of her ribcage to lift a fraction with an intake of breath (that small, rhythmic movement assuring him that the moment hadn’t yet come).

Her fur was no less lustrous than ever as she lay between the undrawn curtains, beneath a sky that had lost all trace of daylight, but her body was absolutely still. The sight of it instilled a matching paralysis, pinning him where he stood.

‘Betty!’

The tremor in his voice surprised him. That and the fact that some non-compliant part of him was willing to disbelieve. It had to happen, he told himself. A ten-year-old Rottweiler is living on borrowed time. At last, he took a step forward.

‘Betty,’ he said again, in a tone of loving reproach, and crept across the ivory carpet, switching on a floor lamp as he came near. Warm light fell on her coat, burnishing the patches of brown that adorned her muzzle and stomach and front legs like the blots of a Rorschach. He knelt. Her eyes were shut. He laid his hand over her face and used his thumb to open one eye. In place of a pool of cognition, he saw a misted marble. His heart seemed to go light and large all at once. He crouched and brought his face close to her nippled belly.

For ten years, she had come with him everywhere. He had considered leaving her in Switzerland this time, wondering if she was finally too old to travel. But he had been frightened that she might die alone, without him. And precisely that had happened. He pressed his face into her sagging undercarriage until he couldn’t breathe. In a suite at Claridge’s.

He stood up. The telephone on the desk had a speed-dial option for the concierge.

‘Mr Haller, good evening, sir.’

‘I need towels – hand towels – as many as you can bring. And a decanter. Empty.’

He replaced the phone and plucked two miniature Courvoisiers from the fridge. He emptied each bottle in two gulps, bracing himself before the intakes.

Moments later, there was a knock on the door. He opened it a few inches, shielding the corpse from view, and saw a young man – not much older than a teenager, politely smiling, almost obscured by folded towels. Thomas took them with a nod and let the door swing shut. He had barely set the towels down when another knock came. He sighed, fumbling in his jacket pocket for cash, and opened it.

The young man was solemn now. ‘You wanted this as well, Mr Haller?’

He held out a cut-glass decanter with a spherical body and a long funnel. It had a sculpted orb for a stopper. Thomas took the heavy, sparkling object and planted coins and notes in the man’s hand, realising too late that the cognac bottles were there amid the money. There was perplexity now beneath the courteous veneer. Thomas broke eye contact and closed the door.

In a surge of determination, he went straight to Betty and slid his arms beneath her. He lifted her, all ninety pounds, and staggered into the passageway that led to the bathroom, catching sight of himself through the bedroom doorway in a full-length cheval mirror. An absurd Pietà scene. There he was, in his linen jacket and pink shirt, his face livid with strain. Her corpse spread across his stomach and spilled off the edges of the mirror. Groaning through closed teeth, he tottered through to the bathroom, feeling his knees starting to buckle, and tipped Betty – dropped her as his arms gave way – into the bathtub. There was a horrible thud as she landed, her head colliding with the edge. He gripped his knees, panting with relief, then reached into the tub and bent her legs into the curled, protective stance that she had adopted thousands of times in sleep. She was stiffening but not yet rigid.

He flipped on the tap and ran his hand through the foamy jet, adjusting the temperature. The water splashed over her lips and began to pool around her body, wetting the leathery pads on the undersides of her paws.

He collected the towels and decanter. Standing over the bath, he pulled out the glass stopper and filled the decanter from the tap. Then, with ceremonial care, he emptied it over Betty’s head. He refilled it and soaked her body – the upper half that the bathwater hadn’t reached. He poured and refilled and poured again.

Taking a hand towel, he began to wash her with methodical motions, progressing from her hind quarters across her stomach and flank, up to her rocklike shoulders. As he reached her face, the motions became painstaking – reverential. With the corner of the towel, he daubed the region of her upper lip. The skin slid up to reveal her canines, yellowing where they met the gum. At once, the white fabric was blue-black. He discarded the towel and took up another, wetting it beneath the tap.

With his finger hooded inside the material, he dabbed at the soft convexities of her eyes. The same dark pigment bled out. He administered another towel to the golden flaps of her muzzle, and the material acquired a browner residue. He could hear his breathing as he worked, heavy but controlled.

The bathwater around Betty’s head, several inches deep now and beginning to submerge her mouth, had taken on a muddy, purplish tint. The colour seeped out of her in billows. The assiduous work of four years was undone in ten minutes. Stained towels lay around the bath. Thomas shut off the tap and knelt in silence, gazing down at the water, which had resolved into a pale lilac.
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6 September, 12.00. New York

Leo trod along the perimeter of the drawing room. In his side vision, the city was a tray overloaded with glasses and bottles. When he turned, the illusion sublimed into a magisterial truth. He saw megaliths of brownstone and stepped marble, and columns of glass like dead-straight plumes. Each building devolved, at a moment’s inspection, into finer striations. It was a labyrinth for the eye. You could get lost in that infinite play of light and linearity – find yourself unable to return to your body. Sometimes he felt it beginning to happen, and it took an act of will, a forced coming to his senses, to reel his eyes in.

Somewhere out there, at the midway point of 130th Street, was the derelict Baptist church that he was transforming into a residential complex. Divine apartments. A pilot project: Harlem was full of churches. But Leo hadn’t been up that way in years, perhaps because the buildings were always covered in scaffolding, ever since Law 11. Or was it because the district contained the campus of Columbia University?

At the corner of the room was a figurine carved from red stone, raised on a plinth. He looked closely at the rounded, simplified body. It had been carved by Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, who died at twenty-four in the French trenches. A lifespan not much more than a quarter of Leo’s. And his creative phase had lasted four years. Leo wondered if the sculptor had had a premonition, as he hammered and planed, that time was short.

Red Stone Dancer was a contradictory being. Its torqued limbs spoke of modernity, and yet it had an aura of antiquity. Leo, too, was young and old. The sculpture seemed to comprehend the divergence that had taken place between his brain and body.

As his gaze took refuge in the mud-red stone, he thought back to the day he had purchased it. February 14, 2004.

He and Ira had met for lunch. The brothers had insisted on maintaining the ritual every six months. That day, it was Leo’s turn to pay, which meant La Grenouille.

‘How can it be that the building trade is controlled by the mob?’ Ira demanded, as their appetisers arrived. ‘Since when was concrete a monopoly? Well, what do I know? Here I am with my head buried in linguistic structures, while you’re’ – he glanced at the wine bottle between them – ‘changing the city skyline.’

Leo took the bottle and topped up his glass.

‘And how is business, Leo?’

‘Business’ – Leo plunged his fork into an earthenware reservoir, sending butter streaming – ‘is great. I got the zoning removed from that site on the Upper West Side.’

‘Oh.’

‘It cost me, but I got it done. We’re going to build some beautiful apartments. César Pelli’s coming in on it.’ He bit down on the fibrous flesh of a snail.

‘A new Babylon on the Hudson,’ remarked Ira. He folded his hands, eyeing the wells of butter that Leo was raiding.

Studying the surface of Red Stone Dancer all these years later, Leo recalled how his humours had been out of sorts. Despite his boasts to Ira, the mayor had refused him a tax break on the megadevelopment. And he had been missing Deborah, although that never changed. He watched his breath condense on the stone, remembering how Ira had been brimming with good-natured contempt for Wall Street – Ira, for whom marriage into a rich family had turned money into another philosophical abstraction: his wife, Gloria, was the heir to a canned foods fortune.

‘I have a new book out next week,’ he had announced, as if it were a point of passing interest. ‘With Princeton.’

‘The book you’ve been working on for ten years?’

‘Well, it hasn’t quite been ten years. And I’ve published seven peer-reviewed articles in that time.’

‘What’s it called?’

Ira brought the corner of his napkin to his mouth. ‘Saying It Makes It So: Performative Utterances, Locutionary Acts.’

Leo chewed and swallowed.

‘Well, it doesn’t roll off the tongue,’ Ira went on. ‘But not everything is reducible to a piece of catchy marketing.’

‘Can I pick up a copy in Barnes and Noble?’

‘Ha! I don’t imagine so. I entertain no illusions that it will be a bestseller. I’m not that kind of writer.’

‘You’re not a writer, period.’

‘I’ve published ten books. I think I’ve earned the right—’

‘Ernest Hemingway.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Now he was a writer.’ Leo sat back.

Ira appeared to search for words among the neighbouring tables. ‘Value, in academic publishing, is measured by certain rules. It’s not about literary style, and certainly has nothing to do with sales.’ His eyes narrowed a little. ‘The world isn’t all about money.’

‘When did I mention money?’

‘You didn’t need to.’ Ira attempted a casual laugh.

Leo slid his fingers around the bowl of his wine glass. ‘Well, since you mentioned it, how many of your performative utterances have nothing to do with money? How many human interactions aren’t about money, at some level? It’s everywhere. Always has been. You think the Indo-Europeans weren’t buying and selling? You think classical Greek art didn’t have a price?’ He lifted the glass and swilled the dark Pétrus.

‘Indo-European is a construct,’ said Ira, with the clipped delivery that signalled offence. ‘It’s a hypothesis. For you to talk about Indo-Europeans is a fallacy of the very kind—’

‘Don’t pretend,’ Leo interrupted, still rolling the wine, ‘that your book’s too good to cost anything. You academics think you inhabit some version of the Garden of Eden where money doesn’t talk.’ He raised the glass to his lips and drew wine through his teeth. ‘Money talks. Money makes its own performative utterances, every second of every day.’

He signalled to the waiter, who came rapidly with a second bottle. As the man poured, Leo sent his eyes on a pleasure tour of the room. The plush settees and the table lamps seemed redder and golder than ever.

‘I love this restaurant.’

‘I would be happy to go somewhere uptown next time.’

‘I love it here. And you know what? I think Dad would have loved it here.’

Ira tensed. ‘I was just thinking’ – his words were deliberate, as though he were straining them through a mesh – ‘that this is the very last place Father would have enjoyed.’

Leo wondered, not for the first time, whether their father had been a different man to each of them. Fifteen years lay between their births. Bob Goffman, himself the son of a renowned Viennese economist, had been a mathematics teacher, until – in late middle age – he began to invest in commercial property.

‘Now that I remember,’ Leo said, ‘it was Dad who introduced me to this place.’

Ira gave a brittle laugh. ‘Tell me – is your enjoyment of that wine simply down to what it’s costing you?’ He was struggling to maintain an air of unconcern. ‘Or the Joan Mitchells that you and Deborah bought – do you only love them because of what you paid for them?’

Leo’s heart made an insurrectionist motion.

‘You can’t measure everything according to its price,’ Ira went on. ‘There are other ways of calculating worth. There are lives, beyond your own, where money isn’t the driving force.’

‘Lives like yours, you mean? Floating on top of a multimillion-dollar sea of baked beans?’

Leo felt a smile extend over his face, drawing his features wide. He raised his glass as if to make a toast.

‘Everything has a price,’ he said. ‘And everybody. Yours simply happens not to be very high.’

The light that was spreading over their table flared. The lamp had crashed sideways. Ira was standing, white with fury.

‘You’re not going to stay for an Armagnac? Hemingway loved a good Armagnac.’

‘A man’s soul, his status, his dignity – these are things that cannot be bought,’ Ira stammered. ‘Perhaps you never knew this. Deborah knew, I think, before you got to her.’

The renewed mention of Deborah, so calculated and blasphemous, stalled Leo in his desire to reply.

‘Oh, I know she suffered terribly,’ Ira said. ‘You both did. But it wasn’t only that. Something died in her. Her love of beauty in the abstract, her indifference to baser things.’

He held Leo’s eye with a stern, pitying look that concealed a deeper malice.

‘I suggest you leave,’ Leo said.

‘You silenced her, Leo. Censored her. The way you never let her speak about any of it. Her or any of us.’

Ira shook his head as if no response were possible, and left the room with his posture erect.

Nineteen years on, Leo’s hand passed across Red Stone Dancer with the touch of a healer. Ira had tried to reunite. Ira’s wife had tried. Leo had ignored every call and every letter. The sculpture was a monument to that day.

He had paid the cheque and left the restaurant. A block or two later, he was walking past Christie’s, wandering in deep thought, when the doorman put a question to him.

‘Are you here for the sale, sir?’

Leo looked through the open doors of the auction house to see a sign on the wall inside.

Masterpieces of Twentieth-Century Art

He hadn’t been to an auction since Deborah’s death the previous year.

He made his way upstairs to the saleroom and sat at the back. Cocooned by the Pétrus, watching the event proceed, he recognised (how could he have forgotten?) the rhetoric of the auctioneer, that debonair mania. Red Stone Dancer was the prize lot for the afternoon. When it was carried in, Leo was amazed by its smallness, or rather, the mute power that its smallness compressed. Through a gap in the rows of heads, between the darting hands that were bidding up the price, he admired the sturdy limbs. There was a concision about the object, something unarguable. The higher the price climbed, the more he desired it. Ira’s questions replayed in his head, and he insisted to himself that beauty had a worth. Here was a thing of soul, status and dignity – this Red Stone Dancer – and it would be his.

The picture in Artforum had awakened a feeling. That feeling led him out of the drawing room and along the alabaster byways of the apartment, beneath the unseeing gaze of a Warhol Liz.

Leo’s bedroom was just as it had always been, a square space decked out in Louis Quinze style. A battalion of cabinets, couches and Bergère chairs fanned out around the quilted promontory of the bed. The headboard was an ecclesiastical marvel of upholstered silk and gilded carving. Above, satin drapes rose to the ceiling in a fluted wigwam. Two windows pointed to the north, offering views of the length of the park. A third window pointed east, into the heart of the towery city. Panelled walls obscured the glass of the building’s exterior except where these tall openings had been cut.

Leo stepped towards his bed.
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