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Uffizi Gallery, Florence




I didn’t see you so much as feel you. It was strange, but I just suddenly knew you were there. I was distracted and stroppy and the kids were playing up because they were bored, and I was still annoyed with my wife for the fact that they were here in the first place and not at her mum’s, like I suggested. I mean, what little kids want to spend their holidays at art galleries in Florence anyway? I told her we should have a beach holiday with them later in the year, and just the two of us do Florence together. Get some time alone. I thought, you never know, we might even get to have sex for a change. But she wouldn’t have it. ‘We’re a family now,’ she said. ‘That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? Then we do things as a family. It’ll be good for them, to learn about art from an early age.’




So there we were, finally, on the top floor of the Uffizi Gallery, having skipped loads of things I wanted to see as we’d already queued for ages. Bradley was whining, Zoe was crying and my wife was having a go at me for not booking tickets in advance. At last we were shuffling towards Botticelli’s Venus, and I was trying to zone out all the white noise so that I could drink it in and appreciate it properly, and was thinking, crap, I’m not feeling it – when I just knew. I’d lifted Bradley up so he could see over the heads of everyone in front and given him a sweet to keep him occupied, when this sensation went through me and made me look past his shoulder at the people in front of the Venus. I’m not given to believing in all that sixth-sense stuff and perhaps you were already in my thoughts anyway, because of the association between you and Botticelli I always make, which of course only you will know. All the same I froze, couldn’t believe my own eyes, thinking it was the most ridiculous, mawkish cliché that the one time we should meet each other again was underneath the most famous Botticelli of all, the goddess of love. Of all the places and all the paintings in the world. You couldn’t make it up. It would be too perfect, too impossible. I recognized you by the back of your neck, the way you tilt your head when you consider something, the wisps of soft neck hair that always escape their clasp. I studied your frame, forgetting all about the magnificent art I’d come to see. You were thinner. It suited you though, enhanced the grace of your long limbs. You had your hand in the back pocket of your jeans. That’s very you. You still do that.




I was being inched forward towards you and I was holding my breath, waiting for you to turn round. My wife was out in the corridor with Zoe, trying to stop her crying. I became aware of Bradley’s voice rising, ‘Where’s Mummy? I want Mummy!’ as he struggled against me to get free. I let him slip down and push back through the crowd to find her. I was vaguely aware that I should be going after him but I couldn’t lose my place. I couldn’t lose you. I was mesmerized by the need to see your face, for your eyes to be looking into mine. I didn’t know you could miss something as simple as that, miss it as much as the sun on your skin. The times you were looking at me I felt the best I’d ever felt, as though you verified my whole existence, exaggerated it so that I was big and powerful and everything I wanted to be.




I was closer now, with only a few people between us. I was close enough that if I said your name you would hear me. But I couldn’t speak. My mouth was dry. And then you turned your head, not my way but to the other side and I could tell you were speaking. You were with someone. I felt my heart beating furiously. He turned towards you and smiled. He was young and dark, Italian possibly, with long, scruffy artist’s hair which he shook out of his black eyes as he replied to you. I watched, transfixed, helplessly taking in more and more. The people between us moved and I saw you were arm in arm with him, intimate. You both turned back to the Venus, heads tilting up, standing in poses that mirrored each other, slouching on hips that were almost touching in matching, worn, paint-splattered jeans. You looked perfect and my heart ached. Of course you should be with someone like that. Not just each other’s lover, but each other’s muse. In a moment I saw your life as it must be now, filled only with art and love. I envied you so much it hurt physically, as though I had been punched. I often imagine where you are and what you are doing, but, I confess, I held a secret hope that you no longer shone this way. That you grew older like the rest of us, gave up the romance, and the pursuit, settled for ordinary life and put it all behind you. But you didn’t. I could see it in an instant. You were vibrant. I could feel the frequency of you, just standing there. It was this life in you that I loved, this way you have of being in every moment, knowing what it is to be alive. I was overwhelmed by the remembrance of what I’d had, and lost. I felt suddenly desperate, everything I’d built since you were mine collapsing. My insides were free-falling, my life shattering in an instant.




The tour group moved on, the room around us clearing, as though the crowd was just the chorus, moving into the wings. You were centre-stage, pointing at a detail of the Venus, and I could hear the hushed, excited tones of your voice amplified by the high ceiling, but not the words. I was rooted to the spot, not knowing whether to move those few steps forward and touch your shoulder and bask in your face when you turned it to me, or simply walk away. And then I heard Bradley running back to me shouting, ‘Daddy, Daddy!’, and then his mother’s harassed voice telling him to quiet down and the sound of her hurried footsteps as she approached, Zoe still whimpering in her arms.




‘Can you please keep control of Bradley?’ she hissed at me as she came near. ‘What were you thinking, letting go of him like that? It’s a miracle he found me. I’ve got enough on my plate with Zoe.’




Bradley was already pawing at my jeans to be lifted up so I swung him onto my arm, whispering, ‘Shush, shush,’ I don’t know whether to him or to my wife.




I glanced reflexively back in your direction and, your attention caught by our commotion, there you were, looking straight at me. All I could do was stare back into your eyes. I saw them take me in and recognize me, and then travel quickly over the rest of my entourage, my family. What did we look like to you? Me in a sweaty fluster, Bradley in his sugar mania, Zoe red-faced and swollen-eyed and squirming in the arms of my frowning wife. I saw you take us all in in one barely perceptible contraction, like a shutter clicking. It was not how I would have chosen you to see me. But then I think I saw a flinch of pain in your eyes for a split second, or was that just the pain I felt as I looked at you? Everything we went through, I lived it all again in a flash, the closest I have ever come to ecstasy, the depths of despair, madness even, and every emotion in between. You made me feel it all.




I will fade away, you said. You will know a love that is stronger than anything you have ever felt, and I will pale in comparison, become nothing to you. I have tried to believe you, tried to hate you, tried to forget you, and most of the time I convince myself I’ve succeeded and that you were right. But I knew in the moment our eyes locked again that you were wrong. I miss you like a part of myself. I love my wife. It is true there is no love like the love you have for your children. I can’t imagine my life without them, would die for them. But looking at you then, I realized I sometimes search for something in them that isn’t there. I search for echoes of you.




We could have had it all, you and I. Not one part or another, this compromise for that, but everything. Instead all I have are the moments sometimes at the end of a day, when the busying about is done, when I have come home from work, when we have eaten, bathed, read bedtime stories, swapped the mundanities of the day and watched TV. When my wife has said goodnight and headed up to bed. When the night properly falls. I turn the TV off and pour another secret glass of wine, and remember you. Mostly I think of your eyes, your smile. Your body and the look on your face when we were making love. The laughter, the mischief, the abandon and the joy. The awe we felt for what we were creating. But always, by the bottom of the glass, I come back to the same thing. Were you true or false? Did you love me? Or not? All these years I’ve never been able to finally decide, one way or the other. But this moment, looking in your eyes, finally I felt I had my answer.




I wanted to hold you in my gaze forever, but then you began to move with a vague smile on your lips while the boy said something to you, connected and full of love. And then we were passing each other, close enough to almost touch, and then away into our own lives again, like the strangers we now were.
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A painting. A woman at a window, looking out.
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Luna




Having sex in a cupboard under the stairs at her father’s funeral was probably going too far, even for Luna. She was aware of it herself, as she undid the buttons of her silk shirt and placed Pierre’s hand on her bra. It wasn’t that she felt out of control so much as controlled by something else, something that dwelled deep inside her, a dormant beast she hadn’t known was there until it began to stir.




She could smell the dry-cleaning fumes still lingering on the old granddad suit Pea dug out for such occasions, mingling with the mothballs in the pockets of the coats crowding around them. She fumbled with the fly of his black trousers, pressing her tongue into his mouth to shush his ‘What’s got into you?’ And despite his protestations he soon responded, as she knew he would. This was a new side to their sex life that he couldn’t resist.




They had always felt good together, in that way. But living together for six years had led to an inevitable decline of passion. The familiarity – the bathroom routine, the any-old T-shirts, the tiredness, the comfort of shared sleep – made it perhaps impossible to maintain. Until recently, when, for reasons she had not explored, Luna had taken it upon herself to make spontaneous first moves. The first time, back from shopping in the mid afternoon after banking a cheque for a piece she’d sold and trying on new lingerie, she padded into his studio and positioned herself between him and his latest sculpture. Ignoring his initial bemusement and protests of ‘I’m working, I’ll be finished in a mo’, she wrested him to the dusty studio floor. The splinters were worth it. His annoyance at being interrupted suddenly gave way to quick, hot sex of the kind they hadn’t had since the early days. The next night she cooked in nothing but high heels and an apron. He laughed at first, the addition of sexual spice to their usual kitchen chores causing him some embarrassment. But he soon overcame it and joined in, playing his role by breaking crockery as he swept a space to lift her onto the worktop.




The following month she wore no underwear to a concert, making it known to Pierre in the van on the way. By the time they were travelling back home he was beside himself. Over the last few months they had had sex in the van, in the bushes in Victoria Park, in the toilets at a gallery opening in Shoreditch and in several comical positions around the flat.




This was the first funeral.




Luna knew it was probably disrespectful to her late father, but then – if it made it any less so – she hadn’t known him, after all.




   




Pierre, in his sombre suit, was irresistible. It was rare to see him dressed up. Ninety-nine per cent of the time he was in his work boots and old jeans, with debris and dust in his mop of black hair. She loved him like that too, but the unfamiliarity of him in the suit, hanging so perfectly off his wiry boyish frame, and the seriousness of the occasion with all these strangers gathered afterwards at the uncle’s pleasant semi-detached had somehow got the better of her. She was seized by an urgency, as though it had to be now, this minute, as though her life depended on it, as though a chance like this would never come round again. Pierre had begun to work on pieces for a forth coming exhibition, a prestigious one at Flowers. He was working all hours in the studio trying to come up with his series and she had hardly seen him. Her own future over the next few months stretched ahead like space in away she was unable to define.




That’s what had got into her.




‘I can’t believe you just made me do that!’ whispered Pierre afterwards. ‘How the bloody fuck are we going to get out of here without being noticed?’ He sounded panicked and Luna giggled, feeling suddenly far happier, as she pulled her skirt back down and groped in the dark for her missing shoe.




‘Calm down, it’ll be all right. Open the door a crack and wait till it’s all clear,’ she whispered. ‘You go first and I’ll wait for awhile. Say I’m in the loo.’




‘Christ,’ Pierre muttered as he wrestled with the coats. She heard him scratching around for the door handle and then a filmy shaft of light penetrated the gloom. It seemed horribly quiet out there. There was a lull in the conversation in the living room and she wondered how noisy they had been. When the talking began to burble up again and several shadows crossed the stream of light on their way in or out of the kitchen, Pierre made a bolt for it, as Luna shrank back into the depths of the cupboard to escape the flood of daylight. Her knees began to shake from the awkward position she had been in, and she knew she had to get out and stretch before she lost use of them altogether.




Just as she was closing the door behind her and straightening up, her mother appeared from the kitchen and eyed her suspiciously.




‘I, er . . . thought I put my bag in here,’ said Luna, pushing her fingers through her dishevelled hair.




‘Why ever would you do that, darling?’ Angie replied, in her loud, plummy voice. Luna cringed. ‘Isn’t that it?’ She nodded at the banister to Luna’s left, where her bag hung inches away, perfectly obvious to anyone who might be looking for it.




‘Oh God. Stupid me,’ said Luna, pulling a face. She took her bag and escaped up the stairs, trying to somehow act as though she needed it for a tampon or to redo her lipstick. Glancing at Angie through her wisps of fringe she saw that her mother did not believe her. The look on her face suggested she knew exactly what had gone on. However, she didn’t appear displeased. In fact, quite the opposite.




Luna had, so far in her life, fully lived up to her mother’s bohemian expectations.




‘Life is for living,’ she was fond of declaring. Sometimes it felt to Luna as though she was having to do the living for not only herself but her mother too.




‘Go out and do Great Things,’ she’d always said. ‘Fuck settling down, darling. My generation of women paved the way for you. You have no idea of the fight we had to pass on to you young women what freedom you have today.’




And, ‘God, what I would do if I were a young woman today! You have no idea how lucky you are!’




‘I do, Mum, I do,’ Luna always replied. It had been drilled into her from an early age and she was not likely to forget. For sure, her mum had been an inspiration, encouraging her artistic talent, equipping her with sex education and putting her on the Pill at the earliest opportunity to ensure she didn’t make the same mistake I made.




On the other hand . . . It was almost beginning to feel like an inverted pressure, this always having to be creative and free and independent and living life to the full. She could somehow never relax for a minute on this trail her mother had so valiantly blazed for her.




Luna locked the bathroom door behind her and lay on the floor, taking deep breaths and trying to relax. When she got up she looked at herself hard in the mirror. Objectively she could see she wasn’t doing badly for her thirties. If anything, she looked in the prime of life. She was lucky. Maybe it was genes from her father, of whom she had only a couple of hazy childhood memories, which these days she thought she may have invented. Luna had never looked anything like Angie.




Her mother’s looks had suffered from feminist idealism. No beauty regime, no moisturizers and too much early outdoor living had left Angie’s face prematurely wrinkled. No quest for the body beautiful, no gym, no aerobics. Her bra-less youth had left her bosoms dangling so low that at first glance she appeared flat-chested. She still wouldn’t wear a bra now, which left Luna in a state half admiring and half appalled. Especially at a gathering like this, with a bunch of nice, ordinary, Marks-and-Sparks-wearing stranger-relatives, where Angie stuck out like a sore thumb in her voluminous velveteen drapes. The scarves and beads hanging round her neck made her look as though she had been used to play hoopla. And every dangling piece of silver would have some meaning too, Luna knew; this Druid symbol for harmony or growth, that Celtic pattern for female empowerment, this pagan goddess of . . . etc., etc.




Usually Luna was proud of her mum. At her art shows in London a mother like this was an asset, with an unconventional quirkiness that showed Luna in the right authentic light. But here in a smart cul-de-sac on a new housing estate somewhere on the outskirts of Sheffield, Luna was frankly embarrassed.




She and Pierre, however, were doing well. They knew how to behave in situations – the sex in the cupboard aside. The fact that Dave’s long-lost daughter was attractive and artfully dressed and apparently achieving some sort of success in a field they knew nothing about seemed to serve Luna well. And Pierre, well, Pea always charmed everybody, despite his unkempt hair. He seemed to appeal to the romantic in every woman, even prim, disapproving aunties and grandmothers. Men were unthreatened by his boyish affability and lack of macho posturing. He happily took their advice on routes avoiding congestion on the Ml interchange, and they could liken him, as a sculptor, to a tradesman, a stonemason perhaps, or a builder of garden ponds, as he politely answered questions about the tools he used and whether his van was diesel.




   




Luna stared into her own eyes in the mirror. She was told they were beautiful, an unusually dark brown for someone so fair, with a still depth that seemed capable of drawing people into her. These she knew were inherited from her father. Angie’s eyes were pale blue, nothing like. It was one thing she knew about her mother’s relationship with her father. It was his eyes that had got her.









She’d been shocked that Dave’s relatives had got in touch with her and Angie when he died. It was so out of the blue. She didn’t even know how they had tracked them down. Angie had cut all ties years ago and Luna had been given her mum’s surname, of course – Morrigan, the name of a Celtic Goddess that Angie had changed her own to, as a feminist protest against patriarchy.




She had surprised herself even more by wanting to come to the funeral.




‘Why on earth?’ said her mother. ‘You didn’t know him.’




‘Maybe that’s why,’ Luna had replied, which had stumped Angie for once.




‘I understand if you don’t want to go,’ Luna continued. ‘I don’t mind going on my own.’




Which was probably the thing that made Angie insist on coming along for ‘support’.




‘God knows what this family’ll be like,’ Angie had said as she swooped into the passenger seat of Pierre’s van while Luna clambered over the seat into the back, where she squatted on a pile of Pierre’s sculpture-transporting blankets. ‘I only met his mum once when you were a baby. She didn’t approve.




   




‘Why not?’ asked Luna. She hadn’t asked questions about her father since she was a kid. She seemed to remember that she never got anywhere with them anyway. Angie had taught her that her father was irrelevant. It was just the two of them. Angie’s own mother hadn’t approved either. Growing up, Luna had accepted everything Angie told her as just the way it was. It was a new thing, this interest about her past.




‘Well, there was nothing to approve of,’ Angie smirked. ‘Her son had dropped out of university to play rock music and live on a commune, of all things. We weren’t married, we were hippies, I wouldn’t have you in hospital, we didn’t get you christened. We didn’t give you their family name. We called you Luna Sprite—’




‘Yeah, thanks for that,’ Luna interrupted grimly. ‘Why again, exactly?’




‘Oh don’t be so boring. You should be proud to have an unusual name,’ said Angie.




‘Well, OK, Luna’s not so bad, I suppose – apart from being nicknamed Loony by the school bullies – but Sprite, Mum? Sprite?’




‘Oh . . . I don’t know. I think I thought I saw one at your baby-naming ceremony.’




‘You weren’t stoned by any chance, were you?’ Luna asked.




‘Of course. We always were. That’s another thing they didn’t approve of.’




Luna sighed. Angie ignored her and carried on.




‘And the time she came to visit I took off my top and breastfed in front of her and Dave’s father. She was outraged. She thought we were depraved.’




   




‘Didn’t you ever get on? Later, when she got over the shock?’




‘Oh she never had the chance to, darling,’ Angie answered, not without pride. ‘Your father disappeared soon enough into whatever life he found when he’d had all the free love he could handle.’




It didn’t seem the time to be slagging him off, not on the day of his funeral. But Luna wanted to know.




‘Why did he leave the commune, again?’ she asked.




Angie shrugged Luna’s question away. ‘Oh I don’t know, Lu. God, it was such a long time ago. We weren’t a couple.’ She said it as though it was a dirty word. ‘I’ve told you, we really were living a completely new way of life. There’s been nothing like it before or since. We didn’t believe in possessive love, we weren’t jealous, we all shared the kids. We were free.’




And some were freer than others, Luna thought, picturing her father deciding he’d changed his mind about the whole thing, walking off down the farm track in cheesecloth trousers and Jesus sandals, vaulting the rickety gate and hitching back to normality.




‘So why did the commune come to an end?’ she asked. ‘If it was all so . . . idyllic?’ She tried to keep the sarcasm out of the word but Pierre glanced at her in his rear-view mirror. Angie didn’t seem to notice.




‘Oh . . . well . . .’ She wafted her hand vaguely. ‘I don’t know exactly. Lots of reasons. None. How could it survive really, in a capitalist, patriarchal society?’




A typical Angie response. Down to politics again. Luna’s first memories were of the commune and her mother’s statements did tally up with the way she remembered it. It did seem idyllic, but whether nostalgia tinted the pictures she couldn’t say. Sunny days running through long grasses that seemed as tall as she was. Starry nights in the open with women dancing freely as guys sat cross-legged on the ground playing guitars. Everything in glorious technicolour, everybody smiling. Always lots of people around. In later memories, when she was six or seven, there seemed to be only women. Or wimmin, as they spelled it, to avoid being adjuncts to men. Which came first, she wondered, the split from the word, or the actual split, from the men themselves? Was it a false memory, that later on there were no men? Where did they go and why did they move out, leaving the women behind?




Her later memories involved a lot of rain and cold; huddling beside a wood-burning stove while drips plopped into buckets around them, being swamped in layers of heavy, itchy hand-knitted jumpers and still feeling damp and miserable. Surely it wasn’t always sunny, and then always cold? But it was how she remembered the last era of the commune. Rain, cold and women with nowhere else to go.




She was seven and three-quarters when it ended – old enough to remember well what happened next for her mother and herself. There was a period with Angie’s parents, in a nice middle-class house in Sussex, when she went to a proper school and was laughed at for the way she wrote women before she learned how to spell it correctly. A time her mother complained of afterwards as one of the worst times, a stifling phase of repression and unfulfilment, but when Luna had felt safe and happy and found out she was good at art. And then the time of Angie’s absence, when she did a stint at Greenham Common and became a ‘political lesbian and then got a job in London working on a feminist magazine, returning at weekends in dungarees and a We Are All Prostitutes T-shirt that shocked her mother. Until she finally got into an all-female house-share in Wandsworth and announced during one visit that when she left again on Sunday afternoon she would be taking Luna with her. While Angie had promised Luna would be coming back to visit loads, Luna and her grandmother had shared a stagily cheerful goodbye hug, keeping their broken hearts to themselves.









Luna was thrown as soon as they entered the service at the crematorium. Instead of hymns, whoever had put the service together had chosen some of ‘Dave’s favourite music’. As they walked in to the strains of Keith Jarrett’s Köln concert and saw several people in bright colours instead of black she knew her mum’s version of her father was not entirely accurate. Embarrassing tears sprang to her eyes as she recognized her own favourite piece of music, the beauty of the piano notes clustering in the reverent air above them like constellations. Pierre had introduced it to her when they’d met and it had become the piece she most often painted to, first on a cassette taped off Pierre’s vinyl that had worn out, then on CD, and now on her iPod. She hadn’t expected to be moved. Pierre squeezing her hand in acknowledgement of the poignancy of the music only made things worse. God, she couldn’t cry over someone she’d never known, who’d effectively abandoned her before she ever had the chance.









‘Although his life has passed he lives on in you.’




Luna was surprised and relieved to find that the service director was a humanist, so they were spared the heaven-speak. He was referring to the people there who knew her father, not her. But as she glanced around at the sniffling friends and relatives it dawned on her that it was only she, Luna – she presumed his only child – who he really lived on through, genetically. It was a revelation to her, even though it was obvious. All the people who knew and remembered him would eventually die, and without her any actual traces of him would truly be gone forever.




Throughout the service she surreptitiously scanned faces for recognizable features. She didn’t know anyone but some of them shared DNA with her. It felt peculiar, spooky. So did the fact that she learned more about her father from his death than she’d known in his fifty-odd years of life. The way Angie dismissed him she always imagined he’d sold out on their youthful ideals and gone on to settle back into society, get a proper job. She imagined him a salesman, or working for the council, or maybe an English teacher at a secondary school. Something dull that fitted with Angie’s lack of respect, as though he never really meant it, never truly escaped the shackles of conformity the way she did. As though he was too weak. Or it was the other extreme and his weakness had made him a casualty, a sad druggie loser who lived in a bedsit. But it turned out he was neither. It turned out he was a photographer.




A long-term friend got up to speak first, a laid-back sort of guy with close-cropped grey hair, wearing chinos and a T-shirt under his jacket. He’d met Dave when they were both travelling back in the seventies. That figured. They’d hooked up and done India together, then Africa. The guy made the congregation laugh knowingly about Dave’s longhaired, Buddhist era. He laughed himself. ‘We were so earnest,’ he smiled, and the group smiled with him. They obviously all knew about Dave’s serious, socio-political days. ‘But it was a different era back then. Less cynical. We thought if people knew about the poverty and the corruption they’d want things to change and be able to change them.’




As he went on Luna pieced together that he was a journalist. He and Dave had started working together as they travelled, a freelance team sending their words and pictures back to newspapers and magazines. She was stunned. She scoured the service leaflet for the guy’s name. Matthew Brierley. Surely she recognized that name now? Had she seen it – correspondent Matt Brierley – at the top of articles in the Guardian and Independent? She certainly knew the type well, the sort that interviewed her when she had an exhibition for a piece in the Standard or the Metro or the Arts sections of the Sunday papers. The last thing she had expected was like-mindedness. Connection.




He finished his speech by talking about Dave’s photographs. ‘He had an original eye. Cuttingly perceptive and hauntingly tender. He caught things visually that I would never have noticed if he hadn’t; he captured the soul of a place or a person. That was his gift, and is what he leaves us, and I thank him for it.’




After Matthew Brierley was a piece of world music, nothing Luna had heard before. It sounded African, with a beautiful chorus of voices ringing out like glory across the bowed heads. She watched an old lady in the front row take a tissue from her bag and dab at her eyes.




   




The next person to stand at the front, a piece of paper trembling in his hands, was a slightly stout man, probably in his early fifties. He tried to look up and smile at the room, took a breath and looked down again at his paper.




‘Dave was always my hero,’ he began, in abroad Yorkshire accent. He cleared his throat and took a moment. ‘Maybe big brothers are always heroes to their little brothers, I don’t know,’ he continued. ‘But to me he was always bigger, braver, more adventurous than I would ever be. He never seemed afraid. I was quiet and bookish and when we were lads he was my protector. He was a tough act to follow – good at school and sport and art. He was always a trendsetter with lots of lasses after him, especially when he was in the sixth form and grew his hair long. He was the first in our family to go to university, but I suppose he was too much of a rebel to follow a conventional path. He dropped out, which was shocking at the time, but he were never afraid to shock. He had his own life to live and he lived it. He joined a commune – the most radical thing you could possibly do at the time – and then he went off round the world, way before it was a normal thing for young people to do. It was amazing to me, his kid brother. I never had his guts. I’d tell my friends the latest thing he was doing and they’d all sit round me in awe. I got a lot of mileage out of having him for a brother.’ A murmur of fond amusement rippled across the room.




‘I myself went into a much more normal, ordinary life, but I never stopped following Dave’s. He never lost touch with me, wherever he was in the world. He always checked in to make sure I was OK. It was one of the best times of my life when I went out on holiday to Thailand, where he was living before his illness. I will never forget it.’




He broke down then. He took off his glasses and wiped his eyes with a tissue from his pocket. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said and blew his nose. He carried on, his voice cracking.




‘He fought his illness bravely and without complaint and refused to be a burden on his family. We are all very proud of him, and everything he achieved. Not only that, he was a good, kind, true person, and we were all blessed to have had him in our lives. I thank him and I miss him.’




As he sat back down Luna felt a still tension in the air like a held breath, as though everyone wanted to applaud but couldn’t in the sober circumstances. Instead a woman, probably his wife, put her arm round his shoulder and patted his sleeve.




That’s my uncle, thought Luna. She wasn’t expecting to like or feel for any of these people, and yet here she was, eyes brimming for him, and for herself, for the wish that good, kind, true Dave had checked in on her to make sure she was OK from time to time too. She looked along her uncle’s row, at two men and a woman of her generation. Were they his children? If so, that would make them her cousins. She didn’t have a good enough view to check them out. Did they know about Angie? Did they know about her?




As the service ended with ‘No Woman No Cry’, Luna tried to get a hold of herself, sneaking looks at the people filing out to see if there were any others like her. Perhaps he’d been married, had a family. She had assumed she was the only child, but now she felt ashamed of all her preconceptions.




   




As she approached the family outside the door of the crematorium, shiny-eyed and smiling as they shook hands and thanked everyone for coming, the old lady from the front row locked Luna into her gaze. She stepped unsteadily towards her and grasped Luna’s hands in both of hers.




‘You must be Luna, she said.’




‘Call me Lu. Really,’ said Luna.




‘You look just like him,’ she said, delight and anguish wrestling in her teary crumpled face. ‘I’m so glad you came. I’ve been dying to meet you and get to know you properly. You are coming back to Robert s, aren’t you?’




Luna swung round, looking to Angie behind her for confirmation.




Angie stiffened as she approached. ‘Hello, Maureen,’ she said flatly to the old lady, with none of her usual dramatic mwah mwah kissing, and Luna knew for sure it was her grandmother, the woman who disapproved.




‘Hello, Angela,’ the old lady replied, sweetly. ‘Thank you so much for coming. And for bringing this young lady too.’ She still hadn’t let go of Luna’s hands.




‘This is Pierre,’ Luna said, to extract herself and lightly pull on Pierre’s arm.




‘Nice to meet you,’ said Pierre, replacing Luna’s hand with his in the old woman’s clutch.




‘And you. What a lovely couple you make!’




Luna looked at her mother in surprise. There were no traces of the sour old dragon of Angie’s stories. Angie’s face showed no emotion, an expression Luna knew belied what was really going on behind it. Angie glided past, and Luna and Pierre moved along the line to relieve the bottleneck that had started to form where they had stopped.




   




Luna had to run a few steps to catch up with Angie, who was locked in a determined forward motion to the van.




‘Anger?’ Luna called. Angie stopped abruptly and turned. ‘Are we going back? For the wake?’




‘I don’t know about that. I’m sure it’s family only. I doubt they want us there disrupting the status quo.’




Luna frowned, confused. ‘She seemed genuine when she asked me,’ she replied. ‘And anyway, we are family.’




Angie hmphed. ‘Well, it’s the first I’ve heard of it. She’s probably just trying to appease her guilt about rejecting you.’




‘Mum!’ Luna scolded.




‘Well. There’s nothing like a funeral for bringing out a load of insincere sentimental bullshit over family.’ She said it the way she’d said couple earlier. It was another of Angie’s distasteful words.




‘For God’s sake, Angie! Her son’s just died. Give her a break!’




‘Luie, leave it,’ said Pierre, catching up to calm them down before one of their sudden heated rows blew up amid the mourners. Something in his look and the way he pressed her arm made Luna glance at her mother and she saw with some surprise that Angie was struggling to control her emotions. She would never admit to being upset at the best of times, and certainly not here. Still, Luna was upset herself and didn’t feel inclined to spare any sympathy for Angie. She was angry with her, a horrible awareness dawning that her mother had denied her not only her father, but a whole web of family on her father’s side. What if it wasn’t all his fault, or his mother’s fault? By all the accounts she’d just heard, he was a good guy. A great guy. What if, heaven forbid, Angie had had something to do with her father leaving them?




‘Well, I think it’d be rude not to go,’ said Luna. ‘Now she’s asked me directly to my face. I’ll probably never see them again, so while we’re here, what’s the harm?’ Angie didn’t seem to have an argument. She shrugged lightly, as if it didn’t matter one way or the other.




‘Fine, darling, whatever you think. I can understand you being curious.’




Luna pulled an outraged face to Pierre as Angie turned and walked to her side of the van. Why did it have to be as detached as curiosity? Why could she never allow her daughter something less hard-nosed and cold? What was so wrong with soft, tender feelings? Pierre winked to dissipate Luna’s fury. Both mother and daughter knew how to push each other’s buttons. To keep Luna from erupting he had to show he was on her side. Luckily he usually was, and certainly so this time. What he had seen in Angie’s face as she saw Dave’s mother greet Luna was a moment of terror at losing control. Bitterness and envy had crossed her face at the welcome Lu was given before she composed her features into blankness. He could understand it, if what Angie always said was true. In those days, having a child out of wedlock was a shameful thing and it must have been tough if all the relatives were against you, then you got left by the guy anyway.









Back at Robert’s house, everybody circled the buffet set out on the dining table, loading vol-au-vents, coleslaw and potato salad onto paper plates. They stood eating and making conversation and trying to control the children, who had been looked after by a neighbour while the adults attended the funeral and had now been cooped up for far too long. Luna was introduced to a sea of faces, trying to take in who everyone was. Robert had two sons and a daughter, all with respective wives and husband and kids. The eldest, David, proudly announced he was named after her father. It was peculiar for Luna, who had only heard him berated or dismissed. In this family, mention of him was accompanied by an air of admiration, and she too was welcomed as something special, just being, as her natural inheritance, a part of him. Reflexively she looked over at her mother, who had tried to stay in Pierre’s van until she was reluctantly beckoned inside by Maureen, beaming as though this was the reunion she’d dreamed of for years, now introducing her to her ‘other daughter-in-law’.




‘Have you got kids?’ Becky was asking Luna.




‘No.’ Her reply didn’t seem enough and there was a slight pause, as though an explanation was expected. She didn’t know how to fill it. She was used to being introduced as an artist, and people asked her about her painting, when her next exhibition was, her inspiration and what it all meant.




‘Oh well,’ said Becky. ‘There’s still plenty of time, isn’t there?’




Luna smiled in what she hoped appeared agreement and took a bite out of a Scotch egg, eyes flitting to the pictures on the wall as a distraction. They were stark black and white photographs of foreign landscapes and street kids, at odds with the rest of the decor, which was creamy and floral with gold trimmings.




   




Becky followed her gaze and said, ‘I suppose you recognize your father’s photographs? My dad’s whole house is like a gallery. Hey, Dad,’ and she called Luna’s father’s brother over to show Luna around.




She followed Robert along the line of photographs that continued through the hall and into the sitting room as he talked about them. He was a keen amateur photographer himself, he said, wildlife mostly, but he could never catch an atmosphere the way Dave had done. He grew teary again as they stopped at the one he called his favourite, a photograph of an ancient man sitting in an old-fashioned armchair reading a newspaper. While Robert reached for a tissue and dabbed his eyes, Luna studied it.




At first look there was something ridiculously northern about it, almost to the point of caricature. It was a beautiful photograph, certainly, in its contrasts and composition and atmosphere. You could almost hear a grandfather clock ticking and smell the furniture polish. It was one of those oppressive, over-cluttered rooms of a bygone era, with a Victorian cabinet in the background, china ornaments on the mantelpiece and embroidered linen coverlets on the arms of the chair. There was even a pipe on the occasional table beside him, for God’s sake. He was dressed in a Sunday best sort of outfit, suit and tie and waistcoat, with his thinning hair Silvikrined back. But as you looked, the thing that reeled you in was the expression in the old man’s eyes as he looked up over his glasses towards the camera. Somehow the photograph had captured an entire lifetime in just that one snap, the moment of glancing up into the lens. You knew he had experienced everything: joy, sorrow, hard times and good, laughter, tragedy, boredom. The look into The camera conveyed it all and you, standing here receiving it on the other side, felt it. It made him seem like someone you really knew.




That’s what made the photograph. That and the glaringly bright white eighties trainers on his feet. The more Luna looked the more subtle she realized the photograph was, and the more emotional she became.




‘The trainers!’ she said, and Robert’s tears turned to laughter as he nodded furiously.




‘I know! It took us ages to get Dad out of his boots and into those. He had murder with his fallen arches, but he wouldn’t be told. “Them’s girls’ shoes, for wearing to netball!” he said. It was only when we forced them on him he realized the support they gave. He’d only wear them round the house, mind.’




‘So he’s . . . my grandfather?’ Luna asked, staring into the old man’s eyes.




‘Oh sorry, love. Of course. Have you not seen a photo of him before?’




Luna shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.




‘Aah,’ Robert replied, holding up a finger. ‘I’ve got something for you.’ He went over to the sofa and dragged a large battered suitcase from behind it.




‘Dave didn’t have much by way of possessions,’ he said. ‘He didn’t believe in them, as I’m sure you know.’




Robert and Luna smiled together.




‘But these are his photographs. There must be thousands that got lost along the way what with his Romany lifestyle, but I did my utmost to insist he kept his best ones. I went round to the last place he lived before he left for Thailand and salvaged what I could. He called me sentimental and said they weren’t worth anything but he let me keep them anyway. I think he were glad of it later, when he came home . . .’




It sounded as though there was going to be more of the story but Robert trailed off.




‘When was that, then?’ Luna dared to ask.




‘Only about nine month ago now. He tried to look after himself out there as long as he could but we insisted he come home when he got too frail. I wanted him to come and live with us but he wouldn’t. He had a sheltered flat at first and then he went into a hospice. He never complained. He didn’t suffer for too long, mercifully.’




He patted Luna’s arm awkwardly, though it was he who needed the comforting.




‘I’m sorry,’ Luna said, at a loss for any other words.




‘He wanted you to have these,’ said Robert.




‘Really? I mean – he said that?’




‘He did, yes. He wished he had more to give you. Said he finally understood what possessions were for. Passing on and all that.’




‘But . . . did he know about me? I mean, of course he knew about me, but . . .’




‘It was him that asked me to get in touch with you. He seemed to know what you did and how to find you.’




‘But . . . so . . . why didn’t he get in touch . . . before he died?’




‘I don’t know, love. But by the time he came back to England he was very ill. My understanding was that he didn’t want you to see him like that, after all these years. I think he thought it wouldn’t be . . . very nice for you. Not the right thing. You know.’




   




Luna stared blankly at the suitcase. It was all so surreal. To suddenly be confronted with all this . . . family. Cousins, nieces and nephews, adoring grandmothers, a weeping uncle who was talking to her as though she’d always known him, a deceased father who’d secretly known all about her.




And now she felt a hand on her other arm, and turned to find herself looking into the old woman’s eyes. Now that they were for the moment clear of tears, Luna saw with a shock that they were the same dark eyes as her own. Or rather, her own were exactly like her grandmother’s. It was that way round, after all.




‘He was very proud of you, dear,’ she said. ‘I want you to know that.’




The two women looked into each other’s face awhile longer in mutual recognition. This is what I’ll look like when I’m old, Luna thought. She felt her mind warping as she was transported into her own old age. But it was only the face that was her future. She couldn’t see herself in a house like this, filled with people. Who would be there with her? Angie would be long gone. Probably Pierre too – men always died before women. That’s if their relationship lasted the distance. They’d never promised each other that they would always be together, in sickness and in health. It was, like most relationships were these days, for while it was good and what they both wanted. And everyone else – all the people she knew and took for granted in her full, sociable life – her dealer, fellow artists, buyers, friends . . . would she still know them then? Was the bond she had with them strong enough to take them into old age together? For the first time she felt the fragility of bonds that weren’t glued with blood.




   




If she didn’t start a family herself she wouldn’t end her days surrounded by children and grandchildren. There would be no one coming after her, no one bound by love or duty to care about her. She would die alone. She suddenly felt like the person, last in line, who, in a record-breaking attempt to keep the ball in the air, dropped it and ended everything.




‘Thank you,’ Luna said.




‘I hear you inherited his talent too,’ said Maureen. ‘Come and tell me all about yourself.’




She pulled Luna to the sofa to sit down, and Robert’s wife brought them cups of tea. Luna perched awkwardly with her cup and saucer. Her mind had overloaded and gone totally blank. She was soused to talking about her life as it related to her work, but now that she was with a grandmother wanting to know the solid things, the bones of it, it all seemed weightless as air and she couldn’t think of a thing to say.




‘You live in London,’ Maureen started for her.




Luna nodded.




‘In a nice part?’




‘No, not really,’ Luna replied and tried to laugh. So proud, normally, of her urban existence, living and working in a sky-high flat in a tower block rising from the grim sprawl of East London, it now seemed something to be ashamed of.




‘And you’re an artist?’




Bless her for trying. But Luna had no idea how to describe what she did. She had lived and breathed making art since she could remember, and it meant everything to her. And here it seemed . . . like the sort of thing you should do in your spare time, around the important things.




   




She nodded and smiled.




‘Your Pierre seems lovely. How long have you been married?’




Oh God. Maybe Angie was right and Maureen was an old battleaxe after all. Every question she was asking seemed to be chipping away at her, making her feel more and more inadequate. Her usual answer – that she didn’t believe in marriage – failed her. Her arguments against seemed inappropriate: the transference of ownership implied in the change of surname, the giving away by the father, the fact that in darker days women’s lives were dictated by who they married, that it was rarely for love but survival . . .




‘We’re not married,’ she answered instead, finding herself adding a guilty, ‘yet.’




‘Oh,’ said Maureen. Was there disapproval or disappointment in her voice? Luna thought there was something. ‘Well, at least I haven’t missed the wedding,’ she went on, more brightly. ‘I love a good wedding. You’ll be sure to invite me, won’t you?’




‘Of course,’ Luna smiled, as though she really would have a wedding one day. What else could she say? I think it’s legalized prostitution? It was already a bad enough day for a woman whose first-born son had died before her. Luna felt at odds here as it was, just being herself, her mother’s daughter. She was shrinking, like Alice in Wonderland, until she was too tiny for all of this. It was strange that it was here, surrounded by family for the first time, that, also for the first time, she felt an outsider, afraid. It made her angry. Luna had never been scared of dying, or living. She had an urgent desire to get out. All these people were suffocating her suddenly. It was all too much. She was drowning in this quagmire of attachment.




She gulped down her tea quickly.




‘Excuse me for a moment,’ she smiled, making a gesture with her crockery to show she was returning it to the kitchen. The smile was fixed on her face as she wound her way through all the people, her eyes scanning them for Pierre. They had to make their excuses and go.




She saw him finally through the French windows, swinging a child round and round by his arms as his feet flew out. He was cackling maniacally, and another boy was jumping up and down excitedly shouting, ‘Me, me, me! My turn, my turn!’ Pierre was grinning patiently. Luna paused and watched for a moment. She knew already that he was good with kids, from his natural ease with the new children that had begun to pop up around them in friends’ lives. Gradually couples were beginning to settle down and breed. Luna hadn’t paid much attention. It wasn’t something she and Pierre had planned to do, the way other people did, as soon as they got past the early romance and sex-at-every-opportunity stage. But it surprised her how well Pierre dealt with baby rages and tantruming toddlers whenever they were round at other people’s houses. She presumed it came from being the eldest of five. As an only child, after the commune ended Luna had turned her back on childhood and forgotten how to relate to it. Children were boggling at best and generally rather irritating when you were trying to have a good conversation. They had a terrible sense of humour and no good anecdotes. Even so, she felt a stab of envy as Pierre stopped spinning and the children gathered round him clamouring for his attention. And a surprising pang of yearning for him.
 



She went into the garden.




‘Sorry to spoil your fun,’ she said. Pierre looked at her.


‘Are you OK?’ he asked.




‘Uh-huh,’ Luna replied, and tried to laugh at the boy pushing her away from Pierre’s body so he could be whirled again.




‘That’s enough now,’ Pierre said to him. ‘I’m too dizzy. We’ll be sick.’




The boy laughed and ran around making puking noises.




‘I’m all charmed out,’ Luna said quietly. ‘Do you think it’d be all right to start saying our goodbyes now?’






‘Sure,’ said Pierre. It wasn’t like her to be done in so quickly. ‘We’ve got the long-journey excuse. It’ll be fine.’




‘Thanks,’ said Luna, relieved.




They made their way back through the conservatory. Everybody had gravitated towards the sitting room, but in the hallway Luna stopped and held Pierre back. It suddenly seemed daunting, to have to make an entrance and announce their departure. She didn’t know how to do it. Was this the only time she’d ever see them? Or would they exchange contact details, arrange to meet up again? She felt teary again, and couldn’t think of anything worse than actually crying as she said goodbye.




‘Wait a sec,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be all right in a mo.’




They hung back, and Pierre put his arm round her. She put her face on his chest and steeled herself against the tears. He had a dip in his bony breast where she often lay her head, and it fitted, perfectly. She breathed in the scent of him. It was the only thing she could define as home. He smelled rich, the heat and whirling kids mingling with his fusty dry-cleaned suit and the aftershave he hardly ever wore. She was overwhelmed with need for him and reached up for a kiss. Thinking she only wanted the reassuring kind, she was surprised by an immediate sting of desire. From the way he was kissing her back she knew he was feeling it too. Luna glanced over Pierre’s shoulder and seeing the cupboard under the stairs, gently pushed him towards it.









Luna had recovered her poise by the time she returned from the bathroom. Pierre had begun the lengthy process of goodbyes and was exchanging phone numbers and email addresses with Luna’s cousins while Angie waited stiffly by the door. They gathered around Luna as she came in and she kissed everybody’s cheek and gave Maureen’s brittle bones a careful hug.




‘Don’t lose touch,’ the old woman said, crying again. ‘I want to see you again.’ The way she said it made Luna think she meant before I die.




Luna managed to escape with her mascara intact, and the sentiment hardened into a stony silence once they were in the van with Angie once more. Even Angie seemed aware of Luna’s fury with her, and had the sense to either snooze or pretend to for a large part of the journey home. They dropped her at her flat in Ally Pally, Pierre responding with a ‘Not sure – we’ll let you know’ to her invitation to lunch at the weekend, filling the void as Luna ignored her.




‘Lu,’ he said quietly, squeezing her knee as she clambered over the seat once Angie’s front door had banged shut behind her. Luna shook her head.




‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘How am I supposed to forgive a lifetime of lies?’




‘Maybe it’s not lies,’ he tried, but Luna huffed and turned her head to face away from him.




Driving on down through East London was easy at this time of night. They slipped through a lucky run of green lights. It was raining now and Luna watched the lights coming into focus and blurring again like water colours as the wind screen wipers created their own two-second cityscapes. She loved London in the rain at night. Whenever they had been away, the drive back into town always excited and comforted her, a mixture of adventure and familiarity all at once. The city was her inspiration. Even the portraits she had been concentrating on in recent years were usually placed in a city backdrop. It often seemed part and parcel of the person somehow, inseparable from their psyche.




Tonight, for the first time, the landscape seemed bleak and filled her with such a sense of loneliness and alienation that she was amazed it hadn’t ever done so before. It seemed obvious, somehow, that a city would do so, especially this poverty-stricken, bomb-blasted part of it. But until now the city had symbolized energy and life and connection to her, the best of human endeavour, that struggle to produce the finest of achievements that she herself had always been so desperate to contribute to.




They finally wound their way through their mottled patch, the warehouses, defiant single rows of Victorian terraces and wasteland scarred with roads and rail tracks, to their parking lot in the vast sixties estate. After the pleasant comfort of clean, leafy, sky-drenched suburbs, Beauvoir Heights loomed unwelcoming and sinister, and as they entered the lift the smell of urine was particularly pungent. At least it was working, however claustrophobic the rattly journey, and got them to the eleventh floor. They let themselves through the security door. This was a great improvement on how it had been when they moved in six years ago. Back then the lift opened straight on to grey corridors as grim as the building’s exterior. Anyone could walk out of the lift and try their luck at any flat door, which was why they had been gated with wrought-iron bars and reinforced metal doors. The council had finally put in key-locking glass doors immediately the lift door opened, separate ones for the flats to the right or left, so that you shared a walk way with only six other neighbours. Because of this the corridor’s paintwork remained graffiti-free and the smell was left behind when the door clicked shut.




Once up here it was a different world. Walking to their own door it was almost possible to believe they were somewhere swish. The concrete floor had been covered over with smooth beige marble-effect tiles and the flat doors had been replaced with ordinary, homely wooden ones.




As Pierre let them in and switched the soft lamps on, Luna felt a little cheered. They were home. Even at night – especially at night, maybe – the views across London were stunning. Living in the sky was better from the inside. They’d made the best of the flat interior, designed in that then futuristic, now retro-chic way. As you entered, the entire opposite wall was glass, which made Luna feel she could finally stop holding her breath. The sitting room was big; the kitchenette on one side had ‘space age’ serving hatches through the units that meant you could still see from end to end. The flat was unusual for a block in that it was a split level, the stairs turning round beside the front door to the bathroom and three bedrooms upstairs, two of which looked out the other side, across to the east.




Luna attempted to be upbeat as they uncorked a cheap Chilean wine and unburdened themselves of shoes and ties and hairpins. They lounged on their old velvet sofa and put the TV on for some mindless wind-down. But it was no use. The wine soon undid her efforts to hold herself together as though they were the laces of a bodice, and her maudlin mood was released like an exhalation. Pierre rubbed her arm as she lay against him.




‘Heavy day, huh?’ Pierre said. She began to cry.




‘I’m sorry,’ she said, getting up and moving to the kitchen where she blew her nose on a piece of kitchen towel with her back to Pierre. She wasn’t a crier. From a young age she had prided herself on this, encouraged by her mum to be strong and brave. But these were tears that came from somewhere deep inside that couldn’t be stemmed, that welled out of her as though she was sodden, flooded ground.
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