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‘I am glad it cannot happen twice, the fever of first love’


Daphne du Maurier, Rebecca


‘He looked into the hole, and like any hole it said, Jump’


Susan Sontag, The Volcano Lover









Part One


Friday, 9 February 2010, after lunch









1


‘Tolstoy was an idiot.’


This is how he always begins. Then, when somebody responds, laughing or demurring, Ray will say: ‘All that crap about happy families. It’s the unhappy families who’re alike. Uptight, cold . . . ugh.’ He’ll gesture merrily at the havoc: books everywhere, wizened tangerines and cold coffee, heating on full. ‘Poor bloke had never met us lot. We’re famously happy, aren’t we. Aren’t we? And totally unique.’


‘I’m not actually sure he m—’


‘And no, before you ask, I haven’t read whatever the book is, Crime and Bloody Punishment.’


This weekend is his chance to prove that, despite recent troubles, the Hanrahans are still enviable; with Ray Hanrahan, like a fiery prophet, above them all. Tomorrow will be the private view for Ray’s first solo show since the mid-nineties; a miracle, given his pain and suffering, the medication-induced fog, and, whisper it, the recent critical attention for Lucia, his wife. They’re having a celebratory dinner tonight; the usual relaxed surfeit but even his brothers, even his tricky younger daughter Jess, who abandoned him, will be there. On Saturday morning, Ray and his other, devotedly loyal, daughter, Leah, will finish the preparations and then, in the evening, the show will finally open. If his guests have any sense, paintings will be bought, Ray’s unfairly occluded career will resume, and the Hanrahans’ glory days will begin.


Please, she is thinking. Let it be bad news.


Lucia Hanrahan, the artist’s wife, is lying on the concrete floor of her own studio, listening to the telephone ring. Her strong forearms are terracotta-red; stone-chips and clay-clots press into her back. She is trying to be calm, to ready herself for an entire weekend of alert self-containment, of giving nothing away: two nights, almost two full days, of solid dishonesty. But faking it, she has recently discovered, is easier than one might think. She’s a much better liar than anybody guesses; she’s been doing it for decades.


With appalling timing, Lucia has come back to life. The thought of why makes her throat swell, her knuckles ache. Heartache is coming, it is already here. She is beside herself, whatever that means.


She needs to focus on keeping tonight’s plans straight, not obsess about whether a tiny meeting, even ten minutes, could be crowbarred in.


When will the ringing stop? It’s the landline, which can only mean Marie-Claude at the gallery. No one else uses it. It should be exciting.


Lucia is not without ambition; this used to be her only secret. Protecting Ray from this, keeping him confident, unfurious, has been her life’s work; he’s not above estimating how successful her day has been from the plaster-dust under her nails. A phone call from the gallery will only bring upset, because she’ll have to tell him all about it. He too was represented by a gallery, once.


He tends his grudge like a sacred lamp. He’d been spotted by Dolly Chastin at art school; was, for a time, one of Chastin’s stars. He claims that the postcard sales from his big success at the RA Summer Show, Screw (1971), funded their St John’s Wood renovations.


Ray thinks he introduced Lucia to Dolly Chastin. In fact, Dolly’s wooing of Lucia herself began earlier than he knows, in 1977 after she’d won the Hooper Prize. Dolly took her to a bar. Lucia was living largely on dry cereal and Dolly didn’t buy her dinner; Lucia got drunk quickly, kept slipping off her stool. She explained about her name, that her mother, Carmel Brophy, three years married, deliverer already of over a hundred other women’s babies, had gone to the Vatican to pray for fertility and a lovely nun called Lucia, ‘but with a “ch” ’, had shared a bag of apricots on the steps. Soon, lo! Carmel was with child.


‘She called me Lu-seea, though. Never explained why.’


Dolly didn’t praise her work, not once, but she pronounced her name correctly. Then she sent a note: I’m fucked if I’m going to let anyone else take you on.


Lucia did not respond. How could she have? She had already found her calling: Ray, her teacher and Dolly’s client, needed her. She was devotedly dealing with all his letters, cleaning his brushes and mixing his colours, filling his sparky brain with ideas, reassuring and encouraging: the perfect assistant, honoured to be elected to serve the genius. He was, amazingly, torn with self-doubt and suffering, needing constantly to be buoyed up. He hated dealing with collectors, so she wooed them for him; making him great was their joint project. Whenever the reverberation of a new idea, the tuning-fork thrill, began in her chest, she’d squash it, loyally. His career came first. Everyone fancied him, and he had his pick; he was posher, cleverer, better, and he allowed her, Lucia Brophy, to choose his blues and browns. Of course she was wildly in love. And she had Patrick already, pee-soaked, delicious, fatherless; soon her other two babies. Somebody had to take care of them, and she wanted to, sort of, and every moment she could snatch when they weren’t staggering into washing-up tubs of acrylic, or wailing about biscuits, was required by Ray.


And he did encourage her enormously; she must not forget that, she thinks now, tense for the phone to ring again. It’s getting dark; he’ll be upset that she isn’t home, all systems go for the dinner. But she doesn’t move homeward.


‘But why don’t you paint a bit when you can?’ he’d say. ‘My golden girl, you should.’ In the long years before all three children were reliably in school, Leah already Ray’s little twin, Jess a roaring toddler, Patrick still holding her knees, it was beyond her. The work, in her head, was much too big to squeeze between forgotten chapter books, opticians, chicken pox, three meals for five people, scrubbing the bath; not a little scribble at the kitchen table but huge creaking joists and tautness and howling space. She’d feast on the smooth curves of her children’s cheeks and temples, the minuscule quivering of a lower lip, wondering: am I awake but unconscious, or conscious but not awake? Like a good mother, she’d stroke and inhale them, whispering: ‘You are entirely beautiful. I love you so much. I will stare at you all night.’


But her thoughts would drift: to art, to her dream studio, a big plywood mess far from anywhere, to child problems and the current Ray crisis. He hadn’t yet decided he wanted yet another baby; once that happened, there was upset every time a buggy passed.


So she gave up completely, not even a sketch for months. Then Ray made an announcement: when the storeroom beside his studio at the Angharad Bevin Community Centre became free, he’d persuaded the landlord to let it to Lucia, to store her stuff.


She’d press against the cold whitewashed wall between them, breathing cottage-pie steam from the Pensioners’ Club, the dampness from the cemetery trees close by, in, out, and try to sense how his own painting was going. She’d think: I’m so lucky. Now I have a room, I could work in here for ever.


No one could say that Ray didn’t help her, wasn’t loving and supportive at the start. He’d explain, kindly, that she had much to learn about the World of Art. It was just that by the time he began to regret it, it was too late.


His conviction grew that no couple can succeed in the same world; one – Lucia, obviously – must step back. He insists that, had she been more grateful, more respectful of his seniority, they could both have stayed at Chastin’s. The truth is that Dolly tolerated his delays, the increasing opacity and repetitiveness of his work (‘why should I have to explain it?’), stood by him. Then, at the PV for the Hayward’s Unbound, Ray was so pissed, ranting about sidelining and neophilia that, despite Lucia’s increasingly desperate explanations of the power of his vision, Chastin’s quietly dropped him.


Lucia had a small piece in that show: Bloody Perseus. ‘I had to tell her who Perseus was!’ he says. ‘Didn’t have a clue!’ She can’t think of it without sweating; his shouting, her pride derailed.


Then Dolly died, launching both Lucia and Ray into the backwaters. Eighteen years later, the unheard-of Marie-Claude rocked up. Obviously, Lucia has tried to persuade her to take Ray on too.


Lucia used to visualize a future point when everything would be easy. Ray says she’s a shark, a ligger, a user, yet she loves him, has loved him so entirely. She always expects him to say he’s met someone else.


If Marie-Claude did take on Ray, Lucia would surrender, if necessary. Oh, even that word: surrender.


Is this what it’s like to be a man?
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The phone has stopped. Lucia, still on her back, breathes through her nostrils: linseed, cold clay, solder. She keeps her head still, moves only her eyes in the frame of her skull to see the mess which used to excite her: wire everywhere, curled on hooks, thick with beeswax. There are nails, the rustier the better, in coffee and mustard tins lined up against the narrow window, so cluttered with cannibalized maquettes that it barely sheds light, when daylight – where it strikes, what it changes – is the point. Balsa and hazel poking out of a pub fire-bucket; bamboos in a Laphroaig canister; deconstructed beach mats and Venetian blinds continually crashing to the ground; matchboxes by the score. Lined pebbles and sea-urchin fossils, for holding up to see their angles in sunlight; knuckly plane-tree twigs, bones and cones. Cheap teabags, caustic soda, pans full of solidified wax, crunchy lung-destroying nubs of florists’ foam, as much plywood as she can fit in; the single hotplate, stolen in 1974 when she was young and ferocious and so, so hungry.


No wonder she can’t start anything new. She needs to earn, not stare out of the window imagining what, if she could coax a person here, silently, breathing quickly, they could do to each other.


Rain bursts against the window. Fool. You should be working.


Usually fear is the poke she needs. She is fifty-four, almost dead, and has wasted her life faffing, fretting, obsessively wondering what, say, a huge commission could do for her. What it would do to her marriage. Her current piece, another group but more birdy, more arrowy, which she wants to call And Then They Came but Ray will say she’s straining for profundity, remains soggy and unrecoverable. She can only think of him, her husband; how much he’ll hate it, if it’s good.


So instead she dreams of filthy acts against blond-oak cupboards, in an office above Westminster Tube station. She can’t leave her phone alone. Her mind has gone beyond the reach of caffeine. And, like a spider, flinging silken threads over the chasm of debt, she’s also trying to think of something big, buyable, but ideally mediocre, to keep them all afloat. Her kiln failed again this morning: its lying thermostat and dodgy door humiliating, at this stage in her career. Tina Erzinger keeps banging on about her magnificent new Sorensen Deluxe CZ200, but Tina can work as she wants: no children, no husband, only pure dedication to her art.


Artists need wives; everyone tells Ray this, or no ties at all. She thinks of Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, selfishly rootless, or that gorgeous bastard Modigliani, sleeping in his studio, mallet beside his humble cot so he could work upon waking. Other artist heroes – Lee, Isa – knew that women with children cannot do this. Long grainy nights of colic and nappies after the bedlam of art school, sinking stunned onto the floor bundled in blankets, sleep broken by nightmares, wet sheets or, when Patrick became free range, her own terror. It wasn’t drugs; he was even scared of Calpol. He’d say he was out with his mates, her silent boy: really? And, when he would talk, or at least endure her chat, her carefully light arm, there was always Ray, furious that she was claiming him for her own.


She should stop worrying about Patrick and hurry home before the phone rings again.


But Lucia’s children are in trouble. She has to bribe her adult son with all-day breakfasts to assess his mental state, as if coaxing a deer. Her elder daughter Leah, who hates her, barely leaves the house; the younger, Jess, barely comes home. The fluffy heads she used to press her mouth to on the bus, who’d trot around galleries while they played ‘Art or Fart?’, are lost. Yet she still can’t leave them for long, or whatever careful tranquillity has built up will start to crack. And the worry, the ache, follows her here.


She thinks of peers, competitors, their children launched, leaving them to months of solitude and focus. She’s twenty years behind, has wasted so much time, lost so many ideas.


The phone has fallen quiet. She watches her chest rise, and her mind drifts away from perpetual worry to other skin, other breath. Instant, raging desire: her hands burn with it, her heart stings. She’d never before realized that lust makes one’s body hurt.


Stop it, she thinks. Not that.


But by now she is lost in the second night they kissed, absurdly recent, when they’d been saying goodbye by the Tube and she’d whispered: ‘What happens if we fall in love?’


‘Then we fall in love.’


And so she’d walked into disaster.
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Jess is cutting it fine.


She’s told her family again and again she’ll be on the first possible train south after Friday lessons, yet everyone’s still outraged. Her elder sister Leah refuses to believe she can’t leave earlier; her father takes it personally, particularly because Martyn, her boyfriend, asked the Head for the afternoon off, so he could be on the twelve o’clock sharp.


Martyn’s been pressing her to take the same train: five and a half solid hours of chat about their shared colleagues, their life.


‘You know it’s History Club,’ she said. ‘I can’t let them down.’


‘What about Ray, though? He’ll be so delighted, why not spend more time with him?’


She stared at Martyn: his amazing unawareness. ‘I’ll be on the four o’clock, I’ll race there from the station. It’s fine.’


‘You don’t even seem excited.’


‘I . . . I’m just nervous,’ she said. ‘It’s complicated. Don’t forget Dad hasn’t done this, shown his work, for most of my life.’


‘So?’


‘So it might be a disaster. No, it really might. They have completely overhyped it, he and Leah. All those guests, I don’t know. It’s a bit hostage-to-fortune, how much they’re counting on it to turn things round for him.’


‘Rubbish,’ said Martyn. ‘It’s going to be fantastic.’


Men always fall in love with Ray Hanrahan; he makes them laugh at his daring, his rudeness, and they swoon into his arms. When she and Leah are being united and brave, they carefully tease him about the devotion of the postman, their old headmaster’s postcards, heterosexual middle-aged men who pay what Ray calls homo-age. Adoring fans are always with him; ‘like’, Ray says, ‘herpes’. Sometimes he’s amazingly generous, even as he mocks them. In return they praise his cooking and Paisley, his cat; denigrate his rivals; attribute every success of younger artists to his influence. Tonight there’ll be several, criticizing the Auerbach show (Auerbach has never been friendly enough to Ray), agreeing that the latest batch of art-school graduates is talentless. Plus, for extra stress, months ago Ray bonded with some curator from Texas over bratwurst, and invited him to stay, in the house, for the exhibition. Eric Nakamura has artists in LA, Nice, Shanghai; now his sights are set on Ray, allegedly.


Leah is convinced this will be Ray’s rebirth.


‘But what if he doesn’t take him on?’ Jess said to Martyn. ‘If this man’s any good, it’s not . . . likely. Dad’s not even represented at the moment. God, wait until he sees the house. And the work might not sell, or . . . It’s going to be grim. You haven’t seen Dad at h—’


‘This guy would be lucky to have him. It’s Ray Hanrahan! You wait,’ he told her, with the confidence of the wrong. ‘You moan about going to London, seeing the family. But the minute you arrive, you’ll relax. How could you not? And the exhibition will be a sell-out. It’s bad we can’t travel together, though. What will you do? Won’t you be sad?’


‘I’ll be fine,’ Jess said. ‘Don’t worry.’ Often she pretends not to understand him, unfocuses her eyes. Mental Teflon: it buys her a few moments of peace.


If he’s missed his train, she’s sunk. But it’s safe; he’s already texted excitedly from past Peterborough. Martyn loves her. He wants her with him, all the time. She catches sight of her reflection and sees a sad, withered girl; the more she frets, the worse she looks, which will put him off. This should be helpful, but the more she withdraws, the tighter his grip.


She’s torn at a new cuticle; blood is welling around the nail. She sucks it clean, presses it against the skirt she spent nearly an hour choosing this morning. Ray will hate it; he’ll guess she wears it for teaching. What adult woman worries about what her father will think?


‘So what’s this weekend going to be like?’ asked her friend Astrid Pringle at lunch. They were buying biscuits for yet another engagement party; Dalziel’s teachers are very marital, often with each other. ‘Give me detail.’


‘Martyn is jazzed.’


‘I bet.’


‘But, for me, it’ll be more: “Hello, are you all still mad? OK, bye.” ’


‘Could it be fine?’


‘No. Also, I was thinking of telling my mum about me and Martyn. Our . . . well, my . . . worries.’


‘As in your obsessive ruminating about how to chuck him?’


‘No! Shhh. Come on, it’s not straightf—’


‘Yes it is. And you must.’


‘But I’ve told no one else. And I’ll cry.’


‘You know my views,’ replied Astrid.


But she doesn’t truly understand. Astrid is desirable; she teaches Spanish. Whereas Jess can’t leave Martyn because no one else will want her ever again. It’s simply a fact.


She’s already been in almost every shop on the station forecourt, but there are always reasons to visit a chemist. The London train makes her nervous; Pepto-Bismol. Can you drink on top of that? Or some sedative to take the edge off: cough medicine, antihistamines?


Maybe it’s just a shopping urge, the quick fix she yields to more and more often. She wants something all the time: a fillip, a tonic, a way to break up lunch in a pub with Martyn, or before a long evening at home, even though Martyn says there’s nothing wrong with their relationship.


‘It’s as good as anyone gets. Why don’t you say you love me as often as you used to? Want to know the problem with you?’ he’d asked Jess this morning.


‘Not rea—’


‘The problem with you is that you’re an Angry Young Woman. Which isn’t actually a thing.’


He says that the wear on their love is normal, easily removed, like panel-beating. He claims she’s always the one who starts their rows. ‘You can’t resist lighting the fuse. Actually, these days it’s always lit.’


He’s got this from Jess’s father. Ray has nicknames for her: Bolsh, for bolshy. Moo, for cow. Piece, for nasty piece of work. He claims they’re affectionate but forgets that she asks him to stop. He used to say she’d inherited his fire.


So she tried to stay small and quiet with boyfriends, to avoid becoming him. When she first brought Martyn back to London, and Leah asked: ‘Is he strong enough to take care of you when Dad dies?’ and her mother said, ‘Do you not want to be single for a bit?’, her father called him Martina or ‘that short-arse’, then asked loudly: ‘Who’d have her? Must be a glutton for punishment. Fiver says she’ll scare him off by the end of the month.’


But Martyn persisted. She knew she was lucky, even if thirty felt young to feel old; or was that stupid? When she was growing up, they were forbidden sleepovers ‘in case you’re needed’. She never brought friends home after school. So Martyn is right. She is fortunate that he wants to stick around.


They’ve announced the platform, the luggage racks will be filling up but now, when it’s almost too late, she steps through the door of the big Boots at the back of the station. She’s simply browsing, roaming aimlessly up Vitamins and down through Bath and Body. The station smells fumy, as if the train is idling close by. Through Face, past Cold and Cough, and she’s barely set foot in Women and Family Planning when a voice behind her says, ‘Oh, Jessica’, and she turns to look into the beady face of Sally Ornand, Chemistry: the Head’s Cardinal Richelieu; Martyn’s chief fan.


Steadily, as if caught stealing honey by a bear, Jess withdraws her hand. Sally Ornand has definitely seen where she was reaching; her little mouth is pursed, thoughtfully.


‘I . . .’ Jess begins.


‘Am I interrupting?’


‘Course not. I’m late, in fact; going to London to see my—’


‘Ah yes.’ Sally Ornand smiles. ‘Martyn told me. I’ve heard so much about your wonderful father. Hush now,’ she says, gesturing at the shelf. ‘Your secret is one hundred per cent safe with me.’
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If Lucia had gone when she’d promised, Marie-Claude might have given up, left her alone. But selfish Lucia is still here. Her hand rests on her breastbone; her breathing slows, but she wants more.


Please, she thinks: it’s you I want.


And then, inconveniently, she has her vision.


It is fully formed; brief, sufficient. It seems to be made of what looks like quartz, the texture of a red ice lolly with the flavour sucked out; inherently red but somehow frosted, glaucous, although not wetly glistening, nor, she thinks, eyes open now, steaming with dry ice. No. It is huge, monumental, its shape essentially a bevelled block, like her beloved vertebrae (Ray says she’s repetitive, that everyone does bones) heavily grooved, like old-fashioned radiators, a sperm whale’s plankton-filtering grille. It has a hint of life, like a giant brain or liver and its rounded upper edge resembles the lip of the terracotta-tiled step of the mansion block where, four months ago, her world atomized.


She should sketch it, but Ray—


And the phone begins to ring again: three times, four. Then the answerphone clicks on.


She waits, throat dry, fingers damp. The machine was Ray’s present when she moved into the studio: a shocker now, a tombstone encrusted with dust and paint, yellow fingerprints on the 7 and 2. The red light is flashing; he’s upset if you ignore it.


What if it’s doom, with a French accent? Marie-Claire is inexorable. She knows that Lucia avoids the telephone, and does not care. She never says hello or goodbye, wears loads of eyeliner and always Converse Hi-Tops and, when Lucia says she’s her gallerist, people have started to look impressed. Lucia adores her, as an erring priest adores God the Father. They have never discussed certain issues but Lucia knows that Marie-Claude knows everything, including why she usually dodges her calls.


A long whirr; a click. Then she hears Marie-Claude, sounding odd: ‘Call me immediately. And sit down. I have news, very urgent. We must talk.’


Lucia sits, but only to quell the fizzing in her chest. She tells herself it’ll be a Customs problem with the piece heading to Cologne, or the mystery buyer for Rabbits has decided casting is too expensive.


Or what if Marie-Claude wants to discuss the idea Lucia recklessly mentioned last year: a series of strangeness. She’d envisaged a fast-moving sliding slice of Perspex and was ruminating about ways to install it. Marie-Claude may be old-school but it’s such a young gallery, fixated on provenance; of course they’d want something fresh but cheap to make and store. Could Lucia deal with Ray’s derision; his misery, if the idea proved to be good? Or, worse, the risk that she’s overlapped with one of the subjects he has annexed: mothers, sons, sex, nature, time?


It’s like playing Jenga: any threat to his self-esteem, a tiny wobble and the whole thing comes crashing onto your knuckles. Sometimes he cries, and what woman can resist a crying man? They’re so bad at it; it takes so much.


What if Marie-Claude is the bearer of good news?


There have been some difficult moments: the fall-out from the Hooper prize, when Ray was officially still only her teacher; the talk in Dusseldorf and then the Nova Scotia lectures; the awkwardness with Basel, where he still swears she was only offered the Statements show because she flirted. The group show at the Whitechapel, one of her proudest moments, was followed by a fortnight of recriminations. The trips she’s sabotaged, the collectors, friends she has dodged, for the sake of peace. At the Roche Court private view, all she could see was his distraught face; he wouldn’t even come to Münster, and so her hotel phone bill was over three hundred pounds.


Münster: the year after the most horrible year of her life. Ray still insists that he did what he did because she wouldn’t turn it down.


Their rows do not vary in temperature; all that differs is the spark. His gloves are never on. He says whatever he likes: that her protectiveness of Patrick is basically grooming; that Leah agrees she’s a career vampire; that she’s ruined Jess’s life by turning her against her loving father. Lucia’s always sucked in to defending herself, trying to reason, apologizing, vowing to change, but it’s always weak and unsuccessful, like a worm holding up a little sign.


He’s very hot on keeping things private, which is why Lucia’s told no one about Sukie Blackstock, or their other troubles. Also, she didn’t want her friends to think less of him. He still wrote her love notes, bought presents, made her laugh into the night.


Rushing now to pack her bag, she allows herself to notice fleetingly the excitement in Marie-Claude’s voice. If only she could press a button and pause Marie-Claude for the weekend: not a work drama, not now.


What if it is the thing she has dreaded, success, come at last?


Say that Marie-Claude has good news, who would understand why that was bad? Gillian? Dr Gillian Fine, married to Ray’s younger brother, is an elegant researcher into the digestive enzymes of giant tortoises, and notices everything. She runs a lab, applies for enormous grants. She once said, ‘Ray, you really need to be nicer to Lucia’, and everyone went quiet. She says Ray’s reactions are ‘extreme’ and that’s without knowing some of the worst; that he lay in bed for days, grinding man-sobs, after Goldsmiths finally made Lucia a professor, although he insists that degree-teaching bonsais and stifles. Or that Lucia spends hours, weeks, after every small bit of professional success, trying to explain that it doesn’t reflect badly on him, that no one will consider him diminished; not critics, collectors, galleries. Ray is intransigent. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’ she always ends up saying, her chest aching as if he has pushed his fingers in under her ribs and pulled.


Oh God: could Marie-Claude have been talking to Bobbie? Ray would think it treachery.


Bobbie von Usher is currently number two on the Telegraph’s list of Philanthropists in Art. Whenever her name comes up, Ray claims that she’s bankrupt, has dementia, that everyone knows ‘her taste has gone’. But it’s possible. Bobbie, after overlooking Lucia all last century, out of the blue offered to help with the production costs of Old Mother for Roche Court.


Lucia said no.


Please, she thinks, locking the studio door, the damp hallway air like a little punishment, let it not be something which hurts him.


If not a collector, could she be ringing about a journalist? That might be worse. Has Marie-Claude heard that, when Norman Bank approached Lucia last Frieze, she panicked and cut him dead? People do want to know how it works: two artists, together. They ask loudly, ‘Isn’t there ever competition?’ They refer to his ego, his pride, in front of him. ‘How do you two manage it? Isn’t there tension?’


‘Not at all,’ she’d say. How could there be competitiveness between them when he was so clearly on top? Ray had drawn his extremely famous Screw – a naked leaping woman, an orange and blue and apple-green squiggle of life – when he was her tutor. The model was rumoured to be Lucia; merely another pupil scrabbling in an established artist’s wake. It made his name. Pray no one mentions Screw tonight; it always sets him off.


Possibly people don’t mean to pour petrol on her marriage by mentioning having seen something of hers.


‘I can’t understand,’ Ray always says afterwards, ‘why you keep pretending. Everyone knows you’re the megastar now. People fighting to shake your hand – no, don’t shrug, I saw – when we went to the Dulwich Picture Gallery. Although maybe if you hadn’t elbowed me aside, if you’d bothered to introduce me . . . Have you any idea how painful it is? And my God, there’s so much I haven’t told them; I’m just protecting you, but they’d be shocked. Remember our wedding photo, me a god in my velvet suit and you a terrified pregnant child-bride. The other day someone asked how it feels for me to be married to you,’ and there they are again, on their hamster-wheel, puffs of blond curly shavings stirred endlessly, without purpose.


Am I lonely, she asks herself, pushing open the fire door and out into the night, if I have no one to talk to?


Of course not; I’m married.


If only he would tell her what he’s planning to show. She’s been trying to spur him on for weeks; usually he wants to discuss every detail, summons her for a chat under his Duchamp poster (living artists destroy his resolve), all his necessities to hand: Scotch; the kids’ white Nintendo; fig rolls; scummy tea; ashtrays, most of their missing cutlery. He has an enormous collection of paints and pastels, brushes, sponges, resins, but the right palette knife is always in Lucia’s studio. Yet he hasn’t rapped on the wall for days. Oh Ray, Ray, what are you doing? Or not doing? How will you be ready for the exhibition, if you carry on farting around?


His happiness, theirs, rests on guest numbers, sales, reviews, if any. Please let there be sales. He’ll be so wound up already. Better to ring Marie-Claude back tomorrow, hope she can stall until Monday. Although what if it is an interview on this, his weekend?


Lucia is weak, and full of wanting. That little flare of vanity, the chip of ice, has never entirely thawed, despite the blazing sun. She’s wicked to want it, when whatever it is that’s happened might push him into despair: to leave her, or worse. With Ray, there is always the dread of worse.


Now she wants a fag, which is ridiculous. Until a couple of months ago, she lived in fear of the carcinogens in every breath of exhaust, each unwashed lettuce. Now she wants toxins: brandy, steak, the minor high of a Marlboro Light. Ray, who smokes mainly to irritate people, would be furious if he smelt it. And it would make her even later home. Welcome to wifehood.


But Lucia’s world has become richer: the sound of rain easing, a bus driver’s tight glove. Everything has a wash of sex. London unfolds, its quiet corners shimmering with potential. She’s been learning which cafés have a decent phone signal and she’s never the only one; there’ll be somebody else murmuring into their phone, eyes darting, distracted, then transfixed by a single word.


And shops are full of promise. Like a fool, she’s bought knickers, shyly lacy; she tells herself it’s about self-respect. Never a reader, she now aches in bookshops: seventeen again, soulmates with Emily Dickinson. The heart wants what it wants. She read some of Louis MacNeice’s Autumn Journal one lunchtime, hungry for another’s pain; when she reached ‘All of London littered with remembered kisses’, she moaned aloud.


As if he senses something, Ray says she’s overspending. Their income grows ever tighter, like tugging a belt-strap into the next hole. There’s a startling gas bill, possibly because Ray leaves all the windows wide open. Every lunchtime there’s tension, at best; he insists that going to Clive’s, the local caff, is his basic human right. She wants to save money; to work; to eat healthy food from home; to be alone, all of which offend him.


‘You’re my tiny wife,’ he will say, ‘why don’t you want a romantic greasy date?’


He’ll knock on the wall after eleven; by twelve-ten he’s in the corridor and she’ll have to go out and explain herself, or there’ll be a row in the café, on the street; he is not shy about public shouting. All of London littered with unforgettable arguments. A couple of months ago, going round the RA, he saw a ‘Courtesy of the Hertz-Chamaut Gallery’ cartel beside a Manuel Greeson, and he started ranting there and then; at the slightest reminder of her two solo shows, he’s off. There have been so many days, at least hours, when, children safe, boiler functioning, she could have worked but, instead, needed to placate him, explain why whatever-it-was did not matter, why praise was meaningless, commissions merely the consequence of selling out.


Also, his work is timeless, when hers does nothing but . . . sit. Hers is made of rubbish; it frightens people. At least, she hopes it does.


‘Think of all you’ve sold,’ she’ll say, and he’ll grouch that it’s only friends, out of kindness, well, and investment, but he does smile. She’s talked him up to Marie-Claude and everyone else she can think of, coaxes him to the studio, strenuously praises every passing idea. Sometimes, in extremis, she suggests doing prints of Screw, another run of lithographs but, last time, this led to terrible accusations in a car park, Ray screaming at her by the ticket machine that he might as well be dead, so she’s keeping quiet.


And he’s given up the evening classes at Archway Technological College, where he was casting his pearls, as he puts it, on the primeval swamp of the old and weird. He’s suggested that she go back to teaching full-time.


People assume that her art makes money; as if production costs are funded by magic, or collectors turn up at the studio with bags of cash. But a quarter of, say, £15,000 doesn’t go very far; publicity doesn’t help with the cost of smelting, gold leaf, vans, cherry-pickers. It doesn’t stop Goldsmiths suggesting cutting her salary for next term.


But he still knows how to entertain her; it kept them alive for so long. When he’s happy he’s more fun than anyone she’s ever known; much more fun than she is. Tonight they’re having people over like any other couple. Maybe they’ll be like a normal family, getting on, proud of each other.


Please, she thinks, possibly to her mother’s God, let this weekend be a success, so he’s cheerful. So I can be free. Please, let me be free.


In the soft hours of the night, when they were first together, they promised to tell each other everything. It was impossible; she sees that now. Marriage is about the stronger protecting the weaker, cushioning their secret vulnerability. How her heart aches for him, his brutal fragility, his frail boyish ego; has ached.


Her mother devoted herself to guarding and soothing her undeserving father.


Lucia tries to keep her father out of the studio. If she spots a Ford of his era, a Cortina, even a Zodiac, any of Dagenham’s finest, she still winces.


‘He wasn’t so bad,’ says Ray, who never met him. ‘Whereas Carmel Brophy is a saint.’ But she’s old and tottery, back in Limerick, and unmentionable, because Ray cries instantly at the thought of his own mother, ‘Mother’, whom Lucia took care of because Ray found it too upsetting.


‘Haven’t you got anything better to wear,’ Ray had asked this morning as she left, prodding her collar. ‘Remember who’s arriving tonight.’


‘I’ll change later,’ she said.


‘But not too . . .’


‘Not too flash. I know.’


‘The Nakamura bloke isn’t here for you, although he’ll probably chance it. We just have to accept,’ said Ray, ‘that, when we met, I was the star, gave you endless leg-ups and now, thanks to me, your time has come.’


‘But yours has! It hasn’t gone! And it will again. This is the start.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Ray.


It’s a lot of space to fill: the brand-new gallery in the Guildworkers’ Hall. Larry Nathaniel, who claims to own it, says there’s room for ‘fifty small or thirty medium, if you hang them right’.


Last year, when Ray decided her tiredness was getting ridiculous, she went on a conservators’ kintsugi course in Oxford; the lizard-coloured canal, horse chestnuts and church bells, lacquer ground with gold dust to fill in the cracks in broken porcelain. She wanted to stay but he said he needed her in London, so she took the train there and back all week.


Is she dawdling, or thinking of art? Here are those horrible mottled hydrangeas; she touches a petal, considers all the Snow Whites poisoned by sugared almonds, apples, rings and combs and grapes, wipes her finger on her trousers. Not every sculptor dies young. Moore: eighty-eight. Hepworth: seventy-two and perhaps she was careless; Rodin: seventy-seven; Caro: eighty-nine. But Lucia will. Given her predisposition, the nasty little insight she has already had into her genes (‘Think of them as a book,’ murmured the too-intimate doctor, his knees almost touching hers as he zipped round her in his office chair, ‘whose language we are only beginning to interpret’), she won’t live long enough to be what she used to want to be.


The same looping thoughts; here’s the lovely moss-wall, here is the certainty that she brought it on herself. Her family history, for which a weary nurse-practitioner printed out a key (◯ for certain cancers; ◯ for accident; □ for suicide) showed nothing, as she put it, of interest.


The whole experience was very upsetting, Leah had pointed out, for Ray.


‘Why for Dad,’ Lucia asked her daughter, ‘particularly?’


‘Think about it,’ said Leah. ‘Intimations of mortality, yeah?’


‘But it’s my dead relatives.’


‘I know,’ said Leah. ‘But he feels it so much. He cried, Mum. You know family is everything to him.’


None of the hospital leaflets mentioned this constant scratching-away at sanity, the omnipresent fear. Death hums everywhere, planting its seeds. Was her own doom sealed by the industrial washing powder Ray insists they buy at Costco? Or the economy matches she uses for her endless pointless maquettes? Sometimes she can feel malicious fibres multiplying, accreting calcium cases. Could the blackness have begun in her own childhood: pounds of penny sweeties, no sun cream ever, leaded petrol, everything fried and crispy-crumbed and sugar-dredged? And the anxiety; isn’t that fuel for those bastard cells? What about right now: WiFi and diesel; progesterone in the tap water; toxic deodorant; urban blackberries; the hormonal disaster of milk, yoghurt, all her favourites; the impossibility of affording organic food, of eating food at all?


No one warned her about sex, either. If they had, she might have been prepared.


Early on the morning of Lucia’s operation, she went to be injected with radioactive dye. Ray came too, with Leah; ‘Dad’ll need support.’


He charmed the nurses, explaining how he had tried to come to all of his wife’s appointments; it was just that work, or his legs, or long-booked tickets to see Bob Dylan in Manchester, conspired to keep him away.


Then the handkerchief came out. ‘To think that I could lose her, when I—’


‘Dad,’ said Leah, ‘I know. Poor man, it’s so horrible for you. But she’s not actually dead. Why don’t I get you a lovely Coke?’


They had arrived as Imaging opened; an elderly cleaner pushed a mop carefully around every chair leg while Ray dozed. When at ten the scanner was free, Leah, who had been a first-aider at school so is, in Ray’s eyes, virtually a doctor, confidently reassured her mother, then hurried back to Ray behind a rubbery curtain, designed to protect family members from gamma rays while they waited.


Lucia, on her back in the machine, was in a desperate trance, like a rabbit hearing the hawk. The actual surgery was scheduled for one. The male technician, wearing stained blue scrubs, approached her to insert something into her breast, possibly the sentinel-node tracing wire – it felt like a nail – then inject the dye and she realized nobody had mentioned whether or not it would hurt.


It did.


Three years later her mind still winces at that searing pain, like a burn around which the skin whiskers and puckers. Other men in blue were holding her down, forcing the needle in, but, to their collective surprise, it was unable to penetrate her areola. They pushed again. That was only the first time. They had to do it twice more.


Lucia screamed. She knows this because afterwards, gown removed, dressing taped on, back in the clothes she had decided were appropriate for this, her last day of womanliness, and will never wear again, as she weakly followed her husband and daughter back down the passages towards the mini-cab (Ray had insisted they all rushed home before the surgery ‘for a good lunch’), Ray and Leah discussed what they had heard from the waiting area. Ray was sweet. He took Lucia’s arm. Then, as he arranged himself in the passenger seat, Leah expressed concern about the trauma he’d just endured.


‘They didn’t even shut the door,’ she said. ‘Just that carwash flappy thing. We could hear everything. Jesus. My poor Daddy. How’s he supposed to cope with that?’
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