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Night. Winter. A city street. Eve’s footsteps echo as she walks along the broad pavement past sepulchral buildings – Georgian, stuccoed and porticoed – flanking a central garden. Wreaths of greenery on every door brag of good taste and festive fellowship but the houses are mostly in darkness. At number 19, the lights are on in the second floor, the master bedroom, giving the closed red curtains a visceral sheen. Three doors on, the ground-floor windows flicker blue – someone’s watching late-night news, dozing in comfort before grim dispatches from a disintegrating world – while in the basement a night lamp’s sickly amber glow filters through slatted blinds.

Further on, at number 31, the first-floor drawing room is shamelessly bright – ugly abstracts and clunky sculpture on glaring display. A tall ficus, with viridian leaves so glossy they could be artificial, is hung with strings of coloured lights and mirrored baubles – silver planets spinning in a twinkling solar system. The room is an empty set; the actors have left the stage. This is an industrious street and they keep early hours. But at number 43 they will still be up. Kristof always said, evoking the jazz pianist Thelonious Monk, that the world got more interesting round midnight.

And there he is, framed in the right panel of the ground-floor window’s illuminated triptych. He’s in profile, sitting in the leather armchair by the carved oak bookcase he and Eve bought in Berlin. In one hand is a glass of red wine, in the other a remote, which he’s pointing towards the sound system, summoning Monk, Coltrane or Evans. Lined up on the bookshelves above him are scores of Christmas cards – the usual miscellany of bad art, poor printing and disingenuous greetings penned under pressure, testimony to a rich social life and a mostly functional extended family. Opposite him, in the left panel, also in profile, gripping her own glass of wine, is his new lover: the redhead, coiled and complacent as a marmalade cat in the armchair, entirely at home. Between them, flaring from a large terracotta pot on the bureau, centred in the middle panel, are the massed crimson tongues of poinsettia, the Christmas flower.

The front-door wreath – holly leaves, red berries, silver-sprayed pine cones – puts her in mind of those East End funeral arrangements: cushions of chrysanthemums spelling out ‘Dad’, ‘Mum’ or ‘Nan’. This one could, it occurs to her in a moment of grim fancy, spell out ‘Eve’ – a spiky floral tribute to her, the not-so-dearly, not-quite departed. It’s barely five months since she walked away from this house and the marriage. Kristof has wasted no time.

In the darkness of the street, she shivers, and her breath is an icy cloudscape on the night air. She tucks her chin into her scarf and gazes through the window at the radiant tableau. It could be a Vermeer: a luminous domestic interior. Her husband, her house, her life. Once. She turns away into the gloom, skirting the locked garden of shadowy evergreen shrubs and skeletal trees ringed by spear-tipped railings. She used to have a key to this private place, like all the residents in this street, and in early spring she would sit on the bench under the fleshy buds of magnolia. Now the garden is barred to her, like the house she lived in for twenty years.

It took a lifetime to build and a second to wreck. Family life. That was the first to go. Then dignity and, with that, reputation. All the rest followed into the vortex. Only her work remains. The boy caught her glance and held it. Freeze-frame, then rewind. If she could, she would spool all the way back to the beginning, more than three decades ago – before the boy was even born – to her own thirties and the start of the family life she has so resolutely destroyed.

She flexes her gloved hands deep in the warmth of her pockets and walks on, hoping this stocktaking – all she has lost, all she has left – will calm her racing mind.

To her younger self in the distant, urgent days post-art school, slumming it in New York’s febrile Lower East Side, intent on making it in the arts scene, her relationship with Kristof, ten years older and already a rising architectural star, seemed a kind of ending too – a happy ending: to confusion, to insecurity and loneliness, and to the hectic distractions that had almost derailed her teens and early twenties. That she was also saying goodbye to freedom and spontaneity didn’t trouble her. She’d had enough of that. Choice was another tyranny. Wasn’t there liberty in confinement? Fewer options meant greater clarity. Time to give contentment and partnership a go.

It’s starting to rain. She rummages in her bag for her umbrella – an object she would never be seen with as a young woman. Too uncool. Let the hard rain fall. But at this risk-averse end of life, in a hostile landscape, you take shelter where you find it.

Better to think of the past, where the few snares encountered inflicted only flesh wounds. As an art student, her sole commitments were to pleasure and work. Creative, busy chaos was her medium. With the move to New York – three feral post-punks from hard-pressed seventies London let loose in a city where it was still possible to survive on ideas and a certain pugnacious style – she embraced pandemonium. Then, finally, after she moved back to Europe with Kristof, busy order became the rule. She was lucky with pregnancy – a few months’ discomfort and inconvenience, followed by a Caesarean, barely impinged on her work.

One critic, a Marxist feminist, later wrote that ‘motherhood’ launched Eve, guiding her from a formal retread of still life on canvas – ‘an obsessive mimesis that holds a mirror up to nature and shows rather than tells’ – through ‘an oblique dialogue with botanical illustration’ and ‘skilful flirtations with genre’ to a dynamic, ‘multi-media exploration of life, freezing time and privileging perception over analysis, being over doing’. Eve bridled when she read the review – did they ever mention ‘fatherhood’ when discussing the work of male artists? But at least the critic seemed to be on her side. The review hadn’t harmed her reputation, either.

The baby, though, did her best to disrupt it all. Nancy was an avid, picky consumer from the moment she first opened one baleful eye and wailed at the waiting world. In her early years, she was a night-time despot too, and Eve, hollow-eyed and guilty, despaired as she watched her contemporaries transformed from scratchy, work-fixated feminists into bovine Madonnas, dreamy and doting. Even Mara, crop-haired firebrand of the art school triumvirate, succumbed. Once she was back in London and had little Esme at her breast, conceived with the aid of an obliging gay male friend, Mara Novak turned into a placid nurturer as depicted by Raphael. She’d spent years making banners, Reclaiming the Night and marching to protest the patriarchy – for this? But then her Esme was a sleeper – ‘straight through till 7 a.m.’, the newly ruminant Mara would boast, as if her daughter’s capacity for slumber somehow conferred moral superiority on her.

What did that say about Eve, up at least six times a night with her own howling infant? Not for nothing was sleep deprivation used as torture by repressive regimes. For a time, she even envied the execrable Wanda: the plain, neurotic room-mate, devoid of talent, who stayed on in New York to pursue her questionable career, declaring that her artworks and performances – a baffling series of self-obsessed happenings, ‘aktions’ and installations – were her progeny. She was grappling, she said, ‘with woman’s place in the universe’. An actual child would be a distraction, she said. She got something right, perhaps. She was the only one of the three who didn’t have children. She was also the least talented. Look at her career, then look at theirs.

A car approaches, its headlights smouldering in the heavy rain, and sweeps past in a blur of brightness and pounding noise. Drum and bass? Grunge? Where’s the pleasure in sealing yourself from the world in a metal box and subjecting your ears to bone-jarring decibels? The driver would be stone deaf within a decade. Eve catches her irritability – she sounds like an apoplectic matron from the Home Counties – and relents. Perhaps, for the driver, it’s a means of reclaiming power. Taking back control, as that delusional political phrase has it. As for the compulsion to seal yourself from the world, Eve knows more about that than most.

In the early years of their relationship, Kristof paid lip service to her needs and did his best to ensure that there was always a studio available for her. Once the baby came along, though, Eve didn’t have the mental space, let alone the time and energy, for creative work.

Those were the days of rage. As Kristof’s public profile grew, she felt herself shrinking. So diminished was she by the incessant demands of domesticity that she felt she might as well take up residence in Nancy’s doll’s house. Would Kristof even notice? Finally, he intervened, sending a succession of dim and pretty au pairs to the rescue – a scented cavalry charge, with stuffed saddlebags scattering mascara wands, lipsticks, used tissues and foolish magazines in its wake. The girls kept Nancy under control, or at least out of earshot, so successfully that sometimes it seemed it wasn’t the child but the staff – all those tempestuous phone calls and tearful retreats to the bedroom – who were the real impediment to household peace and progress.

There are so many ways of measuring a life. Most people, imagining their deathbed inventories, are said to think in terms of relationships – love won or lost. For Eve, in these harrowing days, that’s a reckoning too far. ‘What will survive of us is love’ was an unpersuasive line from a poet who, more convincingly, wrote ‘Man hands on misery to man’. Velocity was another calculation – from the languorous slo-mo of childhood, cranking up to the adolescent’s brisk, bright Super-8 narrative, accelerating on to the breathless blur of old age, swift as a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it credit sequence. That’s all folks! There was altitude, too; heights ascended and depths plumbed, in terms of career, or emotions, or those relationships she didn’t at this moment have the stomach to consider.

For Kristof, who spent his working life meticulously drawing to scale, she guessed this would be the chosen measure – the arc ascending, from post-hippy firm designing low-cost housing and community projects, to global practice with clients in high-rise property development, finance and government. The salary rise was vertical, too.

Real estate was another gauge – for her, the trajectory from childhood home, a mock-Tudor hutch incubating boredom and mediocrity in London’s outer suburbs, to dingy student rooms in the inner city, then a turbulent shared house in the old Huguenot quarter, before the move to New York and a squalid sublet with Mara and Wanda above a funeral parlour in Alphabet City. From there, it was a few blocks south-west to her first home with Kristof, a sparsely furnished loft shared with nine others – musicians and artists – in a former Bowery ‘dime museum’. By this measure, Delaunay Gardens, and all its entailed comforts, was her summit. It’s downhill all the way – a headlong rush – from here.

A buzzing vibration startles her out of her thoughts. Her phone. She stops to retrieve it. A missed call from Ines Alvaro in New York. Eve shuts off the phone and drops it back in her bag. Too late, Ines.

Though her own New York years had been fraught – creative drive and ambition butting against an indifferent world; the distracting Rubik’s cube of relationships – Eve fought the return to London. Fought and lost. So they left bohemian New York for the bright aquarium of a serviced London duplex in one of Kristof’s first ‘cookie cutter’ Thameside blocks, and from there it was a short hop – or a long Tube journey – to that Georgian villa glowering proprietorially over its shared central garden.

She walks on through the empty streets, black and glassy with rain, away from the stifling security of her past, towards an unfathomable future. Too late to turn back.

There were, over the years, ancillary acquisitions: the Devon cottage, their weekend bolt-hole, sold long ago; the unlamented chalet in Chamonix (she never mastered skiing and found the cold unbearable); the Tribeca penthouse, on the top floor of the building used by Kristof as his firm’s US headquarters; and – she winces to think of it – the converted barn in Wales, her own secluded Eden. That was the hardest to let go.

At the barn, hidden in oak woods under the Black Mountains, she first attempted a more intimate engagement with her subject, growing annuals from seed in an Edwardian glasshouse, planting them out on the five-acre smallholding, picking them – revelling in the godlike pleasures of scrutiny and selection – discarding inferior specimens and conveying the best of them to a Victorian draughtsman’s table under the big north-facing window. Here she would draw and paint them, fixing their evanescent beauty in time, before their frail, broken forms were swept away to join their substandard compatriots on the compost heap, their immortality assured in her meticulous, radiant likenesses.

She wasn’t, in fact, very good at the growing. The attrition rate, seed to seedling, was high. She lacked the patience and the commitment – her mothering style should have been an early warning – and it proved as difficult to find someone dependable to attend to the seedlings in her absence as it was to find reliable childcare. Still, there were some successes. Sweet peas, cosmos, larkspur, campion. Those paintings, translucent watercolour on vellum, were all now in private collections in Japan. But these days, someone else is tending, or supervising, Eve’s patch in Wales. She wonders if that smug redhead in the window ever gets compost under her fingernails.

Eve cast herself out of the garden, like her original namesake, turning her back on Arcadia to wander naked in the wilderness with a compliant male. This was decluttering on an existential scale. She walked away from everything but her London studio. The derelict nineteenth-century canalside factory in the east of the city was bought and converted ten years ago by Kristof when their marriage was still viable: a fiftieth birthday gift to her, who had – he acknowledged – played complaisant, though not entirely uncomplaining, geisha to his nascent career.

The building, reconfigured, was cavernous enough to accommodate her work-in-progress – the monumental canvases, video equipment, tanks of preservatives, industrial refrigerators and drums of pigment – and what was once a warren of small back rooms (the accounts and administration offices of Bartlett’s Sweet Factory) was now her home. The compact bedroom was designed by Kristof for her rare overnight stays, when work demanded it. It isn’t quite a nun’s cell – the double bed undermines that aesthetic – and for the last eight months it has been a perfectly adequate mise en scène for her affair. There’s also a decent shower, a serviceable galley kitchen, an office, a laundry room and a small but well-equipped gym. The building’s spatial ratio is just about right: 90 per cent work, 10 per cent life.

Tonight, having revisited her old existence – the parallel universe, one glance away, in which she still presides with Kristof over that teetering empire heaped with goods, property, friends, connections and public esteem – she is, days before Christmas, in the season of shameless excess, hurrying back to the stringent purity of the new.

There was pleasure to be had in exile, as Adam’s Eve must have found. Paradise, all that ceaseless cud-chewing happiness, must have been a bore, and the sudden curse of mortality would have given the days a fresh, sweet urgency. Only the stupid and incurious could fail to be stirred by the lurking perils of the wilderness. That first Eve listened to the serpent’s sibilant arguments, weighed them up and made her choice. As for Adam, he barely came into it. He turned out to be a bit of a bore too.

No one talked twenty-first-century Eve into this. It’s sheer accident, lucky misstep or catastrophic stumble, that she should be here – her eye pressed against the peephole, watching the diorama of her former world – rather than there, a figurine at ease in a familiar set, unaware that out there in the darkness, she has an audience. One fateful step, a delicious, tumbling surrender, and the old life was over, rushing past her as she plummeted. How easy it is to let go.
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What is she hurrying back to? She slows down. Calamity can wait. She feels strangely dissociated, as if pacing a deserted film set, and she’s eager for digression. Anything to take her mind off this enveloping sense of horror. She turns into the long street of artisan cottages, whose nineteenth-century residents – craftsmen, wet nurses, shop assistants, cooks – once worked to keep the residents of Delaunay Gardens in decorous ease. Today, Crecy Avenue is occupied by young professionals – medics, financial advisers, lawyers – working for the twenty-first-century inhabitants of Delaunay Gardens, maintaining their health, shepherding their funds and negotiating their divorce settlements.

They’re pretty houses – neat country cottages transplanted to the city by a Victorian landowner with philanthropic urges and Gothic Revival tastes. Nancy and her dull husband Norbert had wanted to buy one. Kristof – always a soft touch – was keen to help but Eve managed to dissuade them. It was too close for comfort. Growing up should be about getting away. For Eve, growing old seemed to be about getting away too.

The rain has stopped. She shakes her umbrella, rolls it up and puts it back in her bag. Her steps quicken again and she realises she isn’t hurrying, against all reason, towards her future, but trying to outpace her thoughts.

In Delaunay Gardens, apart from those discreet wreaths, the gaudy ficus in number 31 and that nasty poinsettia, you might fail to notice that Christmas was approaching. In Crecy Avenue, the young professionals have embraced the season, indulging their children, in a spirit of irony no doubt. Fairy lights wink, enbaubled trees shimmer and, in one window, the grinning head of Santa – the embodiment of stranger danger, sneaking into the bedrooms of sleeping innocents – is trapped in an illuminated snow globe.

Eve always loathed Christmas – fake cheer, tawdry decorations, enforced consumerism and gluttony – and disabused Nancy early of the Father Christmas myth. Some of the parents at nursery took Eve to task, saying that she was ‘spoiling it for the other children’ after Nancy became, briefly, an evangelising rationalist. The conventional view was that the more loving the parent, the more elaborate, and long-maintained, the lie. But as Eve has learned to her grievous cost, there are lies, and then there are lies.

She’s nearing the Tube station now and life is stirring on the streets. The gaunt high-rise Lowry House, a damp-streaked thirty-storey monolith, looms over the north end of this prosperous quarter like a bad conscience. Up there is where today’s equivalent of those nineteenth-century wet nurses, cooks and shop assistants live – the carers of other people’s young and old; the dispensers of fast food, the pickers and packers in cavernous Internet retail warehouses. Some of the women who clean the houses in Delaunay Gardens and Crecy Avenue live there too.

Eve and Kristof visited the block once, looking for Marie, the young Vietnamese woman who looked after them in Delaunay Gardens for twelve years, sending most of her money home to her parents in Hanoi. Two and a half years ago, just after the Brexit vote, Marie, who had never taken a day off, failed to turn up to work for three days and wasn’t answering her mobile. Around that time, a rather valuable Georg Jensen wine tray also disappeared. Eve was all for going to the police but Kristof suggested that they give Marie – after years of blameless service – the chance to explain herself and return the tray. They went together to Lowry House to confront her.

By night, the high-rise had a reputation for drug dealing and teenage gangs. In daylight, on a weekend morning, Kristof and Eve were met by children, clean and cheerful, playing football and riding bikes in the scrappy communal garden. In the lobby, predictably decorated with spray-painted graffiti, more small bikes and pushchairs were parked and a residents’ association noticeboard displayed an invitation, in five languages, to a community lunch. There were adverts for a holiday play scheme and a music-hall night for pensioners, as well as handwritten notes offering free furniture and baby clothes. This was, by day at least, no Fagin’s Den but the multilayered, child-friendly and functional ‘sky village’ Le Corbusier dreamed of.

Marie’s flat – she shared it, she told them, with three cousins – was on the twenty-first floor. Kristof and Eve stepped into the lift, which was acrid with the smell of disinfectant. They were joined by two teenagers, maybe fifteen years old, pretty black girls, one in hijab and ankle-length skirt, the other with an exuberant Afro, cropped denims and a pink sweatshirt bearing the slogan ‘Love’.

They chattered and giggled – about a particular boy at their school, as far as Eve could tell: ‘he thinks he’s so fit …’ – all the way up to the eighteenth floor, where they stepped out and turned back to Kristof and Eve. ‘Bye,’ the girls said in unison, then they giggled again, giving the middle-aged strangers a little wave before the doors closed.

There were six shoes lined up neatly outside Marie’s door – two pairs of men’s trainers and a pair of ballet pumps. Eve and Kristof rang the bell. They could hear voices – panicked whispers, it seemed – and they stood there for a full five minutes before the door was finally opened. The frightened face of an older woman stared out at them through a four-inch crack secured by a chain.

‘No. Marie’s not here,’ she said. ‘Gone away.’

‘Where?’ Kristof asked.

‘Holiday,’ said the woman. Then she closed the door.

Marie had never been on holiday in the twelve years they’d known her. The following week Kristof learned that she’d been arrested on the Tube by immigration officials and deported back to Hanoi. Six months later they found the Jensen wine tray in the cellar. It had slipped down the back of the champagne rack.

Tonight, the concrete high-rise is en fête, a pulsating, perpendicular Vegas strip. It seems everyone here is celebrating the birth of Christ or anticipating the arrival of Santa Claus. In the windows of the lower-storey flats Eve sees flashing two-dimensional bells, glowing reindeer, glimmering snowmen, neon holly wreaths. Higher up, the outlines of these sparkling symbols of conviviality blur and merge, transforming Lowry House into a vertical City of Lights.

She remembers hearing, when she lived in New York, that the year-round Christmas lights decking the exteriors of slum buildings on the Lower East Side were a condition of tenancy, imposed by the buildings’ landlords – the Hell’s Angels; unlikely champions of the season of goodwill. Today, those buildings have gone, sold by the bikers, gutted and transformed into brownstones and condos fit for hedge-fund kings. The perennial fairy lights have vanished too.

In an unequal world, social ascent requires a degree of discretion – the more you have to shout about, the softer you should whisper. One of Mara’s old boyfriends, a dialect coach to film actors, once explained the physiology of accent to Eve and said that the upper-class English drawl was achieved by minimal movement of lips and tongue, as if the speaker were attempting ventriloquism. Those aristocrats never needed to expend energy on articulation or projection – their servants approached, leaned in to hear their commands and hung on every mumbled word.

Delaunay Gardens has come up in the world since Eve and Kristof first moved there three decades ago with new-born Nancy. Then, there were neighbourhood shops selling fruit and vegetables, meat and fish, household hardware. In their place are circumspect boutiques with expensive clothing, scented candles and yoga mats arranged in stark, spot-lit displays like exhibits in a Cork Street gallery.

Gentrification. Or re-gentrification. Eve and Kristof were part of the late-twentieth-century revival. When they moved in, Delaunay Gardens was a shambolic ruin, briefly a squatters’ collective, with graffiti inside and out, and, in one corner of the neglected central garden, the remains of a tree house above a patch of marijuana.

Near the Tube station is a single survivor of the old order. The family-run corner shop is still open, selling groceries, liquor and lottery tickets. The family has changed – once Bangladeshi, they are now Afghan – but the narrow aisles of tins and packets and the utilitarian window displays, tricked out for the season in a nod to local custom with copper caterpillar trails of dusty tinsel, seem just as they were when Eve and Kristof arrived.

Across the street, outside the Bull and Butcher – renamed the Bull and Broker – last orders have been called and groups of smokers shiver, sucking on their cigarettes and vape pipes in the chill. When was the last time she was in a pub? Certainly before the smoking ban.

She’d never been a smoker, apart from the occasional hit of cannabis. She lacked the commitment. Wanda, who smoked Gauloises, thinking they gave her a Françoise Hardy mystique, was always fussing about getting to late-night stores for fresh supplies. Eve’s compulsions lay elsewhere. But she disapproves of the smoking ban on libertarian grounds – if people wish to wreck their health, let them. They pay enough tax on their drugs to finance their health care, as well as the health care of many of the sanctimonious non-smokers. She admires David Hockney not so much for his work – the later paintings are too garish, the line wilfully imprecise – but for his defiant insistence on lighting up wherever he chooses.

Judging by the group outside the pub, the young are still smoking and it continues to be an equal opportunities habit.

In Eve’s teens and early twenties, most pubs were grimly masculine and inhospitable to unaccompanied women. But the Railway Tavern became an unofficial extension of art college. Love affairs, student politics and even, it seemed for a time, global politics were determined over pints of cider in the wood-panelled gloom. Then they did their smoking indoors and the tobacco haze, occasionally spiced by marijuana fumes, was thought to be as intrinsic to the tavern’s ambience as incense in High Mass, or dry ice in a production of Phantom of the Opera.

The old pub regulars, many of them ex-soldiers, survivors of the Second World War, looked on the co-ed art college crowd with contempt – ‘They don’t know they’re born’ was the accusation. ‘They don’t know they’re going to die’ seems to Eve nearer the mark. The veteran regulars were finally seen off when the new landlord brought in live bands to attract younger, higher-spending customers. These were the heady days of punk, when abuse, shouted over a three-chord guitar accompaniment, passed for style. Old soldiers who withstood Hitler and Mussolini at Normandy and Catania, finally retreated in the face of the Sex Pistols and X-Ray Spex.

This show reel of memories seems to be her only defence against a creeping, vaporous sense of fear. She walks down the steps to the Tube station and taps her card at the automatic barriers, which open obediently. Another innovation. Not a bad one. At a stately pace, the escalator draws her deeper towards the platform below, where the air is fetid as a mummy’s tomb. That, at least, hasn’t changed – it’s as comfortingly foul and familiar as it was when she was in her teens, fleeing the claustrophobia of home for the galleries, clubs and concert halls of central London.

A gust is building, a warm wind machine ruffling her hair. The train rattles past, each window a bright frame of film reel with its own starring cast and complicated backstory, before creaking to a halt.

She spent so much of her youth on this subterranean network, the veins and arteries conveying corpuscular citizens to London’s pulsing heart. In 1979, it inspired her first major work, the Underground Florilegium – much reproduced, copied and pirated – for which, referencing Harry Beck’s classic 1930s Tube map, she replaced the names of stations with botanical paintings.

Reputationally, Eve has been cursed with connections – to Florian Kiš and his indelible, ubiquitous portrait of her, to Kristof, even to the despicable Wanda Wilson. Fame, as Florian used to say, was a cheap trick of the light. If Eve has any profile for her own work among a wider public, the Underground Florilegium is its source. But, just as the demeaning association with ‘the famous’ rankles – the idiocy of a public that gives esteem to a fraud like Wanda! – Eve resents being known for one piece of work completed when she was fresh out of college. The licensing fees, which continue to bring in a decent income, are small consolation.

She takes her seat in the carriage in a daze of dread. It’s been tough to keep going, to stay true to her vision and continue to refine her skills in the face of that belittling public perception. She’s lost count of the number of times people, introduced to her at events with Kristof, have said: ‘Oh, I love your Florilegium!’, or worse ‘… your Tube map!’

But tonight, returning to the studio and to the major work she has just completed, she’s confident of creative vindication, at least. The years of struggle have paid off. It has come at a terrible cost but no one will deny the groundbreaking quality of her latest work; a departure, certainly, but also the summation of a lifelong exploration. All roads – intellectual, technical, aesthetic and emotional – led here.

In the Underground Florilegium, all those years ago, she used a salmon-pink dahlia to denote this Tube station. The same Marxist feminist critic who lauded her later work argued that the dahlia represented ‘corporeal decay and a parody of the bourgeois conformity that defined the materially affluent, spiritually impoverished district in which the artist lives’. This critic knew as little about London as she did about Eve. But it would have been pointless, and a little ungracious, to respond that the Florilegium was completed more than a decade before Eve moved to the area, that she had no connection with Delaunay Gardens back then; that salmon pink was the only colour available to her at that moment, and that a stylised dahlia was a pleasurable challenge for a young artist striving to develop her skills.

She was twenty-one, footloose after graduating from art college and living in London’s East End. She rarely travelled west, the direction of that dull outer borough where, after the divorce, her mother lived on alone in the half-timbered semi that had been the family home. Whole centuries passed, it seemed, civilisations rose and fell, while her mother remained the same, only dwindling in size, in that barren suburb until her death.

Eve was always an outsider, straining against the confines of family – ‘like your father’, her mother said, just before she died. That was only half true. Her father fled the family – Eve, her younger brother and their mother – only to set up an identical arrangement with his former secretary in another outer London borough, sixteen miles north-east.

The secretary, Sandra, was brash and bosomy, one of the grosser Toulouse-Lautrec serveuses transported to twentieth-century suburban London. She wore patent high heels, sweet perfume and gelatinous, cherry-hued lipstick that left traces, like smears of gingival blood, on her big yellow teeth. Sandra soon produced a son and daughter in direct riposte to her new husband’s first family, but motherhood didn’t curb her style. It wasn’t loyalty to her own mother that made Eve recoil from her father’s new wife. The woman was an embarrassment. Even in adulthood, Eve couldn’t bear to be seen with her stepmother in public.

Eve was in her teens when her parents divorced, though the dress rehearsal ran for years – the shouting and tears, the long sulks in which she and her brother were carrier pigeons, conveying messages between two silent encampments before battle resumed. She was relieved when her father walked out of the family home for the last time, and if her mother retreated to bed, sobbing and railing for weeks on end, Eve barely noticed. She was already out of the door herself, with school – she was a formidably focused pupil – her Saturday job in a record shop, her boyfriend, and the attractions of London; she was constantly travelling eastwards to the city’s nucleus.

Once at college, she extended her territory further east and north (though rarely as far as her father’s new home). The outer western and northern suburbs were only scantily represented in the Florilegium and the south of the city was a blank, represented on her map with the words ‘Terra Incognita’. And so it still was.

She used to think of travel as the necessary condition of a fully realised life, with a direct correlation between distance covered and knowledge acquired. She was disabused early, with brief excursions on the hippy trail, by the number of dimwits she met hitching across Europe to Greece, wandering India, millionaires compared to the locals, flamboyantly barefoot and searching for selves that weren’t, in the end, worth finding, in that solipsistic transhumance of privileged youth. ‘We are stardust, we are golden …’

She wanted grit not glitter, just as music segued from jangly acoustic introspection and bombastic stadium rock to punk – raw and, it seemed at the time, piercingly authentic. She took off for New York, hungry for transformative urban experience, keen to push boundaries, fuelled by generic rage and convinced that transplantation would make her a better artist. But the experiment produced limited creative results; its chief value lay in putting distance, psychically and geographically, between her and her family. It also, she sees now, put her safely beyond the reach of Florian Kiš.

Later, as Plus One, the trailing spouse of a successful husband, there were trips insulated by luxury – first-class travel, five-star hotels – all curiously diminishing to her sense of self, all interchangeable in memory. Sometimes, she wondered if she was going mad, a patronised patient in a secure psychiatric facility with 1000 thread-count bedlinen and a nightly pillow chocolate.

Now she feels her focus shrinking, homing in on childhood’s delight in the proximate and miniature, in the quiet thrill of small steps, carefully observed. The protective curl of a petal, the gentle arc of filament and anther, the fat thrust of the pistil and its glans-like stamen. There’s wisdom to be found here, too.

What flower might she use to replace the dahlia in an updated Florilegium? Not magnolia. That was already taken by the cheerless suburb of her childhood. A rusty chrysanthemum – the most lifeless bloom, native of garage forecourt and hospice? Coarse kniphofia, red-hot poker, with its fiery spikes? Then it comes to her and she smiles. Of course, the flaring tongues of poinsettia. The vulgar plant must have been his lover’s choice. Kristof has better taste than that. What will it be next year, once the girl is truly entrenched? Blinking fairy lights and a shimmering nativity tableau?

Tonight, the train is bearing Eve east again, towards the studio – she resists the word ‘home’. She can’t bend her mind to the horrors that lie ahead. Instead, she steers her thoughts back, forty years ago, when she represented the studio’s nearest Tube station, Stratford, in her Underground Florilegium with a sweet violet: ‘referencing’, one critic absurdly stated, ‘the bard of the other Stratford, 130 miles west on the River Avon – “I know a bank where the wild thyme blows
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