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One

THEY WERE LISTENING TO MUSIC when the telephone rang. It was a summer’s evening, nine o’clock. They had finished supper and Christine was listening with intensity, sitting with her feet tucked under her in the armchair; she recognised the music although she didn’t know what it was. Alex had chosen it, he hadn’t consulted her and now she stubbornly wouldn’t ask – he took too much pleasure in knowing what she didn’t know. He lay on the sofa in the bay window with a book open in his hand, not reading it, the book dropped across his chest; he was watching the sky outside. Their flat was on the first floor and the sitting-room window looked out over a wide street lined with plane trees. A gang of parakeets zipped across from the park, and the purple-brown darkness of the copper beech next door fumed against the turquoise sky, swallowing the last light. A blackbird silhouetted with open beak on a branch must be singing, but the recorded music overrode it.

It was the landline ringing. Christine was dragged away from the music; she stood up and looked around her, to see where they’d put the handset down when they last finished with it – probably somewhere here, among the piles of books and papers. Or in the kitchen with the washing-up? Alex ignored the ringing, or only showed he was aware of it by a little irritable tension in his face – always liquidly expressive, foreign, because the eyes were so dark, outlined as if they were painted. This effect was more striking as he was growing older and brightness was leaching out of his hair, which used to be the colour of tarnished dark gold.

It was more likely to be her mother on the phone than his – or it might be their daughter Isobel, and Christine wanted to talk to her. Giving up on the handset, not bothering to fish in her bare feet for her espadrilles, she hurried up the stairs, taking them two at a time – she could still do it – to where the phone extension was, in their bedroom in the attic. The music carried on without her in the room behind, Schubert or something, and as Christine dropped onto the side of the bed and answered the phone breathlessly she was aware of the sweetness of a tumbling succession of descending notes. This room they had made under the sharp angles of the roof held in all the heat of the day and was thick with smells – traffic fumes, honeysuckle from the garden below, dusty carpet, books, her perfume and face cream, the faint body-staleness of their sheets. The prints and photographs and drawings on the walls – her own work, some of it – had sunk into the shadows, obliterated, and only the pattern of their framed shapes showed against the white paint. Through the open skylight she could hear the blackbird now.

Sweetness.

— Yes?

There was some confusion of noises at the other end of the line, as if the call was coming from a public place like a station, where it was difficult to speak. Intently someone was asking for her. — Can you hear me?

— Is it you, Lyd? Christine felt herself smiling pleasantly, sociable even though she couldn’t be seen, sitting on the low bed with her knees pressed together. She thought that Lydia must have been drinking, which wasn’t unheard of. Her voice was heavy, slurring as if something in it had come loose. — What are you up to?

— I’m at the hospital, Lydia shouted. — Something’s happened.

— What’s happened?

— It’s Zachary. He was taken ill at work.

The room quaked and its stillness adjusted, a few dust motes came spiralling down from the ceiling. Unheard of for anything to harm Zachary. He was a rock, he was never ill. No, nothing so numb as a rock: a striding cheerful giant with torrents of energy. Christine said she would call a cab at once, be with Lydia in half an hour at the most. — Which hospital? Which ward should I come to? What’s the matter with him?

— It’s his heart.

— He’s had a heart attack?

— They don’t know really, Lydia said. — But they think it’s his heart. One minute apparently he was in the office at the gallery, perfectly fine, talking to Jane Ogden about a new show, the next minute he keeled over. Hit the desk, everything went flying. Maybe he hit his head when he hit the desk.

— And what’s happening now? Are they going to operate?

— Why aren’t you listening, Christine? I told you, he’s dead.

On her way to tell Alex, Christine paused outside the open door of her studio, where the shapes of her work waited faithfully for her in the dusk: bottles of ink, twisted tubes of paint, the Chinese porcelain pot with her pens and brushes, the pinboard stuck with postcards and pictures torn from magazines, feathers, stained cloth, scraps of weathered plastic. Creamy sheets of thick paper, laid out on her desk, waited for her mark; primed canvases were stacked against the wall, pieces in progress were on the easel or pinned onto boards. She came to this scene of her labours each morning like coming to a religious observance, performing little rituals she had never mentioned to anyone. Her strongest desire these days was to be at work in there – standing up at the easel, or head and shoulders bowed over the paper on her desk in concentration, absorbed in her imitation of forms, her inventions. But now the idea of this work – the fixed point by which she steered – was sickening. It seemed fraudulent, the sticky project of her own vanity: she closed the door on it quickly. Then she opened it again – there was a key in the lock which she turned sometimes when she didn’t want to be interrupted. She took out this key and locked the studio from the outside, put the key in her jeans pocket.

The music was still playing in the front room.

— Was it your mother? Alex asked.

Her heart lunged in thick beats in her chest, she didn’t know if she could speak. It was terrible to have to ruin his happiness with this news, standing over him where he lay propped up on cushions on the sofa, untroubled – or no more troubled than usual. — It was Lydia.

— What did she want?

— Alex, I have to tell you. Zachary has had a heart attack. It sounds as if it was a heart attack.

— No.

— He’s dead, he’s gone.

For a moment Alex was exposed to his wife in his raw shock, vivid against the brilliant red of the cushions. — Oh no, you’re kidding. No.

Usually he seemed so completed and impervious, with his springy compact energy and pugnacious sharp jaw, shapely head alert and sensuous like an emperor’s.

— She rang me from the hospital, UCH. I’m going to her now. I’ve called a cab.

His book fell to the floor and he stood up in the darkening room. — It can’t be true. What happened?

— One minute he was at his desk in the office at the gallery, talking to Jane Ogden, perfectly fine, the next he keeled over, hit his head perhaps, everything went flying. Hannah tried CPR, the paramedics tried everything. Before they got him to the hospital, he was dead. Jane had to phone Lydia, she was out shopping.

— What time was this?

Christine wasn’t sure, some time in the late afternoon or early evening.

— I can’t believe it, Alex said. — No, it’s impossible. When I saw him at the weekend he was fine.

— I know. It’s impossible.

When Christine moved to stop the music on the CD player he told her to wait, it had almost finished. — Let it end.

He put his hands on her shoulders, detaining her, comforting her. His touch was kind, only she couldn’t let herself feel it. They stood confronted. Alex was stocky, medium height – she was probably an inch or so taller than him, even in her bare feet, only he’d never believe it. At first she chafed in his grip. — I have to hurry. I don’t know if she’s at the hospital alone.

— The cab’s not here yet, wait. Listen.

It seemed artificial and forced, waiting until the music was over. Her thoughts were racing and she couldn’t hear it, hated its offer of complexity and beauty. Then she began to yield, under the steady weight of his hands, to the violin and piano and cello as they went hastening to their finish. They unlocked something clenched inside her. She realised that her arms were hugged across her chest as if she were protecting herself, or holding herself tightly shut; at least they hadn’t put on the lamps in the room. They held each other. There were tears on Alex’s face, he cried easily. He had a gift for ceremonies which she didn’t have, they embarrassed her. Now this moment felt ceremonial, and her consciousness hushed and paused. She thought directly about Zachary for the first time, the reality of him. But that wasn’t bearable.

— Let me come with you to the hospital, Alex said. — I’ll drive you.

Christine thought about it. — No, it’s best if I go alone. If it’s just the two of us, at first. I’ll bring her here. You could make up the bed for her.

She had imagined herself hurrying up and down hospital corridors in search of Lydia, who might be with Zach’s body behind drawn curtains, or might have been ushered into some room set aside for the newly bereaved. But as soon as Christine came in through the glass doors of the main entrance of the hospital, Lydia stood up from one of the blue plastic chairs set out in rows in front of the reception desk, where she had been sitting among the others waiting. She had her air of a disgruntled queen, haughty and exceptional in a sky-blue velvet jacket with a fake leopard-skin collar; when Christine hurried to embrace her, people turned their heads to stare. Lydia was often mistaken for someone famous. Voluptuous, with coiling honey-coloured hair and a swollen, pouting lower lip, she devoted serious attention to her make-up and clothes to achieve this arty, sexy, theatrical look. Her pale skin was blue with shadows, like skimmed milk.

— Where have you been? I’ve been waiting forever!

— Only half an hour. I had to call a cab.

Christine realised that she had dreaded this meeting, imagining Lydia would be made more domineering somehow by the blow of Zachary’s death: now she was ashamed and stabbed with pity, because Lydia only looked displaced and lost. Putting her arms round her friend she felt how she held herself rigidly, as if she were hurt; Lydia’s hands, stiff with rings, were cold and inert. It would be her task, Christine thought, to surround her with care from now on, not to fail her. — I can’t believe they’ve left you here alone!

— I wanted to be alone. I sent everyone away. I can’t stand Jane Ogden anyway. You could see how she couldn’t wait to tell the story to everyone, with her at the centre of it all, naturally. I said I only wanted you and Alex. Where’s Alex?

— He’s at home, making up a bed for you.

Christine had been crying in the taxi; she had been determined not to cry when she was with Lydia, in case she seemed to usurp Lydia’s grief, which had priority. But now she began again, mopping her face with a wet tissue from her sleeve, knowing how ugly and foolish she looked in front of all these strangers watching – her face flushed red, mouth working helplessly open, dragged down like a baby’s. — I can’t believe this. It can’t be true. Are you sure?

— Of course it’s true. The shittiest thing is always true.

— Lyd, where is Zachary? Have you seen him? Was he still alive when you got here?

— No, and I don’t want to see him. It’s not him, is it? So what’s the point?

She said this rather loudly and people turned to look at her. Christine reassured her, she didn’t have to do anything if she didn’t want to. She knew that Lydia was afraid of Zachary’s body, shying away from the idea of it with an animal revulsion. And it was terrible, imagining him lying somewhere alone in this eerie impersonal building, which was lit up in the night like a ship at sea. Christine was afraid of Zachary’s body too. The idea of it made her sick with dread. Yet in Lydia’s place she’d probably have chosen to see it, to give a form to her fear – or at least, she’d have been even more afraid of regretting not doing it afterwards. This was one of the differences between them: Lydia acted superstitiously and followed her instincts, while Christine tried to bargain with them.

— Let’s get out of this place, Lydia said.

— Don’t you have to sign forms or something?

She’d signed the forms. There had to be an autopsy, she said.

— And does Grace know? Where is she?

The idea of her daughter made Lydia panic. — I’ve tried to ring her but she doesn’t answer. She’s somewhere in Glasgow, I suppose, doing whatever it is students do. Of course she’ll blame me, you know how she adores her father. Everything’s always my fault.

She looked challengingly at Christine, to see if her selfishness was shocking. And Christine was shocked: she was sure that her own first thought in such circumstances would have been for Isobel, protective of her, dreading Isobel’s loss even more than her own. But things had been raw recently between Lydia and Grace; and Lydia had always complained, half-joking, that she was left out because her husband and her daughter were so perfectly attuned. She couldn’t reinvent herself and her relationships in one instant of change.

— I thought that perhaps you could tell her, Lydia said. — You’re better at that sort of thing.

Christine was about to protest, but you’re her mother, then she stopped. Who knows: if anything had happened to Alex, she might have found herself behaving just as selfishly – towards Sandy, for instance, Alex’s son by his first wife, Christine’s stepson, whom she struggled to love. Everything is provisional, she warned herself. In the next hours our perceptions will change over and over in a speeded-up evolution, as we adapt to this new torn-off shape of our lives. At every point our duty is to watch out for these stricken ones, for Lydia and Grace, not to say or do anything to hurt them. Then she thought, but I am stricken too. We’re all stricken, Alex and Isobel and I, even Sandy – and all the people at the gallery. Without Zachary, our lives are thrown into disorder. Of all of us, he’s the one we couldn’t afford to lose.

In the back of the taxi the women hardly spoke. They didn’t want the driver to know what had happened; their news wasn’t ready to go into the world yet, it was still inside them, hard as stones. Seizing Christine’s hand in the darkness, Lydia pressed it into her velvet jacket against her stomach, bending double over it, crushing Christine’s fingers against the metal buckle of her wide belt; Christine smelled the musky, wood-notes perfume her friend always wore. — Do you have a pain? she whispered. Lydia nodded, not letting go. They were vaguely aware of the driver’s apprehension, thinking she was drunk and might throw up.

The lights were on in the windows at home, and Alex was standing looking out for them. By the time they got upstairs, he had the front door of the flat held open. He opened his arms to Lydia and she stumbled into them.

— It can’t be true, it can’t be true, he cried. He stood stroking her hair for a long time, in the same absorbed way he used to stroke Isobel’s when she was a child, and he reached out his other hand for Christine. — But it is true, Lydia said flatly, eventually, pulling herself away.

Then she searched for her lipstick, checked her eyes in her handbag mirror. — Am I grotesque? I look such a fright. She waved a twenty-pound note. — Here’s what I need, Alex darling. Buy me twenty Bensons.

He protested. — Lydia, cigarettes aren’t what you need. You don’t want to start that slavery again after all these years.

— You don’t know what I need, you’re the famous puritan. Anyway Jane Ogden gave me hers, I just remembered. They’re in here somewhere.

— We need a drink, Christine said.

They poured out vodka from a bottle in the freezer; in a broken voice Alex toasted their dear friend. Dearly loved, he said and couldn’t finish.

— Shut up, Alex, Christine said shakily. — You sound like a headmaster.

He couldn’t sit down, he wouldn’t, as if something were burning him up, keeping him on his feet. Lydia lit up a cigarette with hands that trembled. She complained that the vodka tasted like poison. Didn’t they have any red wine? Alex found wine for her, poured it solicitously. When she wanted to try Grace’s phone again, saying she wished Christine would talk to her, he was horrified. He insisted they couldn’t announce her father’s death just like that, over a mobile phone.

Lydia submitted bleakly. — You’re right of course.

He would drive up to Glasgow to find Grace, and tell her himself. Wasn’t he her godfather? Her unofficial godfather, it wasn’t a church thing. If he set out now he’d be there by early morning. — Zach will have her address written down somewhere, Lydia said. — I don’t know where. He’s always the one who knows.

Alex phoned Hannah, the gallery administrator, who’d gone to the hospital with Zachary in the ambulance. She said she’d call in to the gallery, the address must be somewhere in Zachary’s desk or on his phone, she’d text it to Alex in half an hour. Hannah’s voice was thick with crying. Alex asked her to contact everyone who knew, get them to keep it under wraps until he’d found Grace and told her. — Imagine if she found out on Facebook.

— Keep it under wraps, Christine murmured. — I can’t believe he really said that.

He paced around forcefully between the lamps, making these arrangements; the women, dazed and collapsed, were grateful to him really. He was fearless and competent, he knew what to do. He told Christine to telephone the school where he worked in the morning, explain why he wouldn’t be in. Before he left he kissed both the women, touching their faces with his fingertips in that intimate way he had. But they also knew that he was craving movement, couldn’t bear the idea of staying there in the flat with them while they mulled over this sorrow, fermenting it.

Alex had actually been a headmaster – in a local primary school, where the kids spoke thirty-two languages between them and forty-eight per cent were on free meals. When he got the headmaster’s job it had seemed like the inevitable destination of his career as an inspiring, progressive teacher, adored by the children. But in fact it had made him unhappy, and after three years he’d returned to being a classroom teacher with a class of nine-year-olds, never regretted it. Under his urbane, appealing surface, Alex wasn’t really a public man as Zachary was. He was too intolerant when he was thwarted, driving his enemies into bitter opposition. Really he was a solitary thinker, not interested in most of his colleagues. The vision he had for the school – with children as thinkers and artists at its core – went needless to say against the grain of public policy on education. It went against the way the world worked. And unlike Zachary, Alex had no conviction that progress was possible, or that you could build any institution into a power for good. There was a contradiction, Christine thought, between his passionate scepticism and his commitment to the children’s education. He didn’t believe that anything could get better, and was often despairing – yet he dedicated himself to building and nourishing their imaginations, as if hope depended on it. She also sometimes thought, when she was angry with him, that when they left his class he forgot them.

Lydia always took up the same position when she was in their flat, at one end of the sofa where Alex had been reading his book earlier. In the pink light of the lamp she leaned back against the cushions, her sultry beauty in relief. Zachary had said that she posed like an odalisque. Christine wanted to sit close beside her, touching her, but couldn’t: something warned her off. Because Lydia was desperate, she was putting on a performance of exaggerated calm. — Is this going to be the end of me? she said, lighting up another cigarette. — Did Zachary define me, who I am? I didn’t think he did. But perhaps I’ll have to change my mind. I’ve never taken the trouble to imagine myself without him. I’ve never done anything without him, not for years. I’m not even competent. I don’t know how to pay my taxes. I can’t drive.

— Oh, Lyd, don’t worry about that now, Christine said. — Of course you’re competent. It won’t be the end of you.

— Why not now? We should talk about everything now. I suspect this moment doesn’t come round again. What happens next is that everything hardens into its final form. We forget what he was really like.

— We won’t forget.

— I’m forgetting him already. Something else is taking his place: the whole idea of his death, which is so improbable. He wasn’t the dying type. Death is crowding out the real sensations of what he was. I’m trying to remember him at breakfast today, for instance. What did he eat?

— What did he usually eat?

— By the time I came downstairs, still in my dressing gown, he had been round to the bagel shop already, probably done a hundred things. You know he just sort of bursts out of bed energetically in the mornings, it’s so exhausting. He wakes up singing. If you’re not like that, if you’re a night person, it can be trying. We had fresh bagels with our coffee. He slathered on that special Brittany butter he buys with the salt crystals in it, then piled it up with home-made jam from the farmers’ market, ate it standing up, gulping down his coffee, always in a rush. No wonder he had a heart attack. I did warn him, I was always warning him.

Their eyes met, they were horrified by the lost innocence of that breakfast, imagining the reality of his body now.

— Chris, he was so strong. How could this happen?

— Oh I know, I know how strong he was.

As if to hold off finality, they began listing all Zachary’s faults. — He wasn’t perfect, Lydia said. — We mustn’t forget that he was just really himself, not a dream.

— Nobody’s perfect.

— He was so noisy, and he talked a lot as if he knew everything – but really he was bluffing half the time. He drank too much and then he was a bore, when he was drunk he didn’t make sense.

— He papered over bad things, Christine said. — Sometimes he was sentimental, he wanted to be too hopeful about everything.

Lydia sat very still, her face was white. — I found that difficult, you know. Because sometimes he was lazy, he didn’t want to face the truth.

— But that’s why you two balance out so perfectly! Christine insisted fervently – as if she were trying to save their marriage, not console her friend for her loss. Then she realised this was the last day, ever, that Zachary would have been alive in, and she didn’t want it to end. But when she looked at her watch it was past midnight already.

— Tell me when you want to sleep, she said gently to Lydia. — The bed is all made up ready. I’ll sit with you if you like.

— I can’t! Lydia shuddered. — Imagine waking up, to this. I can cope with it now because I’m all screwed up to it, but I don’t think I can bear to let it all go and then have to start again from the beginning. Anyway, I’m waiting for Grace. I ought to be awake for her. I know I’m such a rotten mother. I have to be better from now on.

— But she won’t be here until tomorrow lunchtime, at the earliest.

Lydia smoked one cigarette after another, staring at the lit ends between puffs, coughing. — I’m not really going to take up smoking again. I only really did it to annoy Alex.

They opened another bottle and soon Lydia’s lips and teeth were blue from the red wine. She did sleep eventually and in the early morning Christine heard her crying, and went into the spare room in her nightdress, sat beside her on the bed. Lydia grabbed her hand, dragging it under the bedclothes to hold it again against her stomach which was hot and tensed and hard. — I feel it in here, she said. — It’s a pain, a terrible pain. But it’s not love. I have to tell the truth to you, no one else. Otherwise I can’t bear it. You know it isn’t love, don’t you?

Grace was finishing her third year as an art student, very talented, a sculptor in stone and wood. Alex drove all night and arrived in Glasgow at dawn. He slept for an hour in the car, and then he searched in the early morning light until he found the address Hannah had given him. The city seemed like an underworld – a Victorian necropolis towered behind the blackened cathedral, the lights were all on in a vast hospital. Grace was sharing a house with other students, in the south side of the city, above a shop; metal shutters were pulled down across all the shop windows. By this time it was seven o’clock. The front door was beside the shop entrance and the bell didn’t work; Alex hammered on it with his fist, not loudly but insistently, not giving up; after a while he heard footsteps on the stairs inside and a boy came down to the door, prepared to be aggrieved. Alex said he needed to talk to Grace, it was important, a family illness. Grace wasn’t there, the boy didn’t think: he would check her room. No, she’d been out to a party the night before, hadn’t come home.

— What party? Where?

Then Alex drove to where the party had taken place – Grace wasn’t there either. He picked his way across an apocalyptic scene, bodies curled in sleeping bags among the party debris; a girl in the kitchen, cooking eggs, remembered that Grace had left the party with somebody. She looked cautiously at Alex before she would tell him any more. — Why don’t you try her phone? she said. He explained that someone in Grace’s family had been taken ill and she needed to know at once, he’d driven all the way from London to tell her in person. Then he made his way to another house, someone let him in and called to Grace, who was sleeping upstairs. Alex went up to look for her. He didn’t care what he saw, although at any other time he’d have respected Grace’s privacy. She was asleep on a mattress on the floor in a little cramped room, with the duvet pulled over her head; the thick mop of her black curls gave her away. She and her boyfriend from the night before were sleeping without touching, backs turned to each other, the boy’s back raw with acne. The room stank oppressively of their bodies and of cigarette smoke and sex. A thick curtain was pulled across the closed window; Alex opened the window, then sat on the floor beside the bed to wait until Grace woke. She opened her eyes into his gaze, her breath sour with sleep. When she recognised him she sat up abruptly. — What are you doing here? Alex?

Scrambling up on all fours, backing away from him, she retreated against the wall as if she were poised for flight; she looked so like her father that he almost couldn’t speak. The dirty white T-shirt didn’t cover her nakedness: her flanks were lean as a boy’s and the bristling, dark pubic hair was just like Zachary’s. Her beauty wasn’t the type Alex desired in women, too forceful; she’d had this force ever since she was a tiny girl, and it had always roused some pain of protection in him, afraid for the consequences of her bluntness and lack of inhibition. He was relieved that his own daughter Isobel was reserved and feminine, knew how to take care of herself. Grace was tall and sturdily built, muscular from her work with hard materials; her slight breasts were the merest points under the T-shirt and her head was shapely, proportionate like a classical ideal, almost androgynous; her wiry hair grew out in a dense mass of black. Under ordinary circumstances, she was drily humorous. She and Alex were famous jokers usually, when they got together.

— Who is this? the boy said, putting a hand out to Grace supportively, but she shook him off, smacking out at him, so that Alex saw he wasn’t important. He was clearly a mistake, with his whiskery gingery beard, blundering out of his depth.

— Would you mind leaving us? Alex said. — I have something I have to tell her.

Grace put her hands over her ears. — No, no, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know! I don’t want to hear it!

The boy was bemused. — What’s going on?

— I’m so sorry, my beloved Grace, Alex said.

— Don’t tell me! she cried.

Afterwards she said she’d known, as soon as she opened her eyes and saw his face. — You should see your face, Alex. It’s a giveaway. And of course if anyone else had died, Dad would have come to tell me.

In the car on the way home, she kept her little rucksack on her knee and was distinctively herself: looking round her out the window, taking everything in, questioning him sensibly about what had happened. He repeated to her all the detail that was becoming mythic, about Jane Ogden’s new show, Zachary keeling over in the gallery, hitting his head on the desk. — But why, but why? Grace said, staring straight ahead through the windscreen, rocking backwards and forwards just perceptibly in a childish rhythm, hugging the rucksack that she wouldn’t put down on the back seat, or on the floor. At some point she announced that she was starving, and they stopped at a motorway service station. She ate something disgusting, with every sign of hearty appetite – a full English breakfast; and then shortly afterwards, when they were on the motorway again, he had to pull over quickly onto the hard shoulder. She jumped out of the car and vomited into the tall grass full of daisies, which was blowing in sensuous long ripples in the wind.

— That was melodramatic, she said when she sat beside him again, wiping her mouth. — Sorry.

— It’s a time for melodrama, he said. — You do whatever you need to.

The journey seemed twice as far as when he’d driven up to fetch her. Grace fiddled with the radio, found some pop music which Alex tolerated because he understood it was difficult for her to speak. Then she got out her phone and began sending texts. — So is that your new boyfriend? he asked.

— Jesus, no, she said. — Just some guy I met at a party.

He wanted to warn her to hold herself back from the guys she met at parties, to keep herself aloof in the upper sphere where she belonged, because she was an exceptional, rare being. But it wasn’t the moment for that. He talked to her instead about his own father, who had died when he was about the same age as she was now. Grace listened attentively, rocking in her seat, although he guessed she could hardly make any connection between what was happening to her, tearing up her life, and his old story worn smooth in history.

Parking at last outside the flat, he saw how she was tensed in anticipation of meeting her mother, or meeting anyone. The knot of muscles in her neck was hard as iron when he touched her. Upstairs it was as if the women hadn’t moved since he left: Lydia was in her usual place on the sofa, Christine – who had changed into a dark navy dress, choosing mourning colours perhaps unconsciously – was in the big armchair. She glanced away from him evasively – she preferred to conceal herself, in extreme situations, behind her habitual irony. Against the dark dress her face looked haggard, flesh slack on her bones: probably she hadn’t slept. They were drinking coffee instead of alcohol, that was the only change – and Isobel had joined them, she was standing beside the mantelpiece with her back to her reflection in the gilt mirror, waiting calmly and sorrowfully. When Grace came in, still hugging her rucksack, she went straight to Isobel, who opened her arms to her. The two young friends were so spontaneous in their sorrow that their mothers looked frozen beside them.

There was something intolerable in the expectation in that room, strained around Zachary’s absence, which could not be filled. The time when they might have been waiting for him to walk through the door was so recent, so close at hand, that it seemed vividly possible; they could imagine how he’d make his entrance, noisy with reassurances, full of jokes, puzzled by their glum faces. He was always so up to date on everything, so full of news. It seemed impossible he didn’t know this latest fact, his own death.

— Where is Dad? Grace asked. — I want to see him.

Lydia tried to dissuade her. — It’s only his empty body, darling, he won’t be there.

— I love his body. I want to say goodbye to it.

Then Grace announced that she wanted to make a death mask, so that later she could carve her father’s face in stone. — I was planning it all the way from Glasgow, she said. – I know where I can find out how to do it properly. I know someone I can ask.

— As if things weren’t grotesque enough, Lydia said, shuddering.

— Let’s take our time, Alex said, placating them. — Let’s think about it.

He supposed there would have to be an autopsy.

— I’d like to be present at the autopsy, Grace volunteered promptly.

— That’s not possible, my sweet girl, he said flatly. — Not possible or desirable.

Christine put out food on the kitchen table, but all anyone wanted was coffee, which they drank until it tasted poisonous. The phone began to ring in the afternoon and didn’t stop: friends who’d heard something, or artists Zachary had worked with, who’d got hold of their number. Lydia had spoken already to Zachary’s brother, but there were so many other people who needed to know what had happened. Alex took the phone into the study next door; again and again, patient with each new shock, he had to tell the story of Zachary’s keeling over in the office, Jane Ogden and Hannah going with him to the hospital. They could all hear him from the sitting room. While he was speaking they sat in silence, as if they needed to hear the story over and over, experience the fresh astonishment with every caller. Grace sat on the floor with her forehead dropped against her knees; Isobel was on the sofa close beside her, her hand on Grace’s hair. The girls had been very close since they were children, although they were opposite types: Grace so abrasive and rash, with her spectacular boyish beauty, Isobel distinctively poised and reserved. She worked as a civil servant, fast-track entrance, in housing; her green eyes were set wide apart, her skin was clear, her light brown hair pinned up in a smooth knot.

— I did ask about the mask, Alex said, crouching in front of Grace, taking her hands in his. — Not sure it’s a good idea. Wait and see how you feel about it in the morning.

— Most of it’s on the internet, Grace said. — But there’s someone I need to talk to about sourcing the right kind of plaster.

— Don’t I have any say in this? Lydia asked.

— Wait and see, wait and see, Christine soothed them.

Lydia wanted to talk about money. Had Zachary had life insurance? She had no idea, he took care of all that side of things. — How can you? Grace said. When Lydia had retired to her bed in the spare room with a sleeping pill, Christine tried to explain to Grace why her mother was behaving so clumsily. — You don’t need to tell me, Grace said, pushing her springy hair back from her forehead under both palms as if it helped her to think, her face stark in its severe lines. — I get it. I understand.

Grace and Isobel went over to Isobel’s flat in Queens Park, where Grace would sleep – it was only twenty minutes on the bus, they insisted they didn’t want a lift, or a cab. — I want to be normal, Grace said. They would come back in the evening to eat, so they could all be together again. When they’d gone, Christine took a lasagne out of the freezer. Then she stood for a few minutes alone under the sloping roof in her bedroom. It wasn’t like a stone after all, this intrusion of grief: a stone was cold and still, you could surround it, but this swelled inside her and receded then swelled again uncontrollably; she felt helpless against its violence, her usual self wrecked and lost, turned inside out. She called out subduedly to Alex, to come upstairs. They spoke in low voices. — Do you mind if I go out just for half an hour while Lydia sleeps? Will you keep an eye on her? I need to walk.

He touched her face sympathetically; the flesh under her eyes was swollen with crying and fatigue. In a crisis Alex was strong and she leaned on him: it was a form of laziness, a convenience between them. And it suited him too, she thought, to play the role of her protector from time to time. Neither she nor Lydia were conventional in their personalities, they called themselves feminists, yet both had chosen patterns of relationship with men which looked almost like their mothers’ marriages, dependent and sheltered; they lived their secret lives inside the strong shell of their husbands’ worldliness and competence. Now Lydia’s shell had been broken open and she was exposed, alone.

Christine didn’t often wear make-up but felt the need to put it on today, before she could show her face outside. When the drawer in her dressing table jammed she was flooded with rage and tugged so hard that it came flying out, scattering its stupid contents. She stared at the mess, then crouched to pick up the eye-pencils, hair grips, eyeshadow, tubes of face cream, sachets of depilatory cream, indigestion pills, contraceptives she no longer needed – even a couple of ancient Tampax from the past, their paper wrappings tatty and grubby. A film of dirty, greasy powder from the bottom of the drawer settled on the wool carpet.

In the street things were better. She gulped down the tarry, tainted city air, felt the heat of the car engines on her legs and the paving stones hard under her feet, took in the shopfronts one after another in all their vivid detail: the bolts of African fabrics, rows of bottles of coloured varnish in the nail parlour, jars of vermilion peppers lined up on the shelves of the Polish delicatessen. All this was a relief: the impersonal solid forms of the world which would persist without Zachary, without happiness, without her.

— I fucked someone really unsuitable, Grace confessed to Isobel on the bus.

— Who?

— This dirty guy, Dan, friend of a friend, met him at a party. By the time we got back to his place I’d sobered up and I didn’t even fancy him, but I couldn’t be arsed by then, going all the way home. Guess where Alex found me when he came to tell me? Isn’t that glorious? Heard the news of my dad’s death in the bed of a dirty guy I didn’t even want to fuck.

Isobel didn’t falter, the whole of her composure was dedicated to sustaining Grace, balancing her thoughts, making them all right – though she did wonder how many passengers on the bus were listening. — When you say dirty . . .

— I don’t mean dirty sex. The sex wasn’t anything special, as far as I can remember. I mean actual dirt, actually on his body. He smelled like he hadn’t washed for a while.

— In time you’ll come to see it’s funny.

— Oh yes, hilarious. Don’t ever tell Sandy, will you?

— I don’t tell Sandy anything.

— I don’t want him to know that I’m so gross.

— You’re not gross, you’re the least gross person I’ve ever known. You’re just – Isobel cast around for the right word – an adventurer. Everything you do is like an explorer, venturing into new territory. I wish I was more like you. I wish I wasn’t so cautious.

Tears squeezed from under Grace’s eyelids as she turned away to stare out of the bus window; she looked desperate. — Does Sandy know? she persisted. — I mean, does he know about Dad? Has anyone told him? Is he still seeing that Italian girl?

Isobel said that her mother had called Sandy; he might be coming round that evening. As far as she knew the thing with the Italian was off. — Do you think he’ll come? Grace said. — Why don’t we phone him to make sure?

— If he can come, he’ll be there.

Isobel understood that Grace was opening up this well-worn old story – of her long-time, devouring, unslaked passion for Sandy, Isobel’s half-brother – mostly as a distraction from thinking about her father. When they arrived at the flat Grace went around exclaiming over everything that was new – Isobel had painted the kitchen, bought an Ercol sofa on eBay. The little flat wasn’t really anything special – the ceilings were low and the kitchen an awkward galley shape – but the way Isobel had things arranged was airy and tranquil. The sofa which was her spare bed was heaped with pretty cushions. Grace opened up the fridge – packed with vegetables from the farmers’ market – and then the wardrobe, as if she were searching for something. Isobel loved buying clothes but her taste was cautious, she dressed in skirts and cardigans and flat shoes. Grace wore vintage or scruffy combats or dramatic satin, changing her look often, as if her appearance were a perpetual art show.

— Everything’s so calm here. Flowers for the table. It’s calming me, she said, touching the petals of the blue scabious. — It’s such a change after my grotty student life.

— Too calm, Isobel said. — I could do with a man, messing things up.

— A dirty man.

— A really dirty one. Gracie, are you actually going to make a mask?

— Is it too weird? It’s macabre, isn’t it? I’m going to look up death masks on your laptop.

— Be careful, please be careful. You don’t know what you’ll see.

Isobel hovered anxiously, looking over Grace’s shoulder while she found some actual masks – Oliver Cromwell’s, and Pascal’s – and then some funeral directors’ websites, and then a photograph from the end of the nineteenth century of a death mask being made, in some place that looked almost like a barber’s shop. The living men’s own faces, in the lovely silvery old print, were distinctive and mournful, exalted in their dedication to their work. — You see, Grace said. — It’s quite a beautiful process. It’s solemn.

Isobel hesitated still. — But I don’t think you could do it though, not to your own father. I think it has to be impersonal.

— Strange, isn’t it, to think that these men are long, long dead too: the mask-takers? The photograph is a kind of death mask in itself. I could take a photograph of Dad, I suppose. A photograph of him, dead. That would be easier. It wouldn’t drive my mother so berserk. I could take it on my phone. Then show it to the dirty guys at parties, see if it creeps them out. Hey fellas, think you can live up to this?

— Pretty creepy.

Isobel made tea in the kitchen and when she came out carrying two mugs, Grace had dumped the cushions on the floor and was lying on the sofa with her back turned, face to the wall. Putting down the tea, Isobel slipped off her shoes and lay behind her. She knew that her friend had her eyes open, staring at nothing. When she touched her she seemed to feel a blockage in her turned back, between her shoulder blades, like a dam; some force that ought to be flowing through Grace couldn’t escape and was building up inside. Isobel massaged her gently, trying to conjure away the pain.

Before they began to eat that evening, Alex again poured glasses of the Stará myslivecká vodka which had been Zachary’s favourite, and spoke briefly. Christine stared at her plate, the others followed Alex with their eyes, willing him to find words for what had happened. He said that Zachary was a man who knew how to do everything the right way, and now he was gone, so they had to do this clumsily without him, as best they could. Zachary had loved art, art that wasn’t stupid or spurious. He’d been exceptional in his insight, and he’d had a singular vision, with the remarkable Garret’s Lane gallery at its centre, of an art radically open to its community. — But for us, Alex said, — his family and close friends, gathered round this table, the loss is so much more, we can’t even begin to measure it. I would be inclined personally to take his death as yet more evidence of the supreme shitty law of life that takes away the best and lifts up the worst. Yet somehow because it’s Zachary, he won’t let me do that. I keep on feeling his resistance, and his force for good, and his belief in it. And yet I don’t know how I’m feeling it, because he’s gone.

Isobel covered her face with her napkin to cry, Sandy wiped his eyes on his sleeve. Lydia touched Alex’s arm in appreciation, briefly she buried her face against his shirt – though when she looked up again her eyes were still dry, watchful and glittering. Hannah from the gallery was with them that evening too, and Zachary’s younger brother Max, and Nathan Kearney, Zachary and Alex’s old friend from university days. The presence among them of Max and Grace felt uncanny, because they both looked so like Zachary: with his rosy high colouring and wiry black hair, his bright red mouth and big voice, his air of benevolence and force. Max even ate greedily like his brother, pushing his bread in his mouth while he helped himself to salad; and recently he had grown a stiff beard like Zachary’s, a prophet’s strong beard – although in fact Max didn’t have his brother’s determination; he was anxiously touchy, not decisive.

They all ate something of the lasagne on their plates, they were actually hungry. The noise of their forks scraping against the china and their glasses chiming was like familiar life returning to their circle, however bruised and subdued, and they began to talk. Nathan Kearney, who’d known them all forever – he reviewed films and was sometimes on telly – was usually unstoppable, but couldn’t speak about Zachary. He bent his big head low over his plate, lank hair hanging down like a curtain, concealing his expression, and could only join in with the talk when they were safely on the dry ground of art and politics.

Lydia pushed the rest of her food aside.

— You have to eat, Alex said, concerned and gentle. He had been round to her place earlier, to pick up a change of clothes and her wash things.

— I know I do.
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