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Later, everyone who loved Johnny Hopkins had different ways to describe how what happened changed their world. Some of them experienced it like the silent collapse of a building – in one moment, when their backs were turned, something solid and familiar was gone, as if it had been a dream, and in its place was a terrifying nothing: a gaping absence, a blue blankness of uncaring sky. For some, it was slower, more dreary – not a violent break but a slow rust that gradually brittled the soul. Johnny’s mother, when talking of it, always pressed her hand to her chest, as if without protection her heart would splinter into a thousand pieces. She talked in concrete, physical terms: memory was a knife, loss was an axe, and hope punched her stomach so that she would let out her breath in a painful gasp. Her thoughts were razor blades. Time was a corridor stretching away from her, empty as a nightmare of closed doors, a windowless eternity of footsteps echoing. Sometimes, though, suddenly at a loss, she would simply say his name – ‘Johnny, my little boy Johnny’, although it was a long time since he had been little – and it was as if she was still hoping that her soft, clear voice would carry over the world and down into the earth and he would hear her at last, wherever he was.

Johnny’s father, long after, came across a photograph of a two-hundred-foot sink-hole that had suddenly appeared in Guatemala City. Houses and electricity poles and roads and human lives had been sucked down into its smooth-walled abyss and nobody could say quite why it had happened. He looked at it for several minutes, with his sore eyes. Then, putting on his reading glasses, he took the red-handled scissors that always lay on his desk, carefully cut it out of the newspaper and stuck it into the scrapbook, as he had done with every single story, interview, letter and printed-out email about his son. Nobody else would know why this photograph was there, but it spoke for Felix Hopkins, a man who didn’t always find it easy to put his feelings into words so some people didn’t understand how deep they went. After all the noise and action, all the attempted explanations, the endless scrabble for meaning, this was what they were left with: a crater that was so big, so perfectly round, so sheer, that it had swallowed everything in its circumference. The hole was at the centre of the family. The hole was inside him. It plunged without end, so that feeling was vertiginous; being alive made him dizzy. He laid the scissors back on the desk, beside the little bowl of linked paper clips and the cracked green mug holding his pencils and pens, and gently closed the scrapbook. His Adam’s apple bobbed. He took off his reading glasses and laid them on the desk. He pressed his slippered feet to the floor, gripped the sides of his chair, waited for this feeling to sink back down inside him.

Mia rarely talked about it. For a long time, she didn’t have the words, and she didn’t have the pictures – except for the particular one she carried in her head of Johnny that she had chosen from all the other images to remember him by: her brother Johnny, with his red-gold hair, the same colour as the fox that used to cross their garden at dusk, as silent as a shadow, and his freckles, which seemed to soak back into his skin during the winter but which in the summer were like muddy splashes on his face, giving it an asymmetry. Even when he was smartly dressed and his hair was brushed, he looked slightly slapdash and askew. Johnny, with his blue eyes and cleft chin. Strong shoulders, long fingers, muscled calves; at eighteen, half man and half boy, he had had a coltish grace. In this picture of him, he always wore a V-necked white T-shirt and an old pair of jeans, ripped in one knee, and was sitting on the small lawn with the sun slanting through the plum tree and falling on him, leaving one arm in shadow. His feet were bare, and his face was half turned towards her. He was smiling slightly. She didn’t think there had ever been a picture like this, although later she had hunted for it, turning out drawers and rifling through the shoeboxes where her mother kept family photos, but there must have been a moment that she’d filed in her memory, or a reason that she had invented it. The smile, which made him look as if he were thinking of something secret and glad, the autumn sunlight lying across the green grass and the shadow approaching him. For ever young and sweet and mysterious. And she had another picture as well, one that she tried not to remember and that she woke, night after night, remembering. The day he had left and she had stood on the pavement waving until he was out of sight. His face, distorted through the car window, turned towards her, his funny little grimace – the rueful expression of farewell.

Later, people said: He was so normal, or He was always such an easy boy. Who would have guessed? They said, Something must have happened. They said, It just goes to show. You can never tell. Out of a clear sky. The bolt from the blue and then the whole world changes. They said, How terrible, and their eyes glittered with fear and excitement. No one knows.


ISABEL


Chapter One

Isabel Hopkins arrived home early in the evening, when the light was just starting to thicken and the last of the summer swallows were lining up on the telephone wire outside the house. The driveway was empty, which meant that Felix was still at work, and the only light came from the kitchen, so presumably Mia was not back either. Isabel remembered her saying something about her first rehearsal for the school play, and she was relieved that, for a few minutes at least, she didn’t have to force herself into the semblance of vitality. She felt spent: as empty as the car, which, this morning, had been crammed with all of Johnny’s possessions and in which there were now only two paper coffee mugs and, on the floor, a single shoe, forgotten in the upheaval. Isabel undid her seatbelt and bent to pick it up. She held it on her lap and continued to sit there. It seemed impossible to move. Her legs were heavy and her neck ached from driving. Her throat felt sore and her eyes were tired from not crying.

The house looked lonely, she thought – one single bright eye staring at her and everything else blind and dark. For a moment, she let herself imagine returning from her journey to a populous city, layer upon layer of human life, crowded streets and open shop doors, steam rising from little cafés, and cars rolling past, with some dim music pulsing from them. Noise and dirt and the shove and hustle of other lives. It would feel easier to insert herself back into her life if she were living in some third-floor flat, others above, below and opposite, grids of lit windows where people could be seen cooking and dancing, kissing and quarrelling, and at night the darkness of the sky diluted by streetlamps. Here, the skies were so vast and so endless, great cathedral vaults of Godless silence. One person – one son – going made the space he left behind ring with his absence.

Isabel had grown up in Brighton, then moved as a student to London. She and Felix had lived the first eleven years of their married life there, in a small house in Brixton, where you could hear the neighbours’ arguments through the thin walls, and where the garden was so tiny that there was no room for Tamsin to learn how to crawl, Johnny to kick a ball or Mia to do one of her straight-backed cartwheels – her legs would be in at the back door before it was completed. When they moved to East Anglia, she had assumed they would find a house in the heart of Norwich, not in a village over the Suffolk border, without streetlamps. It stood in a shallow valley and was surrounded by unbroken fields that curved over the flat horizon. Not far off was the North Sea. They weren’t even in the heart of the village but at the far end of it. From one side they could see houses, a post office that was also a tiny shop selling milk and sliced bread, the pub, the primary school, which all the children had attended, the ugly bus stop where teenagers bought their drugs and drank their vodka, the old church with the broken spire, from which the lead had recently been stripped by thieves, and from the other only farmland and, in the distance, the long line of spindly poplars that in winter looked like delicate skeletons, every branch silhouetted against the sky. Yet they had fallen in love with their house, whose roof dipped in the middle and whose walls bulged, as if it was settling itself more comfortably into the earth, like an old sack of flour. And Isabel, who’d been appalled by the silence and thick darkness when they’d moved in, and sometimes missed the city with an ache that felt like homesickness, had grown to love the great skies, the keen winds, the grey seas and the slow shifting of seasons that she had never noticed in London.

A rickety shape hobbled past the headlights: the ancient mottled cat that was really Johnny’s and had been his last thought when she’d left him this afternoon (‘Remember to look after Digby. He should sleep on Mia’s bed and make sure to get his flu jabs done’). Isabel switched off the ignition. She needed to go inside, turn on the lights and the radio, close the curtains, water the plants on the windowsills, plan supper. Something simple and comforting, she thought – pasta and pesto and a green salad, or buttery scrambled eggs. She wouldn’t go into Johnny’s room; not tonight.

When her elder daughter Tamsin had left two years ago, in a wail of tears, of banging doors and hysterical protestations of love and new leaves turning, it had taken Isabel several days to brave the room she had vacated. Tamsin had taken almost everything she owned with her, in splitting black bin bags and cardboard boxes. All the shoes she never wore, all the leaking bottles of makeup, all the shabby soft toys she had hung on to from her childhood, all the clothes that were too small for her but she vowed she would fit into after one of her binge diets – no carbs or no alcohol or no food at all except fruit. She had left behind empty crisps packets and half-eaten boxes of biscuits, cigarette burns and red wine stains in the shape of far-off countries on her carpet, used makeup wipes scattered like decaying petals, broken CDs, and a small pile of brightly coloured silky knickers in the laundry basket. Isabel, who had argued with Tamsin throughout her childhood and hated the mess she made wherever she went, melted at the sight of the debris. She had sat cross-legged on the floor and wept, bitterly regretting the harsh words, longing to have her big, wretched daughter here again so that she could hug her squashy body and tell her she was sorry. Now, whenever Tamsin returned home, usually after her generous, brimming heart had again been broken, she would bring half of her possessions with her, even if it was only for a weekend, and crawl like a wounded animal into the warm, muddled nest she had created for herself.

But Johnny had left without fuss. Of course he had. For all of his eighteen years, he had lived calmly in a house of noise. He took care of himself and made no demands. Quietness settled around him. This morning he had loaded three cases of clothes and shoes into the car, then a large box of stacked books, his tennis racket, bed linen and towels, his globe and one picture to hang on the wall – a black-and-white photograph of a man in tails jumping over a wide puddle, upright in his leap, his hands tidily behind his back and his face demure. For as long as Isabel could remember, Johnny had kept the peace in a house that at times had felt as though it would split apart under the force of their wrangling. He was the only person in the family whom nobody argued with. He seemed to absorb noise and tension.

Isabel had asked Felix if he thought it was healthy, Johnny’s implacable quiet equability, and Felix had laughed in exasperation: ‘You worry because Tamsin’s overweight and hysterical, you worry that Mia’s flat-chested and permanently embattled, and now you’re worrying that Johnny always seems contented. For God’s sake, be grateful for small mercies.’ Felix was fed up with family dramas, and doors banging through the house. At the time, Isabel had wanted to ask: Does being cheerful mean being happy? Or perhaps that was later. You try to find a path through the horror; you lay blame with a frantic trowel, thick wet slabs of possible explanations that will later harden into cause. Even a rough road is better than no road at all. Because he did not speak, I did not listen; I did not see what lay in front of my eyes all that time.

At last Isabel got out of the car. She felt stiff. At the door, Digby wrapped himself around her legs, tail high and crooked, and she stooped to run a finger along the sharp ridge of his spine, feeling him quiver. What a quiet house it was going to be – except no place that had Mia in it could be completely peaceful. Mia was her own private war zone. Even when she was asleep, her thin, tense body wouldn’t relax – she wrestled with her duvet and muttered wildly, eyes pulsing in dreams, or threw out her arms as if she were falling from a great height.

Everything was as it had been when they had left that morning, empty coffee mugs still on the kitchen table, a plate with a half-eaten piece of toast on it. The post had been pushed through the door, and Isabel leafed through it. Bills, catalogues that were already looking forward to Christmas, an invitation to a fiftieth birthday party, and then she saw she had a letter from her brother. His stiff italic hand hadn’t changed since his schooldays. She slid a finger under the gummed flap and took out just half a page of writing, starting ‘Dear Isabel’ and ending ‘Yours, Graham’, as if they were formal acquaintances. When she thought about what they had been through together – but no. Don’t go there. Not now, not today, when she felt frail and old and her hands, holding the letter, trembled slightly.


Dear Isabel,

Celia suggested that I write rather than phone, so that you have time to think about what I have to say and can make a reasoned response.



She winced: he meant that he wanted to avoid her reckless outbursts of emotion, her need to be shown affection by her only brother, who had long ago withdrawn it.


We are in the process of looking at our wills, and we feel that it is only fair to consider the family inheritance. As you know, you own the only painting of our mother and Celia believes that, although it was done by a family friend, the painter is actually of some importance in the art world and it may therefore be of value, quite apart from its obvious sentimental value. We were not aware of this at the time and clearly it changes things. I would like to send round someone to give us expert advice and, if it should prove to be worth a lot, we should consider how to proceed. We could either sell it and split the proceeds or, more likely, you can pay me my half of its estimated value.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours,

Graham



Isabel stared at the letter. She crumpled it up in a ball and hurled it towards the bin, missing. Then she retrieved it, straightened it out, and reread it to find its meaning unchanged.

‘Fuck. Bastard. Celia suggests … I’ll bet she does. He looks forward to hearing from me, does he?’

Her internal voice – which she sometimes thought was simply Felix’s voice, the voice of male reason – told her to wait for her anger to subside. She ignored it.

‘Hello, Celia. Yes, it’s Isabel here … Yes, that’s right. Isabel. I’d like to speak to Graham, please … Yes, it is about the picture and, no, I’d rather talk to Graham directly. If that’s all right with you.’

Isabel could imagine Celia holding her hand over the mouthpiece and whispering: It’s that sister of yours. She sounds furious. Don’t let her browbeat you. You know what she’s like. Eyebrows raised.

After a few minutes, Graham came on the line.

‘Ah, Isabel,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.’

Since when had he talked like that, with strangulated pomposity, everything clipped, bitten off and swallowed? He sounded as though his mouth was full of marbles and bile. Or perhaps he was scared that if he didn’t let his words out through a closed throat and carefully pursed lips, they would betray him: he would say something unintended.

‘Yes, it’s Isabel.’ He used to call her Izzie, or Bel, but now he always used her full name, separating it out into its three distinct syllables. He used to tag along beside her, with his little hand in hers. He used to cry easily, wet his bed and have bad dreams that she would wake him from, cradling and soothing him. He would whisper hot secrets in her ear.

‘I gather you’ve received the letter.’

‘Yes. What the fuck do you think you’re doing, writing to me like that?’

‘There’s no need to swear. And it’s only fair that we –’

‘No! You’re talking about our mother. You can’t write a constipated business letter about our mother.’

‘A picture of our mother –’

‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘I think we should be able to discuss this calmly.’

‘Are you short of money? Is that what it is?’

‘No.’ He sounded offended. ‘Of course not. This is a question of fairness.’

‘Bullshit.’ Isabel had often noticed that when she talked to Graham, she started talking like a drunkard in a Hollywood film, hurling obscenities. She sometimes even detected a faint American accent in her voice.

‘Please. There’s no need to make a scene.’

‘When we moved Dad into the home, we shared things out.’

‘But as I pointed out in the letter –’

‘You took the dresser, the pearl necklace and earrings for Celia, the set of cut-glass glasses, the old carved chest –’

‘You said you didn’t want them.’

‘I didn’t. I don’t. I don’t care about them. I just wanted her books and the painting.’

‘And the rocking chair.’

‘Oh! It’s worn and old –’

‘Antique.’

‘Antique! It’s just a chair that wasn’t made recently.’

‘Let’s talk about the painting. Celia thinks it might be worth everything else put together.’

‘I don’t care about the money!’ She heard the quaver in her voice and hated it. Even when she was angry with Graham, she was pleading with him: she couldn’t bear his aloofness, the way he had become impenetrable. She had always insisted to Felix, and to herself, that behind the reserve, the wincing dislike of sentiment, he was still the needy, affectionate boy she had mothered – but recently she had wondered. Perhaps if you behave in a certain way for long enough, the behaviour becomes the self. A cool surface chills the heart.

‘Very convenient, when you happen to own it.’

‘Graham!’ Isabel heard her voice rise and crack, while all the while her brother remained efficiently correct. ‘I’m not going to sell it to make some greedy profit out of it. Just because the artist might turn out to be someone well known doesn’t alter it a jot. I wouldn’t care if it was worth nothing at all. Don’t you see? It’s Mum, our mother. I love it.’ She found she was nearly crying.

‘I’m sorry you’re seeing this in such emotional terms.’

‘Well, of course I am! How did you think I’d see it?’

‘Celia warned me –’

‘Stop hiding behind Celia. If you didn’t want to do this, you wouldn’t.’

‘I’m simply trying to redress any possible imbalance.’

‘What? “Redress any possible imbalance”? Why are you being like this?’

‘I’m not aware of being like anything.’

‘It’s me, your sister. You’re not my accountant. You’re my family, my little brother.’ She heard a faint sigh coming from the other end. ‘Oh, send round your bloody expert. Or no – don’t. Just take the painting. I don’t want to get in some horrible argument about what it’s worth and who should have it. Just tell me when you’re coming and I’ll get some bubble wrap.’

‘Now you’re being silly.’

‘I’m not being fucking silly. Look, today I’ve taken Johnny to Sheffield and now I’ve just walked in to find your cold little letter about Mum.’

‘So that’s why you’re so upset, because Johnny’s gone. I see that I’ve caught you at a bad time –’

‘Don’t you dare! Don’t even think of patronizing me like that! It’s odious. It makes me want to punch a hole in my own head. Or yours.’

‘Well, I’m sorry.’ Graham’s voice was thick with distaste.

They were both silent. Isabel walked with the phone still at her ear and stood by the large window that looked out on golden stubble fields. At the bottom of the garden, in the tall ash tree, there was a small rookery – just four or five large messy bundles of twigs that hung there in the winter like blobs of mistletoe. The rooks returned early in the year, and woke Isabel each morning with their raucous shouts. They were ungainly, comic and sombre, and she loved them. Sometimes, when she was alone in the evening, she would sneak out with an illicit cigarette and sit on the grass beneath the tree, watching their dark shapes flap and veer towards their nests, crashing on to their perches and making the branches tremble. She looked at them now, coming home for the night, until she trusted herself to speak again.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to go off like that.’

‘It’s all right. I understand.’

‘No – hang on. You’re supposed to say sorry as well. That’s how it works, Graham.’

‘All right.’ There was a pause. She could almost see him squaring his shoulders and swallowing hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing under his shirt collar. ‘I’m sorry if –’

‘Oh no you don’t! Not like that.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Sorry that. Not if, that.’

‘I’m sorry that I offended you,’ he said.

‘It’s OK.’

‘But –’

‘Let’s leave it for now,’ Isabel said. ‘I’ll talk to Felix. If it’s worth a lot of money, of course we should somehow take that into account. The main thing is, we shouldn’t fall out over it.’

Isabel went into the living room, where the painting of her mother hung. She sat on the sofa, moving a hairbrush embedded in the crack between the cushions, and examined the picture closely. It didn’t seem a particularly skilful portrait to her. The shoulders were unintentionally lopsided and the hands were like sausages bunched together in her mother’s lap. The background was brown and flat. There was, thought Isabel, a childish quality to the composition. Perhaps the naïvety was the point, but she didn’t think so. Yet she had spent hours looking at it over the years, staring into her mother’s brown eyes, which stared back as if she could see her. She was wearing a blue dress, the kind of soft, moderate blue that the Madonna always wore in Renaissance paintings, and the expression on her face was subdued and thoughtful, although her lips were quirked in a semblance of a smile. Her dark hair was tied back in an old-fashioned coiled bun, although Isabel had no living memory of her wearing it like that. She thought she could remember her mother leaning over her when she was lying in bed and her loose silky hair tickling her face. But that must have been before she became ill, bony and yellow with cancer, the funny smell in her room, and then the absence, hospital visits, holding the twig-hands and trying not to look into those eyes.

Isabel had always wanted to see her own face in her mother’s: she wanted her lost mother to live on in her. Lately, however, she had realized that Mia most closely resembled her, or Mia as she would become, once she lost her awkward angles, her crooked teeth in their train-track braces, her skinny tomboy plainness. She had said as much to her daughter, who had stared at the portrait with scowling concentration, then pronounced: ‘Far too pretty and well-behaved.’ Had her mother been well-behaved? Isabel had no idea. She had never known Kathleen Cornish as a real person with desires and regrets. She was an ideal, remembered in soft focus. Once, when she was a teenager, she had plucked up the courage to ask her father to tell her something more, but he had made her feel that the question was cruel. His face had twisted and his moustache quivered; he had held up one hand, as if to stop oncoming traffic, and the matter had been closed. Isabel had never dared reopen it: she didn’t want to hurt her father or displease him, so Kathleen Cornish had become a taboo, beloved and mysterious and, at the same time, an area of dread. The face in the picture gave nothing away: it just stared out from the dull background, contemplative.

After Kathleen’s early death, when Isabel had been nine and Graham just seven, the portrait had hung in her father’s bedroom, in the darkest corner away from the window, and the face had seemed shadowy and inscrutable. Isabel used to creep in there when Bernard Cornish was out and crouch in front of it, gazing up as if she was in a church, worshipping the relics of dead saints. After Bernard’s stroke, when he had had to be moved from the down-at-heel family house into a nursing home, Graham had shown no interest in wanting it so Isabel had inherited it. It had been then that she had tried to track down the painter, a man called Thomas Loft. That was before the days of the Internet and Google; she had gone to the local library, looked up the name in reference books and, when that had given her no leads, resorted to ringing a few of the Lofts she had found in the Brighton telephone directory – her parents had been living there at the time the portrait was painted. But none of the Lofts she talked to were painters, or knew of painters in their family, and Isabel soon gave up. What did she want to know anyway? What Kathleen Cornish, who had died before she was forty, had been like? When you gazed at her face, what did you see? Were you in love with her? Would she have liked me? Do you think I grew up into the person she wanted me to be?

When they were courting, Felix had told her she was a hungry woman. Not for food, she often starved herself of that, but for love. He had laid his hand against her cheek and said she did not need to be hungry any more, and she had closed her eyes and leant against him. Work, children and love had filled the emptiness. Tiredness had obscured it. But in the middle of their lives, some people get lost. Dark woods and blind descents. Isabel knew this. She did not want to be one of them. She braced her thin, strong body against it, even as she felt herself begin to slide. She would not.


Chapter Two

The front door opened and then banged shut. Mia was home. Felix always closed the door carefully, with a click; Mia crashed it back on its lock as if she was a discus thrower, putting her whole weight behind the effort. Isabel heard her go into the kitchen. She could imagine her daughter pulling open the fridge, drinking milk straight from the bottle, eating a cold roast potato from the bowl, going to the store cupboard and snuffling through it like a badger. She waited. After a while the steps came back into the hall. ‘Hello!’ she called. She really should get up but she was too drained; her body felt limp.

The door swung open. Mia stood in the doorway and gazed in. Her cheeks were flushed and her hair ruffled, as if she had been raking her fingers through it. Her tights had wide ladders running up the left leg. She was sixteen and in her first year of A levels, but looked thirteen still: flat chest, narrow hips, knobbly knees, like the knees of a ten-year-old boy, the ridged braces that rubbed her gums, the dark hair that she insisted on keeping cropped short, the beetling brows. Her face was pale and small, her eyes brown and flecked with gold – just like Kathleen’s eyes, thought Isabel, watching her carefully.

‘What are you doing sitting in the dark?’ asked Mia, taking a huge bite out of the apple she was holding and crunching mightily.

‘Is it dark?’

‘It’s not day any more anyway. Here.’ She switched on the light and the room lost its shadows and soft corners. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Fine.’

‘You look odd. Have you been crying?’

‘No.’

‘I bet you have. Was it all right with Johnny?’

‘Yes. It was good. How about your day? Tell me about the rehearsal. Later, we can go through your lines, if you want.’ For she didn’t want to revisit the feeling she had had as she had said goodbye to her son. The small damp room, the long corridor leading to it and the laughter heard from behind other doors he would probably be too shy to knock on. His carefully packed clothes put into drawers, his shirts into the wardrobe, his books stacked neatly on the desk. His picture hung on a stained wall. Johnny had smiled at her, his biggest smile. One chipped tooth; a tiny dimple in his left cheek. It was good he was going because she knew him too well and loved him too much, and everyone has to leave home in one way or another – and Johnny above all had had to do it like this: physically removing himself from her, marking a distance between them, taking his big, passive body away from her arms.

When Tamsin had left, she and Isabel had exclaimed over her new room, giggled, whispered to each other about her flatmates, tested out the bed and finally wept, Tamsin loudly and with gusto, her tears smudging her mascara and dribbling into her generous mouth. But perhaps this was worse: the sobriety and tact she and Johnny had exhibited. He had looked so forlorn and so obedient, standing there in the checked grey shirt in soft cotton that she had given him for his birthday. She had wanted to shake him, to take his arm, lead him back to the car and drive him home, sit him by a fire, give him rice pudding and a mug of tea.

She had a sudden memory, so long suppressed, of his first day at nursery, and how she had had to unpick his fingers from her skirt, one by one. How had she forgotten that, burying it under her other memories of Johnny blithe, Johnny self-possessed, Johnny tranquil? But there was that other Johnny, the one who had had night terrors and asthma and who had always put his warm little hand in hers, keeping close, dogging her footsteps, wrapping his arms round her like a koala bear. Had she pushed that tender soul away? She’d been so anxious for him to be happy that perhaps she had refused to let him express anything else, always loading the questions – ‘Are you well? Are things fine?’ rather than ‘How are you?’ – and telling him he was wonderful, he was beloved, he would do fine, anything he set his mind to. Look on the bright side, not the dark. That hadn’t been for his good, but for her own self-protection, because she didn’t have the courage to confront any misery he might feel. She was a coward masquerading as optimistic and brave. And now it was too late: she had left him behind in a rainy city, in a flat full of strangers. They’d hugged as she left, but constrainedly, each not wanting to upset the other, and he’d told her to take care of Digby. Then he’d asked her to send him recipes if she had time, but that was probably to give her something to do. He had always had an eye for other people’s distress and an instinct for alleviating it. She’d send him one tonight, she thought, when everyone was safely in bed. Felix always went to sleep early, and rose long before her, padding softly down the stairs in his running stuff, then bringing her a cup of tea in bed when he returned from his six-mile circuit of the lanes.

‘Why are you looking like that?’ Mia demanded once more. She sounded impatient, even angry. Her brow furrowed.

For a moment, Isabel wanted to say that Mia should let her be sad for once – she was no longer a child but a sixteen-year-old, after all – yet the words lodged in her throat. It would just cause another argument. Mia would accuse her of loving Johnny best. She shrugged, and Mia left the room.

Felix returned. He came into the kitchen where she stood making a salad and put his arms round her without a word. So, he knew how she was feeling. She leant into him, grateful.

‘All right?’ he said at last, kissing the crown of her head.

‘Kind of.’

‘It will be.’

‘Yes. I know.’

Isabel had met Felix when she was twenty-five and he was thirty-six. He had run her over. Flying off her bike, she had glimpsed his startled face through the windscreen, and even then she had thought he looked a bit like a hawk. He had screeched to a halt, but before he’d had time to get out of his car, she had picked herself up off the pavement and advanced on him in a limping hobble, screaming in a cracked voice, ‘What the fuck? You idiot! You twat!’ He’d unfolded his tall thin shape from the car and stood before her, apologizing, asking her if she was all right, saying it was completely his fault. ‘I know it was your fault! You ran into the back of me. What were you thinking?’ Apparently he’d turned in his seat to tell his children to stop quarrelling, taking his eyes off the road, and only then had she discovered that two small shapes were cowering on the back seat. ‘You should have child seats for them,’ she’d said. ‘You’ll end up killing them as well as any stray cyclist who happens to cross your path.’ She had bent down to the two boys. One had started to cry and she had felt ashamed of herself and, briefly, sorry for their blue-eyed father, who was looking on helplessly. Then she’d climbed back on her bike, ignoring all offers of help, and wobbled off, only realizing when she’d got home how shaken she was, and how a large bruise was spreading up her thigh and her knuckles were nastily grazed.

Two days later, when she was about to go out for a drink with the man she thought would become her boyfriend, there’d been a knock at the door and Felix was standing there, a bunch of flowers in his hands. He’d told her that he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind. He had followed her after the collision that day and seen where she lived. ‘My children liked you,’ he added. Plunging her face into the flowers, Isabel had burst into tears, not knowing why. Then she had put the bouquet down and told him to leave. She wasn’t going to get involved with a married man. (Again, she didn’t add.) But he had told her he was separated from the mother of his children and had been for years. He had taken the flowers, unwrapped them and put them in a vase for her, carefully shaking the contents of the little sachet of plant food they came with into the water. Minutes later, they had been in bed together – though now it seemed inconceivable that Felix, who was so controlled and courteous, shy and morally upright, could have acted in such a way. Is that how my children behave, she wondered now, tumbling into bed with a stranger? The thought appalled her.

Anyone who met Felix for more than a few minutes would know that he was not an easy man – neither easy on himself nor on others. He was angular and severe, with thin lips, a beetle brow and a hooked nose, like a medieval saint painted in gold on a cracked wooden triptych. You could see the veins in his temples; when he was angry or upset, the emotion rippled through his face, like a squall over water, though his expression would barely alter. He was a puritan and a self-disciplinarian who rose at dawn and ran six miles most days, ten at weekends. Once a year he did the London marathon, taking three hours and ten minutes, give or take a minute. The family always went to see him: he would pound towards them, his head tipped back a bit and his narrow, muscled legs measuring out each stride, in his eyes a look of blindness, as if he was staring inside himself as he ran and could not see them waving their banner and shouting his name, or the crowds all around him. He played the violin in the same way, with a tense, fierce concentration, as though he was wrenching each note from the instrument. And when he worked in the allotment, he dug the spade into the loamy soil with the energy of a man who believed that only by back-breaking, self-punishing effort could he win his rest. He would come home with his palms blistered, his skin burnt by sun and wind, his eyes glowing with satisfaction.

Felix taught medieval literature at the university. He loved Chaucer, and Norse and Icelandic sagas; he could recite much of Pearl by heart. For the last three years, he had been struggling to write a book on pilgrimage literature. Isabel thought he was like a pilgrim himself: under this cloak of irony and sardonic wit, he was a dissatisfied, heart-sore man. Perhaps that was why she had married him: the rescue impulse, as Mia called it, mocking her. But, after all, it was true. Isabel had thought she could untie some of the knots inside him, the ones he thought held him together but that she believed kept him imprisoned in his own uptight English masochism. Mia said Isabel felt that about everybody she met – that she could see things in them that they didn’t recognize in themselves and that could, in some mysterious way, free them.

Isabel wanted to talk about Johnny and about her conversation with Graham, but the phone rang and Felix went to answer it and then, holding it, went to his study and pulled the door shut. She poured them both a glass of wine, and put one on the desk beside him; he mouthed an acknowledgement to her. She could hear a high, angry voice coming down the line, imagined it was some academic wrangle he was meant to sort out, and left him to it. He’d be ages now. She put the dirty clothes from the weekend in the wash, cooked spaghetti with bacon and mushrooms for supper, cleaned out Mia’s guinea pig in the dark, grubbing around with cold hands for the soiled straw, filling his bowl with food and his drinking bottle with water – Mia had been given him on her tenth birthday, and he had lasted far longer than any guinea pig was supposed to, singing like a canary from the bottom of the garden. Isabel moaned about doing Mia’s dirty work for her, but secretly loved the plump, sweet-smelling creature. Sometimes she would even go out to sit in the run with him, letting him crawl into her lap and scurry under the folds of her clothes.

Tamsin rang from Southampton; Felix’s mother called to arrange a time to visit; and Isabel had work to mark before tomorrow, which she’d let herself forget, and that bloody school trip to arrange, with all the health and safety forms to fill in and photocopy. Not to mention parents’ evening coming up. And she needed to get a builder in to look at the crack running up the gable end of the house. Buy bulbs for the garden. Sort out Felix’s birthday celebrations, though Felix wouldn’t want to celebrate and would hate any kind of fuss – but you couldn’t just let a birthday go past, could you? She’d have to get in touch with his two eldest children, her stepsons, and find out if they could come down for it. Tomorrow, straight after school, she would visit her father in his nursing home on the banks of the estuary. And, oh, damn, book the car in for its MOT, which it would definitely fail because it whined up hills and juddered down them – and write to Becky, whose mother had just died …

Very quickly, after a few hours of desolation, life ran into the spaces and holes left by Johnny, her quiet, careful son. Isabel let herself be carried on by its momentum, just occasionally feeling the undertow of her sadness. Which would pass, because everything passes: this was the lesson life taught her over and over again, and which she had never yet learnt.

But in the middle of the night she woke. Felix lay beside her, his body straight as a board and his face towards the ceiling. He had a Roman profile – aquiline and unyielding. Even in sleep he looked alert. He had the air of someone who was thinking, not dreaming, and who would at any moment open his eyes, sit up and tell you about the war in Iraq or imaginary numbers or allegory in Spenser. Isabel lay quite still, wondering if the owl that shrieked nightly for a mate across the flatlands had woken her.

When she was sure she would not go back to sleep, she rose and did what she had promised herself she would leave aside for a while: go into Johnny’s room. In a house where it seemed a battle to impose any kind of tidiness, it had always been a safe haven. She loved its order: the files and folders and piles of textbooks; the folded clothes and lists with ticks next to tasks accomplished; the maps on the wall with highlighters showing where he’d been, pink snail trails winding through west and east Europe; the clock above his desk, which always told the correct time, the wall-calendar with appointments, marches, tennis matches, parties; the bookshelf in which his books were ordered according to subject (novels, poetry, campaign literature, travel, space, the stars, the moon and black holes, with mysterious formulae squiggled across dense pages). The sports bag under the bed, zipped up; the tennis and squash racquets beside the narrow wardrobe; the small mirror in which he could see just his face; the little basin with toothbrush and toothpaste, a smooth nub of soap, shaving foam, a razor, as if this were a room in a bed-and-breakfast. She liked the smell in there as well, sweat and soap, lived-in, yet clean and fresh – he often opened his window wide, even in winter. The curtains would billow and a few leaves scatter on the dull red carpet. Isabel thought that his room was like his life. It was functional, pleasing, with a sense of actions accomplished, days ticking past at a proper pace. If he had to work, he sat with his computer at his desk, which looked out on to the long, narrow garden. If he wanted to read, he would lie on his bed, with his pillow propped up against the headboard.

Mia’s room was a mad jumble – work not done, clothes not washed, the bed not made, balled-up pieces of paper, ink stains on the carpet, half-empty mugs of tea or scummy glasses of orange juice on the bedside table, desk and floor, the primary-school recorder on which she had only ever mastered ‘Three Blind Mice’ and the violin from which she had never learnt to coax a sweet note and whose E-string was now broken, the computer with its grimy keyboard and chewed connecting cord, the small wooden easel she’d bought because she had briefly thought she would learn how to paint, a hobby that would lift her out of herself, a smeary full-length mirror that she didn’t want to look into anyway, because each time she did, it stung her anew to see how different she was from the way she felt inside.

In Mia’s room, Isabel was oppressed and agitated; in Johnny’s, she felt her heart slow down.

It was empty now. Hangers rattled in the wardrobe, and the drawers, when she pulled them open, contained just a few T-shirts and jerseys. The posters had been taken down (she imagined him putting them up in his new room with drawing pins) and all the paper and pens had been removed from his desk. She knelt on the carpet in front of the shelves, which were now full of gaps. Dostoevsky, Kierkegaard, Roland Barthes. Books with strange titles that made her brain tingle with mysterious longing. Fear and Trembling. The Scarred City. The Homesick Café. They were like worlds she had never entered and like the shadowy, mysterious places inside Johnny to which she had no access.

She wrapped her arms around herself for comfort. Johnny has left and Tamsin has left; Mia is itching to go; their childhood is over and we can’t get it back. Did we do well enough by them? And we’re getting older. Time is like a river that carries everything away with it and, oh dear, what shall I do with myself now, what shall we do?


Chapter Three

The following evening Isabel went to meet Jenny and Leah to put the world to rights, or at least their little corner of it. She came back late from school, where there had been a drawn-out meeting with the social worker and GP of one of her children, a little boy called Mattie Jacques, who never talked, who always smiled, whose squinting brown eyes swam behind thick glasses held together by plasters. He had been in care since he was three, was disruptive at school and often tried to run away – though to where no one could work out. His foster-parents were on the point of giving up on him and teachers talked of him as ‘that boy’. But sometimes, out of the blue, he would place his dry little hand, the wrist ringed with eczema, in Isabel’s and her heart would melt.

People think that women dress up for men – but they don’t. They dress up for other women. Isabel had a shower and rubbed herself all over with body lotion. She chose her apparently casual clothes with care: striped jeans, scuffed biker’s boots, rust-orange shirt, black leather jacket, favourite necklace, given to her by Felix when she’d turned forty. She scooped her hair up, put on makeup that was invisible but softened the lines on her face, the brackets round her mouth, the shadows under her eyes, the worry furrows on her brow. These were her good, close friends – she bared her soul to them, exposing her fears and embarrassments – but she didn’t want them to see her naked face, the way the skin puckered slightly round her mouth, or how her neck had become thin and scraggy, and her upper arms slack, hanging in – she winced – chicken wings. She thought of Tamsin’s peachy radiance, the smoothness of Mia’s pale face and the suppleness of her limbs, and she looked at herself in the mirror with a kind of surprised displeasure.

They met – as they always did – in the little bistro in town. Felix dropped Isabel off so that she could drink; she would get a cab back. Drinking was part of the point of their meetings – it loosened their tongues. They used to meet for afternoon tea and cakes, but that had been too sensible, and the time had been too proscribed – back home for supper, after iced buns and Earl Grey. In the evenings, however, time could spill over; they could play truant from their ordinary lives, returning home after their husbands and children were in bed, creeping upstairs and climbing in beside a snoring partner – or, in Jenny’s case, to a space that had been empty for years, although she still slept on the right of the bed. On these nights out, they would become emotional, frank, confessional, nostalgic, shameless, giggly. They could surprise themselves with the things they said to each other. Leah was affected by half a glass of wine and tipped at once into tipsy girlishness, shedding her habitual irony, straight posture and thin-lipped elegance. For Jenny and Isabel, the process was more gradual – a slow unwinding of their carefulness.

Today the subject was – as it so often tended to be – the scandal of being middle-aged. They leant their heads (streaked blonde, highlighted brown and Isabel’s black, showing single silver hairs that only occasionally caught the light to become visible) over the round table in the corner, near the window, which was spattered with rain. Isabel could smell their mingled perfumes, amid the waft of wine, garlic and ginger from their meal. They swapped anecdotes of outrage and humiliation, each trying to outdo the others in self-mockery.

Leah told them about an episode of a few days ago, when she had been on a crowded train and a young man had offered her his seat. ‘But I was standing next to a woman who was clearly older than me!’ she said. ‘She had grey hair and a tweed skirt.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘What could I do? I said no. And he insisted. He was practically pushing me into his seat. And I heard myself saying, “Why me? What about her?” Everyone was listening, and the young man – he was practically a teenager – looked a bit baffled, and the old woman was saying she didn’t need the seat. Actually, when I looked at her properly, maybe she wasn’t that old, she just didn’t dye her hair.’

‘So you sat down?’

‘No. This is the ridiculous bit. I’d backed myself into a corner. I said I was getting off. So then I had to get off, didn’t I? I dashed round to a carriage a bit further up, got on again there and stood up for the rest of the journey. Probably everyone saw me.’ She shook her head. ‘It was so stupid. I should have just taken the seat and been grateful. Who cares if he thought I was older than I am? I mean, if you’re eighteen, anyone who’s over forty is old. But I did care. I felt cross and sweaty and undignified and ugly and close to tears.’

Jenny told a story about driving her fifteen-year-old nephew and three of his friends to a pop concert. ‘They had this conversation about who they fancied and who they didn’t,’ she said, screwing her round face into a grimace. ‘Including my daughter. They were talking about whether they’d want to grope Holly at a party. I sat there, holding on to the steering wheel with white knuckles and listening to this crap, and I thought, I’m invisible. That’s what’s going on here. It’s not that they’re being strangely rude or anything, it’s simply that they can’t see me. They don’t register my existence, except as some kind of useful device that’s getting them to their concert free of effort or charge.’

‘Didn’t you say anything?’

‘That’s the weirdest thing – I didn’t. I was boiling with rage, but somehow I felt too embarrassed, as if talking would be inappropriate.’

‘So you let them demean Holly and erase you,’ said Leah, before twisting round in her seat and signalling to the waiter for a second bottle of wine.

‘Yes. I was like an imposter in my own car.’

Isabel’s story had a similar narrative: it, too, was about self-alienation and invisibility. ‘I was in a big department store a few months ago. I was in a hurry, of course. I had to buy something for Mia, I think, and pick up stationery, and I was running late. I was in an anxious state anyway – probably about Mia. It was when she was being bullied, you know. When that kind of thing is going on, it’s with you all the time. You can be at work or out with friends, and all the time it’s like a fist round your heart.’

She stopped, thinking she’d mislaid the right tone, but Leah and Jenny nodded, made small sympathetic accompanying noises. Jenny put a hand on her arm. The waiter came over with the new bottle and poured some into each of their glasses.

‘So, there I was, hurtling along an aisle hung with clothes, and suddenly this woman was standing in front of me, blocking my way. She was a thin, scrawny creature with untidy hair, in things that looked too dark and hot for her, and I remember thinking she looked a bit like a demented stork, and that she seemed wretched. I felt sorry for her. But she was still in my way, so I lifted up a hand and said, “Sorry!” And she lifted up her hand at exactly the same moment and her mouth opened, and I was smiling at her and she was smiling at me. And I thought, Fuck! It’s a mirror! I’m standing in front of a mirror and that’s me. That demented stork, that unhappy, scraggy woman is me.’ She took a large gulp of wine and grinned ruefully at her friends who were grinning back at her.

‘At least you weren’t rude to yourself,’ said Leah.

‘And at least you felt sorry for yourself,’ Jenny added.

‘Here’s to self-pity.’ Leah raised her glass extravagantly, slopping wine over its brim. ‘Very necessary.’

‘To see yourself from the outside, though,’ Isabel said. ‘It’s a shocker, isn’t it? To know that you’re middle-aged. Nobody warns you.’

‘Well, at least you’re not menopausal yet,’ said Leah, who was four years older than Jenny and Isabel, and for the last year or so had been garrulous on the subject of the silent passage into barrenness. ‘That’s the real shocker. Sweats and nightmares and insomnia and weariness and panic attacks and the tendency to inexplicably break down and weep like a child.’

‘Yes?’ Jenny raised her eyebrows. ‘So what’s different? That’s what I’ve been like for years now.’

‘Maybe you’ve got early menopause.’

‘Maybe I’m just a woman with teenage children.’

‘You wait,’ said Leah, ominously.

‘I was at this dinner,’ said Isabel, ‘one of Felix’s work things. Everyone seemed horribly clever and self-confident. They all had their areas of expertise – there were people there who knew about things like, I don’t know, insoluble solubles or the Latin Vulgate Bible or the homing instincts of garden snails. No matter how irrelevant they seem, I’ve always thought that areas of expertise give people a kind of safety: a tiny fragment of solid ground to stand on. Whereas me, I’m just a primary-school teacher. I know about the two times table and blowing noses. Anyway, I was sitting between two men and I can’t even remember what we were talking about and I suddenly started to cry. I don’t mean gracefully weep – I mean really cry. I was sitting there looking down at my plate with my shoulders shaking and at first they didn’t notice and then they didn’t know what to do. I had to get up and go and sit in the Ladies for about ten minutes, just sobbing to myself. And then it was gone and I was OK. I couldn’t work out what had set it off or what it was about. I never told Felix – he was at the other end of the table and so involved in a conversation that I doubt he’d have noticed if I’d taken off my clothes and set fire to them. It was so odd, though – that sudden sense of inconsolable grief.’

‘Children leaving,’ said Leah.

‘Do you think?’

‘Of course. We rush around being busy and needed, and suddenly it’s over. Like the wind going out of our sails.’

For a moment, Isabel allowed herself to think of Johnny yesterday, his nervous, smiling face, and then of Johnny as a tiny child, plumping like a bag of flour into her lap, and the sweet sawdust smell of him. She heard his voice – then, now – saying, Mama. She felt all of a sudden stone-cold sober.

‘Well!’ Jenny poured the last of the wine into their glasses. ‘At least we can talk to each other about it. We’re not alone. That’s what makes it bearable. Even fun, in a grim kind of way.’

They sat at the littered table, with their two wine bottles and the shells of prawns scattered over the paper cloth. Isabel raised her glass. ‘Here’s to being in the same boat.’

‘Here’s to rocking it.’


Chapter Four

Every two or three days, Isabel wrote out a recipe in her pointy handwriting and posted it off to Johnny: marinated chicken breasts, quick ratatouille, teriyaki salmon, red onion and goat’s cheese tartlets, noodles in a spicy coconut sauce, bean stew. Sometimes she would wake in the night and think of a new recipe to send to him. Pumpkin risotto, like the one she had made far too much of the night before so the three of them had gazed at the heaped mounds with something like dismay; butternut-squash soup, now that it was October and Felix’s allotment was full of different kinds of squashes and gourds; apple crumble with oats on top. She liked to imagine Johnny in the kitchen, cooking with painstaking precision from her inexact instructions, serving up dinners to the rest of his flatmates, ladling out spinach curry or fish with a bacon and crème fraîche sauce. Maybe he’d meet a girl – Isabel pictured someone with long, curly hair and a fresh, laughing face, the kind of frank, unthreatening girl a mother dreams of for her son and the son rarely falls for – and make her chicken with honey and five-spice dressing. She’d give him an apron at Christmas, she thought, and some sharp knives. She let herself imagine Christmas dinner – all of them, with her mute father and Felix’s terrifying mother, maybe even Graham and Celia, and Felix’s sister who lived in Ludlow with her new husband and always knitted itchy woollen socks for her Christmas presents. Oh, and their neighbour, of course: he had no family, only a large golden retriever that he walked along the lanes day after day, and that in the summer would eat Isabel’s washing from the line.

Sometimes Johnny would call, and often there were noises in the background, like a party going on. He always sounded cheerful. He mentioned names – Lorrie and Fran, Seamus, Jose and Han, and someone called Phil, who was six foot six and played the accordion. He said he liked the work and was studying hard. Quarks and string theory and forces and billions of light miles of cold nothing and infinitesimal specks weighing more than the whole world. Yes, he liked his tutors, or most of them. Yes, he was eating well. He was playing football and had found a tennis partner. He had been once into the Peaks with a girl named Lil. And, no, Lil wasn’t, before she asked. Lil was just a good friend.

Isabel loved to hear him but she rarely called him: she was determined not to be doting. Felix had told her she must not be one of those oppressively attentive mothers who smothered their children and made them feel guilty for leaving. No, the best thing was to wait for him to get in touch with them, and that was what she did, but she wrote him cheery emails full of trivial pieces of news from home – a bit of a cold but it’s going now, rainy day today and the autumn leaves are piling up, horrible day at work with that little bugger Joey McCall making everyone’s life a misery, Dad’s book going OK but a bit slowly, what’s new? Mia’s fine, though school continues a bit of a misery and aren’t girls cruel sometimes, but I think it’s getting better after the gap of the summer and she had the part of Puck in the school play, her parents’ evening approaching, and the Masons are coming to dinner on Friday. Graham’s still going on about the painting but you know what? I don’t even care any more … She was aiming to create a comforting background hum, like the regular tick of a grandfather clock or the chug of domestic appliances, so that he would have the sense of life running smoothly in his absence, of a house that wasn’t missing him but would welcome him on his return.

At the beginning of December, two letters arrived, addressed to Johnny, from Sheffield. One looked official, and Isabel peered down the transparent window, peeling back the frame and trying to make out its subject. She could only get as far as ‘Dear Mr Hopkins …’ She held up the personal one to the light: it was square, and the address was neatly made out in round, looped handwriting, clearly a woman’s. But why had she written
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