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1


A SOFT NEST






THE LETTER CAME, DECEPTIVELY, IN THE KIND OF ENVELOPE A businesslike friend, or his supervisor, might use. It was typed on rather heavy white paper and signed with the pleasing name of Beth Giardini. Sean read the brief paragraphs twice, admiring the mixture of courtesy and menace. Perhaps it had escaped his notice that he was overdrawn by one hundred and twenty-eight pounds? As he doubtless recalled, the bank had waived the penalty last time; this time, regretfully, they must impose their normal fee. Would he kindly telephone to discuss the matter at his earliest convenience?


Sitting in the empty kitchen, surrounded by the evidence of Abigails hasty departure, Sean understood that he was suffering from what his beloved Keats had called bill pestilence. When he was still living in Oxford, still married, most people he knew, including himself and his wife, were poor but their poverty hadnt seemed to matter. Of course he had yearned after expensive books and sometimes, walking at night, he and Judy had stopped to gaze enviously through the windows of the large lit-up houses, but for the most part his needs had fitted his income. In London, however, living with Abigail, the two had rapidly fallen out of joint, as Sean was only too well aware. This letter was not the result of any reckless extravagance. For six months he had been trying to cut back on photocopying and refusing invitations to the pub.


Now gazing at Abigails plate, rimmed with crumbs and one glistening fragment of marmalade, he did his best not to dwell on all the steps, large and small, that had brought this letter to his door. Instead he concentrated on the hundred and twenty-eight pounds, not a huge sum but a serious amount to borrow and, realistically, he would need more, at least two hundred, to remain solvent. On the back of the envelope he jotted down dates and numbers: when he might receive his small salary from the theater, when various bills were due. The figures were undeniable, and irreconcilable.


He tried to think of people from whom he might borrow: his brother, one or two Oxford friends, his old friend Tyler. Much longer and more immediately available was the list of those whom he could not ask; his thrifty parents and Abigail jostled for first place. But then his second slice of toast popped up, and so did a name: Valentine. Sean had vowed, after their last book together, not to take on anything else until he had finished his dissertation, but such a vow, made only to the four walls of his study, was clearly irrelevant in the light of this current emergency. At once the figures on the envelope grew a little less daunting. With luck Valentines agent would be able to find them another project soon. And if he knew he had money coming in, Sean thought, he could phone the bank and arrange a sensible overdraft.


He was reaching for the marmalade when he heard a sound at the front door. Thinking Abigail had forgotten something, he seized the letter, thrust it into the pocket of his jeans, and tried to impersonate a man having a leisurely breakfast. But it was only someone delivering a leaflet, one of the dozens advertising pizza or estate agents that arrived at the house each day. In the silent aftermath Sean couldnt help noticing that his familiar surroundings had taken on a new intensity; the sage-colored walls were more vivid, the stove shone more brightly, the refrigerator purred more insistently, the glasses gleamed. His home here was in danger.






FOUR DAYS LATER SEAN WAS SITTING ON VALENTINES SOFA, SCANNING the theater reviews in the newspaper, while across the room Valentine talked to his agent on the phone.


So, itll be the usual three payments? The response elicited brisk note taking. Then Sean heard his name. Yes, Sean and I are doing this together. Hell keep my nose to the grindstone.


Giving up all pretense of reading, he set aside the paper and studied his friend. In his gray linen shirt and expensive jeans, Valentine looked ready to hold forth, at a moments notice, on some television arts program. His canary yellow hair had darkened in the last few years, and his features, which when he was an undergraduate used to crowd the middle of his face, had now taken up their proper places between his square chin and his high forehead. Even in June, Sean noticed, he was already mysteriously tanned.


Excellent, said Valentine. Glancing up from the notebook, he twitched the corners of his mouth. After several more superlatives he hung up. Well, he said, rubbing his hands, I think this calls for an early drink.


He refused to say more until he had fetched a beer for Sean, and a gin and tonic for himself. Then he raised his glass and broke the news. His agent, Jane, had called to say that the Belladonna Society, a small but well-funded organization founded soon after the First World War, was commissioning a handbook for euthanasia. They want to make the case for legalizing euthanasia and to give an overview of the medical stuff. Theyll provide most of the material but therell be some research and well have to do interviews with medical personnel, relatives.


As Valentine described the societys proposal, the number of pages, and the pay, Sean felt a cold finger run down his spine. But isnt this like telling people how to kill themselves? he said. Isnt it better not to know certain things?


I dont think so. Valentine swirled his gin and tonic. As I understand it the information is out there anyway. Our job is to present it in the sanest, most lucid form. Just because you give someone a gun, he added, his chin rising fractionally to meet Seans objections, doesnt mean they have to use it.


I think people usually do feel they have to use guns, Sean said.


And I think whoever gave them the gun is partly responsible. Couldnt Jane find us something else?


Feigning exasperation, or perhaps genuinely annoyed, Valentine popped his eyes, a trick that Sean had been observing for over a decade without being able to decide whether his friend could actually move his eyeballs, or if they bulged anyway and he merely flexed the lids. Not immediately, he said. And I dont see how I could ask her to. She worked hard to put this deal together. The society is paying surprisingly well.


Faced with the compelling argument of his finances, not to mention Valentines, Sean was at a loss. How could he explain that any major decision had always felt to him like a kind of death, an irrevocable closing down of certain possibilities; he had no desire to spend his days in the company of people who really were making a fatal choice. Besides, Valentine had already changed the topic. Had Sean heard that one of their former tutors was doing a television series on utopian communities, beginning with medieval clerics and going all the way to Findhorn?





BY THE TIME SEAN PRIED HIMSELF FREE, AFTER ONE MORE BEER, the book was a foregone conclusion. Outside, the gloom of the June evening mirrored his feelings. It was nearly midsummer, but the sky was overcast, and at the underground station a chill wind sliced across the platform. He paced restlessly from one vending machine to another, trying to resist the memories that Valentines remarks about Oxford had aroused. Eventually the train faltered into the station and, after several minutes, departed in the same uncertain fashion. They limped south to Brixton. Above ground again Sean discovered the pavement speckled with rain. When he turned into Fortune Street the sycamore trees on either side were fluttering light and dark in the wind. Underfoot, dead leaves crackled, creating the momentary illusion that, during the hours he had spent with Valentine, the entire summer had passed by.


The house came into view. As so often these days, the upstairs windows, behind which he and Abigail lived, were dark; she was, he recalled, at one of her endless meetings. Downstairs, however, in Daras flat, a window glowed. Briefly he considered knocking at her door. Dara was Abigails oldest friendthey had met, like him and Valentine, at universityand she now worked as a counselor at a womens center in Peckham. A few weeks ago, when hed run into her on the way home, she had invited him in for coffee. He had found himself sitting in her pleasant living room, complaining about Abigails busyness: ever since she started the theater, she never seemed to have a moment; there was always a patron to be wooed, an actor to be coaxed or coached. Dara had been reassuring: Abigail was such a perfectionist, the theater would be on a better footing soon. Nonetheless he had returned upstairs with the sense that he had opened a book that ought to be kept tightly closed. Now he could feel that, given the chance, he would once again reveal to Daras solicitous gaze what should remain hidden. He took out his keys and continued to his part of the house.


Inside he turned on lights, debated another beer, settled for tea, and sat down with a stack of plays. He had started reading scripts for Abigails theater a little over a year agohis official title was literary managerand at first he had longed to write to each author, personally and at length, about how his or her work might be improved. But he had soon realized that the vast majority of the plays that flooded into the theater office were mediocre, or worse. His job was not so much to succor talent, as the soul-deadening one of saying no, no, no. He had learned to read quickly and savagely. Often weeks passed without his encountering a single submission that merited even a complete reading, let alone a second one. Still Abigail insisted that he was doing vital work. Finding new playwrights was one of the ways the Roustabout Theater would create an identity, which, given that the company had no actual theater, only a name, an office, and half a dozen underpaid employees, was particularly important.


The first couple of scripts he dismissed after a few pages. A look at the cast list of the thirdeleven Girl Guides and a monsterwas enough to place it in the reject pile. He reached for the fourth. At the sight of the title, Half in Love, the line rose to his lips: Oft-times I have been half in love with easeful death. And when he turned to the cast list, there were the familiar names: John Keats, Fanny Brawne, Benjamin Bailey, Joseph Severn, Fanny Keats. Sean felt a surge of indignation. If anyone was going to write a bad play about his favorite poet, it ought to be he. He had memorized To Autumn when he was sixteen to impress a reluctant girlfriend; almost a decade later Keats had played a crucial role in his meeting with his future wife; and for the last six years, nearly seven, he had gone over and over the poets brief life as he struggled with his dissertation. Now, alone in the empty flat, he gave in to the memories that had, since he left Valentines, been begging for attention.


A few weeks into the first term of his doctorate, Sean had attended a lecture on the Romantics. He had carefully chosen a seat between two empty chairs in the back row where, if the don failed to live up to his reputation, he could read unobserved. But just as the lecture was about to begin, a woman hurried in and sank into the chair on his left.


The Romantics, proclaimed the don, have the distinction of being not only the first coherent movement in British poetry but also the first self-conscious movement. That self-consciousness, however, had severe limitations.


Sean glanced over to see that his companion, whose head barely reached his shoulder, had her notebook open and was writing down the dons remarks interspersed with exclamations: Rubbish! Balderdash! Crap! Bollocks!


The don moved on to Keats and she turned to a new page. In the first fifteen years of his life Keats lost both parents, his grandfather, and a younger brother. His beloved brother Tom died when the poet was twenty-three, shortly before he started the Eve of St. Agnes. When he wrote, The death or sickness of someone has always spoilt my hours, he was being absolutely literal. No wonder the question of immortality seemed so pressing, even before his own illness. He believed, intellectually and viscerally, as he asserts in the magisterial opening of Endymion, that A Thing of Beauty is a joy forever.


As for women The don sighed. Sometimes I think he would have given all his great odes to be four inches taller. He began to quote from a letter Keats had written in 1818 to his friend Benjamin Bailey:


When I was a Schoolboy I thought a fair Woman a pure Goddess, my mind was a soft nest in which some one of them slept though she knew it not


When the lecture ended the woman turned to Sean. Excuse me, she saidshe had a dimple in one cheek and a long, graceful neckbut wasnt that awfully predictable?


Sean had agreed that it was, and suggested a drink. Later he learned that arriving at the last minute and having strong opinions were two of Judys more consistent traits. Like Sean, she claimed Keats as her favorite poet; she felt a special closeness with him, she joked, because she was the same height. Youd have towered over him, she said. She had given up a promising career in data analysis to return to university and was writing a dissertation on Mary Bradley and her masterpiece Lady Audleys Secret. Sean described his own similar trajectory; he had spent five years working in insurance before deciding to do a Ph.D. He was studying the connection between Keatss medical training and his poetry. I dont remember any medical references, Judy had said, but that sounds fascinating. They had moved in together by Christmas, married by midsummer. For several happy years they had bicycled to the library, read and photocopied, eaten with friends, struggled with supervisors and teaching, flirted with the Socialist Worker, explored the Cotswolds. And then


Quickly Sean retreated from these dangerous reefs and returned his attention to the play. In the opening scene, the twenty-two-year-old Keats and his fourteen-year-old sister, Fanny, were strolling on Hampstead Heath. Fanny begged her brother to let her come and live with him, and Keats urged the virtues of her continuing with her guardian. I lead a muddled life, Fanny. I cannot offer you the constancy you need. As Sean set it aside to read laterhe had the unnerving feeling that it might be quite goodthe clock on the nearby church chimed eight. Three more plays, he thought, and then he would order a takeaway. He was reaching for the next one when he heard the front door open. Before he could move, Abigail was in the room, cheeks pink, hair flying, arms around him.


Youre here, she said, kissing him on each cheek and, wetly, on the mouth. My meeting finished early.


From one second to the next everything changed. The dark mood that Sean had carried to Valentines and brought home again in a slightly altered form was dispelled. Abigail had stopped at the supermarket. She piled groceries on the table, put on water for pasta, and began to chop sun-dried tomatoes. He opened a bottle of wine, washed a lettuce, and lit candles. While they cooked, he listened to Abigail talk about the theater and waited for the right moment to divulge his own news. The tour she had been trying to arrange for that autumn was coming together. They had bookings in three towns and two more looked promising. I think this could be our breakthrough, Sean, she said. A way to stay afloat and pay everyone a living wage. The arts council is very keen on the provinces, especially if you visit schools and nursing homes.


Excellent, said Sean heartily. The theater already took so much of Abigails timedid this mean she would be still busier?but he knew better than to query her enthusiasm. Instead he watched the little curlicues of Parmesan emerge from the grater and agreed that outreach workshops were essential.


Soon the pasta was steaming in a bowl, the salad, freshly tossed, in another. They sat at their usual places and clinked glasses. Heres to us, said Sean. I have a new project too. He described his visit to Valentine and the euthanasia book.


I bet youll hear some amazing stories, said Abigail.


Certainly some sad ones. Would you have killed your father? I mean, of course, if hed asked you to? Abigails father had died of a brain tumor four years before she met Sean; she had nursed him in his final months.


I dont know. He never did. She pursed her lips and thrust out her chin, a pouting expression he found particularly endearing because it contradicted her habitual prettiness. But if he had, she continued, if hed been in pain, Id have done my best. What about you? Have you ever wanted to put someone out of their misery?


Besides myself? No. Touch woodhe rapped the tableIve never known anyone with a terminal illness. Its a bit like being a virgin, or never having seen the ocean. Theres a whole area of experience out there which I know will track me down. I just hope its later rather than sooner. I have to confesshe almost rapped the table a second timethat the idea of this book makes me nervous.


Why? Abigail reached for the pasta. The first few times they had eaten together she had barely touched her food, but that, he soon learned, was an anomaly. She often ate more than he did, and joked about her birdlike metabolism. Watching her refill her plate, he thought she was the picture of health and certainty.


I worry I might find it depressing, he ventured, all these people with terrible illnesses, hoarding pills and plastic bags, stories with only one ending. Suddenly being an agnostic doesnt seem so simple. I really dont know what to think about that stuff. Death, he elaborated in response to her raised eyebrows, the afterlife.


More? said Abigail, setting down her plate and reaching for his.


Isnt it better, though, to give people a choice, rather than forcing them to endure until modern medicine decides to release them?


Thanks. But what if you change your mind? What if you discover after its too late that you did want one more day, even if all you do is watch the light move across the bedroom ceiling, and you die hating yourself? For most people the gap between thought and action is huge.


But not for you, he almost added. Abigail had already been talking about starting a theater when they met and in their early conversations had quizzed him about nineteenth-century dramatists. He had enjoyed their discussions, not recognizing them for what they wereanother step in Abigails courtshipand never expecting that the theater would become a reality. But soon after he moved in with her, a famous actor had agreed to star in her first production; people started returning her calls. You brought me luck, Sean, she exclaimed. And suddenly she was gone from eight in the morning until midnight. The house will be nice and quiet, she had said. Itll be perfect for finishing your dissertation. The house had been perfect for many thingsregret, loneliness, watching every single Arsenal matchbut not for the sustained concentration that was necessary for Sean to bring into focus the mass of material he had gathered over several years as he changed the topic of his dissertation. Judy had been right; even the closest reading of the poems revealed few traces of Keatss medical studies.


Now Abigail wiped her plate with a slice of bread, and announced that she had to make some phone calls. Only as she stood up did she ask, muffling the crucial question in the scrape of her chair, how much he was getting paid for the book.


Im not sure. Valentines agent is the one who sorts all that out.


Whatever they offer, she said, heading for the door, ask for more.


Alone, loading the dishwasher, Sean recalled, not for the first time, the conversation he and Abigail had had at their third meeting, at the British Museum. Standing in front of the Elgin Marbles, she had told him about the unexpected windfall from an aunt that had enabled her, at the age of twenty-six, to buy a house on Fortune Street in Brixton. Theres a downstairs flat, she explained. The rent more or less pays the mortgage. What a good arrangement, Sean had said, and pointed out the athletic centaurs. Later, when they became lovers, she had assured him that life in London didnt need to be expensive; she had made his poverty, like his marriage, seem irrelevant. For six months after he moved in they had taken turns, amicably, paying for groceries and films. Then one evening, walking home from the pub through the misty streets, his arm around her shoulders, her hand in the pocket of his jeans, she had remarked, as casually as if she were commenting on the weather, that he must start paying rent.


Rent? Sean had said. But I thought Daras rent covered things.


No, said Abigail, and for several steps it seemed that might be her entire answer. Then she began to list all the expenses: insurance, water, taxes, repairs. You need to contribute, she said.


He wanted to remind her of her promise that his work on Keats, a thing of beauty, was more important than the contents of his wallet. Instead, staring at the halo around the nearest streetlight, he asked how much she had in mind.


I dont know. Through the fabric of his jeans she squeezed thoughtfully. A hundred?


A month?


A week.


I dont think, he had managed, I could afford that.


She had finally agreed to two hundred pounds a month. The next day Sean had phoned Valentine, and they had embarked on their second project, the biography of a minor film star. To his own surprise he had, when he told Abigail about it, reduced the amount of the advance by four thousand. Another piece of the idyll gonethe promise of a life without liesbut only this one, he had vowed. Now, as he closed the dishwasher and set it humming on its journey, he realized that he was already planning to reduce the new advance too, and he felt entirely justified in doing so.





OVER THE NEXT WEEK FAXES AND E-MAILS FLEW BACK AND FORTH between Valentine and Sean, the agent and the Belladonna Society. An agreement was reached and a meeting arranged between the two authors and the societys secretary. One hot June afternoon (the weather had turned summery again), he and Valentine made their way through the stuffy streets and up four flights of stairs to an office near Ludgate Circus. The ruddy-cheeked man who rose to greet them looked, Sean thought, in his crumpled white shirt and faded brown trousers, as if he ought to be striding across a field behind a herd of cows. The secretary thanked them enthusiastically for taking on the book, apologized for the heat, turned on a fan, and urged them to sit down. On the table was a thick stack of documents. As the top pages lifted in the fans passing, Sean glimpsed the heading Interviews with the Deceased. For a moment he pictured a group of well-dressed people, who happened to be dead, strolling back and forth on the terrace of a Tuscan villa, sipping the local Chianti, and congratulating themselves: The best thing I ever did, Wish Id had the guts to do it five years earlier.


The spearhead of our argument, said the secretary, is the case histories and interviews. Im sure I dont need to tell you that its important to include a range of ages, classes, occupations, races. We want to show that euthanasia is not just some white, middle-class, elderly thing.


Though it mostly is, isnt it? said Valentine, smiling broadly as he often did when being contentious.


Not at all. The secretary fanned himself with a folder; Sean caught the flash of a wedding ring. Given their circumstances, surprisingly few elderly people choose to die. Committing euthanasia is a sign of mental vigor, not the reverse.


What about the role of doctors? said Sean, wanting both to change the subject and to assert himself.


Thats tricky and, of course, a key factor. As the law stands a doctor who publicly admits to euthanasia faces jail. Privately its a different story. Quite a number of physicians have talked to me about assisting patients. And of course theres a controversial no-mans-land between active assistance and benign neglect. Forgive my asking: do either of you have any personal experience with these matters?


Im afraid so, said Valentine, and launched into an account of an aunt who had had a stroke. The secretary stopped fanning and leaned forward. Watching the way his face changed as he followed Valentines story, Sean revised his earlier impression; this man would be wasted on cows. And how did you? the secretary asked delicately.


Thats the trouble, said Valentine, we didnt. She took an overdose of one of her medicines but it just made her sick. After that, all we could do was watch her suffer.


Terrible. His ruddy cheeks crinkled and he reached out to pat Valentines arm. You have my condolences but it does make you the ideal author for this book.


They discussed a timetablethe manuscript must be ready by Decemberand how to organize additional interviews. If there was anything he could do, the secretary said, dont hesitate to get in touch. The three of them exchanged rather damp handshakes. As Sean followed Valentine down the stairs he started to offer his own condolences. He had uttered only a phrase when Valentine, from the flight below, gave him a sardonic upward glance. In the embrace of his own stupidity, Sean fell silent.





BACK AT THE HOUSE HE LEFT HIS BICYCLE IN THE COOL HALLWAY and ascended to his study. Like the societys office it was on the top floor, and step by step the temperature rose until, when he at last pushed open the door, the caged heat leaped out. He set the folder of case histories and interviews the secretary had given him on the desk and went to raise the window. There was not a breath of wind. Standing with his hands on the sash, he could see the honeysuckle in Daras garden four floors below, and the plum tree with its first green burden of fruit. Sometimes last summer, on warm evenings, she had invited him and Abigail to have a drink. The three of them had sat around her picnic table, discussing the virtues of organic wine and whether Sean and Abigail should do the Thames walk this year. Often while they talked Dara sketched, making quick, beautiful drawings of her two friends, her garden, the neighbors cat.


He stepped back from the window, and the view of the garden was replaced by the rooftops, chimney pots, and aerials that, from many long hours at his desk, he knew in intimate detail. This small room was his sanctuary, the place where, for good and ill, he felt most like himself. When he moved in with Abigail, they had painted it together, and chosen a new carpet. After the fitters left, he had remarked that the color reminded him of the beach where hed played as a child. Im glad, said Abigail. I want you to feel that this is your home. He had reached for her jeans and pulled her to the floor.


Subsequently he had put up shelves on the long wall and alphabetized his books. On the wall opposite the window he had hung his familiars: portraits of Keats and Fanny Brawne, and a copy of the famous death mask, which he had positioned so that the poets closed eyes were a little below five feet. More recently he had bought a bookcase for the plays he ferried to and from the theater office; he had placed it near the door to signal their lowly status.


Now, looking around the neat room, he wondered how he was going to manage this third task. He was responsible for six chapters of the euthanasia book, and, to meet the deadline, he would have to exchange them with Valentine by late November, which meant more than a chapter a month. He thought again of the secretary listening so empathetically to Valentines shabby lies. Suddenly it occurred to him that the man had almost certainly come to his position at the society through loss and hardship. Perhaps a dead wife, he guessed, picturing the gold ring. He glanced down at his own hand, still surprised by its bareness.





ALMOST EVERYONE IN SEANS LIFE, INCLUDING HIS FRIENDS, HIS younger brother, and himself, had been baffled by the demise of his marriage. He and Judy had been kindred spirits, and the only real quarrel between them had concerned his dissertation. While Judy worked efficiently, piling up chapters and footnotes, he was stalled in his analysis of Keatss longer poems. His advisor, a pale, angular woman, seemed more interested in the view from her study window than in his theories. It was after one of their more dismal meetingsGeorgina had disputed his interpretation of Keatss unfinished faerie tale, The Cap and Bellsthat he had run into Valentine in the covered market.


The two had become friends as undergraduates and continued to meet occasionally when they both moved to London. Since Seans return to Oxford they had fallen out of touch; now they greeted each other with enthusiasm. Valentine was in town to review Mother Courage at the Playhouse. He suggested a drink which turned into lunch. Over steak and kidney pie, he expressed admiration for Seans scholarly choice, pursuing a Ph.D., and Sean hastened to reciprocate, praising Valentines more worldly activities. How many peoplehe waved toward the bargive a toss about Keats?


In this roomValentine pretended a quick surveyprobably eight. The rest prefer Coleridge. Then he confessed that hed been trying to sell a book proposal. He had heard this morning that it had been rejected, again. From his jacket pocket he produced a letter, and began to read it aloud. The first paragraph was indeed a refusal, but the second mentioned a different project: writing the family history of a well-known Labour peer.


That sounds interesting, Sean had said. And it would give you a foot in the door.


By the end of lunch he had talked Valentine into accepting the editors suggestion and Valentine had talked him into helping with the book. Join me in Grub Street, he had said, laughing. When Sean went home and told Judy, she too had laughed. A fortnight later, however, when the contract appeared, she had been less amused. He needed to bear down on his dissertation, she argued, not get distracted. He reminded her that hed been wrestling with the second chapter for most of the last year. A few months more wouldnt make a difference, and the money would. She remained unconvinced, but he had signed the contract, and even she had to admit that their household was a happier place without his writers block. He no longer spent a morning on a sentence, a week on a paragraph. He liked the comparatively minimal research, and he liked the prospect of seeing the book in stores, where people might buy it and even read it.


Only after they exchanged chapters did he understand that his work was no longer his own; it was inextricably yoked to Valentines. Valentine had rung up brimming with compliments. Hey, this is in terrific shape. Theres just one or two places where youre being a little too fancy for our readers. Then he asked about his chapters and Sean faltered. They were a mess at every level. The sentences were awkward; the organization muddled; the research poorly integrated. Im doing some fine-tuning, he said. Ironing out some contradictions.


So when can we put the whole thing together? This weekend?


How about next Wednesday?


He hadnt worked so hard since he was an undergraduate writing essays at the last moment. By the time he finished scarcely a sentence of Valentines chapters was left untouched. On Tuesday night he was smugly pleased with the results. On Wednesday morning he woke to the complications of what hed done. He spent the bus journey to London rehearsing conciliatory speeches: Valentines work was fine, most of the changes were due to the way he, Sean, had written his chapters. As he waited on Valentines doorstep, he pictured his advisor staring listlessly out of the window while he offered his latest insights. He had always assumed that she was bored. Now he wondered if she hated his prose, despised his research.


Valentine had greeted him exuberantly, poured coffee, and begun to show Sean the changes hed made on his pages, mostly for the worse. They were on chapter four when the phone rang. Absolutely, said Valentine into the receiver. Im free for the next few weeks.


When he hung up he announced that hed been asked to do some television reviews; all the pleasures of home, and you could tape them if you fell asleep. Then he looked at the clock and said there was no need to scrutinize every page; they could catch things in copyediting. And so Sean had pointed out a couple of alterations. I thought headings would help. This seemed a stronger conclusion. Within no time the manuscript was disappearing into Valentines briefcase to be delivered to the publisher that afternoon.


Initially Sean had been jubilant. Hed done it, hed got away with it. The book would be readable, intelligent, unembarrassing. They went out for an excellent meal, the editor was happy, the agent was happy, and Valentine himself seemed oblivious to the transformation his prose had undergone. Only later did Sean grasp the unfortunate precedent hed established.


He was even slower to realize how working with Valentine had changed his marriage. His harmonious routines with Judythose long afternoons at the library when they always seemed to reach a good stopping point at the same moment, the predictable discussion about whether to go to the pub on the way home, the pleasant encounters with friendshad been disrupted and were not to be easily restored. Before the book they had always spent weekends together, but that autumn when Seans old friend Tyler invited them to Sunday lunch and Judy had a cold, he had not thought twice about going to London alone.


And then this woman, with hair the color of corn and eyes that made him think of the flowers his mother grew, had sat down beside him and hung on his every word. A few weeks later she was in Oxford to see a play and had asked, quite casually, if hed like to have a drink, and a few weeks after that she had accompanied him to the British Museum. Nothing like this had happened to Sean before. University had cured him of the notion that he was an outstanding scholar. As for his appearance, he knew he was tall and dark, but it had never occurred to him that the combination of his fathers thick hair and elegant nose with his mothers fair skin and full lips could be counted handsome. By the time he understood that Abigail was not merely interested in his literary expertise, or he in her lively conversation, it was too late. She made him feel vivid and fascinating, and she made the world feel that way too.


There were obstaclesher career with its uncertain demands, his marriage, the fact that she was in London, he in Oxford, the protests of friends, including Tylerbut he and Abigail had believed that something amazing had befallen them. Which was not to say that he had ever intended to leave Judy. Bewilderingly, excruciatingly, his passion for Abigail failed to cancel his feelings for Judy, and vice versa. The thought of choosing one, and renouncing the other, made him feel as if he were wandering in a library where every shelf was bare.


If you love me, said Judy, repeatedly, youll stop hurting me. One bleak afternoonthey had been walking by the rivershe even hinted that her despair might be fatal.


Abigail neither accused nor blamed him; this thing had happened; it was no ones fault. Instead, as surely as any Socrates, she led him to the knowledge that his marriage was a failure or, more kindly, a way of getting through his twenties. He and Judy were friends, they had interests in common, but how could they make each other happy when there was no passion? Sean would listen, and agree, but later, after he and Abigail had made love, he would lie beside her thinking about the spring he and Judy had borrowed a cottage near Lyme Regis and spent a whole, blustery day walking the cliff path, gathering little pencil-shaped fossils, and debating where they would go if they won the lottery. Or the evening theyd gone punting on the river and come across a choir of schoolchildren, standing on the bank, singing Brahms, and Judy, sitting at his feet, had joined in. She was his other self; the thought of a future without her was insupportable. He just needed one more day with Abigail, one more night. Then he would give her up, without regret, and resume his old life.


His vacillation intensified Abigails ardor, or so it seemed. She had strewn their bed with rose petals; she had taken him to Keatss house, and, embarrassingly, stood beside the plum tree reciting Ode to a Nightingale; she had examined the bumps and hollows of his skull and praised his fillings. Then one day she left a message on his phone saying she had had enough, and disappeared. Her voice mail was full and, when he made the journey to London, her door remained closed. At the height of his anguish, Judy announced that she was moving in with a vet named Roger, who had two Labradors and a six-year-old son, and wanted to share his life with her. In a daze Sean had packed his suitcases and gone in search of Abigail. Newly back from Paris, she answered the door and, when he said he couldnt live without her, flung her arms around him. He knew the syllogisms of romance. He had broken his life apart for her; therefore she must be the love of his life. Endless promises were exchanged, including the promise of no promises. You cant legislate affection, Abigail had argued.


At the time he had agreed. More recently, though, he had found himself thinking that marriage was not merely an empty ritual. It was a plea for patience on the part of those involved, and for mercy on the part of bystanders. Abigails relentless assault on his marriage was, hed discovered, most unusual. All very well for his friends to take the moral high ground, but how many of them, faced with such temptation, such ingenuity, would have fared any better?





SINCE STARTING HIS JOB AT THE THEATER, SEAN HAD LEARNED TO divide his working day. The morning hours, when he felt freshest, went to Keats. In the afternoons he read scripts and worked on program notes. In the evenings he did research or, when she was available, enjoyed Abigails company. Now, in this full schedule, a space must be made to dash off his chapters on euthanasia. He had to remind himself what a relief it had been to make cordial arrangements for an overdraft.


The morning after the meeting with the secretary, he carried his coffee upstairs and sat down at his desk. He was in the middle of explaining how the parts of Endymion written in Oxford owed a debt to the seventeenth-century poet Katherine Philips. As he tried to retrace his argument, he caught sight of the folder of case histories lying on the corner of the desk. What had he meant by c.f. Canto IV? He reached for the poem, hoping to find a marginal note or yellow flag. A fat, metallic fly buzzed in through the window, orbited his desk, and sauntered out again. Following its flight, Sean noticed that the sky was no longer a cloudless blue but had, in the last hour, turned to some molten non-color. It was already very warm. He stood up. On his way to fetch a glass of water, he moved the folder to the bookcase by the door.


Back at his desk he switched on his computer and, refusing the lure of e-mail, opened his current chapter. Was it necessary, he pondered, to give much detail about the obscure Philips? The mere possibility was aggravating, but he had an appointment with his supervisor next week. At their last meeting, when he had expected her to dismiss him until late September, Georgina had suggested that they get together once a fortnight throughout the summer. Sean had not had the wit, or the wherewithal, to protest that he could barely produce enough material for their present monthly schedule. The last four or five days before each meeting found him at his desk until midnight, trying to grind out a few more paragraphs. And (surely it was just his imagination) Abigail often seemed, during these busy times, to have free tickets to a play, or to want to invite friends to dinner. Judy had sometimes been frustrated by his working methods, by his need to have each sentence perfect before he could proceed, but she had sympathized with his ambitions. Abigail, at first so full of admiration, had lately seemed bewildered by his lack of progress. Last week she had remarked that Dickens wrote Great Expectations in less than a year.


Even more than the anguish of producing pages, Sean hated going back to Oxford. He had first come to the city as an eighteen-year-old, thrilled to have got a place at Wadham College. He had loved wandering the busy streets and he had loved leaving the streets for the cloistered world of the colleges. After graduation he had left reluctantly to pursue his sensible job in London. When at last he returned, he had thought of himself as following, far behind but honorably, in Keatss footsteps, choosing this arcane world over more conventional ambitions: a career, a mortgage, children. In leaving Judy, he had not understood that he was also leaving Oxford. Although he still went to the college, and still worked at the Bodleian Library, he was now an outsider. On the bus from London his heart sank as the city came into view; the sight of each familiar landmark was like a hammer blow to his spirits. When he finally got off the bus, near St. Catherines College, he would wear his sunglasses and keep his gaze on the pavement, in the hope of not meeting anyone he knew, or if he did, of passing unnoticed. On the rare occasions when people recognized him, he asked about their lives, their work, and, as soon as they began to reciprocate, claimed an urgent appointment. Now Georgina was telling him to subject himself to these torments even more frequently only to end up in her study, stammering out his meager insights, while she gazed at the colleges exquisite gardens.


Slowly Sean found his way back into his argument; slowly he tracked down a crucial passage in Philips, then looked up a phrase in Paradise Lost, losing himself for nearly an hour in Miltons fluent verse. He consulted a letter Keats had written to Benjamin Bailey, and reviewed Baileys comments on Book III of Endymion, at which point it was time for lunch.


The kitchen was a little cooler, and he decided he might as well glance at the case histories while he ate. Stupid to dread a pile of pages. He must try to take Valentines robust attitude: this was just a job; it meant gin in the cupboard, money in the bank. He put together a ham sandwich, retrieved the folder from upstairs, and sat at the table.


Each history consisted of a brief description of the persons age, circumstances, and illness, as well as an account, in his or her own words, of the reasons for suicide. Here was Anne, aged seventy-three, a widow, comfortably off with two married daughters, diagnosed with Parkinsons. Im a prisoner, she wrote, condemned to endless solitary confinement. Why would anyone inflict this on another person? She had hoarded her prescriptions, painfully, for months, paid her cleaner, had her hair permed, and chosen the dress she wanted to wear in her coffin. She had consumed her pills and died, as she had hoped, at home in her sleep.


Here was Ian, paralyzed since an accident at a building site when he was twenty-four. Now, at fifty-one, macular degeneration was destroying his last great pleasure: reading. Sean winced and added mustard to his sandwich. Using considerable ingenuity and a gas oven, Ian had killed himself. A friend helped me figure out how to do it, he wrote with his specially modified keypad, but I made sure he was down at the pub all evening so he wouldnt get in trouble.


Here was Frank, thirty-three (my age, thought Sean), a landscape gardener, in the grip of an aggressive brain tumor. He was already researching euthanasia when his father had a stroke. Its too much for my mum, he said, looking after the two of us. My dad is sixty-one. He deserves his best shot at the next twenty years. After the failure of his first attempt, he spoke with fury about his doctor who doled out his pills a week at a time. Shed rather I traumatize some train driver than die peacefully in my own bed. If I could, Id detonate myself in her waiting room.


These and similar testimonials formed the heart of the societys campaign to legalize euthanasia and, even more crucial, the assisting thereof. That the case histories were baldly written and largely lacking in self-pity only made them more affecting. Standing at the sink, rinsing his plate, Sean felt as if the room were filled with the members of that determined tribe who had decided to end their tenure on the planet and who could contemplate that decision so calmly that they were able to weigh the pros and cons of pills over plastic bags, cliffs over cars, razors over ropes. He turned off the tap, retrieved his notebook, and headed to the library.





HIS TRIP TO OXFORD BEGAN BADLY. HE WAS UP UNTIL MIDNIGHT the night before and woke early, uncertain about one of his key points. As he reached the bus stop the rain started; umbrella-less, he did his best to protect his bag of books. The bus, when it came, was crowded, and the large man he sat next to fidgeted throughout the journey. Staring past him at the sodden fields, still wan from the recent heat wave, Sean struggled to decide whether the results of his late-night efforts were brilliant or specious. In town with almost an hour to spare, he decided to go to a caf near the college. Perhaps coffee and a croissant would clarify his thoughts. He was sitting at a corner table, going over his notes, when someone said his name.


How are you? said Judy. May I join you? She was standing before him, an umbrella in one hand, a book in the other.


Im here to see Georgina, Sean said.


Well, I promise not to make you late, she said, setting her book on the table and herself in a chair. It must be my month for meeting the Wymans. I ran into your brother last week.


Sean stared at her incredulously. Her voice was warm; she was smiling. Was this the same woman who less than two years ago had called him a moral pygmy, hauled his suitcases out of the closet, and told him to pack? How was Lochlan? he said, trying to match her tone. I havent spoken to him in a while.


He seemed fine. Judys dimple made a brief appearance. Very pleased about his promotion. Hows Keats?


Sean felt himself grimace. In an ideal world he would report that everything was going splendidly, but the habit of complaining to Judy was too strong. He described his struggles with tracing Keatss influences and asked about her work.


Judy confided that she had defended her thesis, received her doctorate, and best of all, Macmillan was going to publish her manuscript next year; she just had to make it more accessible. At first I wanted to defend every footnote, she said. Then I began to enjoy myself. Its nice to think that people like my mother will be able to read the book.


Thats great. He would have given ten years of his life to be able to announce the same three events.


Andshe smiledIm pregnant. Your coffee smells so good.


As if realizing that he was having trouble processing the information, she added that the baby was due in January. Great, Sean said again. It seemed the key word for his side of this conversation. He and Judy had talked about babies as something to be considered only after their dissertations were done, which, of course, hers was. He glanced at his watch, too rapidly to take in the time, and said that he had to go.


Im so glad we ran into each other, she said. Maybe its the baby, but Ive been thinking about you recently, wanting to let you know that I dont bear you a grudge any longer. People do change. Roger and I are very happy together. I hope you and Abigail are too. She stood upnow he could see the small bulge taking over her waistlineand bent to hug him. As her arms wrapped around him, Sean smelled her familiar perfume. For a shameful moment he felt the sting of tears.


Back out in the rainy street he no longer cared whom he encountered. He strode along oblivious to pedestrians, umbrellas, puddles, traffic. Soon after their wedding, he and Judy had spent a day exploring the Cotswolds. They were driving from one exquisite village to the next when, in the middle of a field of cows, they spotted a small stone church. They had pulled onto the verge and gone to investigate. The door was locked, a birds nest wedged in one corner, but round the back they had found a couple of milk crates and climbed up to peer through the leaded windows. Sean had never forgotten the sight that met his eyes. The narrow nave was crammed not with pews but with statues of knights, maybe eight or nine of them, lying on their tombs, hands folded on their chests, dogs or swords or, in one case, a book, at their pointed feet. How peaceful and dusty they looked. He wished hed asked Judy if she remembered them too. It would have been nice to be back together, even briefly, in that pool of memory where no one else would ever swim.


At the college, he barely nodded to the porter. He made his way through the archway, along the gloomy cloisters, and up the dark stairs that led to Georginas door. Although he was ten minutes early, he knocked twice. Her voice, surprisingly deep for such a reed of a woman, said, Come in.


Inside she was sitting in her usual chair. The first time Sean had entered this room, with its large desk and walls of books, he had thought it the perfect scholars lair, a place of high wit and deep endeavor. Now, by the feeble light of the desk lamp, the books looked dusty, the furnishings soiled; it seemed a fitting home for fraudulent theories and secondhand thoughts. Sean, said Georgina, youre very prompt. I worried the rain might slow you down.


I caught an earlier bus.


Georgina stood up from behind her deskshe was wearing a smoke gray dressand gesturing for him to sit in one of the two chairs by the window, left the room. Before he could speculate as to what she was doing, she returned with a white towel in her outstretched hand. Unthinkingly he buried his face in the fabric. It felt good to be surrounded, even momentarily, by warm darkness. If only he didnt have to emerge. But he did, and there was Georgina, staring out of the rainy window as usual.


In drear-nighted December, she said in a conversational voice, too happy, happy tree, thy branches neer remember their green felicity.


She was quoting, Sean knew, from the poem Keats had written when he finished Endymion; the promise of those lines had been one of the factors that persuaded him, after months of uncertainty, to give up his career in insurance.


Were in the middle of Book III, arent we? she said.


No. The towel lay in his lap, absurdly, like a napkin, and his hands, pink and raw, lay on top.


At last she turned to look at him. Im sorry, she said. Am I misremembering?


No. All you needed for any conversation was one word. Youre correct about the book, wrong about the tense. We were in the middle of Book III, but no longer. Ive decided to quit. Im tired of being a burden to myself, and you, and everyone else. Im tired of this endless quest.


In the silence that followed, he thought she might be about to start quoting againsomething about the happy, happy brookbut instead she looked at him for a few more seconds, and turned back to the window.


Of course its your choice, she said, but I do think its a pity. Another six months and you would have made a really useful contribution to Keats scholarship.


So why did you always behave like I was boring you to death, thought Sean. He was so angry he could hardly speak. Thank you, he said. As he stood up, the towel fell to the floor. He left it lying there, a crumpled flag of surrender, and walked out.





ON THE NEXT BUS BACK TO LONDON, WITH TWO SEATS TO HIMSELF, he stared once again at the wan fields. He remembered how when he was ten he had smashed his entire collection of birds eggsthree years work gone in three minutesbecause a boy at school had made a joke. Then there was the occasion he had stolen his brothers blazer and thrown it in a ditch. He had been a teenager before he learned, as his mother was always asking, to use his words, not his fists. And then, it was around the time he discovered girls, he began to realize that words were not just a substitute for fighting; they could persuade, seduce, get you things. Until then he had wanted to be a train driver, like his father, but suddenly he had started to study and do his homework. He was only the third pupil from his small high school to get a place at Oxford.


Now, in an impulsive moment, he had turned his back on nearly seven years of work, and he desperately needed Abigail to tell him he had made the right choice. He got off the bus at Marble Arch and dodged his way through the crowds to the underground station. For once every train was punctual, every escalator working, and at the theater office his luck held. Abigail was at her desk; she smiled at the sight of him, and was happy to go to the pub on the corner. She had had a meeting at the bank that morning and, in her suit, with her hair pinned up, she looked disconcertingly like one of his former colleagues at the insurance company. Beneath her fuchsia umbrella her face glowed, from which he guessed that his own, beneath the black one hed borrowed from the stage manager, must have a funereal tinge. What is it? she kept asking. But he refused to say anything until they were seated, her with a glass of wine, him with a scotch. The pub was nearly empty, save for a group of nursesgoing off duty we hope, said Abigailand four boys playing darts.


Cheers, Sean said, raising his glass. The sharp fragrance of whiskey filled his head and was at once translated into the sharp taste. To his surprise his heart was racing, as if he were on the edge of something momentous, although surely he had stepped over that edge two hours before. He took a second, smaller sip and said, I quit. I told Georgina I wasnt going to finish my dissertation.


As he spoke clapping broke out; the tallest of the boys had thrown a bulls-eye. On the bus Sean had pictured Abigail applauding when he told her what hed done, giving him an exuberant kiss. Finally he was relinquishing this project that took so much time and brought him neither money nor delight. Finally he was rejoining the adult world, where people expected a proper return for their labor.


But why? She made her pouting expression. Youve worked on it for so long. Youre nearly finished. Why would you give up now? I remember the first time we met you talked about Keats and Fanny. Theyre like members of our household.


Each sentence winged its way unerringly to the target, and each was more wounding because it was something he could also imagine Judy saying. And that, of course, their accidental meeting, was what he could not reveal to Abigail. I thought youd be pleased, he said. Youre always complaining about how slowly I work.


Of course I complain. You do too. I never thought that meant you would give up. She put down her own drink and, moving their glasses aside, reached for his hands. What happened? Did Georgina say something?


No. He struggled against the impulse to pull free of her grasp. And please dont keep saying I gave up. This wasnt a search for the elixir of life; this was another book about a poet whos already been the subject of far too many books. I got tired of being overextended. I got tired of juggling the theater and Keats and the project with Valentine. It was too many words to read and write. And even when I finished the dissertation, nothing would have changed. You cant get an academic job without publications and you cant publish without an academic affiliation. You wouldnt keep putting on plays if no one came to see them.


I supposeAbigail squeezed his handsbut thats different. This just seems such a big decision. And you didnt mention it to me.


I did drop a couple of hints. Youve been so busy. He wasnt sure himself if this was true but, for the first time that day, a woman responded to him in the way he hoped. Abigail began to apologize for being so preoccupied. I know sometimes things get away from me, she said.


Halfway through his second whiskey, he confided Georginas parting remark. It made me furious.


But isnt it nice to know you were doing well?


Its so fucking Ox-bridge. I work like a dog for six years, nearly seven, without a glimmer of encouragement, and now out of the blue, when shes driven me to quit, she praises me.


You dont have to be interested in everything youre good at. BesidesAbigail smiledyouve already been working on Keatss poems for longer than he took to write them.


Last week on the phone Valentine had made the same irritating comment. Now, while Abigail continued to mouth reassurances, he followed Georginas example, staring through the window at the street outside. His heart had stopped racing; if anything it seemed to be going about its business even more slowly than usual. How could he say to Abigail that his failure as an academic had been one more item tipping the scales in her direction? If he had thought his dissertation was going well, he wouldnt have been lured into working with Valentine, spending time apart from Judy; he might never have met Abigail and surrendered to the barrage of her affection.





FOR SEVERAL DAYS HE DIDNT TELL ANYONE ELSE ABOUT WHAT HE regarded as his second divorce. He talked to friends on the phone, he went to the theater office, he e-mailed with Valentine, and did not mention that his life had changed. Abigail, either sensing the fury that lay behind his decision or, more likely, busy and already consigning his failure to the unalterable past, asked no further questions. Almost a week after his trip to Oxford, on his way to buy groceries, he ran into Dara. She was kneeling beside the flower bed in the front garden. Oh, Sean, she said, getting to her feet, I was just trying to make more room. I overplanted, as usual.


Her reddish brown hair was falling around her face and her cheeks were flushed. She looked much more attractive, Sean thought, than Virginia Woolf, whose famous portrait adorned her T-shirt. The sleeves were rolled up, and he glimpsed the pale pock of a vaccination mark on one biceps. When he announced he was going to the supermarketcould he get her anything?she set aside her trowel and said shed come too. As they headed down the street, he asked if she had the day off; she often worked odd hours at the counseling center.


Im afraid not. I have to go in this afternoon to run support groups. Attendance is erratic in the summer, but the people who are around need the groups more than ever, so we decided to keep them going. Youre off to Tuscany next week, arent you?


Yes. Im sure itll be great once we get there, but right now were both in a panic about how much we have to do before we go. What about you and Edward? When do you leave for Brittany?


Daras espadrilles scuffed the pavement. Not this year, Im afraid. His mothers got shingles again and hes going home to help out. Ive decided to take a fortnight in Edinburgh. I can stay with my mother, see some shows at the Festival.


That sounds fun. At least you wont be stuck in a traffic jam at Calais for days.


I suppose.


Glancing over, he saw that her eyes were downcast and her lips tight. Belatedly it occurred to him that she was upset. He had met Edward, a professional violinist, a few times and enjoyed their conversationsthey were both Arsenal fansbut he had little sense of how matters stood between him and Dara. Periodically Abigail reported broken plans and her anxiety that Edward might prove unreliable; he was still sharing a flat with his former partner. Now, before Sean could express his sympathy, Dara paused to smell the crimson roses in a neighbors garden; her grandfather used to grow them, she said.


At the row of shops they separated to make their purchases and met up again to walk home. They were almost back at the roses when he told herthe words seemed to escape of their own volitionthat he had given up on his dissertation. Well, not given up, he corrected hastily, but I decided to stop work on it, for now.


Im sorry. Dara turned to look at him, her brown eyes wide with sympathy. That must have been a difficult decision, after all the work youve done.


He did not dare to speak for fear that he would voice the feelings he was trying so hard to ignore. Fortunately she kept talking, saying that maybe it would be nice to be able to enjoy his favorite poems without having to analyze every word. Sean studied the pavement, cracked stone by cracked stone; analyzing every word was one of his great pleasures.


Oh, how sweet, Dara suddenly exclaimed.


Looking up, he saw a woman walking toward them, talking on the phone. On her back a baby, its head just visible over her shoulder, watched them with round blue eyes. As they passed, Dara waved and gave an exaggerated smile; the baby smiled back.


So, she said, clearly having lost her train of thought.


Sean seized his chance. Anyway, he said, Ive taken on this new project. He described the euthanasia book.


That sounds interesting. And very timely. Would you like to come in? We could drink lemonade in the garden.


He pictured the two of them, sitting in the shade of her plum tree, and Dara asking thoughtful questions about the topics he wanted to ignore. Im sorry, he said. Im due at the theater. Before he could soften his refusaladd that they must get together soonDara had produced a neat little smile, quite different from the one shed given the baby, and said, of course; she had to leave for the center in an hour anyway. She retrieved her trowel, and was gone.





FROM THE MOMENT THEY STEPPED OUT OF THE AIRPORT IN FLORENCE, Sean felt himself transported by the warm air, the mellifluous language, the vivid streets and blue skies, not only to this other country but to a younger, more joyful version of himself. And Abigail seemed to feel the same; for the first time in months she wasnt thinking about her theater, dashing to make phone calls. He was happily reminded of what life was like when she was fully present. From the flat theyd rented in Siena, they made outings to San Gimignano, Lake Como, Orvieto, and Lucca; they ate long lunches, stealing food from each others plates, and meandered home for long afternoons of lovemaking. In the Etruscan necropolis below the town of Orvieto, she read to him from the guidebook.  The Etruscans flourished between the ninth and sixth centuries B.C., shortly before the Romans rose to power, and most of what is known about them comes from their graves. Statues and paintings show the Etruscans greeting death with their arrowlike smiles. They seem to have regarded the afterlife as a halcyon place of feasting and dancing, fishing in well-stocked lakes and hunting plump, lazy boars.


Maybe you could put that in your book, she said. Didnt you say there was a section on attitudes to death? They were standing beside a marble sarcophagus; on the lid a lithe young couple, with long hair and graceful robes, reclined as if at a banqueting table.


Good idea, he said, and told her about the vision he had had in the secretarys office of a Tuscan afterlife complete with Chianti. Abigail smiled appreciatively, looking, he thought, not unlike an Etruscan herself, and came to kiss him.





THEY FLEW BACK TO LONDON ON THE LAST DAY OF AUGUST AND, even as they traveled in from the airport, he could feel Abigail receding. The company was leaving for Hull in a few weeks and every hour had its task. When she wasnt rehearsing the two plays they were taking on tour, she was working on publicity and arranging accommodation. Over dinner their last night in Siena, she had remarked that the autumn would be hectic. Youll have to cut me some slack, Sean. I know it wont be easy, but maybe you can get your book done and I can get the theater on a better footing and we can both emerge at Christmas into calmer times. He had said he understood; of course hed be supportive. All night long, in her sleep, Abigail had held him fast.


Now he bought groceries, cleaned the house, did load after load of laundry, and dealt with the mail. Despite her warning he felt unprepared for how busy she was. During their hasty meals she kept getting up to make notes; at night she slept with fierce determination and woke with her alarm at six. Sometimes, when he couldnt bear being invisible, he went downstairs to Daras. She was still in Edinburgh, and he had agreed to water her garden. While Abigail e-mailed and faxed and phonedoften all three simultaneouslyhe sat at the picnic table rereading the pages he had written that day. His apprehensions about the book had, so far, proved unfounded.


Before they went away he had been working on the chapter about preparations. The societys notes included, Who finds you? Elaborate with interviews. He had written several paragraphs urging those planning euthanasia to consider the trauma they might inflict on innocent bystanders. Given Western societys attitudes to death, finding you may end up being the worst experience of someone elses life, resulting in nightmares, depression, and even psychosis. Try to ensure that the person who finds you is a professional: a doctor, a clergyman, a policeman. If two methods are equally appealing and available, then take the aftereffects into account.


Soon, he knew, he must embark on the interviews, but for now, using a book from the library and various pamphlets from the Citizens Advice Bureau, he drafted a section on wills. He was marking facts to checkwere witnesses essential?when Valentine telephoned. The secretary wanted to know whether they would be willing to do a short section on mental suffering.


Quite a literate chap, that secretary, said Valentine. He quoted Faust, The mind is its own place, can make a heaven of hell, etc. which might make a good epigraph. Anyway I told him wed write an appendix, which doesnt commit us to very much. Maybe you could talk to Abigails friend Dara? Shes a counselor, isnt she?


Why should I write it? The section on wills was a lot of work.


Oh, come on, Sean. Mental suffering? Valentine made a sound that could only be described as chortling. Definitely your bailiwick.


Did Valentine really see him as an expert on angst, Sean wondered. But already he was acquiescing. It was easier to take on more work than to confess how far behind he had fallen. As he put down the phone, he found himself thinking, once again, about Keats. During his final illness in Rome, the poet had asked his friend Severn, over and over, to give him the laudanum. He could not bear to open Fannys last letter, for fear the emotion would destroy him, but throughout those feverish days and nights he kept tight hold of a carnelian she had given him, passing the smooth white stone from hand to hand. And then there was his bitter epigraph: Here lies one


Oh, for Christs sake, thought Sean. Resolutely he brought his attention back to his own affairs. He could not afford to return the advance, therefore he must write this book, and to write the book, he must behave as he had done when writing the last two books with Valentine: make a schedule and stick to it. On a new page of his notebook he wrote a list of dates and chapters. He adjusted it slightly to take account of Abigails birthday and, buoyed up by his plan, picked up the phone.


Mr. Wyman, said the secretary warmly. How can I help?


Sean explained that he was ready to start doing interviews and would like to talk to surviving relatives.


Of course, said the secretary. Broadly speaking there are two categories: those who find a body unexpectedly and those who are forewarned. The latter often absent themselves, most reluctantly, to avoid being implicated. If you want to know what its like to spend a strange hour or two, you must talk to them. How do you pass the time when someone you love is dying? And, to make matters worse, you need to be in a public place so that you have an alibi. One man I know took a balloon ride while his wife was dying. He hoped to glimpse her soul flying upwards.


And did he? said Sean. He began to sketch a balloon in his notebook.


Im afraid not, but he did receive a consoling reminder of how small our lives are in the scheme of things. Then there was a woman who took her granddaughter to the zoo in Regents Park while her son was dying. He described how the woman had broken down in the reptile house, pounding on the glass, and terrifying her granddaughter.


Id love to talk to the balloonist, said Sean, adding a basket to his sketch. He felt easily capable of imagining pain and panic; stoic calm was the mystery.


That can be arranged, said the secretary. He promised to send a list of interview subjects by the end of the week.





THREE DAYS AFTER THIS CONVERSATION SEAN SPOTTED AN ENVELOPE lying on the doormat. The secretarys list, he thought, and opened it as he walked toward the fridge.




Dear Mr. Writer,


How is it that you dont see whats right in front of your face?


Abigail was hanging out with Mr. Cupid in the pub last week and again yesterday, for all the world to see. Ask her who was with her in Manchester last March.


You deserve better, Sunshine. Open your bright blue eyes and wake up.


A well-wisher




Every part of the letter was typed, including the salutation and the address, and every part was spelled correctly, including the postal code; only the color of his eyes was wrong. Seans first thought, staring at the neat lines, was not of their content but of their style. The partiality for nicknames reminded him of one of those American authors. And why Mr. Cupid? he wondered. Was that simply a witty reference to the clichs of love?


Then the content hit him.


He thought back to Manchester. Abigail had been gone for a week, teaching a drama workshop and, during the entire seven days, theyd talked twice. They were well past that lovely, absurd phase when it was imperative to talk every few hours; still he remembered being surprised at how hard she was to reach. Now these facts supported the letter writers claims.


And who was the writer? It must, he thought, be someone who worked at the theater. All these weeks and months, when he had been going about his business there, someone had been watching him, him and Abigail, with a view to making trouble between them. That he should be the target of such scrutiny was another startling, and unwelcome, revelation.


He went upstairs, found a sheet of paper, wrote Attention Abigail: 2 pages, inc. this one, and faxed the letter to the theater. Then he sat waiting. In one of the case histories a man had described his first failed attempt: I felt like a suicide bomber, wandering the market, buying a chicken, squeezing an orange, while I waited to explode. Second by second, Seans satisfaction in his gesture dwindled. All he had done was give Abigail a chance to prepare her response. Ten minutes after the pages slid through the machine the phone rang.


Who the fuck wrote this? she said. Was there a return address?


You dont sign yourself a well-wisher and give a return address, he said in his most professorial tone. Presumably someone who knows both of us and knows our address. My guess is someone connected with the theater. There must be a dozen candidates.


We should report them to the police. This is a crime.


Im not sure about that. The letter doesnt threaten anything. Just gives advice.


Advice, said Abigail contemptuously. She continued to fulminate until finally he interrupted. Was there any substance to the accusations?


I did have a drink with Valentine last Monday.


A stinking yellow light broke through the darkness. Mr. Cupid. Suddenly he remembered that Valentine had been away around the time Abigail was in Manchester, visiting his parents in Bath, he claimed. Had it been the very same week? What about Manchester? he said. You were hard to reach.


I was teaching round the clock. Are you suggesting this crap might be true?


Not suggesting, asking. We did promise to make no promises. Trust Abigail, even in this situation, to seize the upper hand.


Of course not. Someone just wants to make trouble between us or, she added thoughtfully, between you and Valentine.


Right. He believed her, and he didnt believe her. Each new piece of evidence seemed to weigh equally on both sides.


Ill be home in an hour, she said, and hung up.


Wanting to keep busy, not knowing what else to do, Sean embarked on a long-overdue letter to his parents. Three years ago, when his father retired from train driving, they had moved from Dorset to the Isle of Wight, where they ran a busy bed-and-breakfast. This new enterprise seemed to have rendered them largely oblivious to their childrens lives. Even the news of Seans divorce had elicited only an understanding remark about modern life. His brother reported the same bewildering acceptance. Now, on the principle that the day could get no worse, he set out to tell them he had quit his Ph.D. Instead he found himself writing about Tuscany and the euthanasia book.


He was describing the latter when he heard the front door open and close, followed by footsteps mounting the stairs. Abigail embraced him where he sat. Are you ready to take a break?


Five minutes, he said, and dashed off a last paragraph.


When he came downstairs she had set out beer and cheese. While he helped himself to both she told him that advance ticket sales for Hull were promising, and visits to two schools had been arranged. He nodded and ate and drank. He felt a keen determination not to bring up the letter.


Have you ever been to Hull? she asked, cutting a wedge of cheddar.


No. I picture it as rather gray and gloomy. Maybe thats just the name: Hull, dull, skull.


I was there with my parents when I was four or five. All I remember is a black dog in the park. She pushed her hair back purposefully. Can I see the letter?


Reluctantly he returned upstairs and retrieved it from between the pages of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, a book he hadnt opened for nearly a decade and which he had hoped not to open for a decade more. In the kitchen he handed the envelope to Abigail. She looked closely at the blurred postmark and drew out the folded sheet. She read it a couple of times as if the original might yield a different meaning than the fax.


Who do you think wrote this, she said, a man or a woman?


Something about the phrasingMr. Cupid, Sunshineseems more masculine.


Thats my guess too.


They began to debate between the stage manager, the accountant, and the wardrobe mistress. Sean was at his wittiest, proposing wild theories about who fancied whom. He made her laugh, he made himself laugh, with his increasingly outrageous suggestions. But later, in bed, levity failed him; only by dint of Abigails efforts did they make love.






THE NEXT DAY WAS ONE OF HIS AFTERNOONS AT THE THEATER AND, even as he hung up his jacket, everyone seemed excessively friendly. In the middle of a conversation about props with the stage manager, or a joking exchange with the accountant, he would catch himself wondering, Did you write the letter? Did you? At his desk, ostensibly editing a grant application, he found himself parsing, in minute detail, the way the accountant had offered to buy him coffeeYou take it white, she had saidor the fund-raisers praise of Abigail. Several times, he looked up from his computer, convinced he was being watched, only to find his colleagues absorbed in their tasks. Meanwhile Abigail was returning phone calls, making lists, pleading with people to take on one more thing. He could not detect the slightest sign of uneasiness.


Three days later she left for Hull. An hour after her taxi pulled away, the phone rang; it was Valentine. Before Sean could launch into his standard speech about how well his chapters were going, Valentine said, So listen. Abigail told me someone wrote a stupid letter.


A letter?


Of course you know the pub is on my way home, Valentine went on, very heartily. Once or twice he had stopped in for a drink and, no surprises, run into Abigail. Surely he had said something? But if he hadnt, if neither of them had, it was because it was such an everyday occurrence.


Everyday, Sean thought, or every day? Of course, he repeated. Did you ever hear back from that doctor the secretary recommended?


They chatted about the book for what felt like fifteen minutes but was probably barely five. Without consulting him, or even mentioning it after the fact, she had told Valentine. Was that a sign of innocence or guilt? He couldnt decide, and there was no way he could ask; the natural channels of communication between him and Abigail, those glittering, lively streams that had begun to flow at their first meeting, were now clogged with doubt and disagreement, forced underground. Only after he hung up did he wonder whether the conversation might have taken place in person, rather than on the phone. Perhapshe clenched his fistsshe had even shown Valentine the letter. Once again he regretted the fax.


He paced the living room back and forth, back and forth, and at last flung himself down on the sofa. He had set aside the entire day for writing but now seemed doomed to squander it in hopeless speculation. His gaze fastened on the painting above the fireplace. Abigail had shown him the vivid oil the first time he came to the house and told him that the artist was her best friend. Thats Dara. She pointed. And thats me. We were having a picnic on the beach at St. Andrews. Normally the sight of the two of them, sitting on a tartan rug, surrounded by food, cheered him, but today all he could see was Valentine popping his eyes. Had she? Hadnt she? Would she? Wouldnt she? That he had subjected Judy to similar torments only made him feel worse.


In an effort to distract himself he decided to read plays. He hadnt reviewed any since he sent back the one on Keats; after a promising start it had quickly lapsed into a lecture. Now a stack was sitting conveniently beside the sofa. He opened the first one. Newcastle Baby read the title page. A racehorse? A person? He didnt care. The cast list was acceptably short and he started reading. He reached the bottom of the first page with no idea of what hed read, though he knew there was a typo in the third line. The next page yielded the same results. His eyes passed over the words, presumably they entered his brain, but he was unable to convert them into units of thought and sense. He closed Newcastle Baby and picked up the next script: A Gift for Miss Honey-man. Again the lines meant nothing. After a third attempt, he went to his study and fetched a pile of form rejections. Sitting on the floor, he went through the entire stack, plucking off the accompanying letters and neatly affixing rejections. He put them in the hall to await return to the theater, and decided to go to the one place he could think of that promised solace: the library.


Outside he almost collided with a familiar figure. As with the plays, he could not quite bring the man on Daras doorstep into focus. Then the man said, Hello, Sean, and he recognized her father. Cameron had helped Dara to move into the flat and Sean had lent him a hammer and assisted with the heavier boxes. Their conversations had been brief and mundane, and since then they had spoken only in passing, but now, seeing again his surprisingly unlined face and deep-set eyes, Sean remembered how, for no reason he could articulate, he had been struck by Camerons faint, indecipherable air of melancholy.


Your garden is looking lovely, said Cameron.


All Daras doing. In an effort at politeness, he added that he had the opposite of a green thumb. My father used to make my brother and me mow the grass twice, first one way then at right angles. Its left me with a lifelong grudge against plants.


While he was speaking, Dara appeared. She was looking, he noticed, in a purple blouse and blue skirt, unusually pretty. Hi, Dad, she said. Come on, Sean. At a certain point we have to stop blaming our parents for everything. Besides, you like plants; you just dont like tending them. She linked her arm through her fathers and added that they were going to Sissinghurst, the country house in Kent, to see the famous gardens.


Ive heard theyre beautiful, Sean managed. The prospect of company, a destination, was so tempting that he almost asked if he could come too.





THE LIBRARY DID HELP, BUT ONLY WHILE HE WAS THERE. THE IDEAL distraction, he discovered in the next few days, was interviewing people. The secretarys list had arrived shortly after the anonymous letter and, at a particularly low ebb, he had picked a name at randomMrs. Margaret Greenand phoned. He had worried that she might regard him as a kind of bailiff, come to collect emotional debts, but as soon as he introduced himself Mrs. Green was eager to describe how she had assisted her sister after a stroke. She couldnt smile any longer, poor lamb, but when she felt herself going I could see her trying. The other people he contacted were equally eloquent and forthcoming. No one expressed regrets at having helped a loved one to die; indeed several claimed that doing so had eased their grief. Their quarrels were with a government that tried to make them feel like criminals and the occasional unsympathetic doctor. Much to Seans relief no one expected him to give an account of himself; his job was simply to ask questions and listen while people volunteered deeply personal information. The process was almost addictive, he told Dara, when he ran into her at the bus stop.





ABIGAIL CAME BACK FROM HULL FOR FOUR BREATHLESS DAYS during which, although he thought of little else, he did not find a single opportunity to ask why she had told Valentine about the letter. She made love to him twice, and each time he pictured her ticking it off her list. Then she was gone again, to Bradford.


Two days later Sean went to interview Bridget Flanigan. A widow who lived in a small village near Cambridge, Mrs. Flanigan was in the unusual situation of having assisted first her mother, and then her husband. Her voice on the phone, however, gave no hint of these wrenching choices. She suggested he take the two oclock train and gave directions to her cottage from the station. The walk, as shed predicted, took ten minutes. When he reached the garden gate he saw a woman, wearing a mans shirt, jeans, and Wellingtons, kneeling on the grass, holding a blowtorch to a large metal sculpture: it looked like a tree flying apart. He would have liked to watch her unobserved, but two dogs, one large, one small, started to bark. The woman straightened and, still holding the flaring torch, turned toward him. She was at least a decade younger than he had expected, perhaps in her late thirties.


Mr. Wyman, I presume, she said, turning off the torch and setting it down. Wait a moment while I get Rollo under control. She whistled to the larger dog, and seized his collar. Ignore Suzie.


He opened the gate and stepped around the smaller dog. This is lovely, he said. Am I interrupting? Please call me Sean.


No, I was expecting you. Im Bridget.


She released the dog and led the way indoors. In the hall she exchanged her Wellingtons for clogs and removed the shirt to reveal a white blouse. When they were seated on opposite sides of the kitchen table, each with a glass of water, he saw that her thick, straight hair was almost the same color as her lightly tanned arms.


Do you mind if I record our conversation? he asked.


Of course not. So where do we start? I feel a little foolish.


Start at the beginning, which I think means your mother. Do you have siblings?


No, and my father died when I was fifteen so it was just Mum and me. She was sixty-three, apparently in excellent healthworking as an accountant, sailing at weekendswhen she developed a cough that wouldnt go away. At first it seemed more irritating than serious. Then suddenly she had cancer.


She described the rapid advancement of her mothers illness; Sean asked her to spell a couple of the scientific terms. Even when she didnt feel rotten, she was so scared that she couldnt enjoy anything. Over and over she begged usKingsley, my husband, and meto kill her. Of course we said no, and then one day we were driving home from seeing her, and Kingsley said he thought we ought to listen to her. As soon as he spoke, I knew he was right. Id been mouthing all these platitudesyoull feel better soonbut if this was what she wanted, we had to help her.


We were passing a small wood on the road back from Wisbech. Kingsley stopped the car and we got out. The sun had set, and there were one or two stars. We stood listening to the wind moving through the trees, and it was like a benediction on our conversation. She glanced toward the window as if the wood lay just outside. The next time my mother said she wished she were dead, I said if thats really what you want, we can help. Once she understood what I was offering, she became her old self. If Id ended up going to jail for five years it would have been worth it to see her have those last few weeks in control again, not scared.


Watching her face, Sean wondered was there any large choice in his life about which he felt such certainty, such a lack of regret.


Bridget insisted on making tea before she told him about her husband. While the kettle boiled they chatted about the village: the erratic train service to London, the newly reopened shop. Then he switched on the tape recorder again.


This is harder, she said. Kingsley was only forty-one when he was diagnosed, and it just seemed unacceptable that he wasnt going to have more time, that we werent going to have more time. I wanted him to keep fighting, to keep looking for alternatives. Between conventional medicine and the acupuncture, the feng shui, the coffee enemas, the sleeping on electrical bedswell, there was always more to try. What I came to understand was that there is a level of pain that destroys a person. If you take enough medicine to avoid that pain, you dont become your old self; you become a drugged zombie. I finally realized that I couldnt ask Kingsley to endure that for a second longer than he had to.


She held out her hands, palms up, for inspection. A thin white scar bisected the mound of Venus on her left hand; a fresh cut nicked her right index finger. They tell you to leave the pills in reach, not to actually give them to the person. Maybe that changes things legally but it doesnt change them morally. I look at my hands and I know Ive killed two people. Thats what the sculpture Im working on is about.


You must be lonely, said Sean.


Yes.


She was looking at him across the table, her eyes deep and steady, and he knew that if he stretched out his hand she would lead him to her bedroom. He sat there, meeting her gaze, imagining the skin he could see leading to the skin he couldnt, imagining the pleasure of sex without history. At last, not sure if he was being courageous or cowardly, he looked away.





ALL THE WAY BACK TO LONDON HE KEPT THINKING NOT ABOUT that final moment but about the conversation. He and Valentine ought to be writing a much larger book, there was so much to say, and they ought to be talking to a commercial publisher. When he got back to the house, he phoned Valentine, first at home and then on his mobile. Valentine answered the latter on the fifth ring.


I just did this amazing interview, said Sean. Ive been thinking we should try to take this book to another level. Or write another book.


Sorry. I didnt catch that. Im on the train to Leeds.


Leeds? His geography was poor but Leeds was no more than twenty miles from Bradford.


Valentine said somethingthe connection was badabout a new museum. Then his voice came through, clear and strong. The northern arts beat. By gum, lad, they do have culture north of Oxford. Listen, tell me your plan about the book when I get back. Or shoot me an e-mail. Ill be checking in.


When do you get back? said Sean, but the line was dead. He stood holding the empty phone in the empty house. He could call Abigail, he thought, but either he would get her voice mail, or she would talk at length about how well things were going. As he replaced the phone, he remembered a conversation hed had with Georgina about Keatss attacks of jealousy. In May 1820 Fanny Brawne had gone to a party, unchaperoned, and Keats had written her a series of anguished letters: You could not step or move an eyelid but it would shoot to my heartI am greedy of youDo not think of any thing but me. If you could really what is calld enjoy yourself at a Partyif you can smile in peoples faces, and wish them to admire you now, you never have nor ever will love me. We have to understand this in the light of his illness, Georgina had argued; nothing else makes sense of his reaction. At the time Sean had agreed.


Now he wandered from room to room. In the living room another stack of plays was waiting. In the bedroom the neatly made bed seemed to mock him. In his study the chapters clamored. He ought to be working, transcribing the interview, but he did not want to be alone with Bridgets voice. Why had he resisted her? Finally he went downstairs and knocked on Daras door. A light shone in the window but there was no answer. He knocked again and, when he still heard nothing, retreated.


Back upstairs he telephoned his brother. For most of their adult lives, since he went to university and Lochlan decided to work in a mens clothing shop, the two of them had been on perfectly cordial, utterly different wavelengths. But Lochlan had liked Judy, and since the divorce they had spoken less often. Or so it had seemed to Sean. Now, as he heard Lochlans voice, he wondered if he had simply imagined his brothers disapproval.


Hows it going? said Lochlan. Cleo and I were just saying we hadnt spoken to you in ages, our fault as much as yours.


Sean reported that he was working on a new book with Valentine. About euthanasia. Not the most cheery topic.


And what about your own book? Is there light at the end of the tunnel?


Im afraid Keats is on the back burner. He couldnt deal with all that at the moment. How are you and Cleo? Did you have a good summer? Hows the job?


We did have a good summer. We had a terrific holiday in Corsica and my job is going well, touch wood. Sales for the last quarter are up. But the big news is that Cleo is pregnant, four months and growing. We told the parents last week.


Great, said Sean. This time he managed to ask the right questions and exclaim appropriately. He couldnt wait to be an uncle, an Easter baby, fantastic.


Then Lochlan asked about Abigail, and he tried to sound just as pleased about his own life. That his brother had not, on the basis of a single awkward lunch, warmed to Abigail only made him more anxious to conceal his present difficulties. He described the tour and managed to bring the conversation round to their mothers birthday. Did Lochlan have any ideas for a gift?





ABIGAIL ARRIVED BACK FROM BRADFORD ON A SUNDAY AFTERNOON. When she had unpacked and dealt with the mail, she suggested they go to the local Italian restaurant for dinner. At their window table she plied him with wine, told amusing stories, reminisced about Tuscany, and asked about the interviews. Sean answered, drank the wine, and observed his own bifurcated reactions. One part of him blossomed in the warmth of her attention; the other was convinced that she was trying to pull the wool over his eyes. As she described a crisis with the sets, he remembered his father explaining how the train driver could stop and start the train but had no choice as to where he went. Whoever controlled the points controlled the route. Finally, from behind his raised glass, Sean mentioned Valentine: had she seen him up north?


No. Was he planning to come to the show? This is almost as good as Siena, isnt it? She gestured at her plate of ravioli.


He was in Leeds, doing an article. I thought he might pop over to Bradford.


If he does have any media connections in the north, I wish hed use them. We keep getting great reviews that come out on our last day. Did I tell you that I met a young playwright, Sayid something? Hes going to send us a play.


Ill look out for it.


They were walking back to the house when Abigail asked if he had seen Dara, and he said not since that day hed run into her and her father on their way to Sissinghurst. Maybe we could invite her for supper tomorrow, he offered.


I might have to work at the theater, Abigail said, her careless tone signaling that this was a plan set in stone.


She said the same thing when he proposed the next night, and he took some small comfort in the fact that she was too busy even to see her best friend. In the days that followed he studiously avoided any reference to Valentine and rearranged his schedule to work longer hours at the theater. Abigail was her usual whirlwind self but at least he always knew where she was. Then, the night before she was leaving for Coventry, she was late coming home. She had left the theater early to meet with a designer and told him shed be back by six. After trying her mobile twice, he carried his bicycle into the kitchen and set about adjusting the gears. The designer lived miles away; perhaps the tube had broken down again. But why didnt she phone, or answer her phone? Every answer that came to mind was distressing. He was reaching for a spanner when at last the front door opened.


Abigail appeared with two bags of groceries. Sorry Im late. I ran into Dara. We went for a drink.


From below, he heard the sound of Daras front door. I wondered where you were, he said, tightening the spanner. He did not add that he also wondered why she hadnt phoned and why she had gone shopping, given her departure the next day. It was not like Abigail to stock the larder on his account.


I havent seen her in ages, she said. We stopped at the Lord Nelson. As she put away the groceries, she told him that Edward was finally moving in with Dara, in the new year. His daughter is settling down at kindergarten and hes got enough pupils to cover his expenses.


For the first time in several hours Sean forgot his own fears. Oh great. Im so glad.


At once he felt Abigails mood shift. With a bag of coffee in one hand, a wedge of Brie in the other, she stood frowning at him. But what if he doesnt do it? she said. Hes been vacillating for so long. Dara will be crushed if this doesnt work out.


He didnt understand her angerwas it at Edward? At Dara? At him?but all the feelings he was holding back kindled. Youre such an absolutist, Abigail, he said, glaring back at her defiantly. You think a person decides to buy a red car and then hands over a check, but most people have to drive a black car and a blue one and talk to their friends, before they actually buy the red one. Vacillating is part of deciding. Thats why the Belladonna Society insists on a waiting period. They dont want anyone killing themselves out of a single impulse of despair.


For a few seconds he continued to meet her gaze. Then, afraid of what he might say nextwas she test driving Valentine?he bent to lift the bike right side up. As he straightened, she came over and rested her hand on the handlebars. Would you like to come to Coventry? she asked, smiling at him appealingly. You could visit the cathedral, work at the library.


Despite himself he smiled back. Id love to, but Im afraid my chapters arent very portable.


Oh, your stupid book, said Abigail, pouting. She leaned over and kissed him.





THEN SHE WAS GONE AGAIN, THIS TIME FOR TWO WEEKS. IN HER absence Sean did his best to write his chapters. She invited me to go with her, he reminded himself, but that only quieted the beasts for so long. As for Dara, he forgot about her until one afternoon, while he was proofreading the transcript of an interview, a loud thud came from downstairs. What was the noise? Did she need help? In the ensuing silence he was struck by how quiet she had been recently, and that he couldnt remember the last time he had smelled her cooking. But there was no further sound, and he went back to checking his pages. He would knock on her door tomorrow.


Two days later his knock was again met by silence; he thought about leaving a note but didnt have a pen. Later he forgot. For one reason or another he did not try again. Ten days passed before, one rainy evening in late November, he ran into her, hurrying along the street.


Wont you come in? he urged as they reached the house.


All right, she said in a muffled voice. Just for a moment.


Inside he turned on the central heating, and went upstairs to change his sweater. When he came down again, he found the kitchen empty. Dara, still in her coat, was in the living room. She was standing in front of the fireplace, staring up at the painting. A pool of water circled her feet.


Dara? I brought you a sweater. Its one of my favorites, he added, meaning the painting. You both look so happy.


She turned to him, her usually expressive face blank. Perhaps he should have praised the composition, the handling of the paint? But before he could make amends, she was heading for the kitchen. There she exchanged her wet coat for Abigails sweater. Although her hair clung darkly to her head, she insisted that she didnt need a towel. As he opened a bottle of red wine, he asked how she was. We havent seen you for weeks.


Yes. She wrapped her hands around her glass. He was wondering if he ought, in spite of her protests, to fetch a towel, or even a blanket when, almost as if a switch had turned, she began to speak. There had been a review at the womens center, everything was in an uproar, and several of her colleagues had been ill. Im leading so many groups, she said brightly, I sometimes cant remember if Im doing substance abuse or taking control of your life. I have to wait for the introductions to give me a clue. And weve had a wave of dotty clients. One woman I work with has an obsession with fire extinguishers, another buys lottery tickets all the time. How are things with you and the euthanasia book?


He described the interviews and how powerfully people spoke. As always Dara asked just the right questions, the ones that made him want to tell her more. And what about people whove attempted suicide and survived? she said. Are you interviewing anybody in that situation? Anybody who regrets the attempt?


She was watching him intently, and before he knew it he was holding forth again. The single biggest obstacle to euthanasia was the popular belief that most failed suicides were happy to discover their ineptitude. The societys position was that almost anyone who wanted to could commit suicide, from which it followed that failure was a sign of ambivalence, the famous cry for help. Sorry, he said. I dont mean to get on my soapbox. People seem to lose sight of the fact that the society is advocating euthanasia only for one particular group, those for whom the prognosis is nothing but pain.


He had coined the last phrase a few days ago and took particular pleasure in saying it. Dara seemed to appreciate it too.


Nothing but pain, she repeated.


The reports Ive read by doctors are particularly convincing, and of course there are placesOregon, Belgiumwhere euthanasia is already legal.


Youre an excellent advocate. Im sure the book will be useful.


Its nice to think it might actually do some good. So how are you and


Suddenly Daras glass was on the table, and she was on her feet. Time to go.


Oh, cant you stay for supper? Im sure we can rustle up something. It would be great to have company. In his disappointment he almost took hold of her sleeve.


I have things to do, she said, not looking at him, reaching for her coat.


He was still saying that he hoped they would see her soon, that he knew Abigail missed her, as she left the room. He heard the sounds of first their front door, then hers, open and close.


Later that evening, when Abigail rang, he mentioned the encounter.


How was she? she said. She left me a message the other day. I couldnt quite make it out, but I know she was upset. By the time I phoned back she was in a meeting.


She seemed fine, a bit preoccupied. Or, I dont know, maybe tired. Things at the center sound even more chaotic than usual.


I must call her. I just never have ten minutes free when were touring. A rustling sound accompanied her wordswas she sorting papers?and then she began to talk about how well their school visit had gone.





ON THE FIRST DAY OF DECEMBER, SEAN WOKE ABRUPTLY TO THE knowledge that the euthanasia book was due in a week. For nearly a month he had been dodging Valentines phone calls and writing optimistic replies to his e-mails, almost all of which reported finishing a section, or a chapter. Now he had to face the reality that his pursuit of the interviews, and his absorption with the subject matter, had led to many pages but not yet to the coherent chapters that represented his half of the book. The idea of discussing this, or indeed anything, with Valentine was out of the question. Instead, as he stepped into his jeans and pulled on a shirt, he decided to contact the secretary.


Three hours later he climbed the stairs to the attic office. He knocked at the half-open door and a voice called, Enter.


The secretary was at his desk, on the phone. He smiled, and nodded toward a chair. This is a matter for your doctor, he said into the receiver. If you cant resolve it with him or her, then you should seek a second opinion, but it isnt grounds for a complaint to the BMA. People have to act according to their consciences. Forgive me, I have someone waiting.


After several more attempts, he managed to extricate himself. Sorry about that, he said, approaching with outstretched hand. Part of my job, as youve probably gathered, is to act as an informal counselor. Its hard for people to keep things in perspective when its literally a matter of life and death.


He offered coffee, stepped out of the room, and returned a minute later with two blue mugs. Please feel free to keep your coat on, he said, handing Sean a mug and seating himself opposite. Theres about ten days a year when this office is comfortable. He himself was wearing a dark green pullover and brown corduroy trousers that once again made Sean think of open fields and country lanes. Im fine, Sean said. Thanks for seeing me at such short notice.


Its nice to have a break from my normal duties. Besides, Im eager to hear how things are going. He regarded Sean expectantly.


Thats what I want to talk to you about. Im afraid Im a little behind. Its not that Im not working. He held up his file of pages. But each persons story is so fascinating, and so heartrending. He trailed off, taking refuge in his coffee.


I see, said the secretary. The good news is that youve become a convert to our cause. The bad news is that everything is taking longer than youd expected.


Exactly, said Sean gratefully.


I should tell you that Valentine phoned last week. He wanted me to know that his half of the book was virtually done but he was concerned that you might not make the deadline. He said you were a perfectionist.


Carefully Sean set the coffee down. Was there no end to Valentines betrayals? His brain seethed with retorts and denunciations: Valentines wretched prose, the way he cut every possible corner. He realized that the secretary was waiting. Thats one way to put it, he said lamely. Were not ideal coauthors.


But that is your present relationship. We have a contract and money has changed hands. The secretary was sitting straighter, his voice firm.


Let me take you into my confidence. Not all members of the society were happy that we were spending our limited funds in this way, but I was convinced that the right book could help people, and help to advance our cause. I very much need the book to be finished soon, and within the terms we agreed upon. Tell me what I can do to facilitate that.


The mans sudden briskness was even more jolting than Valentines perfidy. How naive he had been in assuming that the secretarys sympathies would transcend his business interests. For a moment Sean felt like fleeing. Then, for some mysterious reason, he found himself picturing Bridget and her husband, standing beside the dark wood as the stars came out. The image was, as she had described the actuality, consoling. I dont mean to suggest that things are dire, he said. Basically I have drafts of everything except the last section, and the extra one you wanted on mental suffering. Im sure I can have the manuscript on your desk by the end of the year. Meanwhile you could go ahead and give Valentines chapters to a good copy editor. That way everything should be done by mid-January.


Let me have a look at my diary, said the secretary. He stood up and retrieved it from his desk. Suppose you bring me the manuscript the Wednesday after Christmas. And lets forget about the mental suffering. Its by no means certain that the board members would approve such a section, and we can always add it if we do a second edition. How does that sound?


Sean said it sounded fine.


Good. Ill send you an e-mail confirming these new dates. You may not have read your contract closely, but there is a clause that fifty percent of the advance is forfeit if the manuscript is late. I would hate to have to invoke that, but given the choice between doing so and losing my job, youll understand which Id choose.


Yes, yes, of course, said Sean, getting out of his chair.


So Ill see you here on the twenty-eighth, the secretary said.


Sean noted the small rudeness of his remaining seated. Somehow that made it easier to reply crisply that he would be here between ten-thirty and eleven that day. He was almost at the door when a thought stopped him. I was wondering, he said, if I could talk to the balloonist, the man who hoped to see his wifes soul take flight?


The secretary looked up at him calmly. That was me, he said.





IN THE WEEKS BEFORE CHRISTMAS SEAN ANESTHETIZED HIMSELF with his chapters. He felt, as he had when working on Keats, a keen desire to make every sentence as good as possible but a greater ease in doing so without the poets dazzling example. He sent an e-mail to Valentine announcing that he needed a small extension but that his chapters would require only light editing. Valentine wrote back in his usual cheery fashion: Sounds good. The secy. has asked for some revisions on my pages. Thatll teach me to give them in early. Sean tried not to gloat; some revisions, he hoped, meant hours of strenuous rewriting. How fortunate, he thought, that Valentine had not grasped what he was trying to say during that phone call on the train, about writing another book together. To Abigail he offered the news of the extended deadline and asked if she could be very specific about her Christmas present.


And vice versa, she said.


The previous year they had spent Christmas with Seans parents on the Isle of Wight, but this year neither of them had time to make the journey. Happily Tyler had invited them to spend Christmas at his country house in Wiltshire. The house, like its owner, occupied a special place in Sean and Abigails historythey had spent a weekend there right after he finally left Judyand, as they drove down in their rental car on Christmas Eve, the mood between them lightened. Seans chapters, save for the proofreading, were done and the companys Christmas show in Margate was going well; Abigail seemed more cheerful than in several weeks.


Two other couples were staying at Tylers, and after a boisterous and delicious dinner Abigail suggested charades. She did an excellent Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, and everyone applauded Seans The Blind Assassin. Together he and Tyler attempted Endymion, which Abigail guessed on the fourth syllable. When they at last retired to their room she turned to him even before the door was closed and kissed him, eagerly and solemnly. Then she led him to the armchair by the window, opened the curtains so that they could see the high white winter clouds, and sat in his lap.


Tell me about the best Christmas you remember, she said.


Besides this one? The one when it snowed and we all went tobogganing on the hill behind our house. My father made this fantastic run with red flags and taught me how to steer a sledge. We made this huge snowman at the bottom.


I remember that Christmas, said Abigail. I was with my grandparents. We didnt go sledging but we did make a snowman. My grandmother even let him wear a scarf shed knitted.


When they went to bed, shortly after four, she made love with him as she used to do, in pursuit of pleasure rather than duty. Afterward, as he lay drowsily beside her, Sean allowed himself to hope that the glittering streams were flowing again. Perhaps she had had a few drinks with Valentine, but so what. All couples had tricky times. The important thing was not to allow them, as he and Judy had done, to overwhelm the relationship. As soon as he handed in his chapters, he would sit down with Abigail and talk about how they could have a better balance between work and play. How much money did he need to earn? Might they get married?





THEY ARRIVED BACK IN LONDON ON THE AFTERNOON OF BOXING Day to find the whole house darkDara was still away in Edinburghand, after two nights absence, icy cold. They turned on the heat and went to buy groceries. While he printed out his pages, Abigail unpacked and repacked. Then they made moussaka together and, as they ate, discussed her schedule. She would be back on New Years Eve, in time for the party the stage manager and his wife were throwing. For once Sean was almost impatient for her to be gone, so eager was he to check his chapters one more time and put them in the secretarys hands. The next day he reread them and found to his relief that they had not unraveled while his back was turned; the writing was clear and, at times, even eloquent. He was at the Belladonna Societys office by ten-thirty the following morning.


He and the secretary exchanged Christmas greetings. Then, he could scarcely wait, he handed over his pages.


Thank you, said the secretary. Im sorry if I was a little heavy-handed during your last visit. I didnt mean to come on like the mob with threats and contracts. His face crinkled with the same look of concern he had worn as Valentine told the story of his fictional aunt.


Hastily Sean reassured him. A kick up the backside was just what I needed. Id got so carried away by the interviews, I couldnt see the wood for the trees. Thank you for your patience. He would have liked to have mentioned his idea for a more extensive book but now was not the time; first he must get free of Valentine. They parted in a wave of good wishes for the new year.





BACK AT THE HOUSE A LOUTISH BOY, SURELY A STUDENT DOING A holiday job, was ringing the doorbell. Its for downstairs, he said, holding out a large brown parcel. Theres been no one home the last couple of times Ive tried to deliver.


Thanks, said Sean. Ill make sure she gets it.


As he carried the package into the house, he recalled that Dara was coming home today. It would be a nice, neighborly gesture to turn on the heat in her flat, buy some provisions. He was so pleased with the idea that he turned around and headed at once to the corner shop. Then, with a bag full of groceries, he picked up the parcel, retrieved her keys from the hook in the hall, and let himself into the flat.


Inside it was cold and dark. He set the package on the table next to a stack of Christmas cardsperhaps Abigail had put them there?and, trying to make the place more welcoming, went to open the curtains across the French doors. He adjusted the thermostat and put the groceries away, setting the apples in a bowl on the table with a note: Welcome home, Dara. Milk in fridge. Love, Sean. He was about to leave when he noticed that the bedroom door was closed and decided to check on the radiator in there too. Once again the curtains were drawn and he crossed the room to open them. Turning back to the radiator, he saw her.


Dara was lying under the covers, her face tilted toward the door, her hair spread across the pillow. When he knelt down beside her, he saw that she was very pale. He touched her cheekthere was no need to do so; he already knewand found her skin as cold as the sheets.


He was moving toward the phone when he saw an envelope lying on top of the chest of drawers; Mum and Dad, read the inscription. It was unsealed. Without thinking, he looked inside and saw not a sheet of paper but many little pieces. He lifted one out. And th Quickly he put the envelope in his pocket and continued to the phone.





LOCHLAN CAME AND FETCHED HIM SIX DAYS LATER, THE DAY AFTER the funeral. As they drove west out of London, over the ridge of the Chilterns, Sean sobbed until Lochlan pulled off the motorway and stopped beside a country road. There, there, he kept saying. Please dont cry. Sean could hear his words, but he felt helpless to obey. Blindly he got out of the car and started walking along the grassy verge. Through his thin-soled shoes he could feel the frozen ground. Thenhe didnt know how far hed walkeda van rattled by, much too fast and too close. He stopped next to a stand of rushes, took his first deep breath, and blew his nose.


I cant talk, he managed to say when he got back to the car, but I think Ive finished crying.


Good, said Lochlan. He put on Vivaldi and started driving again. They left the motorway for the busy country roads near Whitney and, at last, turned onto the much smaller road that led to his and Cleos village. Their house was at the bottom of the lane next to the village church. As soon as they stepped inside, Cleo appeared in the gloom of the hall. Were glad youre here, she said, and hugged him.


Lochlan led him up the stairs to the guest room where hed stayed on his previous visits. The windows looked out over the garden, past the swaybacked roof of the church, to stubbled fields. Between them stood a large desk.


Here, Lochlan said. Youll have plenty of space to work when you feel better.


Thank you, said Sean. I think Ill take a nap.





HE SPENT MUCH OF THE NEXT WEEK ASLEEP. HE ROSE LONG AFTER Lochlan had left for work, ate cereal, went for endless walks across the frozen fields, did whatever Cleo asked in the way of chores. The day after he arrived she told him that, although she was only six months pregnant, she had taken leave from her job as a schools inspector on the advice of her doctor. But there was nothing to worry about, she added quickly. Sean nodded, and allowed himself to be reassured. For a few seconds, concern for Cleo had distracted him from the images that were always right there, just behind his eyelids: Dara as he had last seen her alive, or as he had last seen her.


After he had called the police and her parentsshe had left their numbers beside the phonehe had dialed Abigails number. As usual he got her voice mail; she was doing two shows a day. He had left a message saying, Please call. Its important. Then he had taken a chair from the living room and sat down beside Dara. I am so sorry, he had said. Being in her presence was not at all like the trauma he had described in the book; rather, what he had felt was an enormous calm. He did not know how long he sat there, watching her, before there came a knock at the door. He touched her cheek one more time, and went to let in the police.


An hour later he was back upstairs, sitting on the sofa, when the phone rang. He answered at once, hoping for Abigail. Super that you got your chapters in, said Valentine. The secretarys passed the whole thing on to the copy editor. He was in the neighborhood and wondered if Sean could meet for a drink at the Lord Nelson. As he walked there, Sean pictured himself telling Valentine about Dara; the two had met once, at one of Abigails shows. Telling her parents, he had kept to the bare facts and got off the phone as quickly as possible. Now he imagined describing the solemn beauty of his brief vigil at her bedside, the shock of realizing, from the offhand remark of a policeman, that DaraAbigails friend, his neighborhad taken her own life.


When he stepped into the pub, Valentine waved from a corner table. I bought you a scotch, he said, which should have been a signal. His sleek leather jacket lay on the bench beside him. They raised their glasses, and Valentine said a few more complimentary things about Seans share of the book, how his perspective had deepened the material; how fascinating his interviews were. Sean, to his abiding shame, felt a flash of pleasure. He drank some more scotch. He was setting down his glass, preparing to interrupt, when Valentine said, Ive got something to tell you, and popped his eyes. Then there were only the worst kinds of clichs. Sean had left him, mid-sentence, and gone back to the house to start packing. As he folded his shirts, he understood that Valentine had simply been waiting until he finished his half of the book to break the news. He had brought two suitcases and several boxes in Lochlans car; everything else he had left, stacked in a corner of his former study.





WHEN HE DID EMERGE FROM HIS ROOM, LOCHLAN AND CLEO treated him like an invalid, lowering their voices and refraining from jokes. Lochlan set up his computer and offered to help him unpack; Cleo offered cups of tea and apologized for the odd Eastern music she listened to while doing yoga. Neither of them asked questions, which, mostly, he appreciated. He had not, since he left London, checked his e-mail or his voice mail. The one worldly task he managed, with Cleos help, was to contact the secretary. He sat at the kitchen table while she introduced herself as Mr. Wymans sister-in-law and explained that she was calling on his behalf to let the secretary know that Valentine would be responsible for any further work on the book. There was a pause while she cocked her head, listening. Sean noticed that her cheeks had grown plump with pregnancy.


Im not at liberty to say, she said, but Mr. Wyman has had family difficulties. Thank you. I will.


She hung up. There, thats done.


How did he sound?


Nice. He asked me to convey his sympathy. Would you like to go for a walk? Its a lovely day.


He had been about to retreat to his room, but something in Cleos voice made him agree, and even the simple act of putting on his boots lifted him an inch or two from his slough of despond. Outside the weather was unusually mild. She led the way down the lane, past the village cricket pitch, and along the disused railway line. The rails had been removed and only the sleepers were left. Should he mention her condition, he wondered, ask how she was feeling, but she was in the midst of talking about the plans for a village museum. A grant from the lottery had come through and they were turning the old forge into an exhibition space.


Great, said Sean. From beneath his right foot came a tiny crack. Looking down, he discovered a snail, irrevocably flattened.


Its all due to Lochlan. He wrote the application. But hes probably going to have to resign from the committee. His boss seems to be getting ready to fire him.


But thats outrageous. He told me sales were up for the last quarter.


He doesnt want you to know, Cleo continued. If worse comes to worst, Ive said he can stay at home while I go back to work but he has some old-fashioned notion about being the breadwinner.


As she spoke, her voice grew scratchy. Sean hurried to offer consolation: maybe his boss would relent, and if he didnt Lochlan was sure to find a good job again soon; he had terrific qualifications. A few yards ahead a rabbit raised its head from the grass to give them a bright-eyed stare. As it hopped, in a leisurely fashion, across the tracks, he pictured Dara deftly sketching the neat paws and upright ears.





THE NEXT MORNING HE WOKE TO THE SOUND OF LOCHLAN DRIVING away. Before he could think about what he was doing, he got out of bed and approached his computer. He turned it on, and went to make coffee. Back at his desk he checked his e-mail. The news of Lochlans difficulties had made him realize that he couldnt keep hiding indefinitely. Among the rubbish and notes from friends were eight messages from Abigail, two from Valentine with the subject heading The Book, and one with the heading Apologies.


Abigail had finally phoned while he was packing his books, F through H. I just got out of the evening show, she said. We had three curtain calls. It was fantastic.


Earlier, before Valentine, while he sat on the sofa, he had tried to think how to tell her that her best friend had died, by her own hand, while they were playing charades. Or perhaps while they were driving back to London. Or while they were buying groceries. Or making moussaka. Or brushing their teeth. But now that the moment had arrived he uttered the simplest possible sentence, a noun and a verb. In the ensuing chaos he had eventually managed to convey two additional pieces of information: the manner of Daras death and that Valentine had talked to him. What had Abigail done after he hung up? He didnt know, or care. He had seen her only once more, at the funeral; she had sat with Daras parents while he sat in the back row.


Now he scrolled through the e-mails, forwarding them to her and then deleting them, the modern equivalent of sending letters back unopened. He did the same with Valentines. He was about to log off when he noticed among the remaining messages one from Georgina, sent the day before. Still in his mood of brisk efficiency, he opened it.



Dear Sean,


I keep thinking about our last conversation and wish Id tried harder to find out why youd decided to give up on your dissertation. I cant help worrying that the fault may be partly mine for failing to convey sufficient enthusiasm. I am very poor at this sort of thingI think its called human relations!but if you would care to discuss the matter at any point, I am at your service.


Belated seasonal greetings,
 Georgina




Perhaps in some extreme way, Sean thought, he was finally learning what Keats had meant when he claimed that soul making was the main business of the world.





THAT NIGHT HE FELL ASLEEP ONLY TO FIND HIMSELF, AN HOUR later, open-eyed in the glimmering dark. It was the time he most dreaded, the energy of the previous day gone and the next one still impossibly far away. He tried to focus on the outline of the nearer window, a dim rectangle, and count his breaths. At nineteen he glimpsed a movement by the bookcaseIan, the builder, figuring out how to put his head in the ovenand at twenty-eight, here was Frank with his brain tumor. He stopped counting when he saw Bridgets husband, Kingsley, writhing in pain beside the other window. Then he spotted Dara by the desk, her bicycle helmet in one hand, a gardening trowel in the other. He seized his dressing gown, and fled.


Downstairs he was relieved to find a light on in the living room and Cleo on the sofa, reading. Hello, he said. Couldnt you sleep? He sat down in an armchair.


No, its the baby. By nine at night I can scarcely keep my eyes open. Then I wake up to pee and he starts kicking and I cant get back to sleep. I find reading gardening books helps.


Dara liked gardening, he said.


She was Abigails friend, wasnt she? said Cleo.


And then he told the story the only way he could, zigzagging back and forth between what he knew of Daras life and his own small role in it. She was always ready to listen to me, always ready to help. I should have guessed something was wrong the last time I saw her when she wouldnt stay for supper. And thenit doesnt bear thinking aboutI went on and on about the euthanasia book, and how no one regretted suicide.


He described Daras questions and how he couldnt help feeling that the conversation, and his work in general, had in some way contributed to her death; how she had left a note for her parents, torn into many pieces. I took the envelope before I phoned the police. I didnt think they could stand the disappointment.


Do you still have it?


He nodded.


Cleo was heaving herself off the sofa. Please, she said.


Upstairs he retrieved the envelope from the bottom of his suitcase and, pushing his computer aside, carefully emptied the contents onto the desk. Cleo bent over the fragments and began to move the pieces of paper around: Dear Mum an, life tog, little girl. At last, with a sigh, she straightened. Forgive me, Sean, she said, but I think you ought to send this to her parents. It shows that their daughter was trying to reach them, that she thought about them during those last hours. Maybeshe gazed up at himthats better than nothing.


He nodded again. Cleo was moving toward the door. On the threshold she turned, but whatever thought had waylaid her, she decided to keep to herself. She stepped out of the room and gently closed the door. He sat down at the desk and moved the lamp to shine on the fragments.


Dear Mum an, little girl


Everything, he thought, he had got everything wrong. There he was with Abigail, claiming she was the love of his life, while she was screwing his old friend. There was Valentine betraying him on the page and between the sheets. There was Dara, seeming so cheerful with her useful job, her sketching and her gardening, as she walked further and further into the valley of shadow. There was the secretary, leaning out of the basket of a balloon, searching the horizon in all directions for his wifes soul.


Dear Cameron, he wrote, I owe you
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