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      For my son Moses,

      who gave me the idea for this book and
one of its best jokes

   
      ‘The man in the brown macintosh loves a lady
who is dead’
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      Stop All the Clocks

      
         Miss Havisham has had her heart broken. She has been jilted at the altar itself. In Great Expectations, Dickens gives us standard-issue, instantly recognisable, consensual heartbreak but in a dramatically lit version. She is
         still in her trousseau, her veil a cobweb, presiding over the ruins of her wedding reception. The cake is like an opera house
         after an earthquake. There is a Beckettian drama of dust thick over everything. Like the three principals in Play, Miss Havisham is trapped in a constricted vicious circle of repetition. Because her heart is broken, nothing now works,
         not time itself. We enter an oubliette that remembers only one event. Dickens doesn’t tell us Miss Havisham’s Christian name.
         It could be Trauma. Or Aporia. All the clocks are stopped at twenty minutes to nine, the very moment when her heart was broken.
      

      ‘Stop all the clocks’, Auden’s cabaret song, is about the failure of love – about heartbreak. It isn’t about the death of
         a lover, as readers commonly assume – including Richard Curtis, the script-writer of Four Weddings and a Funeral. Auden’s song (written for Hedli Anderson) is too hyperbolically comic to be seriously elegiac: ‘Prevent the dog from barking
         with a juicy bone’; ‘Let the traffic 
         policemen wear black cotton gloves’; and (the source of the mistake) ‘Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead / Scribbling
         on the sky the message He Is Dead …’ But only in a manner of speaking.
      

      What do we learn from these shared clocks? The full implication of ‘broken’. That things no longer work and, oddly enough,
         that repair is out of the question. There is something odd, something impossible, about the words ‘broken’ and ‘heart’ put
         together. You can’t break a heart. It isn’t a mechanism, in this instance. It is a figure for love. When the heart’s mechanism breaks down, we call
         it heart failure. It is a physical condition. So what do we make of this impossibility – heartbreak?
      

      We learn that heartbreak is hyperbolic – an exaggerated claim to an impossible condition. Those who claim it make exaggerated
         claims for it. You can hear them raising their voices – so they can shout down the idea of recovery. So others will know what
         they are suffering. Misery is being acted out.
      

      Finality is being acted out.

      But what about the ones who aren’t shouting? Who aren’t acting the role like Miss Havisham?

      People more like Catherine Sloper in Washington Square. People whose hearts are invisible.
      

      What is heartbreak, really?

      Is it really only rhetoric?

   
      PART I

      A Passion for Gardening

   
      Damp Squib Followed by Fireworks

      
         
         It was 5.30 in the grey morning. Carmen Frazer, who slept lightly, was already dressed. With thickening fingers, she pinched
         the yellowing leaves from the bottom of the chilli plant on her kitchen windowsill. The plain white saucer had two tartar
         tidemarks of lime scale and a mascara of grit in the remaining dirty water. Her passion was gardening.
      

      She was 66 and had been retired for seven years. Her sturdy rubber-tipped cherrywood walking stick leaned in the corner. Arthritis
         of her left hip had made her job at Oxfam impossible: she was co-deputy editor of JobsWorth, a small in-house magazine. But the stairs were too difficult. Manoeuvring herself into the car wasn’t easy either. She was
         in constant pain, despite the anti-inflammatories. Toothache the length of her leg, touching a nerve. For her valete in JobsWorth, she made a little joke: who put the ‘ouch!’ in touch? (Colleagues at Oxfam had always found her ready, nervous laugh irritating.
         Anything – the weather, mention of a queue at the post office – could activate that bright, brief, unconvinced laughter, a
         door-chime of high soprano, a joke alarm at the lowest setting.)
      

      A second rubber-tipped beechwood outdoor walking stick 
         stood in the hall. Her walk had a dramatic list to the right as she took the weight off her stiff left leg. To spectators,
         it looked as if the trouble were in the right leg. As if it were shorter by six inches. Wrong. The hitch was like some South
         American dance step – a secret weight change in the tango. Except that it wasn’t secret. Only misleading.
      

      In 1964 she had taken a boat to Valparaiso. It flew the Liberian flag – easily mistaken for the Stars and Stripes – but was
         called the Regina del Mare and was crewed by Italians mainly, with four Russians who smoked together in the evening – cigarettes with pinched cardboard
         tubes. It sailed from Liverpool. She was 22. She was going to marry Frank, her fiancé. It was the first and, as it proved,
         the only time she ever went abroad. The fare, one-way, round Cape Horn, was £275 and fifteen shillings. It included two meals
         a day. The journey by sea took ten weeks. In that time, she spoke only five words of English: yes, no, please, thank you.
         Her laugh, she found, was multilingual, a kind of Esperanto. She became familiar with the horizon. She read and then re-read
         the ten Agatha Christies in her travelling trunk.
      

      When the ship anchored in Montevideo, to provision and take on fuel, at night she heard for the first time the stridulation
         of insects like an automatic sprinkler system. In the morning, when she walked to the consulate, carefully watching her sandals
         on the pavement, she glanced up and saw a Negro wearing a stack of panama hats. Maybe twelve. She never forgot the bandoneon
         of brims, the perfect 
         stutter of hat. There was no mail waiting for her at the consulate.
      

      On the way back, keeping to the shady side of the streets, she saw the bronze scrotum in a bronze church bell. She waited
         a while, wanting it to strike, staring at the dark metal bruise where it had struck before. Where it always struck. When it
         struck. But not today, a Saturday.
      

      At the docks, there was a large white ocean-going yacht like a bride. A member of the crew, in white ducks, was leaning out,
         awkwardly swabbing the white sides with a chamois leather at the end of a long cleft stick – a ginkgo leaf of gold leaf.
      

      How dark her cabin after the aching sunlight, as if she were about to faint. She turned her waistband, undid the zip, stepped
         out of her skirt and lay on the bunk in her slip. She was trying to think what the sway and the slight bounce of the gangway
         reminded her of. It came to her. It was like the ship – when it was calm.
      

      At Valparaiso, there was no Frank. There was a messenger who spoke her name as she looked about her, shielding her eyes, her
         other hand on the green, brass-bound trunk. ‘Misshess Carmen Frasseur?’
      

      ‘Sí.’

      He was wearing a double-breasted dark blue suit with sandals. His toenails were dirty. There was an oil stain on his left
         lapel. His features, though, were handsome. First he showed her a small snapshot of herself – lifting a glass of 
         stout towards the person (Frank) taking the photograph. She was smiling, tensely. Then the messenger held up his left hand,
         paused, patted his jacket and produced from the inside pocket a letter curved by his ribcage. Then he turned and disappeared
         between the stacks of dockside crates. No name. The envelope was blank – except for a pastel smudge, franked by the messenger’s
         thumb, which she smelled. Coffee grounds.
      

      Frank’s letter was written on lined paper, the top edge a ruffle where it had been torn from a spiral notebook. What it said
         – that he was sorry, that he had fallen in love with someone else in Chile, another English woman actually, and he had married
         her – was of no importance. There was no address. But she had his address in her passport and also in her purse. There was
         a telephone number. She decided not to ring it. Instead, she beckoned a Negro boy with a porter’s brass lozenge and paid him
         to carry her trunk back on to the boat.
      

      The ship was a week in port before it began the return journey of eleven weeks. For some reason, the return journey took a
         week longer. She had money for the return fare with a goodish sum left over. She had been saving for a long time. In Valparaiso
         she never left the boat again. She had been on the dockside for ten minutes, including the time it took to read Frank’s letter.
      

      On the voyage home, she was, she could tell, a figure of interest, of speculation. Of mystery, in fact. Mainly because 
         she hadn’t cried or even looked upset.
      

      She felt insulted and wounded and yet it was a relief.

      On the last night in Valparaiso, there was a fireworks display, to celebrate the departure of the plague in 1572 which had
         claimed 150,000 lives in less than two years. She decided not to watch it. She had seen fireworks before and she wanted to
         think. The porthole of her cabin bloomed and flickered, tarnished and brightened, like the iris of someone watching fireworks.
         ‘Some bearded meteor, trailing light.’ She smiled. She smiled and listened to the bombardment overhead. It lasted thirty minutes
         and had a surprising dynamic range. The crump of grenades, all grades of ordnance, tracer, tormented shrieks, viciously beaten
         bass drums, glissandos. A great orchestra of violence, deprived of visual distraction.
      

      She was thinking about the messenger – the way he put his dark glasses over those friendly, handsome eyes, the way he went
         between the crates, like a pigmy. Or like a giant in Manhattan.
      

      And she came, with a definite jerk, for the first time in her life.

      Sharp, then strangely long, like an injection.

      Every evening at sea, to the music of Joe Loss on a portable gramophone, she watched two sisters from Slough, in their late
         thirties, efficiently dancing, breast to breast, on the tiny sloping dance floor. They both worked in the exchange 
         department of Lloyds bank. They had identical wristwatches, equally high on their freckled forearms, and they were going to
         marry two twin sailors from Valparaiso when they returned in six months’ time. They took turns as leader and follower.
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      Here she is at her kitchen table, fingering a jigsaw of thalidomide ginger, thinking about the arthritis in her hands. Her
         knuckles like bunions, her deviant final finger joints. In the field, beyond the barbed-wire, there are four sheep in their
         tea cosies that she looks at but doesn’t see. She is remembering.
      

      What puzzles her – and what puzzles me – is why she is still attached to a man with whom she was never happy. He hated her
         laugh and said so. He didn’t like the way she smiled. ‘Why do you smile like that? As if you’re scared.’ She held her knife
         incorrectly at table. They couldn’t even talk: ‘You interrupt me like your mother.’ Everything about her irritated him. Especially
         in bed. His large penis hurt her. It was a source of resentment (in him) and soreness (in her) that she never came. ‘You’re
         supposed to like a big cock.’ From the beginning, he found it difficult to come. ‘Look, it’s like dancing. Why can’t you dance?’
         He was righteous and indefatigable. She suffered constantly from the itching, thrush, and other yeast infections.
      

      
         No wonder Frank had fallen for someone else.
      

      (Who was equally unhappy.)

      And here she was, thinking about him, thinking about his eyes, thinking about the way he thought, the tell-tale compression
         of his lips, thinking thirty, forty years later, about their lost life together. It would have been misery, but it made no
         difference. She had given herself, her narrow hips that wouldn’t open wide enough at first, her mouth, her hands, the gold-beige,
         semiprecious hair on her vagina, the vagina itself.
      

      And in return had been given this pendulous body in the big bathroom mirror, gorgonzola dolce, grotesque with gravity, concealed
         by condensation. In the fog, her upper torso swayed like a bloodhound, nose sampling a spoor.
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      Colin at the garden centre was recovering from cancer of the throat and vocal cords. A silk scarf hid the radical surgical
         intervention. It wasn’t a scar exactly. His neck had gathered round a raw hole, withered like a sick plant. And his voice
         had changed. It crackled and buzzed like a walkie-talkie.
      

      They were discussing the ginkgo.

      ‘Yea, a.k.a. the Maidenhair tree. Easy to see why. Pretty. Fan-shaped. I don’t advise one, Miss Frazer. Since we’re old 
         friends. Can grow to be bloody enormous, excuse my Spanish. And the female tree produces a fruit – well, technically, it seeds
         – that stinks like shit, excuse my Spanish again. So, be warned.’
      

      ‘Is there a sure way of sexing the sapling?’

      ‘Tricky that. Very tricky.’

      She bought a sapling anyway and bedded it down near the barbed-wire fence where two humming birds of polythene blurred in
         the stiff wind.
      

   
      PART II

      Gallagher and Frazer

   
      I Was So Unfair

      
         
         The three had spent the hot September afternoon at Garsington Manor, a few miles outside Oxford, the former home of Lady Ottoline
         Morrell, the literary socialite, whose generosity to artists (the ungrateful D. H. Lawrence, the touchy T. S. Eliot, the snobbish
         Virginia Woolf) was funded by the brewery fortune – Morrell’s Ales – inherited by her husband Philip. He was part of the political
         world, but tolerated the ‘toadies and traitors’ – ‘t-and-t’s with their g-and-t’s’ was his shorthand for his wife’s weekend
         gatherings of guests.
      

      The dovecote blooped and simmered like a pot au feu. They walked between the tall yew hedges down to the lake – a noticeboard
         of overlapping lily pads, lifted, read, dropped by the fickle wind – and saw the remains of a rowing boat sunk at its mooring.
         Except for them, the place was deserted. No one had come to the great front door at the end of a deep pebble drive. Noise
         carried from the brass knocker through the solid oak through the house’s ancient wood and tiled acoustic – like a low note
         struck and impossibly sustained by the pedal held down. But no one answered.
      

      Rex, who knew the current owners of Garsington, wanted 
         to show the two Americans a ravishing Dufy above the stone mantelpiece in the drawing room.
      

      Gallagher – the poetess was always referred to by her surname – was animated, anxious, voluble. She had the hands and (sandalled)
         feet of a transsexual but a tiny face whose main feature was a pair of men’s horn-rimmed glasses the size of handcuffs. ‘It
         is said,’ she was fond of saying, ‘that the nose is the only part of the body to grow for the whole of one’s life. By the
         time I die, I hope to have achieved a major nose like Updike’s. A significant nose.’ Her shrunken head poised on a Brobdingnagian
         but breastless body, voluminously clad in loose upholstery covers. Ten years later, aged 69, she would die of breast cancer
         in a matter of two months. And a year later still, Frazer Reid, the tiny law professor she lived with for the last twenty
         years of her life, would die of breast cancer too.
      

      Her partner, the professor, looked considerably odder than Gallagher. He had prosthetic ears that plugged into his ear-holes,
         a precarious arrangement made plausible by his long, implausible Alice Cooper black wig. On windy days, though, the wig was
         a liability and he would occasionally stoop to pick up an ear. He was without eyebrows or eyelashes, and his features had
         the abbreviated quality of Down’s Syndrome. There were tiny unpredictable oases of facial hair. The red, uneven, shining skin
         had plastic patches of white fat. It was like prosciutto crudo – ‘due etti di San Daniele’ – layers of overlapping Parma ham. Frightening – at first. You got used to its surprise surprisingly quickly. 
         Frazer Reid’s voice had the calm of an air-traffic controller’s. Its dynamic range just didn’t extend to the doubtful, the
         uneasy, the untoward, the anxious or the excitable. That was Gallagher’s speciality.
      

      ‘Imagine Bertie Lawrence talking to Bertie Russell, Frazer. Talking about the war, I expect. Lawrence was pacifist too, wasn’t
         he? Because of Frieda being a German. Anyway, on this grass.’
      

      Frazer smiled with his smudgy mouth. He had learned to put his expressions into his voice. ‘Gallagher wouldn’t have fitted
         in here, would you, Gallagher? Them days, you needed a Christian name to be on Christian name terms, even if you had to share
         it with someone else, some other Bertie.’
      

      ‘You’d be all right, though. Or maybe you’d be all wrong, come to think of it: your Christian name’s a surname.’
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      They were having a pot of Earl Grey when the boy came back from school at five o’clock. He was in the Dragon uniform: grey
         shirt, grey socks down-gyved, summer sandals and blue corduroy shorts. He was a beautiful, androgynous nine-year-old with
         quick, brown intelligent eyes and a ready, unguarded grin. He came into the kitchen trailing his satchel on the ground.
      

      ‘This is Shura,’ Rex said. ‘Shura, let me introduce you. This 
         is Gallagher. She writes poetry. And this is Frazer, who teaches law in Charlottesville, at the University of Virginia.’
      

      Shura looked directly at Frazer with dazed eyes. ‘What happened to your face?’

      Rex had never asked. Out of politeness. Now he realised his son had a better idea of politeness.

      ‘I was in an automobile crash. The car caught fire and left my face like this. Actually, worse than this. What you see is
         a miracle of plastic surgery. I was married to someone who divorced me because of it. I still can’t forgive her. How many
         sentences is that? Five? Six?’
      

      The boy came closer, fascinated, for a better look. His lips were parted. ‘What did you look like before?’ he asked simply.

      ‘Like this,’ Frazer said and took out his wallet, opening it like a cop flashing ID. There was a photograph behind a cellophane
         window, an image in aspic.
      

      ‘I can’t really see,’ the boy said.

      Frazer took out the photograph with his awkward fingers and pushed it down the table. ‘Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome
         and tall as you.’
      

      ‘Who’s Phlebas?’ the boy asked.

      ‘Someone in a poem by T. S. Eliot.’

      ‘OK,’ the boy said absently, ‘I know him. Pa’s favourite 
         poet.’ He was absorbed in the photograph.
      

      ‘You look a bit like Eliot, doesn’t he, Pa?’

      Rex considered. ‘Yes, when T. S. E. looked like Tyrone Power. A film star,’ he added for the boy’s benefit.

      The photograph was a photograph of someone else entirely. It bore not the slightest resemblance to Frazer. Why should it?
         It wasn’t a professional studio portrait. It was an imperfectly focused snapshot. The idea of a handsome young man, but no
         one in particular. Generic. Not Frazer, certainly. Not anyone, actually. This was someone before he was himself. On the cusp.
         A person on the tip of his own tongue. Both good-looking and featureless.
      

      ‘Was anyone else in the car?’ the boy asked.

      ‘The driver was killed. On impact, apparently. Multiple skull fractures.’ Frazer stared at the teapot. ‘She was a girlfriend.’

      ‘I didn’t know that,’ Gallagher said. She took off her spect -acles and began to clean the lenses like a tailor testing material,
         working it, feeling the weight of the cloth between his fingers.
      

      ‘That’s because I never told you.’

      Even the boy could sense a drop in the temperature.
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         I still can’t forgive her.

      It wasn’t the exact truth. It was part of the truth.

      It was also true that Shirley, his wife, couldn’t forgive him the girlfriend. She felt betrayed. Carol was the friend of them
         both, a fellow member of the Charlottesville drama club. She directed. They acted. It happened, the affair, when Carol called
         Frazer in for a line-run.
      

      ‘Let’s start with the beginning of Act II. Want you off-book by Monday. Otherwise you’re holding back the rest. And me. I
         can’t get on with the blocking.’
      

      Carol’s hair was still damp from the shower. Frazer looked down and was stopped by the dark outline of the nipples under her
         white T-shirt. She was waiting – and held his gaze when it returned to her face. He started to smile but was stopped again,
         by the seriousness in her eyes. He thought she was angry. As if he were eight years old and had been caught by his mother
         going through her purse.
      

      ‘The art of drama, no, the essence of drama is unpredictable inevitability,’ she said. ‘Watch my lips.’ She mouthed something he couldn’t understand.
      

      ‘I don’t …’

      ‘Watch my lips,’ she repeated. And he watched them move: marginal, significant shifts, gatherings, gives and resistance. Concluding
         like a wave finally washing the lowest step of a quay with a little flamenco of foam. Again. Her lips 
         executed the exact, incomprehensible ritual again. A message urgent and occult with detail.
      

      ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘Come closer. Watch my lips.’

      He stepped into the whisper of her body odour, beginning to reassert itself in the windowless warmth of the little drama studio.

      ‘I’m not saying anything. I’m making my lips move. Watch my lips.’ She took them through the intricate gavotte again, which
         ended with a moue.
      

      ‘It’s just an exercise I give to actors sometimes. It’s nonsense.’

      They were magnetically close.

      ‘So is this,’ he said and kissed her clamped lips, which after a pause opened to take in his tongue.

      ‘Nonsense? Or an exercise?’ she asked when they moved apart.

      ‘Neither. I was being ironical,’ Frazer replied. ‘Serious and sincere.’

      ‘Or just seduced. By wordless shapes recited in silence – so you have to pay lip-service.’

      She was lying. It wasn’t a set of abstract shapes. There were words. They were taken from Dickens’s Little Dorrit. But 
         she never told him, let alone what the words were – Papa, pommes, poules, prunes, prisms – her variant on Mrs General’s formula
         for lending finish to the lips. In fact, she alternated this rigmarole with the original: papa, potatoes, poultry, prunes
         and prism. The variation was a crucial element of disguise. Of maintaining the mystery. Definitely twins, but twins you could
         and couldn’t tell apart.
      

      She had small, conical, slightly ugly, intriguing breasts. It wasn’t the first extramarital affair for either of them.
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      I still can’t forgive her.

      Frazer preferred the purity of seeing himself as wronged – a man cast out for losing his looks. And anyway, he was ending
         the affair. That’s what caused the crash.
      

      They were parked just off a highway in back of a diner. His Pontiac and her Buick. They were in her car. She was playing with
         the gear-lever on the steering wheel while he talked. A fidget of semaphore and impatience. The breeze brought a mighty odour
         of fish from the rubbish containers. Frazer wound up his window.
      

      ‘It’s over, Carol. Sorry. I can’t do this to Shirley any more.’

      ‘You mean you don’t want to fuck me any more. What is that smell? When love congeals / It soon reveals / The faint aroma of performing seals. The great Lorenz Hart. Shirley doesn’t
         know anything about us. So what are you talking 
         about? You can’t do this to Shirley any more? Do what?’
      

      ‘Betray her. Will you stop that with the lever?’

      ‘Fuck you, Frazer.’ She drummed her fingers on the rim of the steering wheel instead.

      ‘I love you too much. It’s too dangerous.’ He was lying. To himself also. He liked being on a high plane – betrayal, remorse,
         regret. But Carol was right. He was bored by her body. Her sensible, efficient pelvis. Even naked she walked like a tennis
         player. Her ugly breasts no longer piqued his interest. In retrospect, nothing had been as interesting as their first kiss.
      

      But Carol liked a certain sexual thing he did. It was something he sometimes said. You could never be sure. An insult that
         excited her. And Frazer knew when to say it. Or when to start saying it. A ‘you …’ in the right tone of voice at the right
         moment was on occasion more effective than the completed epithet itself. She found it exciting to imagine her mouth making
         the two words ‘tell me …’
      

      Whereas he was completely unexcited by her, helped to perform by habit, by hitting his marks and taking his cues. The insult
         was sincere. She knew it was and that was what excited her.
      

      She began to cry.
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         Crying has its own rhetoric. We need a poetics of crying. When we cry, we assume spontaneity, sincerity, because it is a process
         we cannot control. And yet. Wilfred Owen talks about the eternal reciprocity of tears. This means that someone else’s tears
         create the desire to cry ourselves. It feels natural – because it is – but it shows there is something automatic about tears.
         A reflex. There is nothing insincere about being tapped on the knee and kicking out. There is nothing insincere about the
         swallow reflex. But neither comes with the moral commendation that tears automatically accrue. Tears come with a non-negotiable,
         fixed-rate, moral currency – as do Hitler (negatively) and Shakespeare (positively). Of course, we know that Shakespeare’s
         plays aren’t uniformly excellent (Pericles, Two Gentlemen of Verona – though you can always find an academic willing to advance the merit of either), but he is, nevertheless, a genius. Tears are a way of winning the argument. They are a physical manifestation over which we have no control. They
         are like diarrhoea. And no one has ever suggested, even for an explosive second, that diarrhoea is insincere or contrived.
      

      But no one has suggested either that there is a positive moral dimension to diarrhoea.

      Behind the idea of sentimentality is our sense that the emotion felt by us hasn’t been ‘earned’. That we have cried too readily.
         ‘Sentimentality’ registers our sense of the automatic. ‘Unearned’: we haven’t done the work, put in the effort; we have profited
         from a reflex.
      

      
         Sometimes, we are moved by being moved. Two emotions – both genuine – yet the second is a significant qualification. Most
         of us, however, consider the two emotions as one augmented emotion.
      

      If we can’t control crying, we should consider the possibility that it controls us. During an illness, this is called the
         Cascade Effect. Something minor causes the blood pressure to drop dramatically, which affects the heart, which affects the
         lungs, which affects the liver …
      

      Which can kill us, quite quickly, from a standing start.

      It was going to kill Carol.

      When Carol started to cry, she was gripped by the Cascade Effect. By the rhetoric of her tears. A mild sadness, not unmixed
         with irritation, actually – ‘Fuck you, Frazer’ – quickly escalated into the tragic.
      

      Or the hysterical.

      She hadn’t realised how much she cared.

      She hadn’t known how much she cared.
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      Not that much, in fact. But it made no difference. She felt an ice-cream ache in her soft palate. Her mouth opened and tears
         gathered along her eyelids. Silently as flood waters finding their way, almost intelligently. She was trying not to blink,
         to keep the tears at bay. The surface tension held, held 
         – and then broke. Water spilled down her face. A toad shifted its weight in her revolted mouth. She took a quick noisy breath.
         Another. And then the tears jumped. She was winded, unable to get her breath. As if Frazer had hit her in the stomach. She
         couldn’t speak. She was drowning before his eyes.
      

      Afraid, he got out of the car.

      As she heard the door slam, she put the car into ‘drive’ and her foot on the gas pedal, right down to the worn carpet, taking
         the Buick on to the highway in front of the diner. It was a miracle she got so far. She could see nothing.
      

      A pick-up going in the same direction took out the Buick, which sheared off a road sign with its side mirror and ricocheted
         back into the traffic, where it was hit by a Standard Oil gas-tanker and crushed against the concrete divider. Frazer ran
         to the wreck. As he was trying to work her (dead) body free, the gas-tanker exploded. Trees evaporated instantly, metal deformed
         itself trying to escape, the road itself was on fire.
      

      He was lucky to survive.

      Or unlucky.
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      I still can’t forgive her.

      It is true he hadn’t forgiven her. Nor could he forget her. He 
         couldn’t forgive her partly because he still loved her. Even though Shirley had been dead for a decade. A skiing fatality:
         she was hit on the slopes by a snowboarder intent on showing off by going at speed through the narrowest of gaps between her
         and a friend. At the last moment, she leaned fatally forward. Her protective helmet made it hard to hear. The friend was left
         paralysed from the waist down. The 16-year-old snowboarder broke his leading left leg in two places.
      

      Loving the dead. The rich silt of memories.

      Shirley ate Phillips’ Milk of Magnesia tablets as if they were sweets. She shook the dark blue bottle gleefully like maracas.
         He could still see the coating, the whitewash, left on her long tongue.
      

      She bit her fingernails as she read. Snicks. Painful, satisfying tearings, with which she picked her teeth. Her tongue played
         with pieces wedged between her front teeth. Each quick was bared, a frayed frontier of pink, the grip-seal on a plastic bag,
         a gap, a gash, recovering cosmetic surgery.
      

      (How many epithets is that? Count the commas. A handful. Five.)

      Her immortal, pizza-crust, spatulate finger-ends. In his mind, still unable to pick up a pin with ease.

      The beautiful blot of her arsehole. A dark-pink peach-stone. An astonishment of lips.

      
         Her laugh. The way she smoked before she gave up. Smoke trickling up her nostrils. Spokes of smoke when she spoke.
      

      Whenever Frazer thought about her, he was his own raw quick, both pained and pleasured, unforgiving and unhealed, unable to
         help himself, unable to stop.
      

      Odd, isn’t it, how his impaired present inserts itself into these memories? Frazer went on loving his wife because then he
         was still himself. His love was continuous with his old self. When he was beautiful, before he was burned.
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      He had never loved Gallagher. He could see she was kind and he liked her well enough when she wasn’t being irritating. Which,
         however, was most of the time. He found her body irritating. The big-boned, ultra-pelvic Henry Moore torso and the midget
         Henry Moore head – that deliberate, synthetic pseudo-modernist mismatch. Moore irritated him too.
      

      Frazer sometimes said that he was a much nicer person since his face was burned. It wasn’t true. It is hardly ever true that
         tragedy does anything other than deform us, when it doesn’t destroy us completely.
      

      So much for Nietzsche: what doesn’t destroy me makes me more irritable.

      One day he said to Gallagher they should convert and join 
         the Taliban. ‘Just saw a woman wearing a bur’qa – looking out through her mail-slot.’ He paused, maliciously. ‘We could both
         benefit from the dress-code.’
      

      Gamely, Gallagher laughed.
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      How did they come to be together? After all, Frazer didn’t go out much – beyond giving his lectures and classes. They met
         in the rolling stacks of the Law Library holdings. Gallagher, poet in residence for the year at Charlottesville, was tired
         of being teased by Irvin Ehrenpreis, the professor who had sponsored her for the post. He was better read in contemporary
         poetry than her and, discovering this, was delighted to discuss his latest finds. ‘Is it focus or fear that makes you ignore
         Straus Galassi?’ Irvin would ask over coffee, grey eyes lit with mischief.
      

      (There was no such poet. Ehrenpreis had made him up – and could quote quite a lot of his ‘Boston Antiphon’ – ‘Surely a major
         work?’ There was something about Gallagher – the seriousness of her spectacles, probably – that encouraged downright deception.)
      

      So she took to having her books sent across to the Law Library. Collecting them from the Main Desk, she took them to the windowless
         stacks – where she couldn’t be spotted, hiding from Ehrenpreis, by Ehrenpreis.
      

      One day, she dropped her armful of books when Frazer’s 
         face appeared from between LJ6: 88.00–280.00 and LJ7: 280.01–400.00. LJ was Dewey for Law Journals.
      

      Just then, she couldn’t remember if she’d screamed or not. Her hands went to her ears like the Munch. He looked like a lizard
         – a salamander, actually, in navy-blue suspenders and a Brooks Brothers shirt.
      

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Gallagher said. ‘You frightened me.’

      ‘The effect I generally have,’ Frazer said. And he smiled his difficult smile. ‘Sometimes people scream. They do. Thank you
         for not screaming. My position is academically precarious enough without a sexual impropriety charge. Unlikely as that may
         seem in this unlikely context: apparently libido flourishes in libraries. Especially in the rolling stacks. Propinquity creates
         its own pressures.’
      

      Apart from that semester’s lectures on Tort, Frazer hadn’t said so much in months.

      He invited her for a cocktail, gave her his campus address, knowing it was an offer she couldn’t refuse.

      Propinquity creates its own pressures. They had almost touched. Contact was forced on them.

      She came.
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      He liked the way Gallagher was slightly grotesque. It 
         answered a preference he didn’t know he had till then. True, he had been taken by the bubblegum bulge of Carol’s nipples –
         asymmetric hernias – but it wasn’t that. He still loved female physical beauty: that fold in dough, the clean, incomplete
         crease in the rounded top of a woman’s thigh, was painful to him. The thought of it constricted his breathing. It was more
         potent than pornography, which he disdained – for its narrow focus and also because it was impossible for him to purchase
         inconspicuously. Even by post: those flagrantly nondescript manila envelopes. He loved beauty more than ever, more even than
         the compelling ugliness of genitals. So it wasn’t a perversion, this new preference. Rather that he preferred to keep company
         with the disadvantaged.
      

      We surprise ourselves more obviously as we grow older. But at every age there are always bits of ourselves that are hidden
         from ourselves. I don’t mean shameful things that we conceal from others and ourselves – though there are plenty of those.
         I mean, for example, discovering that we dislike some of our oldest friends – a realisation generally brought about by their antipathy being made manifest. You make an innocent, unconsidered remark – the kind of remark you make among friends – and
         one of your friends, of whom you have an affectionately low opinion, holds it up for scrutiny and friendly ridicule. When
         this happens with increasing frequency, you start putting inverted commas around ‘friendly’. Or you have a success – which
         your friend humorously disparages. (Oscar Wilde in ‘The Soul of Man 
         Under Socialism’: ‘it requires a very fine nature … to sympathise with a friend’s success.’) You discover, gradually, a desire
         to hurt, to retaliate, to wound, which is primitive and demeaning.
      

      You tell yourself, be realistic, for godsake. No friendship, you say, consists of unalloyed mutual admiration. Why should
         it? And yet the problem isn’t that friendship should be uncritical and supportive – and isn’t quite. It is that friendship
         is a form of competitive condescension – masked and improved by the myth of itself.
      

      Defenders of friendship are vocal. They are the friends who tell you how much they disliked the work of other friends. And
         ask you not to pass it on. Friendship is one friend betraying another friend to a third friend. With a fond, friendly smile.
         The greater the betrayal, the greater the intimacy – the greater the friendship.
      

      Another surprise – discovering that none of this is incompatible with genuine warmth and real affection.
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      Gallagher and Frazer sat in deckchairs, drinking margaritas out of jam jars. The uncut grass was a foot and a half, two feet
         high. ‘I prefer nature to the garden,’ Frazer explained. ‘It’s my romantic temperament. And it renders me invisible.’
      

      Gallagher thought: it’s like talking to ET. You forget he 
         looks like a scalded cockroach. She said, prodding the bridge of her spectacles, ‘“The Mower, Against Gardens”. A poem by
         Marvell.’
      

      ‘Was he a romantic?’

      ‘Not officially. About two hundred years too old. So I’d say, a very elderly romantic. He wrote “To His Coy Mistress” and
         that’s famously romantic. Seize the day.’
      

      ‘Sleaze the day, huh. A dirty poem, I assume?’ (Frazer knew the poem from high school, in fact. Of course he did.)

      Gallagher gradually fell in love with him. He could make her laugh. One oppressively hot July afternoon, Frazer was fanning
         her vigorously, with a small piece of cardboard awkwardly gripped. ‘I find it quite difficult to bring a woman to orgasm using
         this method,’ he said, expressionlessly, after persevering for a couple of minutes. ‘But I’m up for it if you are. Shall we
         continue? You have to work at these things.’
      

      When she stopped laughing, he added: ‘You old slyboots, you just had a multiple disguised as a giggle. But you can’t fool
         Frazer. He knows when he has a woman in his grip.’
      

      And it was true. He did know.
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      Before she did, in fact.

      
         His references, his playful references, to sex increased. It was a form of wooing that would have been a little creepy in
         a normal man. But his features granted Frazer amnesty. The remarks could only be ironic with a face like that.
      

      As well as being a poet, Gallagher was also a singer-composer. She had written quasi-jazz settings, atonal bebop, for some
         Shakespeare songs and sonnets. She asked Frazer did he think it was OK to print Shakespeare’s words amended? Spelling, for
         instance, ‘vats’ for ‘phats’, ‘would’ for ‘should’.
      

      He replied: ‘Of course. Shakespeare’s only a fucking poet for God’s sake.’ His lawyer’s ready contempt. An error instantly
         retrieved: ‘He should be so lucky – to spend five minutes in your mouth.’
      

      In your mouth. Her pout raised above the office of poet. He was forgiven and Gallagher flattered.
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      In the end, Gallagher had to ask Frazer if she could kiss him. Not the other way round. There was no possibility that Frazer
         would ever risk rejection, however certain he might be of the outcome.
      

      They had never touched. Not even accidentally. Not even brushed against each other in a confined space. The nearest they had
         come to touching was in the Law Library stacks.
      

      
         Frazer carried himself warily, like someone just out of intensive care, only half healed, after months of dressings, unforgettable
         as final unction. Gallagher wondered what his skin felt like when it was touched – to him and by her. He looked so sore. And
         yet, as it proved, he was oddly thick-skinned and felt very little. ‘I am awaiting the return of the nerves to the epidermis.
         They’re being pretty damned slow about it. It’s sort of like being a leper, I imagine. Except that lepers are traditionally
         silver and I’m more (wouldn’t you say) Thermidor. And I know better than they did to be careful of my precious nose.’
      

      One wet November evening, translating and clarifying as she went, Gallagher risked reading Frazer The Testament of Cresseid by Henryson. At the end of the poem, when Cresseid has leprosy, she and Troilus meet – without either recognising the other.
         Frazer was moved. He held up his claw hand – to stop her and to hide his face. He was thinking of himself and Shirley. She
         had not recognised him. Deliberately.
      

      Frazer’s unchangeable face changed underneath itself, unmistakably. Salt water stood shining in the red rim of his eyelid
         like mercury in a thermometer. Hard to see, clear. Visible, invisible. His smile was even stranger, less convincing than usual.
      

      ‘Would it be OK if I kissed you?’ Gallagher asked. ‘I would like to kiss you. On the mouth, if that’s OK.’

      ‘If you must, I suppose you must.’ The tone was curmudgeonly, 
         but he was smiling the old crooked smile again. Not the stricken version. ‘It usually comes to this with girls.’
      

      Frazer’s face, his entire body, felt like soft glove leather – thin smooth kid – in uneven layers.

      Only his penis was perfectly normal. Served by all the necessary nerves. Saved by some miracle of retraction.

      But penises feel like glove leather anyway.
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      They were in bed. Her surreal glasses loomed like an observatory on the bedside table.

      ‘I used to be a lesbian. In my twenties and thirties,’ Gallagher told him. ‘I had short hair in those days.’

      Now her centre-parted grey hair hung in long bohemian skeins. She hadn’t been to a hairdresser in years. (‘Not since 1964,
         actually.’) It was a style too young for her – just as Patti Smith is too old to go on looking like Patti Smith.
      

      ‘I used to go to these dyke bars.’

      ‘Thought you couldn’t say “dyke” any more,’ Frazer said.

      ‘That’s what we called them then, that’s all I can say. But maybe we were appropriating the insult. Tell the truth, I don’t
         remember.’
      

      She drew up her knees and stared at the past.

      
         ‘It was before I got started in with poetry. I was in the arts sort of in a general way: I was interested in video art and
         opera. I guess that’s how come the singing now. I was assistant director of a thing at Houston Opera. Round about 1970 or
         thereabouts.’
      

      ‘So, are you still basically a lesbian?’ Frazer asked. ‘Can I ask you that?’

      ‘It’s never seemed important. You know. As long as I love people, it’s never seemed important how their genitals happen to
         be configured.’
      

      Two things occurred to Frazer. That was why she didn’t care about his burned exterior. It was like colour-blind casting in
         the theatre. It genuinely didn’t bother some people. Second, there was something crucial missing in her sexuality – a compelling
         preference, a categorical imperative, an undeniable reflex. Something to serve slavishly or violate perversely. Gallagher
         was without perversity. She was less than innocent; she was sexually stupid.
      

      This mattered more to him than her strange ungainly body, the pelvis like a snake that has swallowed a picture frame.
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      You see, he wasn’t very nice. Frazer was too intelligent and too honest to be completely nice. But he worked at it and he
         became known for his niceness. He would sometimes describe himself as ‘the notoriously nice Frazer Reid’ – and 
         add, ‘Don’t you believe it.’ But everyone did.
      

      On campus, they became known as an item, a couple. The kids thought they were cute. Addams Family, sure, but cute. They were
         an advert for the power of love. ‘It’s like the Prioress in Chaucer last semester: in the Prologue, the like Latin motto amor vincit omnia. You think it’s kinda gross, but it just isn’t at all. I think they’re safe.’
      

      In the late nineties Gallagher had a great, unexpected success. She won a Pulitzer prize for Way Out West, a collection of poems about growing up in Texas. ‘Stetson’ was a particular popular favourite after the President credited,
         quoted and enacted its first line at a televised press conference on his ranch – beating the indestructible dust off of a
         stetson against his leather chaps.
      

      Gallagher’s face – and glasses – made the cover of Time magazine. (Newsweek pulled their interview when the cover appeared.) She fitted a treasured American type: the lovable, eccentric poetess, a
         role that had been free since the death of Marianne Moore. Her Franciscan sandals and her big bare feet were the subject of
         affectionate joshing on Letterman. When Gallagher appeared on The Daily Show, Jon Stewart produced a pair of identical glasses from a drawer and wore them for the duration of the interview.
      

      Even Ehrenpreis, had he still been alive, would have had to stop teasing her. (Or would he?) Frazer retired behind her celebrity.
         He was loyal and especially supportive when a snippy notice appeared. The New Yorker ran a profile in 
         which various acquaintances from the video world spoke of her egoism and her humourlessness. She was quoted as saying, ‘I
         don’t want to be famous for my sandals’ and ‘I’m more than a pair of glasses.’ She also said that celebrity could be ‘irksome’.
         It was the inflection of jokiness in the public regard that she didn’t like. But she thought it was celebrity itself. Her
         belated elegy, ‘John Lennon’, was dismissed as self-indulgent, a hubristic, gratuitous, unearned act of identification. (She
         praised his misunderstood, his questing, art, and identified Mark David Chapman as someone unable to distinguish seer from
         celebrity.)
      

      Frazer was full of good advice. Be calm. Relax. Smile more. It isn’t the Gettysburg Address. It’s the most popular TV show
         ever, so what’s wrong with being on The Simpsons? Lighten up.
      

      Privately he thought: interesting, she’s being burned in the blast furnace of publicity. Touchy. Thin-skinned. Longing to
         be someone else, somewhere else.
      

      Gallagher’s hunger for high seriousness was eased by her induction into the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Frazer
         couldn’t imagine her now, even in private, making a joke about wanting a substantial, a Library of America nose.
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      She didn’t seem to be writing much either.

      
         When Rex visited her in New York, she was planning a theatre project. (Frazer had taken a post at Columbia, partly because
         Gallagher was attracted to the anonymity of Manhattan.) She talked for three hours about Henry Crabb Robinson and his relationship
         with the Wordsworths. ‘See, Crabb Robinson is the peripheral figure who brings the principals together in the play. I figure
         he can narrate and he can participate.’ Hardly anyone else spoke. Frazer kept the glasses filled.
      

      The other guest was a German opera director. Outside, he turned to Rex as they looked about for cabs, and said in his excellent
         English: ‘Thank God, I’m not a theatre director. Can I give you a lift anywhere? I’m going to Fifth and 21st. No? Well, good
         night.’
      

      As he folded his long frame into the cab, he added, ‘Do you think she’s mad? Or just hyper? A play about Crabb Robinson? Now? After Beckett?’
      

      ‘Wasn’t Beckett’s first play about Samuel Johnson?’ Rex shouted as the cab door slammed.

      Then the window wound down. ‘She might as well call it Wikipedia – The Play.’
      

      It was beginning to snow and Rex had a couple of blocks to walk before his hotel. The street spooks tottered and fawned. The
         stars fell and kept on falling. Rex was a tiny bit drunk. 
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      Gallagher was writing more than people thought – some of her best work, all of it unpublishable.

      Around this time, roughly 1995, maybe earlier, Gallagher fell in love with someone else – the choirmaster of a Roman Catholic
         cathedral in Midtown. Every week-day at noon, she entered its dusk to listen to the music practice. There was something priestly
         about him, though he wasn’t a priest. It might have been his stillness. Except that priests were never still – their glossy
         garments sweeping through the nave like Cyd Charisse, genuflecting, hand jiving, twirling, auditioning, performing, busy.
         The choir-master had stage presence too, if a less advertised form. Gallagher couldn’t not look at him. He raised his hands.
         He was still. For two seconds only. And then the music was his hands.
      

      He was making music – Howells, Finzi, Holst – so you could see the sounds in the serried air.

      Serried. Then just as suddenly empty when his soundproof right hand closed off the notes.

      Difficult delight, simple sorrow, then deafness. Silence and the memory of music.

      He recognised her. ‘Aren’t you Gallagher? The poet? Saw you on Letterman.’
      

      ‘I never went on Letterman. I was on The Daily Show. And 
         Larry King Live.’ She laughed. ‘That was a mistake. You didn’t see that, did you?’
      

      He shook his head.

      ‘Good.’
      

      It was the first time for a long time that she felt grateful for celebrity.

      ‘You come here practically every day.’

      ‘Yea, well, I’m in love with English church music,’ she explained, quietly overjoyed to have used the words ‘in love’.

      He smiled. ‘We do a fair bit of Poulenc too. And Fauré as well.’

      ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I love that stuff too.’ She was grinning inexplicably. ‘Buy you a coffee?’

      ‘That would be nice,’ he said. ‘There’s a cafeteria in the basement. We could go there.’

      In a brown, curly-brimmed Parisian bowler, he would have looked like Edgar Degas. A strong dark beard closely shaven, hair
         the colour of burnished steel, a straight nose and full dark lips. A serious, Scottish face that didn’t laugh readily, whose
         ironical brown eyes looked straight at you. Perhaps he was 55.
      

      Gallagher looked down at his magic hands, tanned and tufted, as they rested modestly, incognito, on the table, disguised as
         servants, having carried two cups across the 
         cafeteria to this corner. This corner where they met most days after practice, taking turns to pay. He and his hands had a
         quality of containment that drew her in. The fingers flexed and it was like an irresistible argument, forceful, objective,
         logical.
      

      He was tall, slim, grey, gifted and definitely handsome. His name was Rupert Cockburn. ‘Pronounced “Co’burn”, but actually
         spelled “Cockburn”. Appropriately enough, I guess.’
      

      It was several months before he explained the appropriateness.
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      There was something priestly about him. He’d been a Jesuit but left the Order so he could marry. After a few years of happiness, he
         discovered he was gay, so was now a celibate once again. He thought homosexuality was obviously a sin. ‘God can forgive me,
         He doesn’t have to agree with me. I have to agree with Him, wouldn’t you say? Why should He suddenly, conveniently change
         His mind at the end of the twentieth century? I’m with W. H. Auden on this one.’
      

      Gallagher managed not to tell him that, when she was in love with someone, she had no sexual or genital preference.

      She managed not to tell him either that she loved him. Out of loyalty to Frazer, to disfigured, loyal, long-suffering Frazer.
         Grateful, long-suffering Frazer whom she had irritated 
         for twenty years, who couldn’t bear the smell she left in the can, so great was his antipathy by now.
      

      She wrote a poem about Frazer – after a solitary holiday in Tuscany – a prose poem called ‘Lizard’. She decided not to dedicate
         it to him. That would make the connection too obvious. Then she decided not to publish it at all: she didn’t want to hurt
         his feelings with the title. So the dedication, now harmless, was restored. After the title, there wasn’t anything he should
         mind.
      

      Lizard

      I’ve just seen a lovely thing. I was about to do the dishes after my siesta. I noticed a movement in the sink among the cups
         and coffee grounds. A little lizard that couldn’t get up the porcelain. Next to the chain of the plug. It stopped in mid-shimmy
         as soon as it felt my eyes on it. I caught it carefully in a glass. It was quite still so I didn’t damage it. I suppose it
         was about four inches long, but the body not much over an inch. It was all tail. And its legs ended with those bent-wire horsefly
         fingers. I can see why jewelers use them so much, but jewelry is so much less elegant than the real thing. Their leather suits
         are miniaturised and fit them perfectly. Subtle but distinct patterns. Like the chasing on an arquebus. And a Teflon quality
         that is heavenly: there it was, untouched by the grounds and the grease, straight from the tailor in an outfit worn only once.
         And when I tipped it out into the 
         garden, it stayed still, except for the pulse of the lungs, and then it made off, immaculate, a dandy through the dirt.
      

      When Frazer read it and the dedication, after her death, he thought it had nothing to do with him – except the insulting,
         inaccurate equation of him and the lizard. The good-looking lizard. He was affronted by the flattery, resented the coarse
         compassion. He preferred to be his horrific authentic self in print. Gallagher was too bourgeois, too bien pensant, to tell
         the fucking truth. She’d got the lizard, though. He removed the dedication and sent the prose poem to Wendy Lesser at The Threepenny Review.

      Gallagher also left behind two sonnet sequences – one about her life with Frazer, which he hated, though he could see it wasn’t
         bad poetry. He saw things differently, that’s all. She felt trapped. By her goodness. What about him? He had his own point of view, which disagreed with hers. So he destroyed the sequence. Fuck her. And since he knew Gallagher wasn’t one of the poetic greats – he was right – he felt no particular guilt.
      

      The second sonnet sequence was about the choirmaster. Frazer was genuinely surprised, he had such a low opinion of Gallagher’s
         powers of attraction. The sequence was one of her best things. It captured the strange joy of heartbreak and the perpetual
         surprise of music, even known, loved music. Both had that held-breath feeling just before blackout. Music and being in love
         were always new. The 
         pain of heartbreak seemed a small price to pay for this perpetual ache of unsatisfied joy – this impossible note sustained
         at the height of heaven.
      

      Shirley.

      Frazer gave the sequence to the Gallagher Archive at the University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, with an embargo
         on publication and quotation till 2030, though accredited scholars could consult the manuscript. Frazer thought the genuine
         merits of the sequence might be magnified by report. The embargo was a calculated act of shrewd career management.
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      On the day she died, in Bethesda Hospital, on the fortieth floor, she never recovered consciousness. Frazer listened to the
         shallow slur of her breath, and remembered one of Gallagher’s lines: ‘a child asleep, understudying the ocean.’ Her big hand
         lay open, supine on the sheet. An IV drip was taped into her bruised arm. The air conditioning breathed noisily in unison.
         Outside, the late July evening basted the city.
      

      Then as Frazer watched, the heart monitor suddenly flat-lined. It had taken a week to settle the phosphorescence, the seethe
         and tangle, of heartbeats and smooth out that incoming tide. A week that felt like a long walk without food. Frazer’s legs
         ached. He was hungry. Or empty. He didn’t know which.
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