
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Sightlines
 
            
               [image: ] 
               

            
 
            Kathleen Jamie

         
 
         
            
               [image: ] 
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            For the island-goers
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Acknowledgements
            

         
 
         Many people made this book possible, giving of their time and knowledge with forbearance and goodwill. I’m grateful to Professor Frank Carey and Professor Stewart Fleming, both of Ninewells Hospital Dundee; to Dr Alison Sheridan of the National Museum of Scotland; to Dr Terje Livseland and Dr Anne Karin Hufthammer of Bergen Natural History Museum; and to Prof Gordon Turner Walker and the ‘whale team’ of conservationists. My thanks also to Ian Parker, Strat Halliday, Adam Welfare, Angela Gannon and James Hepher (all of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland) for memorable trips to St Kilda, and to Susan Bain of the National Trust for Scotland, for allowing me to join them.
 
         
             

         
 
         Thanks to Tim Dee for the birds, Peter Dorward for the caves, and boatmen Donald Wilkie, Bob Theakston, Norman Tenby and Angus Campbell for happy landings – and for getting us off again. I’m especially grateful to Stuart Murray and Jill Harden, island-goers in chief.
 
         
             

         
 
         Shona Swanson, Meaghan Delahunt and Susan Sellars were there when things got tough.
 
         
             

         
 
         Peter Dyer and Henry Iles made a mere typescript into a beautiful artifact, which Nikky Twyman copy-edited and proofed. Nat Jansz continues to be an editor of uncommon insight and patience. Again I thank her and Mark Ellingham for their constancy and hospitality.
 
         
             

         
 
         Love to Phil, Duncan and Freya Butler, as ever.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            [image: ]
            

            
               
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Contents

         
 
         
            Title Page
            
 
            Dedication
            
 
            Acknowledgements
            
 
            Aurora 
            
 
            Pathologies 
            
 
            The Woman in the Field 
            
 
            The Gannetry  
            
 
            Light 
            
 
            The Hvalsalen 
            
 
            Moon 
            
 
            Three Ways of Looking at St Kilda 
            
 
            La Cueva 
            
 
            Magpie Moth 
            
 
            On Rona  
            
 
            The Storm Petrel 
            
 
            Voyager, Chief 
            
 
            Wind  
            
 
            Also by Kathleen Jamie
            
 
            Photo credits
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            [image: ]
            

            
               
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Aurora

         
 
         THERE’S NO SWELL to speak of, just little lapping waves, so landing is just a matter of running the Zodiacs up onto the stony beach, allowing us to jump ashore. Not jump exactly: we swing our legs over the sides of the inflatable, and drop down onto the land, ideally between waves. You don’t want to get your feet wet, because they’d soon freeze.
         
 
         All along the shoreline lie trinkets of white ice, nudged up by the tide. A shore of ice and bones – people still come hunting here; the top of the beach is strewn with the bleached, butchered skulls and spines of narwhal and seal. Where the beach ends and the vegetation begins, an outboard engine lies abandoned, rusting violently.
 
         While the Zodiacs are being secured, Polly and I take off our lifejackets and dump them beside the abandoned engine. Polly – I won’t give her real name – is from central Europe, and is my cabin mate. I’m fortunate in her, enjoy her company. She speaks always with a sad or wistful laugh in her voice, or maybe it’s just her accent.
 
         We’re part of a group who’ve chosen to leave the ship and come ashore, to walk up onto a low rocky ridge, for the sake of the view. Though ‘view’ is too benign a word for the vast, unnerving scale of this land, its clarity of light. I want to try to come to terms with where I am: a whole new world, a world with ice. We are in a bay; eastward, out on the open sea, icebergs are glowing a marshmallow pink in the morning sun. They’ve escaped the confines of the fjords and float free; the currents will bear them south toward their slow dissolution. Another iceberg, white and dazzling, guards the entrance to the bay where the ship is anchored.
         
 
         Polly and I are both wearing old goose-down jackets – mine patched with gaffer tape – and hats, and gloves, and boots. When the party’s assembled we begin trudging inland over crisp plants quite new to me. I’ve long loved the word ‘tundra’, with its suggestion of far-off northern emptiness, and I guess these must be tundra plants, under my feet. The plants are in their autumn colours, russets and fawns and mustard yellow. They spill between the rocks, dwarf willow and dwarf birch, and maybe bearberry. Among the trees’ mazy horizontal branches grow lichens, and a kind of reed which curls at the end, like singed cat’s whiskers. It’s September. When we tread on the plants they release a dry herby smell into the crystalline air.
 
         ‘Feather for you,’ says Polly. Although I’d been looking down at the plants, it wasn’t until I saw Polly bend and pick one up that I realised there were feathers scattered all over them. Goose feathers, caught on the dry leaves and twigs, frittering in the terse breeze. Droppings, too. The geese must have been gathered here so very recently, maybe only yesterday – hundreds of them, ready for the off. To my mind, geese only travel north, to some place beyond the horizon. But this is that place. From here, they go south. Involuntarily I look up and out to sea, where the icebergs shine, as if to catch sight of the last flight departing toward Iceland, toward Europe. But the sky is cold, blue and empty.
         
 
         We cross the hummocky goose-plain, and begin the climb onto the ridge. There’s about a dozen of us, from Europe and North America, tourists, still strangers to each other, beginning to get to know each other through polite conversation, getting to know the world a little, if that’s what we’re doing, such is our privilege. We’ve been instructed to ‘stay behind the gun’. We have a guide, a young Danish biologist, who carries flares to scare them, and a rifle as last resort, in case of aggravated polar bears, but there are no polar bears. ‘Polar bears?’ one of the ship’s Russian crewmen had shaken his head. ‘Huh. They ate the last one years ago.’
 
         With an outcrop of smooth bare rock to shelter us, we take off our rucksacks, set aside our cameras and the gun, crouch or sit down, out of the breeze. It’s a stern breeze, blowing from the land, inscousant now, but, like everything here, it carries a sense of enormous strength withheld. Once everyone is settled, the guide makes a suggestion: why don’t we keep silent, just for a few minutes, sit still and keep quiet, just listen?
 
         We have the sea, deceptively calm and blue and serene with icebergs, stretching away eastward under an ashy sky. Below in the bay our ship rides at anchor, looking overcomplicated among the smaller, white tufts of ice which drift soundlessly around it. Though white, the ship looks dirty, too, the way sheep suddenly look dirty when it snows. Behind the ship, the far side of the bay rises to a low brown ridge similar to this, and beyond that ridge is arranged a row of white pinnacles – the tips of icebergs grounded in a hidden inlet. Westward rises a range of brown jagged mountains, and beyond the coastal range there are hints and gleams of something I thought at first was a band of low cloud, but it’s ice, maybe the edge of the inland icecap. The air is extraordinarily clear.
         
 
         That’s what we see. What we listen to, though, is silence. Slowly we enter the most extraordinary silence, a radiant silence. It radiates from the mountains, and the ice and the sky, a mineral silence which presses powerfully on our bodies, coming from very far off. It’s deep and quite frightening, and makes my mind seem clamorous as a goose. I want to quell my mind, but I think it would take years. I glance at the others. Some people are looking out at the distant land and sea; others have their heads bowed, as if in church.
         
 
         A minute passes, maybe two, maybe five, just the breeze and this powering silence – then a raven flies over. I knew Polly likes birds, so glance to see if she’s noticed it and she has; her head is tilted back and quietly she’s raised her gloved hand to shield her eyes. The bird, utterly black and alone in the sky, is heading inland on steady wings. It, too, keeps quiet.
 
         They used to navigate by raven, the Vikings, there being no stars visible at such high latitudes in summer. The old sagas say that the Viking settlers of Iceland took ravens. Out of sight of land, wallowing at sea, they would release a raven and watch it climb the air until it was high enough to sight land. Where the raven headed, they followed in their open boats. Maybe ravens had brought them here, too, in their Greenlandic voyages, a thousand years ago. A thousand years. The blink of an eye.
         
 
         Be quiet, I tell myself. Listen to the silence. I take my eye off the raven for a moment, and when I look back it’s gone.
 
         How long we sit there I don’t know. I know only that I’d never heard anything like it, a silence that could dismiss a sound, as wind would dismiss a feather. Five minutes, ten, minutes in a lifetime.
 
         Some people say you can never experience true silence, because you come to hear the high whine of your own nerves. That is to say, you hear the very nervous system which allows you to hear at all. Nerves because we are animals, not ice, not rock. Driven by cold and hunger. It’s cold, our animal bodies say; best get moving. Keep warm, keep hunting. So, after maybe ten minutes, by some unspoken assent, a movement, a cough, our experience of deep silence is over, and life begins to whip us on our way. We all begin slowly to stand. Polly catches my eye, gives me the little smile and shrug which I already know are characteristic of her. We begin to move downhill, back toward the waiting boats. It’s a while before anyone speaks.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Now it’s mid-afternoon and hardly silence, there’s too much excitement. We’re back on the ship, we’re underway and icebergs are coming. They appear ahead, one after the next, conveyed from a great manufactory, the distant Daugaard-Jensen glacier at the top of the fjord. A dozen of us, much the same dozen who had sat on the hill this morning, are leaning out over the ship’s white metal bow as far as we dare, the photographers with their cameras, the birders with binoculars, shouting above the wind and engine drone. The wind is no joke; it would flay you alive, a katabatic wind, they say, which flows downhill off the icecap, and we’re heading into it. You could go inside, of course, and view the ice through glass, but what’s the point of that? You have to be out on deck, despite the cold, because of the cold, if you are to feel the white, deadening presence of the icebergs. Someone calls, ‘They’re so… organic!’ But organic is just what they’re not. Their shapes and forms are without purpose, adapted to no end. They are huge and utterly meaningless.
         
 
         The icebergs come on down the fjord in a slow cavalcade, one by one, higher than the ship, closer and closer, and every time I think ‘Surely, surely, this time, we’re going to collide,’ but always the ship turns aside gracefully, by just a few degrees, and the iceberg glides away to port or starboard. As they pass, they rear above like a building does, all sculpted and white, with fissures of deepest blue, but also they plunge on down underwater, in tilting levels of sapphire, down into the mile-deep waters, where they have their greater existence.
         
 
         The fjord water is choppy and grey, and between icebergs smaller morsels of ice bob along, now a rocking boat, now an angel’s wings. These little pieces look like Christmas decorations but when the ship hits one it bangs like an oil drum beaten with a stick. And there are the mountainsides, the fjord walls. I realise I have the scale completely wrong; the scale is vast. On either side of the fjord, mountains rise to pinnacles of 6000 feet. They look as lifeless as cathedral spires, but I know now there are plants on their lower slopes, leading fugitive lives – animals, too. Small glaciers, some shrivelled far uphill, leave trails of moraine and gravel reaching down to the water. There’s a lull, the wind, the engine, and then another iceberg appears, approaching with the hauteur of a huge catwalk model.
         
 
         The next iceberg offers to the ship a ramp as smooth and angled as a ski jump. Just slide right up here, little ship, it seems to say, but the invitation is declined. It passes astern. Then the next appears down the fjord – a preposterous cake, with ink-blue shadows. Then another, the size of a three-storey house, with walls knapped into smooth, hard facets, like flint. Under the water’s surface they are a blue you could fall into, as you could have fallen forever into the silence of the morning. It’s like some slow delirium, a fantasy you can’t shake, but with an undertow of menace. Although we shout when they appear, it’s different when they glide past; no one speaks then. The cameras click, but the icebergs give nothing, suggest nothing but a white nihilism.
 
         After a while the wind and cold become unbearable, so I leave the others out on deck and make my way along the port side, shoving open the heavy sea door under the lifeboat, into the blessed, slightly food-and-diesel-smelling warmth of the ship’s interior. I shut the door; the wind stops. Then two flights of stairs take me up to the bridge. It’s the same for all of us: we’re like cats, always on the wrong side of every door, meeting each other always at the doors. Not everyone, the same dozen diehards: the huge German doctor with his huger camera, the Finnish birder, the Dutch photographer, Polly, myself. Desire to behold the icebergs, a fear we might miss something drives us out onto the deck, into the noise and scouring wind, until desire for a few moments’ warmth drives us inside again.
         
 
         On the bridge, a warm competent calm prevails. No one shouts there, certainly not the officers. Wide windows give panoramic views beyond the ship’s mast and white prow of the fjord ahead, as the ship sails steadily on. It’s a long fjord – the longest in the world – and we will keep sailing till nightfall. From here the icebergs ahead look like a jumbled barrier, as if there were no way through, but the radar shows otherwise. I like to look at the radar screen, and I like to watch the ship’s captain and officers as they consult it.
 
         The screen is the size of a small TV, and has shields around it the better to shut out any reflection or glare. On a black background, the fjord walls show as two green glowing lines, straight as the kerbs of a road; the icebergs are a rash of green dots between them. The officers move calmly between window and radar, radar and window, studying now one, now the other, checking one against the other, determining a course. In an alcove behind the bridge, screened at night by curtains, is the desk where the charts lie, with compasses and pencils, under an angle-poise lamp; a digital readout gives the ship’s latitudes and longitude, as transmitted by satellite. It’s quiet on the bridge, like a public library, but for the constant faint reassuring drone of the heating or ventilation.
         
 
         But it’s no good being indoors. Once warm again you have to be out – but the instant you put your shoulder to the seadoor, and lift your foot over the high step, so you are again under the lifeboats on their derricks, the wind claims you, you’ve to walk head down onto the bow, where the wall offers some little protection. Polly has been in for a coffee, but she, too, is back out again. She has been to these latitudes many times, but she’s still keen, though, still interested. She is standing on a little metal step set into the bow.
 
         ‘Like a harpoonist!’ she calls.
 
         ‘What’s to harpoon? Any narwhal?’ We’d love to see narwhal.
 
         ‘No narwhal!’ she replies, giving her little laugh.
 
         We see few animals. There have been little ringed seals hauled out on small icefloes. They have happy-go-lucky expressions, despite their austere world, and they dive as the ship nears. And earlier – the Finnish birder was hopping across the icy deck in excitement – two white gyrfalcons appeared right overhead, attacking one of the young kittiwakes which have been the ship’s constant companions. The falcons were working together. One (you could see the sandy bars of its undersides) tried driving the gull up from below, as the other descended toward her – there was a twist and turn of wings and a lot of shouted support – but the desperate gull was the more agile, and she managed to jink away into a lead of clear air, then fly up against the blue sky until she vanished, whereupon the falcons vanished, too. We look for birds and animals all the time, amongst the lifeless ice. I like the way the birds use the icebergs, how they perch on them, quite at ease, hitching a slow ride downstream. Glaucous gulls, a raven or two, another upright white gyrfalcon.
         
 
         Another iceberg, and another. Some people say you can smell icebergs, that they smell like cucumbers. You can smell icebergs and hear your own nervous system. I don’t know. Although they pass slowly and very close, I smell nothing but colossal, witless indifference.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Eventually, in the early evening, in a bay safe from icebergs, the anchor goes rattling down. Tufts and bows of white ice drift around the ship. The fjord is wider here, less relentlessly spectacular; there is a different geology. Instead of jagged basalt mountains, we look out on smooth hills of ice-worn rock, with patches of snow.
 
         The wind has dropped, the water is tranquil enough to hold the hills’ reflections. Soon it will be dark, but in the last of the daylight we watch – the photographers are all out on deck, their lenses trained – a family of seven stolid musk oxen as they trundle slowly over the hillside. The animals are much the same rusty colour as the vegetation they graze. With downward-curved horns framing their droopy faces, the males look like they’re unhappily in drag. They all have a dusting of whitish guard hairs on their shoulders, like frost.
         
 
         We eat and, as night falls, the waters of our anchorage change. I’m leaning over the side, puzzling about the sea 25 feet below. It’s become a sluggish eerie green, and suddenly it reminds me of a horrible rubber sheet my mother used to produce, to complete our humiliation, if my sister or brother or I had a phase of bed-wetting. I haven’t thought about that sheet for forty years, but here it is: deep in a fjord in east Greenland at nightfall, at 71 degrees of latitude, undulating around the ship: saltwater, slowly beginning to freeze.
         
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Now it’s after midnight, and dark. We have been to bed, lain in the dark in our cabins, but are up again, jackets and jerseys thrown over our pyjamas, boots, hats and gloves, and are again standing on the ship’s foredeck, eight or ten of us, in twos or alone. Some lean on the rail, some stand in the middle of the deck. There is no electric light; the crew must have switched them off, so there is ship’s equipment to negotiate in the darkness, winches and a mast. Although there is no wind now, it’s deeply cold and we move with care, because the metal deck underfoot is glazed with ice. If we speak at all, it’s in whispers.
 
         The land is featureless now, and the water black, but the heavens are vivacious. We are standing with heads tilted back, marvelling.
 
         Luminous green, teal green, the aurora borealis glows almost directly overhead. It intensifies against the starry night like breath on a mirror, and it moves. Across the whole sky from east to west, the green lights shift and alter. Now it’s an emerald veil, now with a surge it remakes itself into a swizzle which reaches toward some far-away place in the east. We’re like an audience – some gaze directly, others have again raised long-lensed cameras – standing in the deep cold, looking up, keeping silence, but it’s not a show, it’s more like watching fluidity of mind; an intellectualism, after the passivity of icebergs. Not the performance of a finished work but a redrafting and recalculating. In fact, because the aurora’s green is exactly the same glowing green as the ship’s radar screen, as the readout which gives the latitude and longitude, the aurora looks less like a natural phenomenon, more like a feat of technology.
         
 
         Some people say you can hear the northern lights, that they whoosh or whistle. Silence, icebergs, musk oxen, and now the aurora borealis – the phenomena of the Arctic. This is why we’ve come here. This is why we are out on the freezing deck at midnight. The lights alter again. Low voices, the rapid clickering of cameras.
 
         Polly comes up beside me and pokes me as best she can through all the layers of clothes. With head tilted back she whispers, ‘They are changing without moving’, which is true, and I fall to wondering if there are other ways of changing without moving. Growing older perhaps, as we are. Reforming one’s attitudes, maybe.
 
         Bright teal green. Once upon a time, whaling ships had come to these latitudes, with orders to return heavy with oil and baleen. Now the aurora alters into long trailing verticals, and it makes me think of baleen. Sifting. Sifting what? Stars, souls, particles. You could fancy the northern night were a great whale whose jaws our ship were entering.
         
 
         We stand side by side watching, as the green lights close themselves in, then instantly flare out again like a concertina, like people can do who’re really skilled at shuffling cards. It’s a movement which ought to whoosh, but there is deep silence. There’s something in the lights I recognise – a restlessness, a dissatisfaction with their own arrangements.
 
         But: ‘Where is everyone else?’ I whisper. Aside from those few on the deck, the shapes of a few more people can be seen looking out from the windows of the bridge. The bridge, warm and reassuring with its competent officers and glowing green instruments. Where is everyone? My cabin mate clamps her arms to the sides of her goose-down jacket, stands rigid, and whispers in reply, ‘Perhaps they are asleep.’ She smiles as though she’d looked into the human condition some time ago, but has since moved on.
         
 
         Or perhaps it is the cold. The cold is no joke. Stealthy, penetrating, already prospecting our bones. Perhaps they decided against heeding the impassioned calls on the PA to come and see the northern lights in all their spectacle, because of the cold. Perhaps they lie, as Polly suggests, like alabaster knights on a tomb, down in their cabins, changing without moving. Once more the lights alter and breathe. Someone gasps, then laughs softly and the cameras click.
         
 
         Where, also, are the animals? The musk oxen and seals and gyrfalcons, and the kittiwake which escaped with its life – what do they do in the night, under the stars and the aurora? I like the aurora; there is something both elegant and driven in this green restlessness.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Once, I asked my friend John – half in jest – why we are so driven. By day John counsels drug addicts; by night he is a poet. He wrote back, half in jest: ‘You know, my job isn’t to provide answers, only more questions. Like: why are we not more driven? Consider: the atoms of you have been fizzing about for a bit less than five billion years, and for forty-odd of those years, they’ve been pretty well as self-aware as you. But soon enough they’ll go fizzing off again into the grasses and whatever, and they’ll never, ever know themselves as the sum of you again. That’s it. And you ask me why we’re driven? Why aren’t more folk driven? Whatever are they thinking about?’
 
         I have no idea what folk are thinking about. Right now, I’m thinking if we could taste the green aurora, it would fizz on the tongue and taste like crème de menthe. Right now, Polly and I are playing at finding the Pole Star, by means of the Great Bear. Just for fun, we won’t have to navigate ourselves home like the old whalers by stars and sextants, or indeed by raven. We find the Pole Star and, with mock solemnity, salute it. It would show us the road north. There is always farther north. We see two shooting stars, and a satellite journeying on.
         
 
         Now we are shrill with cold. Once again the flickering and pulsing of our own minds, our own mutability, tell us that’s enough. Enough silence this morning, enough aurora now, thank you. Enough natural wonder, enthralling, mysterious and wild – we too are going to retire indoors.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Wakeful, Polly and I talk quietly in the dark. Curtains screen our bunks, so Polly is just a voice, a lilt and sad laugh. She’s telling me that, some years ago, when she was about the age I am now, she suddenly fell ill. As a consequence, she suffered a calling into question, an inner rearrangement which was frightening, but liberating. As she speaks, I picture these events as happening in restless green, like the aurora borealis, in the dark of the mind, as revealing of the hidden as the radar screen. Or maybe it’s like colliding with an iceberg, just as one is cruising along, in the middle of one’s life. These things happen. You can look down and down into a beguiling blue and not know where you are. Polly still works the land, as she did before these events, growing food in good rich soil. She calls herself ‘a peasant’. However, every year since that reassessment, she says, she has saved to make a journey such as this to the Arctic north, where there are no fruits and crops, only tundra and rock and ice.
 
         ‘What brings you?’ I ask.
         
 
         ‘The birds bring me!’ she laughs, and her accent makes its sound as though she travels in a chariot drawn by geese.
 
         ‘I’m sorry you’ve missed the geese…’ I say, and again comes that little laugh, out of the dark.
 
         ‘But now they are in my fields!’
 
         ‘And you?’ she asks.
 
         ‘Nothing like that,’ I say, meaning, ‘I have not been ill, not yet, or suffered a sudden calamity.’
 
         ‘What brings me? I don’t rightly know. But for thirty years I’ve been sitting on clifftops, looking at horizons. From Orkney, Shetland, St Kilda…?’
 
         ‘I know these places. And you wanted to know what was beyond?’
 
         ‘No. Actually, I never did. Not until very recently. Suddenly I wanted to change my map. Something had played itself out. Something was changing.’
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         The northern lights may or may not make sound, but I believe they kept us awake. All that energy. In the morning, over breakfast, some people agree, but others scoff at this idea: they are eighty miles up – how can they keep you awake? They are just charged particles, trapped in the earth’s magnetic field. True, but aren’t we all?
 
         We are tourists, on this trip, anyhow. Maybe also in the larger sense, John’s sense. Here today, fizzing away into the grasses and silence tomorrow.
 
         I’m not necessarily comfortable with having a place, a vast new landscape, mediated by guides, but it’s how it is. I wouldn’t last five minutes alone here, in the cold and the ice.
         
 
         Among the passengers are doctors, dentists and engineers: people, it would seem, of professional certainty. People like myself – and Polly, I suspect – who don’t quite know what we are. Who know only that we live short lives, that we float on the surface of a powerful silence, on the surface of a mile-deep fjord, with icebergs, that we’re driven by some sort of life force, flickering and green.
 
         I float on the surface of knowledge, too. Of climate science, for example. The icecap is two miles deep. In 2003, a team who’d spent seven years drilling through the Greenland ice to fetch up core samples at last hit bedrock. The ice at bottom of the core is 20,000 years old. They were bringing the deep past out of its silence, waking it up to ask it about change. There are people who crawl about on glaciers, measuring speeds and surges, and the calving of icebergs. Together they bring worrisome news from the farthest remotes. I sail on the surface of understanding, a flicker here, a silence there.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Abruptly, as though a door had slammed somewhere farther north, the weather changes. Cloud climbs low down the mountainsides and, suddenly, the following afternoon, it begins to snow and snow. Later the people of Ittoqqortoormiit – a small town of pitched roofed houses, where the sled dogs howl – will say that this year had been strange: no spring and no autumn, just bang! the brief summer, then bang! winter again. Maybe the geese had heard this change coming, under their clamour, through that appalling silence, and they’d chosen that moment to go. And the gyrfalcons. Maybe, the birders suggest, we are seeing so many gyrfalcons because they’re arriving from yet farther north. If the snow falls and then freezes, say the naturalists, the musk oxen will starve.
         
 
         We can’t see the fjord walls, only cloud. Very soon, the ship’s decks and rails and superstructure are under snow, the vessel becomes a frail, white-rigged thing, despite its metal and modernity and ice-strengthened hull. Not for the first time, as I move about the ship, I think about the nineteenth-century sailors, the whalers and explorers, the stories that come down to us, about how they got beset in the Arctic dark. When the snow lands on the water, it doesn’t melt away. Instead it coheres into soft patches, little discrete clumps, until the water all around looks like an animal’s pelt, lifting in the swell, breathing.
 
         Looking down at the snow-covered water, I feel a sudden strong urge to be away from here, to head south. ‘Like a goose!’ I say to Polly.
 
         She plucks at my old down jacket. ‘It’s because you are a goose!’
 
         They take the ship down the fjord by night, negotiating icebergs through dark and snow. Tricky sailing, I shouldn’t wonder, but the two officers of the watch, handsome if unsmiling, remain impassive as they work. Visibility is poor, but the aurora-green radar betrays the icebergs. The first officer leans over the radar, then moves back to the windows. I have no idea what he’s thinking. From time to time he reaches overhead to a handle in the ceiling which controls a searchlight mounted outside on the deck above. As he turns the handle, a beam of light sweeps side to side beyond the ship’s bows, picking out icebergs in the darkness ahead. As it moves through the dark, the searchlight beam glitters with falling snow.
         
 
         After a long while watching from the bridge, I go outside, pushing through the doors and entering the sudden engine noise and cold. For once, I don’t go to the front, but onto the aft-deck, where the Zodiacs are stowed under their winch. There is snow on the rails, snow underfoot. There is no sky, no stars, no aurora, only snow. The icebergs are much more sinister now. Each, in its weird majesty, slips alongside, lit white by the ship’s lights, only to fall behind into darkness, into the ship’s wake, reducing and reducing till it’s nothing but a gleam, like the grin of the Cheshire Cat. I bear it as long as I can, then go back inside to the warm.
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            Pathologies

         
 
         A FEW HOURS BEFORE my mother died, eventually of pneumonia, the disease they call ‘the old man’s friend’, in a small side-room with muted lighting in our local hospital, there was a deluge of rain. I can’t recall whether curtains or a blind screened the window, but I remember being puzzled by the sudden hissing noise, and crossing the room to peer outside, and the flat roofs, and the sheeting rain in the October night.
         
 
         The sound of the rain, and of my mother’s breathing. It was about 3 a.m. There would be no more medical interventions. Nature would be ‘allowed to take its course’.
 
         The days following such a death, when death is a release rather than a disaster, have a high, glassy feel, as though a note was being sung just too high to hear. It was a strange hiatus, all appointments cancelled. Between the death and funeral, the phone calls and the arrangements, between the time spent with my father and sister, and my brother’s arrival home from abroad, I went out walking on the hills behind my town. The hillsides give views of the estuary below, then the land rising again on the river’s north bank. The sky and river were beautiful, and glassy, as though they were the source of that high sung note. Nature was back in her accustomed place: outdoors, in the trees’ colours, in the tidal flux of the river; in the fieldfares arriving to the fields. I often thought about the phrase ‘letting nature take its course’, how it sounded like a gallantry, how it suggested acceptance and timeliness.
         
 
         About a month later, and farther north, there was a one-day conference, which was about humanity’s relationship with other species. It was an impassioned affair. A government minister began the day, then a climate scientist gave dire warnings, then came writers and activists, all speaking with urgency about how we have to ‘reconnect with nature’. We have a crisis because we have lost our ability to see the natural world, or find it meaningful. There had been a breakdown in reciprocity. Humanity had taken a wrong path, had become destructive and insulated.
         
 
         The guests spoke from a raised podium with a nineteenth-century stained-glass window behind. Through the window, we, the audience, could see an occasional herring gull glide by, coloured red by the glass. A lunch of local venison was served, then came the afternoon speakers, who suggested that consumerism was a poor substitute for passion or wonder. One told a thrilling story about an encounter with sea-lions, another about a transforming experience with polar bears. It was dramatic in itself, but, he suggested, it carried wider meanings for our relationship with other creatures.
 
         It was wearing on for Christmas. Outside the conference venue the streets were filled with shoppers, and the stained-glass window darkened early.
         
 
         Perhaps I was still tired from my mother’s death, thin-skinned and bad-tempered, but when the day ended with time for questions, I had some turning in my head, though I didn’t raise my hand. About ‘nature,’ mostly, which we were exhorted to reconnect with. What was it, exactly, and where did it reside? I’d felt something at my mother’s bedside, almost an animal presence. Death is nature’s sad necessity, but what when it comes for the children? What are vaccinations for, if not to make a formal disconnection from some of these wondrous other species? And what did we just eat, vegetarians aside? Deer meat, and very nice, too.
         
 
         The train home was busy, and it broke down briefly, but people were cheerful, considering we were packed close to each other in a metal box on a Highland moor, but the last wolf was shot long ago.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         In the New Year I wrote to Professor Frank Carey, Clinical Consultant in Pathology at Ninewells Hospital in Dundee. I’d met Frank before and knew him as a level-headed and considerate man, tall, with a soft Irish accent, and a good teacher. We were at a similar age and stage in life, with growing children and parents beginning to succumb. If he thought my request was prurient, he didn’t say so. Rather he, and his colleagues seemed glad of outside interest in their speciality. Usually people shy away.
         
 
         I told Frank about the environmentalists’ and writers’ conference, and how the foreshortened definition of ‘nature’ was troubling me. I’d come home grumpy, thinking, ‘It’s not all primroses and otters’. There’s our own intimate, inner natural world, the body’s weird shapes and forms, and sometimes they go awry. There are other species, not dolphins arching clear from the water, but the bacteria that can pull the rug from under us. I asked: please show me what’s going on.
 
         I was gabbling all this as we walked down the gleaming hospital corridors one February morning. Frank reached out to open yet another double door, saying, ‘You know, till now, I’d never really thought of it as “nature”.’ I wondered, as I had at my mother’s bedside, and the conference, if there was a distinction somewhere I had simply failed to understand.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         If pathologists are seen as slightly sinister, it’s because they’re the ones conducting dramatic post-mortems in TV detective shows. But the architecture doesn’t help. The pathology labs were inevitably downstairs, in the lower reaches, the bowels of the building. Their main doors were protected by keypads, a sign announced fiercely that the department was ‘under twenty-four-hour lock-down’. But I was there now. In his small office, Frank found a white lab coat for me, the first time I’d ever worn such a thing, the attire of the scientist, and he suggested we started with surgical specimens, in the ‘cut-up room’. The cut-up room. I drew breath, but after my mother’s death, and all the gentle euphemisms, and that conference, with its reverent talk of far-off polar bears and ‘transforming experiences’, I was actually quite glad to have arrived at a place where a spade was called a spade. Frank said, ‘Are you squeamish?’
         
 
         The door opened to a soft roar, the ventilation system. The wall opposite the door was all windows, but white blinds were drawn, and electric lights switched on. Tall shelving units held plastic trays and little tubs and boxes, and there were three or four long workbenches. At intervals on the workbenches lay green plastic chopping blocks. Other people, also in white coats, were already at work, standing at the benches, attending to things I couldn’t see. I swore I would use no food similes, no culinary imagery at all, but of course it looked like a school cookery classroom, or ‘domestic science’, as they were pleased to call it then. The atmosphere was serious, but convivial.
 
         Professor Carey led me to his place, then brought a tray of instruments. These he put to the left of the green board. To its right was a sink. In the tray were long tweezers and blunt-ended scissors. He spent a minute fixing a shining, newly sterilised blade onto a handle. Then he went off and at once returned with a grey plastic tub big enough to need carrying in both hands. He opened it and poured into a sink a gallon of liquid.
 
         ‘Formaldehyde,’ he said.
 
         ‘It doesn’t smell…’
         
 
         ‘It’s the ventilation. There’s a very strong downdraught. Formaldehyde is pretty toxic, it wouldn’t do to breathe it or get it on your skin.’
 
         Then he grasped the object inside the tub and laid it on the block.
 
         It was a drowned-looking thing, obviously of the body, big enough to be alarming: about ten inches long, rubbery brownish-pink, with an entourage of fattiness and membranes. I didn’t know what I was looking at, but Frank soon told me it was someone’s colon, or part of one – about a third. A colon is a tube, as you’d suppose, but the surgeon who’d removed it had sealed the lower end, the rectum end, with metal staples, and that end was about the size of a child’s fist. The upper ten inches had been sliced open, so that part lay flat, revealing the inner surface. This surface was pale yellow-brown, and ribbed like a beach at low tide. It was a natural artefact alright, but far from elegant, and if I hadn’t been told I couldn’t have said whether it belonged to an aquarium, a puppet theatre or a bicycle repair shop.
 
         ‘When was this taken out?’
 
         Frank glanced at the notes. ‘Two days ago.’
 
         ‘So the patient is still upstairs?’
 
         ‘She will be, yes. Oh yes.’
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         Professor Carey began by turning the colon in his gloved hands, scrutinising and assessing it. He would have to write a ‘macro-report’, describing what he had, its dimensions and such, before it was sliced up. He stretched a piece of translucent membrane between three fingers to show me, and said complimentary things about the surgeon, a beautiful Iranian woman who was pointed out to me later, whose scalpel had carefully followed this membrane, releasing the colon from its context, bringing it to the outside world.
         
 
         ‘The tumour’s down here,’ said Frank, pushing a gloved finger into the colon’s lower end. He prodded around for a moment, then turned the colon inside out, to show me a hard whitish deposit adhering to the colon’s inner wall. It seemed of no more consequence than chewing gum dropped on a pavement, but there it was.
 
         The cutting followed a set procedure. Frank held the colon with one hand and with the long knife took parings from each end, the ‘margins’. In due course these would be examined microscopically. If the tumour was cancerous, and cancer cells were found within a millimetre of the specimen’s margins, there was a chance that cancer cells remained in the patient’s body. These things determined the course of treatment prescribed. Then he sliced the tumour itself into pieces not much bigger than a thumbnail, and laid these in order at the top of his board. Then began the search for lymph nodes.
         
 
         There’s nothing dainty about the search for lymph nodes. If the cancer had spread from the original tumour, it would have done so via the lymph system. By examining these lymph nodes under the microscope, he would be able to tell if it had travelled and how far. Frank began carving decisively through the whole colon. As each slice slumped from his blade he dragged it to a clear section of the board and began mashing the fatty surround against the board with his fingertips. I watched as Frank worked, again trying to resist any food similes, but they would come. The pile of sliced colon mounting at the far edge of his board looked like chanterelle mushrooms, the fat squished under his fingers like cottage cheese. It might have been ‘nature’, but there was nothing uplifting about it. Well, we are predators and omnivores, we are meat and made of food, and the colon is part of how our animal bodies deal with food. At one point Frank said, ‘Amazing how much like animals we are. This could be a pig’s colon. We occasionally get veterinary specimens in, just for interest.’
         
 
         ‘It shouldn’t really surprise us…’
 
         That we’re like animals? No, it shouldn’t. But it still does.’
 
         Lymph nodes feel like lentils or grains of rice; they resist being squashed. They are pale brown. As he found these auguries he laid them out in order. They looked like a row of baby teeth, only more yellow. One lymph node was markedly bigger than the others, which was not a good sign.
 
         When he was satisfied, he tipped the board and scraped the residue of the colon into a polythene bag. The samples of margin and tumour and the lymph nodes went into tiny plastic boxes, ready to be mounted in wax, sliced, stained and prepared for the microscope. And that was that. One person’s disaster, another’s routine.
         
 
         I kept having to do a mental exercise, every so often, to unhook myself from the colon being cut up in front of me, which was not a beautiful object of contemplation, and consider what it meant. To think upstairs, I mean, to that person lying ill and frightened and anxiously awaiting ‘the results from the lab’. Other people in the room were working on lumps taken from breasts, an appendix. I’d said as much to Frank, about having to make an effort to empathise, and as he’d worked and I watched, we’d talked of people we knew who’d had cancer, even in our own families. The sheer painful ghastly slog of it; the changed landscapes of a life, the unexpected declarations of love.
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         A couple of weeks passed before I could again go the pathology labs; the snowdrops faded, the evening light lengthened. A neighbour had asked if we could look after her son for the day, while she went to the funeral of a young colleague who’d died of cancer. This time Professor Carey suggested we look at the next stage, the histology, or examination of cells through the microscope. Today it was a liver. The computer screen in his office was showing a substantial portion of one, with the gall bladder attached. The pictures had been taken after the liver was excised, but before cut-up. The severed edge, about three inches tall, had been cauterised and so was blackened slightly. Tiny threads hung down, where arteries had been tied off. They reminded me of climbers’ gear, abandoned on a rock-face. It had been removed, like the colon, because of a tumour – a big one, this time. The tumour bulged out of the liver like a gloved fist.
         
 
         Professor Carey pointed out these features with his biro, then said. ‘Okay. Tell me if you feel seasick’.
 
         This time he meant seasick, not squeamish. The microscope was a double-headed one which allowed us both to see the same slide, and for one unused to microscopes it was like slipping into a dream. I was admitted to another world, where everything was pink. I was looking down from a great height upon a pink countryside, a landscape. There was an estuary, with a north bank and a south. In the estuary were wing-shaped river islands or sandbanks, as if it was low tide. It was astonishing, a map of the familiar; it was our local river, as seen by a hawk.
         
 
         ‘It’s like the Tay!’ I said. ‘At low tide. With the sandbanks.’
 
         ‘I love the names of those sandbanks…’ said Professor Carey. ‘Now, we should start with the normal and move to the abnormal… let’s look south.’
 
         As though on a magic carpet, we flew to the south side of the estuary, and there Frank showed me how the arrangement of cells was ordered and calm. The sample had been stained with haematoxylin and eosin; organic, commonly used stains which show the nuclei and cytoplasm respectively. Frank could distinguish blues and purples; to my eye all was shades of pink, though I have a poor sense of colour. But it was a bright and pretty bird’s-eye view of an ordered, if unusual land. I saw trails of nuclei, and the cells’ supporting framework of reticulin. I could fancy the reticulin was old field dykes, the marks of a long inhabitation of the land. Here the cells were doing as nature intended, unconsciously getting on with tasks quotidian and wondrous: the filtering and clearing and storing and production.
         
 
         ‘This is healthy tissue. Bear it in mind.’
 
         Then we were swinging north, crossing the river, which was a vein rising into the liver from the intestine. On the river’s north bank, we stopped and hovered over a different kind of place, densely packed, hugger-mugger, all dark dots that seemed too busy for comfort. Frank didn’t have to tell me this was the tumour. Although it was also still, and fixed and a pretty colour, there was an unchancy, frenetic feel to it. There were too many nuclei crammed together and, as Frank pointed out, the ‘architecture’ was improper, the cells’ structures and shapes were slewed, the supporting framework absent.
 
         He said, ‘The good thing is, these are still liver cells; they haven’t been imported from a primary tumour somewhere else. They’re still trying to behave like a liver, but…’
 
         He looked quietly for a moment, then said, ‘Cancer was named for the crab, because a cancer tumour sends claws out into the surrounding tissue. It’s one thing we look for in arriving at a diagnosis of cancer: whether the tumour is self-contained, “encapsulated” or whether it’s reaching out with claws. At cut-up I was happier, because it seemed self-contained, but look…’
         
 
         We swooped low, till we were above a feature that crooked from the shore into the river, a bit like a jetty. When the magnification increased, you could see this was also crowded, and made of the same dense tumour tissue. ‘And there is also this.’ Now he focused on one of those areas I’d so delightedly thought of as sandbanks, with their old, suddenly apposite Scots names: the Reckit Lady, the Shair as Daith. There, too, we looked down on the same kind of tissue.
 
         ‘So we have some vascular invasion’.
 
         Frank made a note, then said, ‘We had a trainee for a while, and whenever she saw something like this, she’d say, “Aw, what a shame. What a shame.” Now, let me show you something else.’
         
 
         It all seemed like bad news but I leaned back into the microscope, to be guided by Frank’s trained eye. In the healthy liver, he led me to two tiny dots and increased the magnification. The dots expanded into a double image, what looked like a pair of boxing hares.
 
         ‘That’s a cell dividing normally. The chromosomes lined up equally. That cell has been arrested just at that moment in its cycle; this is life. But see here.’
         
 
         Again we travelled north, over to the tumour, and within its mass Frank found what he wanted at once. It was another dividing cell, but if they were two boxing hares, one hare was hugely bigger than the other, claiming strength and advantage. His report would call them ‘abnormal mitotic figures’ – cells dividing wrongly, and too many, and too fast.
         
 
         I sat back and rubbed my eyes.
 
         ‘So that’s that?’ I asked bleakly, meaning, ‘That’s going to kill him?’ The little hook out into the vein, the intimate, crowded island, a mere smear on a glass slide.
 
         Frank sounded surprised. ‘Not at all! He’s in with a good chance. The tumour’s been successfully removed, and you can’t actually make definite predictions from what we’ve seen… He’ll have chemotherapy. And the liver regenerates, you know. Though he’s had that large section removed, it’ll be growing back.’
 
         As Frank put the slides away on a tray in their proper order I glanced about his office, resting my eyes. A couple of lab coats on a peg, books and files on a shelf, pathology textbooks, a child’s drawing, a bicycle helmet, the window screened by a pale blind. ‘Flying’ may have been an illusion, but it was one my body believed, because I was feeling queasy, with all this swooping down and up. Queasy, but cheered.
 
         ‘Would you like to see more? You said you were interested in infections. I set aside a couple of infections for you…’
 
         ‘You’re very kind.’
 
         This time the country beneath was a gorgeous sapphire blue. It had a north-facing shoreline and, a mile or so inland, so to speak, were regularly spaced ovals, end-on to the coast, that might be craters, or even sports stadiums. Frank was describing it to me with his customary quiet level-headedness. He was speaking of ‘columnar structures’ but it look me a while to understand that he meant the ovals; they were sections cut horizontally through columns. These were acid-producing glands; we were in the lining of someone’s stomach.
         
 
         Between the oval structures were valleys, if you like, fanning down to the shore. Frank wanted to show me something in one of these valleys and I couldn’t find it at first; it took several patient attempts – this microscope didn’t have a cursor device to point at things. It was a very human moment, a collusion of landscape and language when one person tries to guide the other’s gaze across a vista. What vistas I’d seen. River deltas and marshes, peninsulas and atolls. The unseen landscapes within. You might imagine you were privy to the secret of the universe, some mystical union between body and earth, but I dare say it’s to do with our eyes. Hunter-gatherers that we are, adapted to look out over savannahs, into valleys from hillsides. Scale up the absurdly small until it looks like landscape, then we can do business.
 
         ‘There!’ said Frank. ‘Isn’t that a pastoral scene? They’re grazing!’
 
         I had it: six or seven very dark oval dots, still tiny, despite the magnification, were ranged across the blue valley, like musk oxen on tundra, seen from far above.
 
         ‘This is Helicobacter pylori – they’re bacteria. They irritate the stomach, the stomach produces too much acid, and so they cause stomach ulcers. Obvious as anything now, but they just weren’t seen till 1984. It was an Australian pathologist who spotted the association between inflamed stomachs and these things. He was a bit of a crazy. No one took him seriously, no one believed stomach ulcers could be caused by bacteria. But… he found another crazy to work with and together they got the Nobel prize. Probably saved thousands and thousands of lives. The thing is, you perceive what you expect, what you’re accustomed to. Sometimes it needs a fresh eye, or a looser mind…’
         
 
         ‘You can die of stomach ulcers?’
 
         ‘Yes. You bleed.’
 
         ‘Grazing’ was the word. Although the landscape was bright blue – a stain called Giemsa, it was an image you might find in a Sunday-night wildlife documentary. Pastoral, but wild, too. So close to home, but people had landed on the moon before these things were discovered, free in the wilderness of our stomachs.
         
 
         ‘You wonder what their function is, their purpose…’
 
         ‘No purpose. They’re not conscious. They just are. These things have been co-evolving with us, for millennia and millennia. They’ve adapted to live in acid. There are some people, you know, who take the stomach as evidence of ‘intelligent design’, because it contains its own acid; you walk around with a bag of acid in you, and come to no harm. But it’s evolved that way, and these things have evolved with it.
 
         ‘So what will happen?’
 
         ‘A course of antibiotics should put paid to them.’
 
         ‘And do you think there are other things, other associations, we’re just not seeing?’
 
         ‘Oh, certainly. Now, would you like to look at something else?’
 
         Of course I did. More little journeys to strange new shores. The nature within. Nature we’d rather do without. If I were a pathologist, I think I ought always to have that woman in the room, the one who kept saying, ‘Aw, what a shame’, a one-woman Greek chorus; otherwise I fear I’d be seduced by the bright lights and jewel colours, the topography, flora and fauna, so caught up among the remote and neutral causes I’d forget the effects.
         
 
         Again Frank swapped slides, and again the world was pink. We were in the small intestine and this time I had no trouble seeing the beast in question; it was cruising along the indentations of a coastline like a gunship. A pink triangular balloon, with a thin mean tail – though microscopic, it was big enough to be thuggish, and I said so.
         
 
         ‘Ah, you see, you’re personalising it. It’s just a one-celled organism, a protozoan.’
 
         ‘Morally neutral.’
 
         ‘Morally neutral. This is Giardia. You’ve been to Asia… you know, stomach cramps, constant diarrhoea? So debilitating. And chronic. It doesn’t kill you, but it makes you very ill… it’s endemic in Asia and Africa, but occasionally it turns up here, in wells and springs. Cattle get it too, and sheep and deer.’
         
 
         He studied it for a moment, then leaned back from the microscope, saying with sudden feeling, ‘This thing’s a pest.’
         
 
         Pestilence and disease. It’s pretty grim. Who wants the privacy of their body invaded and bits cut out and chopped up and the remnants scraped into a polythene bag? But we’ll go a long way not to die. Who wants their neighbour down the street or round the world to bleed into her stomach when a course of antibiotics will do the trick? We need disease to dance us on our way; we need to halt it if we’re to live morally. Twin truths, like boxing hares.
         
 
         I drove home along the river I’d fancied I’d seen in the poor man’s liver cells. The tide was in, no sandbanks. The inner body, plumbing and landscapes and bacteria. The outer world also had flown open like a door, and I wondered as I drove, and I wonder still, what is it that we’re just not seeing?
         
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         On my third visit Frank relayed an unsettling invitation. A colleague, Professor Stewart Fleming, whom I had met last time, was that morning conducting a post-mortem.
 
         We looked at each other.
 
         ‘Think about it,’ said Frank. I paused for a long moment, then asked: ‘What do you think yourself?’
 
         It was his turn to pause. ‘Why don’t we look in later, in a couple of hours, when he’s finishing up, just for a minute or two?’
 
         It lay on my mind. Why refuse? Because it felt scary, and like a transgression. My own motives may be impure: idle curiosity, a good dinner-party story – guess what I did on Wednesday! Why attend? Because… there were just some things to come to terms with.
 
         A featureless door, guarded by a keypad. No signs, no notices declaring lock-downs, just a door in the wall. As Frank was tapping in the number, my heart lurched in fear of what it would open to reveal.
         
 
         ‘What are we going into?’
 
         ‘Sorry,’ said Frank. ‘Nothing, here.’
 
         A narrow flight of stairs, leading (of course) down, and round a corner. At the bottom was another door. This one gave into a small hall, lined with white locker doors, with people’s names handwritten in red pen. Corpses, waiting for the undertakers to arrive and, discretely, take them away. A porter gave us a jolly hello as we passed and at a further corner Frank did hold out a staying hand, saying, ‘Wait here a moment’, as he went ahead.
 
         No doubt they were doing some tidying. Concealing this and washing that. I had no lab coat today, and felt suddenly wrongly dressed: it had all gone serious and I was in too bright a skirt, too casual a top. Everything around was clean and metallic. Then Frank reappeared, saying, ‘You can come in now.’
 
         The scene was composed like a painting, or a ritual: the living, and the concealed dead. In a wide, clean open space the body, shrouded in white, lay on a metal table to the left. At the back wall a figure in green gown and hat glanced toward us, then turned back to the sink where she was occupied. Above her were windows, for observers. Professor Fleming, dressed in green scrubs, was pushing toward me a metal tray on wheels. I couldn’t see what lay on the tray until we met, and I looked down. At that point he said, ‘Okay?’ I think he meant, you’re not about to faint? It happens, sometimes.
 
         ‘Okay,’ I said.
         
 
         He pointed. ‘This is the heart, this is the left lung. With splayed fingers and a soft scraping motion, he pulled the heart across the tray. It left a smear of blood. ‘I’ve cut it open, see?’ Deftly – this was a substance he was used to handling – he began to fold the opened heart back into shape, like a small bag. The word ‘cutpurse’ came to my mind, an old name for a thief. I nodded, and, though I would have liked to have seen again how the heart was made, more slowly, it seemed improper to ask and already I was aware of the smell, fresh, rude, rising up and summoning some primal response I didn’t really want to acknowledge.
 
         I looked from the heart, the chubby texture of its walls, its inertness, up to Prof Fleming’s eyes as he spoke, back down to the heart. The quick and the dead. I could sense, rather than see, the shrouded shape of the dead man.
 
         The lung, smaller than you might imagine, had a smoother texture, but worked through its redness were threads of black.
 
         ‘That’s just carbon deposit. Every city-dweller has that in their lungs…’
 
         Now the smell was insistent, a blood-red rose.
 
         ‘And what…?’ I asked.
 
         This… You’ll have heard of thrombosis? He pointed to a dark gobbet on the cut-open heart.
 
         ‘That’s a thrombosis, in the right atrium. Also the heart’s enlarged, 630 grammes, a good third bigger than you’d expect for a man of this size. He had a condition that made him susceptible to this…’
 
         I thought ‘we are just meat’, then called it back. Flesh, bodily substance, colons and livers and hearts, had taken on a new wonder. If you had to design a pump or gas-exchange system or device for absorbing nutrients, you would never, ever, think of using meat.
         
 
         ‘And his wife asked for a post-mortem. She wanted to know the cause of death. Although he’d been ill a long time, his death was very sudden. She had looked after him. She wants to know if there was anything else she could have done…’
 
         The cold organs laid on the cold tray. They didn’t call out, didn’t suggest any great meanings; they were plain and soft and vulnerable, with their billowing smell of meat. After this one last favour, granting absolution to the man’s wife, they’d be returned to the body for cremation or burial, returned to the elements.
 
         We all nodded. Enough.
 
         ‘Are you hungry?’ asked Frank. ‘Let’s go and get a sandwich. That’s the tradition.’
 
         
            ♦ ♦ ♦

         
 
         ‘The natural evidence of our mortality,’ Professor Fleming called it. Hearts and lungs, a colon that could be a pig’s. That’s the deal: if we are to be alive and available for joy and discovery, then it’s as an animal body, available for cancer and infection and pain. Not a deal anyone remembers having struck – we just got here – but it’s not as though we don’t negotiate.
 
         In the staff common room there were low upholstered benches and a water cooler. The windows gave views of car parks and newly built houses beyond. A leaf, swirled up in the breeze, flattened itself against the window, a gull wheeled in the air. God knows, someone has to plead for the non-human, and cry halt to our rapacity, like the speakers at the conference, even if he has antibiotics and antiseptics in his rucksack. Or maybe that’s the beginning of a truce.
         
 
         The doctors’ conversation soon turned to hospital politics and the dread hand of management. Enough, indeed. Enough bodily marvels for one day. I left them to their work just as visiting hour was beginning, and the foyer filled with people. That heart smell haunted me: for a while it was unshakable, as though, like a wolf, I could sense it everywhere; in the old and middle-aged and babes in arms, all seeking their way towards their relatives and friends. It felt surprisingly good to be part of that rough tribe of the mortal, and good to be well, able to stride outside again, back into the cool March breeze.
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