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The unfinished painting

The affectation of something unfinished, all the rage at the time. In your father’s self-portrait he stands 
in the centre of the frame, looking straight out at the mirror or viewer, the tones of his angular face and 
black hair fully worked up and his clothes, an old brown jacket, a shirt and tie, the work sketchier as the 
viewer’s eyes move down to his legs. The room behind him is rendered in straight lines, doorways and 
windows, the edges of furniture, the beginnings of colour laid in places, though mostly the same thinned 
brown and white shades, apart from the teenage girl standing by the door. She’s sketched in flat patches 
of fuller colour, then line. She was his favourite until you came along, and you were more beautiful, 
more talented, the easy object of his attention. The portrait frames the end of that time when your sister 
mattered much to him, though she never let him go. 

The sketchy picture sits against your wall, an affectation or irresolution. The trick was to know when to 
stop, knowing he had shown as much as he wanted to show, enough to say the piece was complete. He 
would be leaving open the possibility of something more or new, helping himself to the easy illusory 
optimism of time to come. Except here the painting feels stripped back, not unfinished, as if it was all 
worked through and then he changed his mind. Perhaps he wanted to go back to an earlier state, or 
perhaps he wanted to give himself the room to change his mind.

No going back now: you gave me the image of his deathbed, wracked with pain from his failing lungs, 
his brain addled by the spread of the cancer. He smoked and drank himself to that premature end, like 
we do, thinking he would hasten the end as some kind of relief from the unbearable conflicts of the 
moment, all the same never thinking it would come like this. On that bed he writhed in agony until the 
pain left him, his life left him. You said when he died it was like a weight passed from you. You said you 
missed him every time you thought about him. 

Uncovered

News gets broken, not people. The truth of a metaphor, the way the words work on us, that’s the work 
of our imagination. Where the news broke over us, it was a place of hard metal and clinical polish, 
cluttered with equipment, white and chrome. That’s how I remember it, brightness and a glare against 
the senses. Most of all from those moments I see the lightboxes on the wall, spread with negative films 
and the small doctor, small and slim in black, her white hair cropped, running her finger over the 
speckles of white in the greyness. “These,” she says to me, “this is chalk or calcification and we know it 
is a marker, a sign that the breast is changing.” She pauses and then her finger moves to something 
indistinct in the greyness. “It’s harder to see but this is the tumour, and we would say now that there is 
already cancer in the breast.”

That word, made all the more dreadful by the way we shirk it, cut it off, and she has not held back from 
it.

I have imagined before now, what it would be to hear that your time had come, more or less, a death 
sentence passed. I imagined it like a bullet or a knife tearing through my flesh, such dreadful pain 
knowing all the same it could be worse imagined than experienced.

It’s only a word and nothing changes, not in the moment. I look across at you, your face turned blank 
but with the anxiety seeping in, a downturn in your face and eyes, and a glance to me that seems 
desperate, passing in a moment. For days this has been the imagined possibility we dismissed, like 
someone else’s story, and here it is in front of me now, asking to be taken as real, as part of my life, as if 
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nothing could be the same again. I want to touch you, but don’t know where to put my hand.

Another room, a place to gather our thoughts they say, though I wonder now whether they want to keep 
us from the other waiting patients, people perhaps still with hope of that clean bill of health, wanting to 
keep our distress from them. They hurry us there along the short corridor, away from the machines and 
into a windowless room, a box for our shock or grief, with its chosen shade of green, the colour of calm, 
urge us onto the pinkish sofa, everything soft, urging us to sit down, close to each other.

We are closed in a world where compassion is a profession. Sit down sit down, so say the voices, and it 
must be a terrible shock, so much to take in but we have plenty you can read at your own pace. My 
memory becomes vaguer now. The little doctor must have been there for a while, with a younger 
woman watching, a trainee in an Islamic headscarf. It’s the choice of her faith, I understand, rather than 
the ravaging of chemotherapy, and I wonder if such faith would be a comfort now if we could hold on to 
it. But I’m not thinking clearly. The two of them were there and gone, a passing presence in the 
handover to the breast care nurse, who will be on call for you in the months to come. She comes in 
briskly smiling on us and on her colleagues, settles into the matching armchair, just to one side of us, an 
angular woman with unfashionable layered hair cut short around her neck and a face set between 
kindness and sorrow, sitting with practised assurance, letting her fingers press against each other, 
holding her own hands. I wonder how many times she must do this every week, a spectator at this 
pageant of the afflicted.

You say you are confused, and perhaps in shock, not sure what to ask or think. The nurse Fiona speaks 
of cancer, not of death, about chances and hope, pressing your hand reassuringly, because she says 
however hard it may be everything will be alright. I’m trying to think through what I know, my out of 
date statistics about survival rates, the way medical people I knew described five years’ remission as a 
cure, keeping their ambition in line with what might be feasible. The words mean whatever they think 
will sound best.

Set to silent

Our first meeting, that old place, a pub I have not been in for twenty years, straining memory, small 
unsuspected familiarities from a life that had seemed beyond me. I sat alone at a table away from the 
bar, having thought about where it would be best for you to sit, making that space, imagining how you 
might be there, my mobile phone lying still in my palm, waiting for the call or message to say you had 
arrived. I had the memory of photographs to summon your imagined presence, not trusting them, and 
in truth I had only your face, no sense of your real presence, telling myself to expect nothing. 

The phone shook, the ringing set to silent, a text message. I’m in the car park it reads and I felt the 
expected panic, a kind of excitement, on my feet and hurrying through the bars to the door. I made for 
the far end of the  space at the back of the pub where I had been forced to leave my car, and there was a 
woman sitting alone behind a wheel but she did not move as I came near and then the engine started. It 
did not occur to me that this could be you with second thoughts, leaving. I turned quickly making back 
towards the pub and there you were for real and near the door, striding in quickly from the other side 
of the car park and I called your name. You stopped, looking round to me, and I saw your hair, your 
short dark coat and jeans, and I began to see your face. My heart already racing leapt. 

I can barely remember what we spoke of that night. My thoughts were tumbling somewhere around my 
head at the idea that we could be together, unable to believe that you might want me. And now I know I 
should not have believed it, that this is not what you thought. Technology promises transparency, 
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clarity, and yet our hearts remain easily dark, even to ourselves. In the car park as we left you hugged 
me but gave no more than that, and later sent another message thanking me for a lovely evening, small 
things I began to rebuild my dreams around, things that would never have carried the burden of those 
dreams if you had not begun to change your mind over the week that followed.  

They were like the dreams that helped define me, my teenage self, walking alone or with the family dog 
in the woods above my childhood home, another age, another world, without ringtones or messages, a 
quieter place, dreams untroubled by the pressure of reality; these dreams I thought might transform 
that reality though I wonder if I ever believed it; the dream of one love, a true companion, an end to the 
relentless and desolating isolation of consciousness. And as I walked from those woods to adult life I left 
the dreams there accepting something less, accepting that with hard reality the darkness was 
something we had to carry, and so I lived with it for thirty years and slowly let that darkness take over 
who I was, not even noticing.

How prophetic then that our love should start in misunderstanding, a shudder from that old dark world, 
a place we’ve had to stumble from. 

Embrace the light: a sure way to find yourself with nothing in your arms, and yet for a while we found 
bliss in the melting of reality’s hardness. If words can pass invisible and silent through space, a physics 
undreamt of by the generations of men, I thought then this is not an illusion. I thought I had come 
through hopeless dreams to something I could hold for the rest of my life. I wanted calm at last, the rest 
of my life.

Matter of fact

For a few days we could toy with the smallest trace of doubt, without hope and it was there all the same, 
that trace of doubt in the initial diagnosis, waiting for the first biopsy results to come back and the real 
beginning of this ordeal, or perhaps its sudden end. It was enough, that doubt, to put fear around and 
between us as I drove us back to the hospital, taking the side roads, as long as there seemed some 
possibility that the news could be good. I prattled nervously about these places of my childhood, driving 
past the village hall where I had been to my first disco. The word had seemed magical, mysterious, until 
the lived experience had unrolled in front of me. I don’t remember much in truth – the oil drop lights, 
the pulsing bass of the Temptations’ Ball of Confusion, the taste of Joanne Ninds’ lips on mine, and the 
press of her new breasts against my chest. We were twelve years old.

As I steer the car into the hospital looking for somewhere to park I’m wondering if this is going to 
become part of the insistent geography of my life. I’ve been here before, watching my grandmother and 
stepfather go down and die, one sickness or death after the other till the end. I even worked here for a 
year between school and college, at least on the site, when it was a grim Victorian complex for 
psychiatric patients. All that has been swept away, replaced by an upmarket estate of fake and 
indeterminate period houses and apartments, then the spread of lower buildings and pitch of roofs 
making up the new hospital. There are works on the access road making it hard to park and we’re 
delayed for minutes on our way back to the breast care centre. We walk quickly, saying little, tense with 
the sense that we’re not in control.

This time they leave us in the main waiting room. The clinic is busy, and in every part of the room we’re 
faced with the prospect of these women, in fear of their lives like you, or perhaps with more hope, 
thinking they are on the path to recovery. Only one has come with her bald head uncovered. She sits on 
her own, quite still, looking blankly into the room. Others have their partners, children, mothers, sitting 
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beside them. Little seems to be said, all of us waiting to see who will be next, waiting for the next turn in 
our stories. The same pastel shades are everywhere, framed with light wood. Behind the desk the 
receptionist looks humourless at her computer screen. We sit like the rest of the room, saying nothing. 
You have brought a book and hold it open in front of you, unread. 

The names are called. People rise, move return. The clock hands advance, slowly. We’ve been sitting in 
near silence for more than half an hour before your name comes up. It’s an American nurse, brusque, or 
so she seems. Come this way, she says, through a door to a different room, an ordinary consulting room, 
with a dolly and blankets, a table and more pastel chairs where we’re told to sit. Mrs Jones will be with 
us, we hear. 

I look at the dolly, the trolley bed, remembering the disturbing softness of the cotton whenever I’ve 
been asked to lie on one, how it felt beneath my palms as I got ready to lie down, and how this felt like 
the misdirection of normality when something which you’ve associated with calm and relaxation takes 
on the burden of your fear, submitting yourself to the possibility of bad news. It means nothing now 
though, sitting against the wall, like a monument to a different kind of care. We’re only here to talk. 

A side door opens and Mrs Jones hurries in. She looks harried, still in her blue scrubs, which bizarrely I 
think have the look of a workman’s overalls, as if she’s been slopping plaster on a wall rather than 
cutting through fat and tissue with the finest, terrifying blades. Her long ashen hair is pulled back from 
her face in a pony tail and she sits heavily down by the table, lifting the file in her hand to open to it 
there, pulling out papers. 

“Ok,” she says, only glancing briefly at each of us. “I need to tell you a little about what’s going on, and 
what we need to do to fix it.”

On the paper in front of her she sketches ducts and the disease spreading beyond them, as if this could 
help us understand. Somehow the calcium has gone beyond its tolerable limits. Somehow your life is 
now threatened by this drift of chemistry in your body. All the same we nod for Mrs Jones, taking it in 
and leaving it there. Now, she goes on, we can see that it's spread quite extensively, and we think the 
best thing is for us to take the breast off completely. We could try to take out the main areas but to be 
honest there probably wouldn't be much left, so that's our strong recommendation. As I’ve explained (it 
was something to do with the ducts) we'll also need to take out the lymph nodes under the arm, then 
we'd want to give you six months of chemotherapy, then three weeks of radiotherapy, and after that a 
year of Herceptin. When we've done all that, and here she forces a reassuring, dogged half smile, your 
chances of a full recovery will be the same as if we had caught it in the early stages. You will be fine. 

She pauses for questions. Perhaps we asked her about this or that. I don't really remember any more. 
She did tell us we could expect to hear about the operation within a few days, and that it would be 
carried out within three weeks, in line with government requirements. 

Then she moves on to her next patient. 

We are ushered back to the peaceful, windowless room. Fiona leads us there, ready to talk through the 
detail we need to know of whatever will happen next. She asks if we’re alright, all her attention 
naturally on you, and I feel it’s somehow as if she’s patting us down like cushions on the sofa, easing us 
into the right shape. She’s brought a large bag with her like a travelling salesman, and she wants to talk 
about prosthetics, about how things will be better than you might fear when the breast is cut from you. 
She brings out a little flesh coloured pyramid of visibly synthetic material. This is all you can have at 
first, she explains, holding it out to you, until the wound has healed enough to take the extra weight of 
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the proper one. You handle it with distaste, and the nurse grimaces with agreement. It’s just a 
temporary thing. 

She reaches into the bag again, moves her hand around and this time brings out a different shape. still 
flesh coloured, larger and more solid. She passes it to you, a gelid, disembodied breast and you weigh it 
in your hand, squeeze it so the shape moves under your fingers, and then you offer it to me. I shake my 
head, disturbed by it, feeling it’s like a public intrusion on something quiet, important, or embarrassing. 
Your right breast, discoloured by the biopsy and now misshapen by the grim disk of the tumour, has 
already become an alien thing, something best removed, but this gelatinous prosthesis, this is not part 
of our lives. 

“A year or so after the radiotherapy, when we can be confident that you skin has recovered and is 
healthy again, we can look at a full reconstruction. But this will keep you going till then.”

You look at me, holding the breast in your hand, as if to say, is this going to be alright for you, is this 
alright between us? But because you say nothing, I cannot respond. I want to say none of this matters, 
that somehow we will come through, and I look at the toy breast and struggle to imagine how we are 
going to be. 

It seemed I had waited so long to be with you, to make things right with you.

Bound

When your parents separated and the big house was sold you moved with your mother to a cottage on 
the edge of the marsh. You looked after each other, comforted each other, though you remained close to 
your father and would see him often, not least when you won a place yourself at the Royal College of Art 
where he taught. 

Your mother stayed on in the cottage as you left for the London college, moving with a boyfriend to 
commute from the village where I had grown up, where for the moment my parents still lived. Your 
mother’s life was closing down around her, a quietness which suited her, and an abandonment which 
tied you to her. Though you moved away you never broke from her, and as soon as you could you 
moved back to your childhood places, with time presenting her with your family, as if to say look, look, 
this is how it can be. 

It’s what you wanted, but never quite true, for in a way you had been as broken as her, and your family 
broke too. 

Soon after we met you took me down there (look look, it can be alright again!). She seemed frail, 
withdrawn, and you said it was only a matter of time before she died. That much was always going to be 
true, but how much worse could the timing have been? As your cancer was confirmed, so too was hers, 
but with one lung already collapsed it was clear she had only months left to her. For years you had been 
the only one who cared for her, who called her every morning, who visited her as often as you could 
(three or four times a week), who made sure she was alright. You knew you were going to have to let 
her go, somehow, before she died, trusting her to the care of professional workers, impersonal, 
unknown. You still went there as much as you could, anxious to reassure her you would be alright 
yourself, even if this was not clear to us. You could only hope she hung on long enough for you to come 
through the worst of any treatment, for you to be there for her in the last days, and close the circle.  
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The clock

On a country station platform more than thirty years ago, I’m leaning against one of the heavy iron 
pillars, painted green and holding up the wooden roof, while in front of me the steel rails stand clear 
above the processed stones that fill the spaces between the concrete sleepers. There are grasses, weeds, 
pushing up between the stones, and the dark brickwork rising to the platform across from me. All this 
seems distinct and hard but as the tracks run away east, the distance I’ll squint into, looking for signs of 
the coming train, they become like drawn lines in the pressing countryside, marking a made path to the 
far arch of a bridge, miles away. 

From the age of seven when my parents came here this train was my way to school and the life of my 
friends in town. Morning after morning I would stand here, looking for the change in the shadows by 
the arch that marked the first prospect of the train, the small gleam of its lit headcode. 

I feel like I’ve moved on now, away to college but back for the summer break and lined up to meet old 
friends in town I slip back into these familiar turns of thought. Behind me the old station clock beats out 
the minutes. From childhood the half second swing of its pendulum has been a constant, measuring my 
sense of time, a memory forcing me to count the seconds more slowly than my impatience wanted them 
to pass. There’s something wooden in the timbre of that tick and tock, a resonance through the long 
case perhaps. I look at my watch, and don’t see the time. 

I know the train won’t be coming yet, and I’m letting my eyes drift over the hard tracks in the valley 
between the platforms, when another movement teases at the edge of what I can see. I look to the right 
and you’re coming through the open gate (the ticket office in the building behind me is closed for the 
weekend). 

You come through the gate. I can only picture you from the photos you have shown me from that time, 
your long blonde hair for a year or so turned into curls, but your face has not changed so much, heart 
shaped and broad, your perfect sensuous mouth and large blue eyes, briefly cast over me as you walk 
along the platform towards me and I feel that glance like a shock, the shock of my sudden and 
inconsequential desire. Your eyes move over me and away and as you walk past me I imagine the brief 
scent of you, and turn away from the hoped for train to follow you with my eyes, still leaning on the iron 
pillar. You won’t look back at me. You’ll be looking for the train as I was, waiting to go somewhere else. 

For all I know it might have happened. You were living in the village where I grew up, with a boy you 
hardly think of now. You used to catch the train to college in London, and I might have been on the 
platform with you, or passed you by the newsagent, or anywhere. You swear now if you had seen me, 
you would have wanted to know me more. I’m not sure I can believe that; I was awkward and inhibited 
then, and would have been tongue tied by your beauty.

Within months I would be married, though I had no sense of it then. It’s easy to look fondly on days 
when you did not know what lay so soon in front of you, as if that was a kind of innocence rather than 
ignorance. There is an innocence when you live in expectation, overtaken or obliterated by events.

Letting go

Fear comes back to you in the night, every night, like some primitive thing. It is as though the 
withdrawal of the daylight dragged in its wake all your possible fears, not just about dying but all that 
had been wrong in your life. On the night before your operation, fear circled us both, holding sleep 
away. When we drove to the hospital in the morning, I felt like I was drunk with tiredness. 
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In the admission room they are  playing a radio to fill the silence. In our frame of mind, anxious, tense, 
the irony of a radio station called Heart played so carelessly seems so blunt it’s hard to be amused or 
take relief in it. The music spatters across us. The DJ has a washed up Spice Girl for his guest: they 
prattle about her new TV career, the cheery voices floating over the grey set faces of these mostly older 
people, white haired if they still have hair, their once bright features sunk in flesh worn loose by care 
and careless eating, each of them like us walking in the shadow of a possible death, numb to the 
mindless prattle of celebrity. I think if the Spice Girl found she had breast cancer there would be insight 
and lessons to be learned for everyone, campaigns to be constructed and wrought, good works to make 
sense of her meaningless fate. 

They call your name and I squeeze your hand. You stand up quickly, wanting to get on with it. I’m not 
sure whether to go with you. It’s only the waiting room where you will be undressed, prepared as if you 
could be prepared for mutilation. 

Nothing happens, nothing said. I sit waiting for someone to tell me what to do, the jabber from the 
radio. Along the wall in a seat by the door is a fat woman, hairless and alone, apparently more advanced 
in her treatment or disease. I wonder if she’s enjoying the music. She might be, but then this seems a 
world away from the places people enjoy themselves, forgetting themselves. I’m waiting for them to 
play something achingly wrong like Spirit in the Sky or some trash about beautiful bodies. On the radio 
they would have no sense of what they are doing. I realise I’m looking for something I can hang on to, a 
pain or stupidity. Just sitting here, not knowing my role, that is unbearable. I get up, walking towards 
the end of the room, the nurses’ station, and seem helpless enough for them to say, “it’s okay, you can 
just go through.” 

It’s good to leave the radio behind. I find you quickly, sitting behind a curtain, stripped down to a white 
gown and your hair (you still had your long hair) pale and lank across your shoulders and the wan skin 
of your neck. You look up at me relieved, take my hand as I hold it out, squeeze it as you hold it to your 
cheek. 

Then after some more time, the nurse appears and says we should go. It seems strange just to be 
walking with you, hand in hand through the corridors, as if everything was normal but for your clothes 
and fear.  We’re talking to the nurse, asking questions, and I can remember nothing that was said. I 
remember her a little, a belt pulled tightly around her waist, her dark hair on her middle-aged face, how 
pretty she must have been once and I can see it still. I remember these things but not the words. She 
turns us through a wide door to another room, and stops us here, says goodbye, smiles reassuringly at 
you. 

We are in some kind of anteroom. The surgeon Mr Jones is there, a big man with grey hair, the husband 
of the consultant who confirmed the diagnosis. They work together, looking at biopsy analyses, cutting 
flesh from bodies, going home after work to talk about their days. He strides over to you now to shake 
your hand, ignoring me, smiling briefly and walking away again to his team. They are all moving around 
purposively, preparing themselves, a middle aged Indian man with bouffant hair and a full white 
moustache, who I think must be the anaesthetist. He does not even look at us. A young nurse comes up 
to us, tells us her name and I can’t remember what it was. She says we’re going to take you in now. I 
look at you, knowing that when I see you again our lives will have changed, that this abstract-seeming 
horror will have become real. I hug you, hold you as close as I can, smelling your hair, telling you I love 
you.  You hug me back. I kiss you and say goodbye. Out in the corridor again I walk quickly, trying not to 
think. I have to get out of here, and away. I don’t know why. I find my car quickly and drop into the front 
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seat. It’s like a wave breaking, but coming up from inside me, wave after wave, and I sit there sobbing, 
shaking with the tears and the animal cries pushing out through my throat and mouth. 

The broken promise

Winter sun, the brown warmth of the old college stonework: we stood around letting it spread over us, 
students uncomfortable in their formal suits, family and friends gathering for my wedding, waiting for 
the time when we could go in and take our places.  It was early December and the term over, but not 
cold like Cambridge could be so bitterly cold. Most students had already gone home. Standing in Christ’s 
First Court where I had lived for much of the previous year, I looked around the public space and 
realised I knew everyone I could see. This was to be my event. 

Then when we stood in the dark wood of the chapel, some Bach filling the air around us, laden already 
with expectation, I looked at my brother, my best man, and smiled, apprehensive, thinking I was about 
to make a promise that would set the course of the rest of my life. Who could make such a promise? You 
can declare an intention, believing it be true as far as you can see, knowing you can’t see very far. I 
wasn’t thinking much about the future, only that this felt right for the moment. It seemed to follow from 
every other decision I’d made about my life in recent years. 

This was a turning point, and it felt that way, sitting in that Georgian place, waiting for the signal that it 
was time to stand, that my girlfriend was about to join us, my pulse beginning to beat that much faster 
knowing a change was about to come on me, even if the next day nothing much would feel different. I 
could call her my wife, that was all.

We made our lives together, our children. I thought I knew what I was doing, getting on with things, 
until I realised I was biding my time, in the hope of something better, as if it would just come along. I 
began to live in the dreams I had nursed from my childhood, thinking the life I had made was a 
diversion, a wrong turn I could put right. I told myself the dreams could be real, that I could make them 
the truth of my life, and that these last twenty years had been the illusion. I broke it all apart. In the 
chaos that followed, you found me there. I reached out to you and you pulled me into your life and I 
thought I had found something that was true, the dreams come true. 

We talked of the lives we so nearly shared, if only we had met on that station, or in a pub in the village, 
through the friends we had in common. We wondered if everything would have come right for us then. 
We sustained ourselves in that hope.  

But it was just another set of illusions, your life a chaos like my own. I tried to cling on to it, and watched 
you being drawn away, telling me it was fine, that I just had to be patient, or that you would change. 
Everything would be different again. I began to see we wanted quite different things from our lives, had 
known this from the outset, had thrown this knowledge away like rotten fruit.

But as our second New Year together approached, the turn of the decade, I told you I could not stand 
beside you and drink to the next ten years with hope, that I could not imagine making the life I wanted 
or had dreamed of with you.

You collapsed into anguished grief. When we talked again it was calmer, and we agreed we would give 
each other time alone, time to know ourselves and what we really wanted, a time to draw breath. I 
agreed to take you to the hospital in a few days for what we told each other was a routine check. 

Now we sit here together again, the same breast clinic waiting room, the similar faces, scarves and wigs. 
If you are to live, you will be joining them in chemotherapy, but we’re here now to know whether you 
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will live. After ten days of waiting they will have the post-operative biopsy results, telling us how far the 
cancer may have spread, and with it your chances of survival. I feel inert with fear, imagining already 
what it might be like to tend you through your last days, a year or two from now, or whenever it came, 
that certainty hanging over us, drip feeding desperation into whatever time we have left. You seem 
more relaxed, telling me later you never really thought about dying. I can hardly bring myself to look 
around.

The same American nurse calls you, and we go again into Mrs Jones’ room. She’s waiting for us this time, 
sitting at that desk and looking through the file. She gestures expressionless at the seats beside her, and 
asks you how you’re feeling, how your recovery has been. You tell her briefly about  the discomfort of 
the drains, the way your flattened, darkly scarred chest would swell again with lymph or whatever it 
was that could not escape, unless you came in here to  have it syringed from under your arm. Still it 
seems alright now, it seems to be getting better now.

She nods, and says, well, it looks pretty good. It looks as though the cancer was only in one of the lymph 
nodes, so now they can be confident they have arrested the spread. She goes again through the 
treatment in front of you, what you can expect. We’re sitting there trying to remember all the questions 
we had discussed before coming in, and my thoughts are spinning with relief and the beginning of 
something else, the knowledge that now we’ll move back to the place we were before. Over the next few 
days the truth takes shape. I know I’ll have to stand beside you as your hair comes out in your hands, 
you founder in sickness and fatigue, and this I will do through the coming months till we reach the point 
where I can step away again, and leave you to the life you always needed to lead without me. You are 
months from being well enough, but you will in time be making peace with yourself, and I’ll have to 
make the best of whatever I have left.   

Laid out

Your sickness has marked you grotesquely. I tell you often that you are still beautiful (you are), but you 
will pull up your shirt or top to show the sear of the scar, your remaining large breast hanging beside it 
like some misplaced hunch from your shoulder, changing the way you stand. And the skin sits in a little 
fold at the top of your neck before spreading over your bald head, brutish like Brando as Colonel Kurtz, 
the horror, the horror, or to speak the truth, my mild revulsion. 

It does not matter though, I tell myself and you. All this will be well again, along with the rest of your 
body. Everything will be fine. 

The treatment has come to feel routine, even normal. Every three weeks we drive up to the hospital and 
sit for an hour or three with the others, hooked up to drips in their ordinary clothes, sagging in their 
outsize armchairs, all pushed a little too close together for comfort. A large TV screen sits in one corner, 
the volume turned down and subtitles on, if you have a mind to watch competing couples race to make 
the most money from their boot fair bargains. What we have in the room feels like ordinary life, and the 
rest up there on the screen or outside these walls some strange ritual occupying the minds of the self-
deluding. We drink instant coffee, water, watch the nurse push the chemicals into your arm. For the 
fourth session they changed the prescription and your body went into a kind of shock, the skin peeling 
from your burning limbs. It passed but they decided to put you on a milder dose of the previous 
cocktail. All should be easier now. It could have been worse.

One thing after another. Your mother’s deterioration seems to have reached a new, and probably final 
phase. Nothing seems certain, but we sit together in this session, this second to last bout of 
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chemotherapy knowing she is in a hospice with the staff talking about the few weeks left, or perhaps 
just days. Your sister, the one from the picture, reconciled to you for the moment by your illness and 
need, has said she’ll call you with news from her visit that morning. You have been looking at your 
phone, wondering what’s going on. The signal is not good in the hospital, and when we’re out, you’re 
feeling fine and walking to the car, your phone shakes with a message (it was set to silent for the 
hospital).

It’s from your sister, asking you to call. We sit down in the car. It’s a bright day and the car is hotter than 
the outside air, so we leave the doors open, and you press the keys on your phone. I’m listening to your 
voice, one side of the conversation and I can’t see your face but I know within moments that she has 
died. There are things you need to say and I wait for you to finish but I’m already switching into a new 
mode, condolence and sympathy, a different kind of emotional support. With the call over you turn to 
me, your face framed in that grim scarf, getting ready to say out loud that she’s dead and I put my arms 
around you, pulling you close to comfort you. 

I know what to say, the words coming easily because I’ve known them before and they are true.  You’ll 
be feeling something like relief that it’s over now, all things certain, mixed with the sense of sudden 
irretrievable loss. I’m saying we need to go to the hospice, that you need to see her for yourself and say 
a proper farewell. You spent the afternoon before with her, talking to her all afternoon and you told me 
then you were not sure you would see her again, that you felt you wouldn’t, and I’m saying all the same 
it’s not enough. Until you have seen her and said goodbye you won’t feel she’s gone. I don’t know how I 
know this, but it seems right. 

You’re not sure if you can. You say you’re not ready. I tell you you can do what you want, in your own 
time, but if you want to go there we will. We’re driving back to your house now, away from the hospital, 
and as we come down the hill from Maidstone into the Weald, you say quickly that you’ve changed your 
mind, that you think you should go there. I call the hospice, needing to make sure this visit is going to be 
possible, that Joan has been laid out in a way you can see her, and say goodbye. The nurse assures me 
that everything is in order and we can come at any time.

We cut across country, me steering us through the lanes I know from my childhood and adolescence. By 
a hedgerow you ask me to stop, wanting to gather flowers: she’d have loved this, you tell me, returning 
to the car with wild roses and cow parsley, the tears starting again, your face creased with them. You 
hold the flowers tightly in your lap as we drive, and I catch the faint reek of the resin oozing from the 
broken stems of the cow parsley.

I have been with you to the hospice a few times in the week now passed, but as we approach the 
driveway I’m thinking of her as I last saw her in her cottage, perhaps the week before that, bedridden in 
her living room and knowing there would be no real recovery, but I picture her with her eyes sparkling, 
laughing at some small thing, while she turns in her bed, away from the little pile of pill boxes and 
bottles on the table beside her. She wanted to die in the house but accepted it was becoming unlikely: 
she needed more care than anyone could give her on her own here. You would have done so if your 
health had allowed, perhaps, but your brother and sister would never have given that much. 

She was a drain on all your lives, narcissistic and relentlessly self-centred, and you could not let her go, 
could not live far from her. It was as though you needed her need for you, though you are sensing your 
liberation now. In the few years I knew her she was somewhere between life and death, inching around 
the shadowy spaces of her cottage, in brighter weather taking her measured paces through the garden 
she had created with such care. She would slip quickly into reminiscence, knowing her life was behind 
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her, speaking without rancour of your father though this was not how he had left her. She always 
thought she was better than most of the people around her (you told me this, I saw it for myself), a 
woman with a calling and a talent for art though to me it seemed more about good taste and craft: she 
was too fearful of her own emotions to go into the deeper darker spaces of art. She had been gifted with 
beauty herself but was buttoned up and repressed, and though I could see that beauty in traces still as I 
knew her she was a shrivelled and dumpy woman, white haired and lined, with all the 
inconsequentiality of a life lived in so few other imaginations. There were pictures of nieces, 
grandchildren about the house, but rarely did they come to see her, and the bitterness or anger of your 
brother and sister speaks of the grimmer times she did not care to bring forward or dwell on. 

We go quickly from the car to the reception hall. It’s set out much like the calming rooms of the cancer 
centre, bland pale wood and pastel upholstery. There are no other visitors, and when we say why we 
have come the volunteer behind the reception desk (a fit-seeming old woman herself) calls the nurse 
hurriedly, telling us we’ll be able to go through soon, it won’t be a minute. 

You have met many of the nurses on your visits in the last week, but the woman who comes from a side 
room is a new face, an oval face cased in short dull brown hair, and she strides with an awkward step, 
holds out a hand, takes your hand in both of hers while my arm is still across your shoulders. 

“Hello,” she says, “just follow me through. She looks so lovely. She’s at peace now, she looks ever so 
lovely.” 

She speaks as though there is a sweet in her mouth, as if she is not comfortable. Later when you ask 
whether death came easily to your mother she says that although she was not there, she has heard from 
her colleagues that in the end it was quite comfortable, quiet, and she repeats this in a way that makes 
me feel she is telling you only what she thinks will be best for you. It might have been true, but I have 
little doubt she has not spoken to her colleagues. 

We follow her through a door, across a small anteroom, and then through another door, with a sign 
telling us not to enter. We follow her through, 

It’s a simple room, heavy with shadow. Your mother is laid out in the middle of a broad, single bed, her 
bed from the room she died in (later you tell me your mascara from the day before is still on her pillow, 
where you lay with her, holding her, reassuring her, crying). They have placed the bed in the middle of 
the room, against the wall by the door. I have seen bodies before, when I worked in a hospital, but no 
one I knew so well, no one who was still so alive in my memory. She is in her bedclothes, her hands 
placed together on her breast, placed to clasp a crude wooden crucifix (she was a Catholic of sorts), her 
hair brushed and shaped neatly around her face. The nurse bows from the room, while you gasp as you 
see her, the shock of grief made real, sighing “Oh Mummy”, and step quickly to the side of the bed but it 
is as though you do not know how to touch her. You are crying now, placing the cow parsley on her 
breast and the roses around her head on the pillow, touching her hair now. I look at her face and peace 
is not what I see. Peace suggests some persisting inner state, and this is false. I can see her face, the 
familiar features, her eyes and mouth closed as they might have been by an act of will, but here there is 
no will. This is just skin, bones, the lump of flesh, a good mask but not lifelike enough to fool anyone. I 
think, it is a small wonder, and small wonder men have developed notions of a soul, for whatever it was 
that made your mother human is not here. It’s gone from this body, as if the body was something 
animated only by its presence. Even the roses lying like some rustic crown around her hair on the 
pillow have more life than this grey shape of flesh. I was ready to say, to think, this is the end we all 
come to, but your mother has already gone. She is not here. 
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Still you must say whatever is in your head to her, must say goodbye as if she could hear you, and hope 
that she can hear you if she has somehow gone into the air. I stand solemn behind you, waiting for the 
time to pass, waiting for you to feel there is nothing more for you. At one point you say, “I don’t know 
how I can let her go, don’t know how I can walk away from here,” but as the minutes pass a different 
feeling settles over you. I put my arm on your shoulder again, and lead you through the door to the 
anteroom, and there you give a little cry and say “wait”, stepping back into that room for a moment, for 
seconds, when I don’t know what you do, and then come out with me to the reception hall where the 
nurse is waiting to talk and comfort you. She must have seen the signs of your chemotherapy, and 
thought, poor woman, having to endure so much. This is the least that she could do. 

Later, when we drive away, you say “I never want to come back here”. That seems beside any point, but 
I know you are not quite yourself, could not expect to be so. Soon the side effects from the 
chemotherapy will start and you’ll need to be close to your bed, comforting yourself with the thought 
that through this sickness you will survive, and in three more weeks will have your final session. Then 
there will be time to grieve. Then there will be time for me to force the end.  

Ending

In the old paper mill near my father’s house in France the peasant workers would sleep sitting up, their 
beds in cupboard-like spaces to keep out the cold, because they feared if they closed their eyes and lay 
down they placed themselves too close to death, inviting it down. Sickness swept so many away, so 
often, but this would be little comfort, little reason not to fear.  

I’ve come away to France, to my brother’s home where in the past they may have had their different 
horrors, ravaged by English invaders or religious wars, the relics of this misery visible in the castles and 
walls we like to visit with our guide books open. 

I wanted to get away, anything to be away from my life. So I’m sitting at a stone table in a garden in 
Languedoc. Behind me vineyards fold themselves into the crease of the hills, and as the morning sun 
begins to lay down the heat of the day I am sheltered in this shade of thick foliage, fig and plum, the fruit 
swelling around me towards the ripeness that will come with the reliable warmth and sunlight of these 
days. 

I want to draw breath here, to be cool and calm after the turmoil. The world around me is as troubled as 
my own life, without doubt, but it is not my world. On the table someone has left some fibrous roots, 
with dried earth from the ground, and I do not feel I can even clear them from the table. They are part of 
another life, and none of my concern, so I leave them where they are, fitting around those other lives, 
happy they do not need to touch me. 

I can picture you back in the English rain, driving every day to the hospital as I know you must for your 
radiotherapy, the science fiction machines that turn with deliberate smoothness around your marked 
out body, streaming energy to the cells around your breast that might yet turn against you, your body 
against your being. But I know your hair will already be growing again, each day a step towards your 
full recovery, or at least a place where you stand as good a chance as the rest of us. 

I tell myself I am at a crossroads. It feels that way. It feels as though I have come to a point where I can 
choose my future, though I know such possibilities always hang around us, and the strangeness of my 
life now is that I should have arrived at a state where I feel I could always turn in a new direction, my 
children more or less grown, the damage to others from my decisions more or less minimal.
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I never wanted to hurt you. I’d like to think few people carry such malice. I ask myself if I could have 
chosen a better time to walk away, but I’m not sure what power I really had to keep the harm from you. 
I could have waited another year, but maybe the pain for you would have been even worse. As it was, it 
must have seemed like one thing after another, your cancer, your mother’s death and then me scuttling 
away from you, but then we both know we have spent our lives waiting for the right moments, the right 
people, the right emotion, taken what seemed to be in front of us and then stood around helplessly as it 
turned to bitter ash in our hands. One thing after another.   

So much for good intentions. I wonder if I can go forward now with the hope of getting it right next 
time. All things feel possible here. I can dream of selling up in England, buying some ruin and slowly 
putting it back together, making it more than it ever was. I can imagine a quiet life here, sending 
dispatches home, collecting the bank payments, the visits from my children, the evenings sitting out in a 
garden like this one with some cheap good wine, watching the sunset gather itself on the horizon, 
slipping into the warm darkness to the chorus of the crickets and cicadas, the night music of the 
Mediterranean air.  

But more likely I will return to my real life, the marked turns of the English seasons, the sunlight 
changing through the year on the sea I know, these things I love, the rough music in pubs I know, the 
company of new friends, all these things mine already, and which I have reached for and won in my own 
right; not life-changing things, not a procession of events to shake you to the core, or make you wonder 
if after all this time you really should walk into the lovely cold sea, but simple, comfortable peripheral 
things that are mostly waiting for the return of my attention.

This is no crossroads, no turning point. This is just my life, day after day, reaching back for these 
fragments as if I could bring them with me and shade whatever happens next, colour in those sketchier 
outlines on the edge of what I do. 

The unfinished story of our lives: in the end this is just another thing I have to leave behind.

Pauligne  August 2010
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