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            And did you get what
 
            you wanted from this life, even so?
 
            I did.
 
            And what did you want?
 
            To call myself beloved, to feel myself
 
            beloved on the earth.
 
            
                

            
 
            Late Fragment, Raymond Carver
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Preface
            

         
 
         I don’t think of you every day now. I no longer expect to wake at night and see you smiling at me from the end of the bed. I don’t glimpse your face in a crowd or repeat your phone number over and over in my head like the coda from one of your scratched, Broadway musical LPs. It has been seven years since I held your hand, since you took your last breath and I opened the bedroom window to let your soul fly free. I never thought it would happen.
 
         Do you remember our plan to stay in touch? We never speculated which one of us would be the first to go. It was always going to be you of course, fatal accident or natural disaster notwithstanding. The vast majority of parents die before their children. But whoever went first, we agreed to try to send the survivor a sign, a kind of cosmic postcard reporting, ‘Tremendously busy here, craic good, did you return the books to the library?’ We would show that life wasn’t simply a biological phenomena, that death was a kind of evolution, that love endured beyond the grave.
 
         In the days immediately after your death I believed you were still near. I felt your presence in the next room, somewhere above your golden armchair. Then I sensed you  standing behind me, here in my study. At any moment I expected to catch your reflection in my computer’s screen. I made two cups of blackcurrant tea in faith as much as out of habit. I waited for you to tap me on the shoulder and remind me that ‘credulity’ is spelt with one ‘t’. I felt your warmth on my back, on my neck, against my ear.
         
 
         But like a dying fire, the warmth faded away. I could no longer deny that you had been zipped into a black body bag and carried away, the stretcher’s metal frame gouging a finger’s length from the wallpaper. I came to see our pact for what it was, an illusion conjured up to protect soft hearts from hard truth. I could no longer believe that you were off on an adventure, that your spirit lived on, that we would meet again one day. There would be no postcard from the hereafter; there is no other place apart from this lone, high-skied paradise. With that understanding I ceased to be the whimsical, gentle child you had raised. Your love had nurtured me in a way that allowed me to believe in my own uniqueness. After you had gone, I became ordinary. I was no longer invincible. I stumbled and fell. On the platform at Victoria station I wept.
 
         Since then you’ve come to me only in wishes. I wish that you’d left us your granola recipe and that I’d known sooner about your love for Formula One racing. I wish that you could have seen me this morning winding the battered travel clock that you gave to me on the day I moved away from home, winding and winding it so that its brass heartbeat might never stop. I wish you’d been beside me in the shadows last night, watching Katrin gaze at another world in that joyful photograph of us, light and laughing in your kitchen one year before the diagnosis. I wish you could meet your five-year-old grandson Finn, bent over your old Smith-Corona, typing his first book (The Sea and the View – God knows where he got that from) on three  sheets of A4 stapled together. I want you to ring the doorbell right now, refuse an offer of tea so as not to disturb my writing and invite us to the Cottage for Sunday dinner.
         
 
         I read somewhere that we don’t work through grief but that it works through us, that it is a process. In the first years I lost patience, humour and joy. Time has helped me through the process, as have Katrin, family and friends; as does Finn. Day by day, through him, I rediscover joy (as well as an ability to design eccentric bubble-blowing machines). Our hours together are as precious as any love that anticipates death, for its unwanted shadow has grafted itself to me.
 
         Until a few months ago I still found it hard to open these diaries. Now all our thoughts are interwoven, your handwritten pages and Post-its with our bubble-jet typescripts. The book is a way of bringing all of us together again. But writing is also part of who I am, just as reading was part of who you were. I perceive the world by rendering it into words. I distil experience, portraying the world as I perhaps wish it could be (you remember as a child I made a card-and-crayon world atlas in which imaginary lands and stories were interleaved with the countries I knew). This longing for a more intense reality reaches back to those first happy years of childhood, to a lost world, which I have often tried to recreate in my writing.
         
 
         However exclusive every grief may be, there are still many aspects of it that are shared. In your quiet and gallant way you showed us how self-discipline and love can delay the end. By strength of will you ordered your lungs to keep breathing and your heart to keep beating. You let us be a part of your struggle and dying and that was a privilege, a gift. Now in a time of changing sensibilities our experience  may help others, and their families, to face death at home with dignity, to have una bella morte – a good death, as the Italians say – surrounded by family and friends, in peace.
         
 
         Last night in a dream Katrin gave me a child’s plastic telescope. ‘Look through it and you may see your Mum,’ she told me. Slowly, with a mixture of excitement and trepidation, I lifted the spy-glass to my eye.
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         Thursday 30th
 
         Rory: Crisp winter’s day. Hard frost. High blue sky. Ice underfoot. This morning Mum comes home. I pick her up from the hospital. Barbara, the ward sister, wheels her out to the car. As I lower her into the passenger seat she holds onto my neck, as light as a pillowcase of bones. Barbara says twice, ‘Your family want you to go home with them.’
         
 
         None of the other patients had visitors over Christmas. In the ward linger a dozen abandoned souls: Mary, a seventy-five-year-old ballroom dancer who lost both a leg and a husband last month (‘It was a good life until Will died’); diabetic Jerry who won’t eat (‘Just one piece of toast,’ entreats a nurse. ‘I’ll give you jam.’); Mrs Windsor who has caught the ward cough (‘Any jobs for me?’ she rasps five times a day, pleading to be useful, unable to lift herself out of bed. ‘Can I arrange the flowers again?’). Two rings of beds in which tired, cadaverous bodies snore, wee and hawk into plastic beakers marked ‘Sputum’. I smell antiseptic and fear. I hear the last rites being read behind a cheerful NHS curtain. Day and night a frail widower calls out for his wife. ‘Liz … Liz … Ma …’ Another geriatric stares at me, his eyes not moving, not even focusing. The English have been notoriously poor at handling death, hiding away feelings and relatives at one of life’s most emotional moments, condemning themselves to years of inhibition and blocked grief. I’m not leaving Mum here to die alone. She is the only patient in the ward with her own teeth. 
         
 
         On the drive back to our village I put my hand on her leg. It feels bone thin. Only last month we walked together around the churchyard, her hand in the crook of my arm. She squeezes my hand. ‘At least we have this gift of time together,’ she says.
 
         Yesterday I bought her a new diary. I carried from her cottage a cardboard box of family photographs. On the chest in the spare room I set her favourite portrait of my father, on the bridge of a corvette gazing out to sea. In a corner I positioned her golden armchair, a towel on its seat. On the bedside table I stacked her unopened Christmas cards. Half-a-dozen house plants crowded the window sill. I stowed our own things in the attic, to be put back at a later date. In the evening I practised piggy-backing Katrin up and down the stairs. Now she awaits us at the front door.
 
         ‘I feel so happy to be home,’ Mum tells her as I carry her into her new home. Her last home.
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: That was a wholly unexpected Christmas location. On Friday I was downstairs at the Cottage when my left leg suddenly seized up. Thankfully, Rita the occupational therapist happened to arrive with various walking sticks, but it was clear that this time I couldn’t get upstairs, even with her help. An ambulance with two hearty helpers arrived twenty minutes later.
         
 
         I felt sad to leave the tree and presents but the hospital made a real effort to create a festive atmosphere with streamers of tinsel and coloured decorations. The nursing staff were caring and helpful with a warmth and natural inclination to care and cosset: children, the sick, anything in distress. But the Yeatman is a hospital like any other with inevitable noise and, most disturbing at night, the snoring and coughing. Any illusion that women are  delicate, fragile creatures was burst in shattering reverberations.
         
 
         On 25th we sat around small tables with crackers, and a huge traditional Christmas dinner appeared, though the turkey was orthopaedic without appendages. The senior surgeon carved the bird and a few carol singers braved the dreadful storm. To my delight M suddenly walked in – wonderful and completely unexpected to see her as she was supposed to be with her fiancé, Mike. She looked lovely and brought a huge bunch of my favourite roses. We had such a dear chat about her happiness with Mike’s – soon to be her – family.
 
         Reading David Guterson’s East of the Mountains: a masculine book written in a conversational style – story is of a plan to commit a staged suicide to avoid the long-drawn-out effects of cancer upon the body.
         
 
         ‘I didn’t want to burden my family … didn’t want to make them miserable.’
 
         ‘It isn’t a burden,’ said Bea. ‘Think what they will learn from it.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Katrin: How typical of Joan not to want us to change our Christmas plans, to wait until we had already left for my parents’ before keeling over at the Cottage. However anxious we were to get back to her, at least we didn’t have to worry about her being alone, or hurt, or frightened. This last month of uncertainty – of waiting for another call from Age Concern to tell us she’s pressed her panic button – has been such a strain.
         
 
         Dorset Social Services are going to send health workers starting next week, but until then I am again helping her to wash. While she was at the Cottage she could – with my help and some basic equipment – get into and out of the  bath. Today even undressing is a struggle. It’s frightening how much weaker she is only a few weeks later, but she is practical and unfussed by this turn of events. At least here we can really look after her. Her pale skin is flecked with minute age spots and gleams in the light. As I sponge her down I am moved by her vulnerability, by her petite feminine form, by her once beautiful, still slender body.
         
 
         Friday 31st
 
         Rory: Cold night. Crystal icing on the dry-stone walls. The low sun tightens a rosy collar around the horizon, picking out every black tree and frozen hedge on Knighton Hill. Katrin and I slept little, listening to her cough, waiting for her to ring the hand bell. I wheeled the trapdoor commode over the toilet bowl at midnight, three o’clock and six. ‘I don’t think we’ll be overly concerned about modesty, darling,’ she wheezed, as I helped her pull down her trousers. The morphine hardly suppresses the cough but it does constipate her. In yesterday’s rush, collecting eleven prescriptions from the hospital pharmacy, I didn’t notice that they’d forgotten the laxative. I should have checked.
         
 
         Four weeks ago, during her regular check-up at Dorchester, her chest X-ray appeared to be clear. There was no sign of a recurrent tumour. Our concern was with her niggling cough.
         
 
         ‘I want it to go away,’ Mum told the oncologist.
 
         Dr Marsden felt her lymph glands. They were hard and enlarged. He replied, ‘I don’t think it will.’
 
         One week later, on Friday 17th, Mum could hardly walk into his office. 
         
 
         ‘How are you today, Mrs MacLean?’ he asked her.
 
         ‘I think we’re getting there,’ she smiled, ever optimistic.
 
         Ten days ago, alone at the Cottage, she stood up from her reading chair and fell down. She hit her head and then her panic button. Katrin bathed the blood off her silver hair. Mum insisted that we not change our plans, and spend Christmas with Katrin’s parents in Kent.
 
         For breakfast she swallows grapes, steroids and a home-brewed laxative of wheatgerm and flax. My sister Marlie calls to find how she’s settling in. Afterwards Katrin walks Mum around the landing.
 
         ‘Left right left right.’
 
         At the hospital, Barbara taught her to talk to her limbs.
 
         ‘Come on, left leg.’ Her left leg doesn’t respond. She falls back in her chair, winded. ‘We take so many things for granted,’ she says and cries.
 
         Katrin and I hold her hands. Her slippers no longer fit her swollen feet. I lay my forehead against her warm skull and say, ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’
 
         ‘Me too.’
 
         Katrin roasts a chicken for our new year’s supper. We eat it on our laps in her room. Later there are stars and fireworks above the village. Church bells peal down the length of the Blackmore Vale, keeping Mum awake.
 
         
             

         
 
         Katrin: A portrait of her. A clean eraser, a pale tinted sheet of Ingres paper, a broad finger of charcoal, a fistful of chalk pastels – flesh tones, greys and whites; these are my materials. The rubber describes soft lines on a page already blackened with the charcoal, picking out the palest greys of her hairline and defining the long cheeks and oval face. I work away the darkness, highlighting contours and structure – eye sockets, cheekbones, chin – by subtraction  and negation. I add in where I have taken away, sculpting volume with coloured chalks, letting familiar features emerge as age and illness slip away.
         
 
         Now my fingertips move light chalk tones across her temples, gently gathering her hair away from a low forehead to its habitual place, pinned behind her head. I smooth a translucent layer of pigment like a pale eyeshadow over the wide plains of her downcast eyelids. I model the bridge and slope of a fine nose to its tip. I flesh out her cheeks, smooth and supple in spite of her years. Then with a graphite pencil I carve the blunt lines of her expression, adding contrast and etching detail – a fine mesh of lines around her delicate eyes, their endearing downward tilt, the creases to east and west of her nose, which connect with the smiling corners of her lips. Finally, a ghostly thumbprint locates her long, flat earlobes – always adorned – which lie at almost the same latitude as a small mobile mouth. Small touches of colours – eyes, mouth, hair, teeth – emphasize her pallor.
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         Saturday 1st
 
         Rory: Cough changes in the night. Snuffles at dawn. She spits grey phlegm. A virus caught in the ward? I fall back in bed and wake Katrin from a dream of cooking a miracle cure stir-fry. Her kitchen floor is knee-deep in trimmings of garlic and ginger.
         
 
         The weather changes, too. I walk Mum around the landing then vanish with Tess the dog into the morning mist. It’s my first time out of the house in two days. The sound of my footsteps is muffled by the damp air. I see no lights in any window. The other villagers are either dead or watching Mary Poppins.
         
 
         At twelve an ambulance takes her to Dorchester for scans. I follow in the car. She looks so frail, like an injured bird in a blanket. But she’s not in pain, thank God. In the oncology waiting room a nurse strokes the forehead of a groaning, aching patient. He looks like an estate agent. A dying estate agent. ‘Thumbs up, eh?’ she whispers to him. She doesn’t wish us a happy new year. There is a run in her tights.
         
 
         In the afternoon the CancerCare nurse, Carole, stops by the house, bringing support and an application for attendance allowance. I need to complete a DS1500 Report. The form begins, ‘Sadly, some people suffer from a terminal illness.’ I’m reminded of Kafka’s truism. The point of life, he said, is that it stops.
         
 
         Carole teaches me how to lift Mum out of a chair. I must ease my left fist under her left arm, my right hand under  her right arm, then hoist and shuffle sideways, dancing towards the bed or the loo. Unfortunately, the fingers of her left hand are locking today. If Katrin is with us she can ease them free from the chair’s arm. If not, I have to lean Mum against my hip and loosen their grip. Sometimes when lifting her up in bed, her hips and legs lock, leaving her as rigid as a shop mannequin.
         
 
         At the front door Carole says to me, ‘Your mother is not the sort of woman to turn her face to the wall and give up. The courage of people never ceases to astound me.’
 
         I sprint to the shop to buy a bottle of wine to bolster mine.
 
         Evening brings rain and gale-force winds. I sit with Mum, reading. Downstairs Katrin paints the shower room. That night she slips into a dream. She and Mum are lying in long grass, gazing up into a blue summer sky, when a small bird flies into view.
 
         ‘Look Joan, a goldfinch.’
 
         It alights in a hedgerow and they steal forward to catch a better glimpse of it. Before their eyes the bird turns into a little angel, glittering in the branches.
 
         ‘An angel! An angel!’
 
         But as they draw nearer, the apparition transforms itself into a black cat, snarling, ears back, teeth exposed, ready to attack. Katrin cries herself awake and out of the nightmare, her skin crawling as if she’d seen a ghost.
 
         I sleep on, thinking I can cope.
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: This morning to Dorchester by ambulance for chest and brain scan. Very pleasant technicians. R managed to recall the ambulance team early so I was not hanging around. On the way back to the village came news of an accident at Grimstone – the route R was driving in the  Escort, so I felt a flood of relief to see him safely home. K brought more of my treasures from the Cottage. The green bedroom is now very comfortable. Calls from dear A and M, their voices so welcome. Rowntree’s Fruit Pastilles prove soothing for my throat.
         
 
         Sunday 2nd
 
         Rory: Hung over. And I’ve caught the ward cough.
         
 
         At nine, the first home-care assistant tumbles into the house, wafting stale cigarette smoke. ‘I think we’re getting there,’ Mum tells her too, in good spirits at the start of her journey. Her eyes are surprisingly bright. She is calm and clear. ‘With any luck we’ll stave off this bug.’
 
         Every two hours she spends twenty minutes on the toilet with the tap running. A wooden whistle waits on the window sill for her to alert us when she’s finished. Her urine is the colour of rust. We establish a routine to help us get by, amazed how quickly it exhausts us, then traps us.
 
         Katrin and I risk leaving her alone to dash through the rain and collect her Christmas tree, carrying it home fully decorated, leaving a glittering tinsel trail along the High Street. I rig a string of twinkling white fairy lights and clusters of midnight blue baubles above her armchair. Katrin plays a selection of carols. We open the presents around her: books, woolly tights and Wellington boots, chosen three weeks ago when Mum could still walk unaided. We laugh at the absurdity of the gift.
 
         In a quiet moment she tells me, ‘When you take down the tree, you children should divide the decorations. Next Christmas I can borrow back what I need.’ 
         
 
         Monday 3rd
 
         Rory: ‘I’m feeling very sparky this morning. Perhaps we should drink champagne every night?’
         
 
         Today Mum can open and close her left hand. She stands without support as Katrin washes her. She walks with head down and arms taut, pushing the Zimmer frame back and forth in two-inch steps between her bedroom, the bathroom, our bedroom and my study, the extent of her new world. I’m amazed that her condition can fluctuate so dramatically and the improvement enables me to get back to work. I perch at my desk writing a radio programme about adventure travel, about zorbing and white water rafting, as she shuffles through the room talking to her legs. There’s an illusion of spring in the air.
 
         Katrin makes a goat’s cheese salad with raspberry vinegar dressing for lunch. Chicken on a bed of leeks for supper. The sour taste that Mum has had in her mouth for the last two weeks has gone. I ask her if she wants to watch television in her room. She shakes her head. ‘I don’t want to know about the outside. I’m very content here.’ I pick her another selection of books.
 
         Katrin christens our new shower room, cobbled together from family and friends’ donations: glass cubicle from Putney, ceramic basin from Kent, tiles from Gloucestershire. Tess the retriever lies on the floor howling at her, wanting to be in the water.
         
 
         I call Marlie in London and my brother Andrew in Toronto to update them. Marlie wants Mum to live with her in London. But Mum does not want her illness to intrude on the new life she is building.
 
         ‘If I’d spoken to you two days ago, I’d have been less optimistic,’ I say.
 
         ‘But you know we’re on a sliding scale,’ Andrew tells me. ‘There’s only so much that you can cope with.’ 
         
 
         Andrew wants me to put Mum into a home for the sake of our health.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: Reading Diane Ackerman’s A Natural History of the Senses: ‘The peace of that moment crested over me like a breaking wave and saturated my senses.’ R writing the new radio series with fierce concentration. Good interview with Julian Barnes. Each programme takes three days of writing, one day to record and airs in twenty-eight minutes.
         
 
         Tuesday 4th
 
         Rory: Dull day. The landscape is without contrast, as if its painter had mixed grey into all the colours on his palette. Katrin returns to work at Fired Earth so we’re alone in the house. Mum settles down to proof-read the manuscript of my Florida book (with its seat lowered, the commode doubles as a chair-side desk). She has proofed every one of my books. Our editorial session is interrupted by visits from Rita the occupational therapist, Florence the district nurse and Frieda the physiotherapist. Social services ring twice. CancerCare Carole arranges to come by on Thursday. I forget to book an ambulance to take us to Dorchester on Friday for the results of the scan.
         
 
         During our pre-lunch, inter-bedroom amble I measure how high Mum can lift her feet. Eight inches on the right. Three inches on the left. ‘You could probably manage the stairs,’ I suggest.
 
         ‘I can’t spare the energy to go downstairs,’ she replies, shaking her head. ‘When I find energy, I conserve it. That’s what I’m doing now. Conserving.’ 
         
 
         All her courage is being used up fighting the disease. She hasn’t any left to confront the stairs.
 
         In the evening, Marlie confirms that she can visit from London for the weekend. She’s anxious about the scan results. She also wants to share her wedding plans.
 
         Wednesday 5th
 
         Joan: With the help of the humidifier, a sleeping pill and Oramorph, I slept right through the night – unbelievably refreshing! Naturally, awoke with chest congestion but walks have the nether regions working again. Began opening the Christmas cards and made a list of friends to call – I hope they’ll forgive me for not sending letters this year. Also balanced my bank account. Luckily, enough money there for the Cottage rent.
         
 
         The district nurse (a.k.a. Florence Nightingale) here again to write up her notes and chat rather woollily about acceptance of the situation. ‘You have time to say goodbye.’ She could have accomplished in ten minutes what took an hour – an exhausting woman. At least it gives R and K time to go swimming, and vital time to themselves.
 
         After work K prepares Cretan chicken with crisp, bursting-with-chlorophyll broccoli and brown rice full of sweet raisins and pine nuts. With such food my strength will return soon. 
         
 
         Thursday 6th
 
         Katrin: It is strange to revisit the Cottage, as we do several times a day during the week. I think, with longing, about the happy evenings we had there. I see the three of us sitting in the little armchairs, with a glass of chilled Jacob’s Creek. Joan always produced delicious little nibbles to accompany the first glass: small crackers with soft goat’s cheese topped with prawns and a judicious shake of paprika; anchovy stuffed olives; taramasalata or smoked salmon pâté. Each meal was prepared with all our taste buds in mind and bore the hallmark of great care and hours of work. Joan and I shared an enjoyment of trying out new recipes, leaning towards the Mediterranean and choosing light, digestible food: chicken with cracked green olives, Greek lamb avgolemono, baked aubergines stuffed with vegetables. I would usually mash the potatoes or prepare the rice, as Joan eats neither; Rory would dress the salad and open the wine. For these modest contributions we earned the accolade of ‘joint effort’, as though we had all shared equally in the meal’s preparation just because we were lucky enough to have been the excuse for its creation.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Rory: I microwave cauliflower cheese for supper.
         
 
         Friday 7th
 
         Rory: Mum pees on my hand as I help her with her pants. ‘Talk about an intimate introduction to your mother’s water works,’ she apologizes. She has been transcribing  passages about Florida from Next Exit Magic Kingdom into her diary. I tell her she has better things to do with her time.
         
 
         As Katrin is at work I help her to dress. An ambulance takes us to Dorset County Hospital. The driver says she joined the service three years ago after her father died of cancer. ‘He went so suddenly that I couldn’t reach him in time to say goodbye,’ she says, topping sixty, not taking her eyes off the road.
 
         One month ago I glanced around the waiting room and saw ill patients. Today they all look healthier than Mum. As if to underline the realization, Jan, the senior nurse, moves us to the head of the queue.
 
         ‘Darling, maybe we should ask Dr Marsden about time.’
 
         ‘Time?’
 
         ‘So we know where we stand. I can’t stay with you and Katrin forever. You have your own lives to lead. We can find out about a hospice.’
 
         I take her hand. Our skin colour is identical.
 
         ‘Are you ready, my dear?’ asks Jan.
 
         On the light boxes are a dozen scans; the insides of my mother. David Marsden stands before them, his back towards us, tapping his pen against his cheek. Jan wheels Mum’s chair to his desk. She gestures for me to sit.
 
         ‘How are you feeling today, Mrs MacLean?’ Marsden asks.
 
         ‘Reasonably well,’ says Mum. ‘But I’ve caught a cough.’
 
         He tells us that the cancer has spread. He does not think radiation will be effective. He does not volunteer more information.
 
         ‘Is it here?’ she asks, touching her temple.
 
         ‘Yes,’ he nods. Quietly. ‘I’m afraid it is.’
 
         I hold Mum’s hand again. Her eyes turn red. She doesn’t cry. ‘It’s not a complete surprise,’ she says after a moment. 
         
 
         ‘Is there anything that you’d like me to do for you?’ he asks.
 
         I don’t ask about timing. I can’t ask about timing.
 
         ‘I’d very much like you to keep an eye on my condition, please,’ she says to him. ‘I’m reassured by your care.’
 
         ‘I’ll make an appointment for eight weeks’ time,’ he agrees. ‘Would that be all right?’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ says Mum.
 
         Jan wheels Mum into the next room for a urine test.
 
         ‘Your mother looks remarkably well, considering the extent of the cancer,’ Marsden tells me when the door hisses shut. He takes me to the light box. The tumour in her brain is the size of an olive; the one in her liver like a walnut. In the scans, both appear to be surrounded by shock waves; a leaden explosion pushing back the healthy tissue, cell by cell, breath by breath.
 
         ‘I can’t put a time on it. It could happen very soon. She may well not make the appointment in eight weeks’ time. I’m sorry.’
 
         I hesitate. ‘How much should I tell her?’
 
         ‘Answer her questions. If she’s ready to ask them, she’s ready for the answer.’
 
         I lose my concentration. My mind clouds over. I grapple in the fog. Jan returns to guide me out of the room.
 
         ‘There’s something else that I need to ask but I can’t quite …’
 
         Jan suggests that I talk to the doctor later. Marsden sits down to write his notes. I manage to say, ‘What form will it take?’
 
         ‘It could take manifold forms. She could lose control of her left side again. She could suffer from abdominal swelling. She could lose interest and simply want to sleep. It depends on which of the tumours grows fastest.’
 
         Back in the waiting room Mum chats with two nurses, sipping sugary hospital tea. 
         
 
         ‘My daughter is getting married in April,’ she volunteers.
 
         ‘April?’ repeats the nurse.
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: Very fine treatment at Dorchester. Dr Marsden is a compassionate man. The cancer has spread beyond lymph to the brain. He told R afterwards, ‘I can’t tell what form it will take yet, but it may not be long.’ He will monitor in eight weeks. Unfortunately, during our appointment the ambulance went off and the hospital couldn’t reach it. A ridiculous situation as we had to wait for an hour and a half only to discover on their return they had not been busy. Fast ride back. ‘Air-lifted’ in carry-chair by crew upstairs to room. Relieved to be home. It is such a comfort to be here. Hugs and tears from K. Sweet call from a deeply concerned M.
         
 
         Michael Frayn should have won the Booker. In Headlong he writes of Brueghel’s ability to paint things that can’t be painted – thunder, loss, the smell of the sea – as well as his extraordinary elusiveness and ambiguity. To him the artist is an absence, a ghost.
         
 
         Saturday 8th
 
         Rory: Cold, clear, sunny day. Golden light on the hill tops. Jewels in the hedgerows. Marlie arrives by train from London. Bats squeak in the station’s Victorian eaves. On the way home I tell her that I’ve been economical with the truth. She is devastated by Marsden’s prognosis.
         
 
         ‘You can’t tell her everything yet,’ Marlie says after drying her eyes. ‘She’s so happy planning for the wedding.’ 
         
 
         She and her fiancé, Mike – an energetic and intelligent scientist – have decided not to bring forward the date. Mum might not make it in any case.
 
         Marlie lies on the bedroom floor, looking through gardening books. Mum has initiated a discussion on wedding colours. They may be denied the possibility of going out together to shop for flowers, dresses, the venue, but nevertheless their delight in sharing these decisions is evident. ‘I adore love-in-the-mist,’ she tells Mum.
 
         ‘It’s a summer flower, darling. I don’t think it will be out in April.’
 
         ‘Sweet peas?’
 
         ‘Might be too forced.’
 
         ‘And freesias are pretty.’
 
         ‘I don’t think you should have a pure white bouquet. Do you?’
 
         Mum pushes her frame back and forth between the bedrooms for an hour, happy to be surrounded by family, determined not to use the Zimmer frame at the wedding. Until today she hadn’t mentioned her presence there. Now she is wondering what she should wear on the day.
         
 
         Marlie makes her coffee, buys more Fruit Pastilles, chats about a new dance company, lifts her from chair to wheeled commode.
 
         ‘I feel like a jockey on his steed,’ Mum declares once positioned. Her knees are bent up in front of her. ‘Giddy up,’ she cheers, whipping the side of the commode with an imaginary crop.
 
         ‘What’s the name of your steed?’ Katrin asks her. We are all together in the bathroom.
 
         ‘Lightning.’
 
         I laugh out loud at the idea, as does Mum. Katrin and Marlie can’t stop themselves either. They lean against the  sink, unable to breathe, becoming hysterical. Downstairs Tess starts to whine.
         
 
         ‘I wish,’ gasps Mum.
 
         In the afternoon she stops writing letters to doze in her chair, ‘conserving’ energy. Her throat is so sore that she doesn’t want to speak. She finds it increasingly difficult to swallow pills. Marlie leans against her legs and Mum strokes her hair.
 
         When she falls asleep I close the blind. Marlie and I ring Andrew from downstairs.
 
         ‘I suppose her voice could go first,’ he says from Toronto. ‘I’ll fly over as soon as I can.’
 
         Katrin sets up the ironing board on the landing, looking in at her. A dozen pinpoint thrush sores line Mum’s lower lip.
 
         ‘I feel so sad looking at this gentle face,’ she whispers to us later. ‘I just want to run in and hold her. When she dies, I hope it’s like that, gently, like falling asleep.’
 
         That night, for the first time in ten days, Katrin and I close our bedroom door.
 
         Sunday 9th
 
         Joan: All very well with the world. M out for her walk now. R and K breakfasting before setting off on eight-mile Dorset hike and a pub lunch. Yesterday was a good day of decisions. We acknowledged that I can’t manage on my own, so will give up the Cottage. At first we thought in February, but there is much to sort and an extra month will allow the luxury of time to make decisions about furniture et al. M will deal with my clothes. R agrees to scatter all  the flower seeds about the garden in the hope they grow. I’m anxious only that I’ve not yet organized the family papers.
         
 
         Lots of good chat with M while R and K are out; she plans to reduce to four-day working week and so visit more often. Dear call from A. Everyone sat round me on the floor and we divided the Christmas tree decorations, especially the small old wooden ones of which we are so fond.
 
         After dinner R went into retreat watching TV as we three talked over wedding ideas, colours and flowers: lisianthus, maroons, and deep pinks for bridesmaids. K will wear her own style in dark shade, with the girls in pink/light mauve tying them together – perhaps with a sash. Long sleeves, ankle length, classic cut.
 
         Monday 10th
 
         Katrin: Yesterday we stepped off the map, tumbling from Bulbarrow’s breezy summit down a long track through a leafless wood, following our noses. Tiny green fields flanked our descent and we threw sticks for Tess. Like us, she was drunk on fresh air, thrilled to be chasing new scents and bounding energetically about. We felt that we were the only living beings in the world. Last autumn’s leaves and a light, hazy mist gave a magical hush to the little valley. Where the track broadened and levelled out, we saw a thatched cottage tucked into the tall woodland trees, serene and still in the mild January light. Nothing has ever given me a stronger sense of being out of time.
         
 
         Today I brought Joan flowers from the Flower Barrow in Sherborne and arranged them in her room. We enthused  together about the velvet texture and colour of the lisianthus, how their blooms contrast with the silvery green of the leaves, how the tightly furled buds look like the skirts of swirling dancers. We examined how each individual petal overlaps its neighbour and, rippling at the edge as though in motion, looks poised to swing back in the opposite direction with the next step of the dance. Never mind that they have no scent, they are so alive.
         
 
         When I first met Joan, over ten years ago, she was carrying flowers, a couple of pink orchid stems, which she had brought from Malaysia where she was living with Marlie. Rory and I had only been together a short time, months, maybe even weeks, when she arrived in London for a few days’ stay en route home to Canada. It must have been winter because I remember coats and scarves and everything drab and grey. Underneath all these layers Joan was wearing something light and floral, a skirt and shirt, visibly Malaysian, in her typical ‘sweet pea’ colours.
         
 
         I knew from the start how important Joan was to Rory. His father had been more than twenty years older than Joan, and died when Rory was only fifteen. As the oldest of the three children, and because his mother was now alone, Rory felt that it was his responsibility to be the head of the family. Joan and he had shared financial decisions and over the years supported one another in the loving and gentle way that so characterizes the family. When he moved from Toronto to Europe, the close relationship between them continued its unswerving course. The two of them – being great letter writers – corresponded frequently no matter where they were, bridging the distance that separated them.
 
         We ate dinner that evening in the small living room, sitting at the round table with its white chairs and pale patterned tablecloth. Two old friends were there so that  Joan and I were diluted by their company. But although we were as curious about one another as a mother and girlfriend could be, the conversation was easy and natural and I felt right away that Joan had accepted me for myself.
         
 
         I remember the room’s wide window admitted a soft winter light and gave a view of a large, leafless catalpa tree. But our focus was on the orchids – the centrepiece of the table – their fleshy pink lobes, illumined by the candlelight, glowing warmly, redolent of the Orient. My first impressions of Joan will forever be associated with those flowers, delicate yet strong, gracious and beautiful just like her.
         
 
         Tuesday 11th
 
         Rory: My first day away. I’m reluctant to leave home. I’m anxious that Mum might fall in my absence. Twenty minutes into the journey my mobile rings. My heart jumps. I pick up and hear Katrin’s voice.
         
 
         ‘How is she?’
 
         ‘She’s fine but the boiler has blown out. How do I relight it?’
 
         Ten minutes later the train passes Castle Cary. The phone rings again.
 
         ‘Would you buy a tin of coconut milk for tomorrow’s curry?’
 
         In the studio, I voice my fears. My BBC producer Mary tells me that she lost her mother last year. The week before she died Mary had to fly to Scotland to finish a programme. She instructed her mother, ‘Don’t you dare go before I’m back on Wednesday morning.’ On Wednesday she returned to the hospital. The nurses told her that her mother  was in pain and near the end. Mary sat beside her, took her hand and said, ‘Go. Go now to Jerry, to Uncle Hamish. Go to Aunt May. They’re waiting for you. They’re all waiting for you.’ A wind came up, blew through the ward, stirred the curtains and she was gone.
         
 
         ‘Cancer is animal,’ Mary tells me. ‘But force of will can control it for a time.’
 
         Late train home. In the dark bedroom I relate Mary’s story. Mum doesn’t respond. Her cough is deeper and drier with an unfamiliar closing wheeze. It lasts most of the night. The pastilles no longer soothe her throat.
 
         Thursday 13th
 
         Rory: Hard, white frost in the valley. Footprints frozen in the mud melt away as a cold drizzle begins to fall, unlike the runnels her walking frame has begun to dig in the carpet.
         
 
         Twice a day a home visitor comes to wash, dress or undress Mum. Janet drives a spotted ladybird Fiat with a bumper sticker: ‘Jesus loves you … but everyone else thinks you’re a wanker’. Delores – the name means sorrows – started work after her daughter was killed in a car crash. Florence Nightingale peppers her conversations with ‘When you have a terminal disease …’ and ‘I doubt you’ll ever get strength back into those limbs …’ Her hair has been dyed an unnatural maroon colour, but not recently. Our house groans with loaned bath seats, walking frames and Pro-Pad cushions.
 
         On Wednesday, Mum devoured a papaya for breakfast. She finished checking the page proofs of Next Exit Magic   Kingdom then moved straight on to reading Carol Shields’ The Stone Diaries. She can drink from a glass again.
         
 
         Today she works hard at her exercises. The physio instructs her, ‘Move your arms in a big circle.’
 
         Mum coughs with each movement.
 
         ‘Now change direction. That’s very good.’
 
         ‘I’m showing off.’
 
         This afternoon’s carer washes her hair, then cuts it.
 
         ‘Once it relaxes it will look more like you,’ says Katrin.
 
         ‘You mean scatty.’
 
         Afterwards I roll up the clippings in the dust sheet. I can’t bring myself to throw them away. Out of sight I shake them into an envelope and hide it in my desk.
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: Efficient days – Janet very helpful suggesting pineapple for mouth sores and throat, good exercise instructions from physio Frieda and my hair cut off and well-shaped by Gisele, who works as carer four days a week, and cuts hair two nights, so she can indulge her love for horses. She has an Arab and gave her grandson a pony for Christmas. Coincidentally, her son-in-law works in Kuala Lumpur. An interesting woman with same belief as me in teaching children to be true to themselves, supporting them while they’re discovering and following their own path.
         
 
         M called. Coming for long weekend at end of January so R and K can go away. A wanting to come over – ‘I’d come every week if I wasn’t broke’ – how spoilt I am with my children.
 
         My evening walk up and down the landing’s two little steps with K makes me somewhat breathless, proof that it is using different muscles and increasing oxygen intake. As I do high steps back and forth R laughs out loud at the spectacle. 
         
 
         ‘Your mother is trying to exercise, not to be a source of amusement to you,’ K tells him.
 
         ‘It may have taken me eighty years but I’m pleased to find what entertains you, darling,’ I add.
 
         Carol Shields’ perceptive and compassionate book is imbued with wisdom and poignancy at the difficulty of simple, everyday life, but the style with frequent asides (good and pertinent as they are) is disruptive. The central character tries ‘to keep things straight in her head. To keep the weight of her memories evenly distributed. To hold the chapters of her life in order.’
 
         Friday 14th
 
         Rory: I find Heaven and Earth in Bristol. Paula, the owner, helped to arrange Mary’s mother’s funeral. Mary had dressed the body in a favourite frock. She had put on a favourite hat. She had placed her mother in a cardboard coffin covered in flowers and plants brought from mourners’ gardens. At the crematorium the priest said, ‘I’m tempted to reach for a watering can.’ There were no sycophantic undertakers; no fawning, false words of grief; no giving her up to the cold touch of strangers. The funeral was an embracing, cohesive, family farewell. Her ashes are still on the mantelpiece.
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