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"K. Draven Smith writes about women's inheritance the way light moves through old glass slowly, completely, and with a clarity that catches you off guard."

Readers' Favorite, Gold Medal
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"Vivienne's fourteen days are among the most quietly devastating in contemporary women's fiction. I read it in two sittings and sat very still for a long time afterward."

A Book a Week Blog
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"The Art of Letting Go is one of those rare novels that teaches you something about your own life while appearing to tell someone else's. Mathilde alone is worth the price of the book."

—  The Reading Room, Paris
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"A novel about leaving that turns out to be entirely about staying, staying present, staying honest, staying alive. Indispensable."

—  Advance Reader Review
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For every woman who learned,

late and at great cost,

that the bravest thing she could do

was stop holding a door open

for someone who would never walk through it.

And for my mother,

who taught me the difference between

leaving and letting go.

“The body has its own country.

The body remembers

what the mind cannot find.”

––––––––
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Dr. Ingrid Halvorsen

A NOTE TO THE READER

THIS NOVEL IS A WORK of fiction, but the medical procedure at its center an experimental neurosurgical technique for the removal of rare pilocytic astrocytomas in the hippocampal region is loosely based on real research being conducted at several European teaching hospitals. I have simplified, compressed, and dramatized the science for the purposes of story. Any reader facing a similar diagnosis should, of course, seek the advice of actual medical professionals, not novelists. The village of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire is imaginary, though it is composed of fragments of several real villages I have loved in the Loire Valley over the years. If you think you recognize the bakery, or the bookshop, or the small chapel on Rue Colbert, you may be right and you may also be wrong. That is as it should be. This is Book One of a planned series of novels. The story continues in Book Two, What the Body Remembers, and concludes in Book Three, The South Field. I hope you will walk the whole road with me. K. Draven Smith Paris, 2026
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Prologue The Wheel

There is a moment, in every collapse, when you can still pull it back. And then there is the moment after. My mother taught me this at the wheel, when I was eleven. The clay rises, she said, and you think you are in control of the rising. You think your hands are teaching it. You are wrong. The clay is teaching you. It is teaching you, every time it rises, how close you are to losing it. It is teaching you the precise weight of your own attention. A moment of distraction, and the wall goes thin on one side. A moment more, and the wall collapses inward, and the whole shape the whole careful shape you have been making is, in one instant, gone. She said: the lesson is not how to stop the collapse. The lesson is how to recognize the moment it has already happened, and how to be the kind of woman who can, without despair, set the collapsed clay aside and begin again. I was eleven when she told me this. I did not understand, then, that she was not, in fact, talking about clay. I was thirty-two when I understood. I was standing in my own studio, at dawn, on the morning of my seventh wedding anniversary, and a bowl I was throwing had just collapsed on the wheel for the third time, and I was looking at it with my mother's voice in my ears, and I was understanding, finally, that some things are not meant to be saved. I set the collapsed bowl aside. I wedged a fresh ball of clay. I did not yet know, that morning at dawn, that by the end of the day I would have been told I was dying. I did not yet know that in fourteen days a surgeon in Switzerland would open my head and take out of it a small pearl-colored thing that had been growing there for longer than I had been married. I did not yet know that the small pearl-colored thing was, in some mysterious way, going to give me back my life that what had been a death sentence was, also, a mercy, and that the mercy was larger than the sentence. I knew only, that morning, that the bowl had collapsed. And that I was, at long last, the kind of woman who could set it aside.


This is the story of the fourteen days that followed.

PART ONE - The Fourteen Days
















PART ONE

The Fourteen Days

Chapter One
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The Anniversary Dinner
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The clay collapsed on the wheel for the third time that morning, and Vivienne Marchetti finally understood that some things were not meant to be saved. She sat back on her stool, hands suspended in the air, palms slick with the gray slip of wet earth. The radio in the corner of the studio was playing something soft and French, a woman's voice singing about September and a man who never came home. Outside the wide windows of Clay & Cloud, the village of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire was just beginning to wake. The bell at the bakery on the corner of Rue des Tilleuls had rung six minutes ago. The baker's wife, Madame Olivet, was sweeping the cobblestones, and the slow gold light was sliding down the slate roofs like honey. Vivienne wiped her hands on the linen towel draped over her knee. The collapsed bowl sat on the wheel, its rim caved in on one side, the body slumped like a sleeping animal. She studied it without expression. There had been a time, years ago now, when she would have rescued it. Pinched the rim back up. Coaxed the walls. Whispered to the clay the way her mother had taught her to whisper to bread dough. Today she simply lifted the wire and cut the collapsed bowl free of the wheel head and dropped it into the slop bucket with a soft, wet thud. "Bon. We try again." She said it out loud because she had taken to talking to herself in the studio in the past few months. It was not, she had decided, a sign of madness. It was the natural conversation of a woman whose marriage had grown so quiet that the only voice still answering her was her own. She wedged a fresh ball of clay against the canvas and slammed it down on the wheel head with more force than was necessary. The wheel hummed to life beneath her foot. Centering. The first and most important act. Press the heel of your right hand against the spinning mass until it stops fighting you. Until it remembers it is round. Adrien had not come home last night. She did not let the thought arrive in those words. The thought arrived sideways, the way hard thoughts always did, dressed up as something else. The thought arrived as: I should remember to bring in the lavender from the south wall before the rain.

The thought arrived as: The bakery is out

of the seeded loaves on Tuesdays now. The thought arrived as: I do not know what to make for dinner. And only underneath, like the dark current beneath a still pond, the real thought: He did not come home. He had not called. He had not texted. There was no note on the refrigerator, no lipstick-smudged glass in the sink, no shirt hung over the bedroom chair. There was, simply, the absence of him. There had been the absence of him, in one form or another, for a very long time. Today, Vivienne reminded herself, was their anniversary. Seven years. She pressed her thumbs into the center of the spinning clay and opened a hole. The wheel hissed. Outside, a delivery truck

rumbled past on the cobblestones. She reached up, without thinking, and touched the thin gold chain at her wrist her mother's chain, the one she had not taken off in nineteen years. It was the small automatic gesture of a woman who had grown used, in the long years of her marriage, to giving herself the only comfort she could count on. The studio door chimed. "You are here too early," Vivienne said without looking up. "You are here too early," Camille shot back, dropping her tote bag onto the worktable with the violence of a young woman who had been awake exactly long enough to be furious about it. "I am the assistant. The assistant arrives first. It is in the contract. Look it up." "There is no contract." "There should be. I would write a clause about the coffee." Camille was twenty-eight, had a curtain of glossy black hair she pinned up with whatever pencil was nearest, and an opinion on every subject in the world. She had appeared at the studio two summers ago with a portfolio full of competent but uninspired work and a cover letter that had simply read: I will work for you for free for one month. After that, you will not be able to do without me. The cover letter had been correct. Camille had been on payroll for twenty-three months. She crossed to the small kitchen alcove and put the kettle on. "You did not sleep." "I slept." "You did not sleep in the bed. The bed is made. You make the bed when you sleep in it. You did not make the bed. So you did not sleep in it. I have been a detective since I was four. My mother could not hide a chocolate from me." "I slept on the daybed." "Why?" Vivienne kept her eyes on the spinning clay. The walls were rising now, thin and even, a small cylinder taking shape between her hands. "Because I felt like it." Camille was silent for a moment. The kettle began to murmur. Then she said, in a different voice, the voice she only used when she had decided to stop pretending: "He did not come home." "Camille." "He did not come home." "It is our anniversary today. He has planned a surprise. That is all." Camille made a sound that was not quite a snort and not quite a sigh and entirely her own. She poured the water into the small


French press and brought it over to the worktable, along with two of the small, wonky cups



Vivienne had thrown last winter. The cups were Camille's favorites in the entire studio. They were also, objectively, the worst cups Vivienne had ever made. Vivienne had once tried to put them in the seconds bin to be sold at half price. Camille had quietly removed them and brought them back to the kitchen. She would not say why. "Vivienne." "Camille." "Look at me." Vivienne stopped the wheel. The cylinder she had been making was beautiful  perfectly even, the walls a uniform thinness, the rim true. She looked at it for a moment with the cool detached pride of a craftsman who has done something right by accident, and then she looked up at Camille. Camille was twenty-eight years old, but in this moment she had the face of a woman much older. A grandmother's face. A face that had buried things. "It is your seventh anniversary," Camille said quietly, "and your husband has not come home." "I know." "I do not think there is a surprise." "I know." "Then why are we pretending?" Vivienne wiped her hands on the towel. She picked up the wonky cup and wrapped both her palms around it and let the warmth bloom up into her wrists. She did not answer for a long time. Outside, the bell at the bakery rang again, the second batch of

loaves out of the oven. The smell of warm butter slid in under the studio door. "Because," she said finally, "if I stop pretending, I will have to do something about it. And I do not yet know what the something is." Camille said nothing. She drank her coffee. After a moment, she reached across the table and squeezed Vivienne's wrist, just once, briefly, and then she stood and went to the kiln to begin loading the morning's bisque firing. She did not look back. Camille was, Vivienne had long since learned, a woman who knew when not to look.


• • •
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THE DAY MOVED FORWARD, as days do. Vivienne threw seven cups, four bowls, and a small vase she did not particularly like. She trimmed yesterday's pieces and set them on the drying rack. She mixed a fresh bucket of slip. She ate half a croissant standing at the sink and gave the other half to Pépin, the studio cat, an enormous gray creature with one yellow eye and one green who had appeared three winters ago and never left. Pépin did not like croissant. He ate it anyway, as a favor. At eleven, the phone in the studio rang. Vivienne let Camille answer it. She heard Camille say, "Clay & Cloud, bonjour," and then a long silence, and then Camille's voice changed, became very quiet, the way her voice always changed when the call was for Vivienne and the call was important.

"It is the hospital," Camille said, holding out the receiver. Vivienne's stomach did something cold and slow. "Which hospital?" "In Tours. Doctor Halvorsen's office. They want to know if you can come in this afternoon. They have your results." The headaches had started in February. The blurred vision in March. The morning Vivienne had dropped the empty kiln shelf onto her own foot  not because the shelf was heavy, which it was, but because she had simply lost her grip without noticing  that had been in April. Mathilde had bullied her into the doctor's office at the end of April. The doctor had ordered the scan. The scan had been ten days ago. Vivienne had been waiting for the call. She had not told Adrien about any of it. She had told herself, over and over, that she would tell him when there was something to tell. That there was no point in worrying him over what was probably a migraine, probably stress, probably nothing. She had told herself this so many times that she had begun to believe it. She had told herself this for so long that she had not noticed when the not-telling had stopped being protective and started being something else. "Tell them I will be there at three," she said. Camille relayed the message. She hung up the phone. She did not turn around immediately. She stood with her hand still on the receiver, her shoulders very still, and then she said, without turning, "Do you want me to come with you?" "No." "Vivienne."

"No, my heart. Thank you. But no." Camille nodded at the wall. "Then I will be here. I will be here when you come back. Whatever they say. I will be here."


• • •
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SHE WENT HOME FIRST to change. The estate sat three kilometers outside the village, at the end of a long gravel drive flanked by two perfect rows of plane trees that Adrien's grandfather had planted in 1953. The house itself was the kind of house that appeared in glossy magazines about French country living: cream stone, blue shutters, a slate roof, climbing roses on the south wall. Beyond the house, the vines stretched to the horizon in soldierly rows, their leaves a deep ripe green. It was a beautiful house. It had never quite felt like a house she lived in. It had always felt, even after seven years, like a house she had been allowed inside. She parked her small dusty car beside Adrien's silver one  and stopped. Adrien's car was here. She sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel, trying to make sense of it. Adrien's car had not been here this morning when she had left for the studio at five. Adrien himself had not been here. And yet here was the car, and here, presumably, was the man, on the morning of their seventh anniversary, having not slept in their bed, having not called, having not  anything. She got out of the car slowly. She walked up the gravel path. She let herself in through the kitchen door. She heard them before she saw them. Not in the way that one


hears a thing one has been suspecting. In the way that one hears a thing one has refused to



suspect for so long that the hearing of it is, at first, simply confusing. Two voices in the breakfast room, low, easy, intimate. A laugh  Adrien's laugh, the rare unguarded one, the one Vivienne had not heard him use in her direction in perhaps three years. And then a second laugh, a woman's laugh, as familiar to Vivienne as her own pulse. Seraphina. Vivienne stood very still in the kitchen. The kitchen was full of light. There was a half-drunk pot of coffee on the counter and two cups beside it, both of them used, one of them with a faint half-moon of pale pink lipstick on the rim. There was a bakery box open on the counter  pastries from Madame Olivet's, the good ones, the ones with the apricot and almond. There was a small bouquet of white peonies in the blue jug that had been Vivienne's mother's, peonies that Adrien had not bought for Vivienne, peonies that Adrien had bought for someone else and brought into Vivienne's house and put in Vivienne's mother's jug. Vivienne set her car keys down on the counter. The keys made a small, quiet sound. The two voices in the breakfast room paused for a fraction of a second, and then resumed. She walked to the doorway of the breakfast room. Adrien was sitting at the head of the table, a folded

newspaper open in front of him, a cup of coffee at his elbow. He was wearing the navy sweater Vivienne had given him for his thirtieth birthday. Across from him, in the seat that had been Vivienne's seat for seven years  in the chair, specifically, that Vivienne had sat in on the morning after their wedding  sat Seraphina. Seraphina looked up first. Her face did not change. There was no flicker, no flush, no flash of guilt. She simply lifted her chin and smiled the smile she used on hotel concierges and difficult clients. "Vivienne. We did not hear you come in." "No," Vivienne said. "Adrien and I were just discussing the harvest schedule. Some things came up overnight that needed his attention." "I see." Adrien turned then. He looked, Vivienne noticed, neither alarmed nor apologetic. He looked, in fact, the way he always looked when he was interrupted in the middle of something: faintly impatient, as though her presence were an item on a list he had not yet had the chance to attend to. "Vivienne. I thought you were at the studio." "I was. I came home to change." "Change for what?" She watched him for a moment. She watched the way his hand moved, automatically, to the rim of his coffee cup, the way it always did when he was about to dismiss her and return to his work. She watched the way Seraphina's gaze slid sideways toward him, the small pleased angle of her head, the way her body had arranged itself in Vivienne's chair as though it had always belonged there. Seven years. "It is our anniversary, Adrien." A beat. The smallest possible beat. And then he made a sound  not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh  the sound of a man recalibrating an oversight.


"Of course. Of course it is. I am sorry. The harvest  Sera and I have been " He gestured



vaguely at the table, at the newspaper, at the half-eaten pastries. "I had meant to call you. Things became hectic. We can have dinner tonight. Yes? At Le Tilleul. I will book the table." "I have an appointment this afternoon." "At the studio?" "In Tours." He waved a hand. The hand was beautiful. He had beautiful hands. She had once spent an entire summer drawing those hands. "Then you will be back by seven. I will book for eight. We can make a night of it. Sera, will you join us?" Vivienne's mouth opened and then closed. "I would not want to intrude," Seraphina said, in the voice of a woman who had every intention of intruding, "but if you insist " "It is our anniversary, Adrien," Vivienne said again. The same words. The same voice. As though she were testing whether she had spoken the first time and not been heard. Adrien looked at her with mild puzzlement. "Yes. I just said. Eight o'clock. Le Tilleul." "With your sister." "She is family, Viv. Do not be  let us not be like this today. Of all days." He had not called her Viv in two years. He had not, in fact, called her Viv since the night she had told him, lying in the dark beside him, about the second miscarriage. He had called her Viv that night, and he had said, We will try again, and they had not tried again, and he had not called her Viv since. He called her Viv now in the precise tone he used when he was trying to manage her. It landed in her chest like a small cold stone. She did not answer him. She turned and walked back into the kitchen. She picked up her car keys. She walked out of the kitchen door, down the gravel path, past her own dusty car, all the way to the end of the long drive between the plane trees, and only then, only when she was out of sight of the

house, only when she was standing at the edge of the road where the village began and the estate ended, did she allow herself to stop. She did not cry. She had expected to cry. She had been waiting, for seven years, for the moment when the dam would finally break. The moment was here, and the dam was not breaking. There was, instead, a quiet inside her that she had never felt before. A clean cold quiet, like the inside of a room after the windows have been opened in winter. She thought: He did not even pretend. She thought: Seven years, and on the seventh anniversary he did not even pretend. She thought: I have an appointment in Tours at three. She walked back to the car. She got in. She drove.


• • •
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SHE DID NOT GO STRAIGHT to the hospital. She had two hours. She drove to Mathilde's bookshop instead. Mathilde's bookshop was called La Page Bleue, and it was on the corner of Rue des Tilleuls and Rue Saint-Pierre, and it was the kind of bookshop that had no system, no logic, and no merchandising strategy whatsoever. Books were arranged by Mathilde's mood. Russian novels lived next to gardening manuals. Cookbooks were shelved with poetry. The romance section was, for reasons Mathilde had never explained, in a wicker basket on the floor behind the door. The shop smelled, always, of paper and bergamot tea and the particular dry sweetness of old leather, and Vivienne had loved it from the first moment she had stepped inside it eleven years ago, looking for a French translation of Rilke, and found Mathilde behind the counter eating a pear with a pocket knife. The bell above the door chimed. Mathilde looked up from the counter, where she was annotating something with a red pen. "You look," Mathilde said, "as though you have seen a ghost." "I have." "Which one?" "The one I have been married to for seven years." Mathilde set down the red pen. She studied Vivienne over the top of her smudged half-moon glasses for a long moment, and then she stood up, walked to the front door, turned the wooden sign from OUVERT to FERMÉ, and locked the door. "Sit," she said. "I will make the tea. You will tell me everything." Vivienne sat on the little stool by the counter. Mathilde disappeared into the back room. The kettle began to mutter. From somewhere among the stacks, the shop cat  a russet creature called Brontë

emerged and wound itself around Vivienne's ankles and demanded, with great dignity, to be

picked up. Vivienne picked her up. Brontë began to purr. The purring was, in some way Vivienne could not have explained, the first thing in the day that did not hurt. Mathilde returned with two mismatched cups and a plate of slightly stale madeleines. She sat down on the other stool. She did not speak. She waited. "Seraphina was in my chair," Vivienne said. "Ah." "On our anniversary. In

my chair. Drinking my coffee. With my husband. From my mother's jug." "Ah," Mathilde said again, more softly. "He had not come home last night. He was here this morning. With her. He had forgotten the date. He looked at me as though I were a meeting he had double-booked." Mathilde made a small sound. It was not quite a sigh. It was, Vivienne thought, the sound a person makes when a thing they have known for a long time finally gets said out loud by the person who had been refusing to know it. "Ma chérie. Listen to me." "I am listening."

"For seven years, you have been holding open a door." "Mathilde." "For seven years, you have been standing in the cold, holding open a door, for a man who has shown you, every single day, that he will not walk through it. You have told yourself he is just on his way. You have told yourself the latch is heavy. You have told yourself the wind is loud. You have told yourself any number of things, and I have loved you too much to push you, but I will say it to you now because I am old and my knees hurt and I do not have the patience anymore for women I love standing in the cold." "Mathilde " "The bravest thing a person can do," Mathilde said, "is stop holding a door open for someone who will never walk through it." Vivienne did not answer. She held Brontë very tightly. Brontë, sensing the importance of the moment, did not protest. After a long time, Mathilde said, in a different voice, the voice she used for ordinary things: "What are you doing in Tours this afternoon?" "I have a doctor's appointment." Mathilde's hand, lifting the teacup, paused halfway to her mouth. "Which doctor?" "Halvorsen. The one in Tours. The neurosurgeon." Mathilde set the cup down. She set it down very carefully, as though it were full of something precious. "You have not told me you were seeing a neurosurgeon." "I did not want to worry you." "Vivienne." "I will be late if I do not leave now." She set Brontë gently on the floor. She stood. She bent down and kissed the top of Mathilde's wild gray head. Mathilde reached up and caught her hand and held it for a moment, harder than was comfortable. "Whatever they say to you, Vivienne. Whatever they say. You come back here. You come back to this shop. You do not drive home alone. You hear me?" "I hear you." "Promise." "I promise." She let herself out. The bell chimed behind her. The afternoon light had gone slightly silver, the way it did in early summer when a storm was building somewhere over the river. She got back into her car. She started the engine. She drove. In the village square, as she passed, she could see, through the wide open window of Le Tilleul, the maître d' setting a table for three. White cloth. Three wineglasses. A small candle in a glass. She did not slow down. She drove out of the village, between the plane trees, past the long rows of vines, and turned onto the road that ran east toward Tours. The radio was playing the same station she had listened to that morning in the studio. The same singer. A different song. Somewhere between the village and the city, she became aware that she was no longer thinking about Adrien at all. She was thinking, instead, about her mother.


She thought about her mother's voice on a summer afternoon, years ago, saying  in the quiet



way her mother said the important things  ma fille, if a door is closed to you, do not stand outside it forever. Build a new door somewhere else. She had not, at seventeen, understood what

her mother had meant. She thought she did, now. She drove on, into the silver light, toward whatever the doctor was going to tell her at three o'clock. She did not yet know that in the next two weeks she was going to build, for the first time in her adult life, a door of her own. She did not yet know that the door she had been holding open, for seven years, was about to be closed by a hand that was not hers. She only knew, as she drove, that for the first time in a very long time, the quiet inside her was not unhappy. It was waiting.

Chapter Two
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Fourteen Days
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Doctor Ingrid Halvorsen had a face that did not lie. This, Vivienne thought, was perhaps the most important thing about her  more important than her credentials, more important than the wall of diplomas behind her desk, more important than the soft Norwegian accent that smoothed the edges of her French. Doctor Halvorsen had a face that simply could not arrange itself into reassurance when reassurance was not warranted. It was a kind face. It was an unsentimental face. And when Vivienne walked into the small consulting room at four minutes past three on the afternoon of her seventh anniversary, the face of Doctor Halvorsen told her everything she needed to know before either of them had spoken a word. "Madame Marchetti. Please. Sit." Vivienne sat. The room was small and very clean. There was a window that looked out onto a courtyard with a single flowering chestnut tree. There was a desk, and a computer on the desk, and on the computer screen  angled so that Vivienne could see it  there was an image. An image, Vivienne understood with the dull clarity of a person watching a thing happen to someone else, of the inside of her own head. There was a white shape in it. A small, irregular, pearl-colored shape, sitting just behind and slightly above where her right ear would be, if a head were a head and not a black-and-white photograph of one. The shape did not look frightening. It looked, in fact, quite small. It looked the way a tiny piece of cauliflower would look if a tiny piece of cauliflower were photographed from above. "That is it," Vivienne said. "That is it." "It is small." "It is small. It is, however, in a complicated location." "How complicated?" Doctor Halvorsen folded her hands on the desk. She did not look away. "Madame Marchetti, before I explain, I want to ask: do you have someone with you today?" "No."


"Would you like to call someone? It can wait the few minutes." "No. Tell me." Doctor



Halvorsen nodded once, slowly. The nod was the nod of a woman acknowledging a decision rather than recommending one. "It is what we call a pilocytic astrocytoma. In adults of your age, in this location, it is rare but not unknown. It is, importantly, not malignant. I want to say that first. It is not cancer in the way we usually mean the word. If we remove it cleanly, you will not need chemotherapy, you will not need radiation, you will not require ongoing oncological treatment. It is a tumor in the technical sense. It is not a death sentence in the colloquial sense. Are you with me?" "I am with you." "Good. Now. The bad news. The location. You see here " she touched the screen with the rounded end of a pen "this is the right hippocampus. Behind it, here, the surrounding structures. The tumor is pressing against tissue that is responsible for the storage and retrieval of autobiographical memory. Episodic memory. The memory of who you are. Of the

events of your life. Of the people you love and how you came to love them." "Yes." "The headaches you have been having, the visual disturbances, the brief lapses you described to your general practitioner  these are early symptoms of pressure on these structures. They will worsen. The tumor is also growing. Slowly, at present, but predictably. If we do nothing, you will have, perhaps, eighteen months. The deterioration in the final months will be very difficult. I will not soften that for you. It would not be fair." Vivienne was, she noticed, holding her own left wrist with her right hand. She had taken hold of her wrist at some point in the last minute and was now squeezing it, hard, as though to make sure she was still there. "The surgery." "There is a surgery. It is not performed in France. There is a clinic in Lausanne  in Switzerland  that has, over the past six years, developed a procedure specifically for tumors in this location. The procedure has a survival rate of ninety-four percent. The procedure removes the tumor cleanly. After the procedure, you will recover in approximately six weeks. You will return, physically, to a life expectancy and a quality of life essentially identical to that of any other woman of your age." "And." Doctor Halvorsen took a small careful breath. "And. The procedure requires the removal of a portion of the tissue surrounding the tumor. It is unavoidable. The clinic has been very clear about this in the literature, and I want to be very clear with you. After the surgery, your procedural memory will be intact. You will know how to drive a car. You will know how to throw a pot  you are a ceramicist, yes? Forgive me, your file said. You will know how to throw a pot. You will know how to read. You will know how to speak French and any other languages you currently speak. Your personality, your tastes, your reflexes, your skills  all of these will return." "But."


"But you will not remember your life. You will not remember who taught you to throw a pot.



You will not remember your mother's face. You will not remember your wedding, your friends, the village you grew up in, the first kiss you ever had, the names of the cats you have owned. You will know that you are Vivienne Marchetti. You will not know what that has meant." The chestnut tree in the courtyard moved, very slightly, in a wind Vivienne could not feel. "Will it come back? The memory?" "In a small number of cases, fragments return over time. Usually as feelings rather than as images. A song will make you cry and you will not know why. A smell will make you happy. The body remembers things the mind no longer knows how to find. But to be clear with you, Madame Marchetti: the operative assumption must be that what is lost is lost." "How long." "How long until what?" "Until I have to decide." "The clinic in Lausanne has an opening fourteen days from today. After that, the next opening is in approximately three months. Three months is, in my professional opinion, longer than I would like to wait, given the rate of growth we are seeing. I would recommend the fourteen-day window." "Fourteen days." "Fourteen days." Vivienne let go of her own wrist. She placed both hands very carefully, palms down, on the edge of Doctor Halvorsen's desk. She looked at her own hands as though she were seeing them for the first time. The clay-stained scar on her left index finger from her first kiln burn at nineteen. The small pale callus at the side of her right thumb where she pressed against the rib when she trimmed a pot. The

thin gold chain around her wrist that her mother had given her on her sixteenth birthday and that she had not taken off in nineteen years. "My hands will still know how to throw a pot." "Yes." "But I will not remember my mother giving me this." She lifted her wrist. Doctor Halvorsen looked at the gold chain. There was, in her face, the smallest possible movement  the movement of a woman who had delivered this kind of news many times and who had still not learned how to do it without it costing her something. "No, Madame. You will not." "I will not remember her." "You will not remember her." "My husband." "You will not remember him either." There was a long silence. In the courtyard, the wind moved the chestnut tree again. A leaf detached and floated down past the window. Somewhere down the corridor, a telephone began to ring and then was answered. "Doctor Halvorsen."

"Yes." "If a person had spent seven years trying to teach herself how to forget her husband  would the surgery be a tragedy or a kindness?" Doctor Halvorsen was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, it was very gently. "Madame Marchetti. That is not a question I am qualified to answer. But I will say this. In my experience  and I have done this work for twenty-six years  the patients who come through the surgery best are not the ones who have the most to lose. They are the ones who have, before the surgery, made some kind of peace. With what they are leaving. With what they are walking toward. The surgery is not the hardest part. The fourteen days are the hardest part. Whatever you decide about the surgery, decide also what you will do with the fourteen days." Vivienne nodded. She did not speak for a while. The clock on the wall ticked. She watched it, the small black hand sliding past three twenty-one, three twenty-two, three twenty-three. "I will do it," she said. "You do not need to decide today." "I am deciding today. I will do it. Book me for fourteen days from today. I will be in Lausanne." "You will need to bring someone." "I will bring someone." "For the recovery, you will need someone to " "I will bring someone. Doctor. Please. Book it." Doctor Halvorsen studied her for a long moment. Then she nodded. She turned to her computer and began to type.
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VIVIENNE DROVE OUT of the hospital car park at four minutes past four. She drove west, away from Tours, back toward the village. She did not put on the radio. She did not call Mathilde. She did not, although her promise to Mathilde demanded it, drive to the bookshop. She drove through the long flat fields, past the great pale curve of the Loire, past a heron standing very still in a flooded meadow, and she did not think about anything at all. Her mind had gone very flat and very wide,

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
K. DRAVEN SMITH





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





