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My Pathology


It may not be a truth universally acknowledged, but people value more that which is not easily won. Challenge and difficulty add to the appeal. As I once said to Saskia, unavailable men are always more attractive. I’d never known Saskia to fall for a man who wasn’t already committed elsewhere—but she just said, “If that’s your pathology.”


Certainly it was hers. The way she ignored perfectly nice men in favor of bastards belonging to someone else …


But love is a basic human need. Does it make sense to call it a disease?


*


Daniel and I were attracted to each other from the start, and there didn’t seem to be anything difficult or inherently unavailable about him. The one slight little hitch—that the woman he described as his ex-girlfriend hadn’t quite let him go—probably added to his attraction; I was touched by his tender concern for her feelings.


As he explained it: “We were together for nearly three years. At one time I thought we’d get married. But … We had a major disagreement, one of those things where there can be no compromise. I won’t go into the details. Anyway, she knows it’s over, knows we don’t have a future together, and we’re not … not sleeping together, you know, but she’s afraid of being alone. She needs to know that I’m still her friend. I don’t love her anymore, but I feel responsible. She’s had a hard time lately.”


He told me about her (Michele, her name was) before we’d actually become lovers, on an evening when the possibility was quivering between us, so I knew his intentions toward me must be serious.


“Are you going to tell her about me?”


“I’ve already told her I’ve met someone.”


My heart leapt and I went to kiss him, this unknown woman’s man who was now mine.


*


Daniel worked in an office in central London, as did I, but he lived out in Metroland—nearest station, Rayner’s Lane—where the dear old London underground emerges above ground, transformed into a suburban commuter train. The rails ran behind his house, so we were treated to a view of his back garden a good quarter hour before we could expect to arrive at the front door, on foot, from the station. Once, on his way home, Daniel had seen someone entering by the back door, and even though he phoned the police immediately on his mobile, the burglars managed to get away with the TV and VCR.


These were easily replaced. Daniel kept little that he valued on the ground floor of his narrow, two-bedroomed turn-of-the-century terraced cottage. Practically everything that mattered to him was kept locked in his “workroom,” otherwise the spare bedroom.


Daniel was a chartered accountant in his ordinary life, but in his workroom he was an alchemist. He told me this, as he’d told me about Michele, early in our relationship. It meant nothing to me then. If asked to define alchemy, I’d have said it was a sort of primitive, magical chemistry, bearing about the same relationship to modern chemistry as astrology did to astronomy. It seemed a very strange hobby for someone as sane and successful as Daniel, but I kept my mouth shut as he unlocked his workshop to show me the shelves filled with ancient, leather-bound volumes, sealed jars with Latin labels, beakers and retorts, a Bunsen burner, vessels of copper and of glass. The smells were what most struck me: half a dozen different odors lingering in the air. Sulphur, roses, hot metal, burnt sugar, tar, and something pricklingly acidic which made me cough.


“What do you do here, exactly?”


“Do you really want to know, ‘exactly’?”


“Generally, then.”


“Search. Explore. Study. Experiment. I’m looking for the Philosopher’s Stone—does that mean anything to you?”


I shook my head apologetically. “Afraid not.”


He kissed me. “Never mind. If you are interested, I can help you learn, but it doesn’t matter; we can’t share everything.”


As I watched him lock the door to his workshop, I wondered if it would matter. Of course couples couldn’t share all their interests, but this hobby seemed less like stamp collecting, more like a religion.


We didn’t talk about alchemy and we didn’t talk about Michele, and as the weeks and the months passed, and my love for Daniel became more deeply rooted, those two “untouchable” areas of his life became irritants, and I wondered if there was a connection. I finally asked him if Michele had shared his interest in alchemy.


He tensed. “She pretended that she did, for a while, but she didn’t. It was my fault as much as hers. I let her know how important it was to me … but it’s not as important as honesty. If she’d just had faith in me, instead of pretending she understood … She lied to me.”


I held his hand. “I won’t lie to you. I won’t pretend. But I would like to know more about something so important to you. You said you could teach me …”


But the shutters were down; I was trespassing. He shook his head firmly. “No. I won’t make that mistake again. It’s better if you don’t know, and you won’t be put in an insidious position. If you don’t know anything about The Work, we can’t possibly argue about it.”


I wished I’d never mentioned Michele. I began to hate the invisible woman who still hovered on the periphery of my life, attached to my lover like a parasite, barring certain possibilities from me forever.


It was harder for me now to leave those two sore subjects alone, but at least I didn’t speak to Daniel about them. I found a bookshop in Cecil Court which specialized in esoteric learning, and bought an armload of books about alchemy. On the evenings Daniel did his duty by his ex-girlfriend, I went back to my rented room and got into bed with his ancient philosophy.


The fact that I was still shelling out money for a room of my own, although I scarcely spent any time there, was a sore point. I wanted to live with Daniel and found his arguments against it pretty feeble. If he really felt that his two-bedroomed house wasn’t big enough for the two of us, then he should sell it, and we could buy something else together. I’d been looking for something to buy when I met him, but I didn’t want to commit myself to mortgage payments on some tiny flat if there was any future in our relationship.


We had been lovers for nearly nine months when I began to suspect I was pregnant.


I’d been careless about contraception. The truth was, I wanted to have a baby; I wanted to force the issue of our relationship to a crisis, even if I hadn’t admitted it to myself. When my period didn’t arrive bang on time, my first response was an inward clutch of sheer joy. I was ready to change my life.


I didn’t tell him straight away. When I got on the train for Rayner’s Lane one evening, two weeks later, I was still happy keeping my secret. I watched out the window for his house, as I always did. In the slanting, pre-dusk light and shade the view of row upon row of narrow back gardens was like the unspooling of a film, one I found inexhaustibly absorbing. Occasionally I saw people, either through windows or outside, children playing, men or women mowing their little carpet-strips of lawn or taking washing from a line, but more often there were no people to be seen, only the signs, ordinary and cryptic, of their invisible occupation.


The back of Daniel’s house was normally almost exactly like its neighbors on either side, but not that evening.


That evening there was something growing out of it. It was a pale, whitish blister, a sort of bubble, or a cocoon, the size of a small room. I sensed it was organic, something which had grown rather than been added on. It was as if Daniel’s house was a living organism, a body which could extrude a tissue-like substance.


I was astonished, and then it was out of sight. My mind immediately set to work revising and editing the memory of what I’d seen. It must have been something else, something ordinary, like a sheet of plastic or PVC. If there’d been an accident, fire, or explosion (my throat tightened with the memory of those smells, those volatile substances locked in his workroom) or even a break-in, it might have been necessary to shroud the back of the house in some protective material.


Alighting at the station, I ran practically the whole way back to his house, gulping and weeping in fearful suspense. If only Daniel were all right …


Daniel opened the door to my hysterical pounding and I threw myself into his arms. “Thank God! Oh, Daniel, what happened? When I saw the back of your house—”


“What are you talking about?”


I broke away and hurried through to the kitchen. The window offered me an unobstructed view of the fig tree at the very bottom of the garden. The back door was locked and bolted, but I got the keys from the top of the fridge and let myself out.


I could find nothing out of the ordinary. No protrusion, no growth, only the weathered gray paint beginning to peel away from the wall in a few places. Everything looked exactly as it always had. I touched it to be sure. I listened to a bird singing, and the distant wind-rush of traffic. Another train rattled by, and when I looked up a few pale faces gazed at me blankly over the fence. It was obvious that none of them saw anything to get excited about. I started to feel like an idiot.


Slowly I went back inside to offer Daniel some lame excuse for my excitement. “I thought I saw something. I don’t know what—a sort of hallucination, I guess it must have been. I don’t know why …”


He laid a cool hand caressingly on my hot face and looked at me very tenderly. “Excitement, maybe? Hormones?”


I realized then that he must have known, or at least started to suspect, about the pregnancy as soon as I did. Even though we didn’t live together, we’d never spent more than a night or two apart.


I started crying. Daniel wrapped his arms around me and held me close. He murmured his love in my ear. “When will you move in? This weekend?”


I gaped, sobs shuddering to a halt. “But … if this place isn’t big enough for the two of us …”


“But it’s not just the two of us anymore. Everything’s changed.” He smiled joyfully. “My workroom can be the nursery.”


*


I don’t like doctors, and I can’t stand hospitals. I don’t even like visiting people in them, and my one experience as a patient—after a burst appendix at the age of eight—was enough to put me off for life. I knew that even if I was to have a home birth (Daniel agreed that was best) I would still have to visit a doctor, but I kept putting it off, and somehow got through the whole of my first trimester, grimly putting up with the sickness and the pains, still avoiding the evil day.


Daniel, who had become very protective—ensuring that alcohol, caffeine, French cheeses, and shellfish did not pass my lips, constantly querying my emotional, mental, and physical health—accepted my fear of hospitals and didn’t push. When I finally, with great reluctance, decided that I’d have to go register with the local GP, he shook his head. “Really, that’s not necessary. I know how you feel, Bess, so I’ve asked my mother to come ‘round and have a look at you.”


“Your mother?” He’d never mentioned this personage before; from the way he shrugged off my questions about his background I’d gathered only that he and his parents were not close. “Is she a doctor, then?”


He looked oddly embarrassed. “Well, yes, of course. She’s a specialist in, you know … in private practice, of course, but she won’t charge us.”


And, for me, she would make house calls. I was relieved.


Her appearance surprised me. She had aquiline features very like Daniel’s, but she looked far too young to be his mother. Except for her hair, which was coarse and heavily streaked with gray, I’d have thought her not much older than I was. She seemed uncomfortable with her own attractiveness, dressed in a frumpy, ill-fitting suit and wearing heavy, dark-framed spectacles.


She had a chilly, distant manner, never meeting my eyes, hardly even looking at me properly. Her examination of me seemed cursory; I didn’t even have to undress. She prodded my barely-showing “bump,” took my blood pressure, which she pronounced excellent, got me to stand on the scales, asked me a few medical questions, and announced her pleasure at learning that I was “giving Daniel a child.”


“Hang on,” I said. “It’s my baby. I’m not ‘giving’ anybody anything!”


“It’s only a manner of speaking,” said Daniel. He was standing behind me, stroking my hair, and I hoped he was shooting poison with his eyes at his mother.


“I’m sorry if I’ve disturbed you,” she said awkwardly. “I didn’t mean anything wrong by it. I’m sure you must understand how pleased I am that Daniel will be a father.”


Well, fair enough. After all, I thought, she hardly knew me; why should she feel pleased that I was to be a mother? And she might have preferred someone else as her son’s partner. Yet I noticed she seemed almost as uncomfortable with Daniel as she was with me. Watching them as they stood, uneasily close, by the door, hesitating over whether and how to kiss goodbye, I wondered what had come between them.


Daniel’s mother showed me how to take my own blood pressure, gave me some guidelines for monitoring my weight gain, and promised to send along a midwife in good time. Meanwhile, I read books about natural childbirth, drank herbal teas, and slept a lot. I was so tired all the time. Around about the sixth month I started suffering from backache in addition to everything else and decided to take my maternity leave earlier than planned.


One good thing about not going out to work anymore was that I didn’t have to deal with seeing that thing on the back of the house so often. Because I hadn’t stopped seeing it. Maybe it was hormonal—at any rate, whether it was a trick of the eye or of the brain, it bothered me.


I knew that Daniel didn’t see it, but another time I took Saskia with me on the train. I didn’t try to warn her or set her up; I just pointed out the house from the train window and waited, trembling with nerves, for her response. The thin, pale growth had become a huge bubble with the passage of time, inescapably strange, and I could hardly believe that I was the only person to see it.


“Which one?” asked Saskia, peering out at the monstrosity. “Oh, there? With the red geranium in the kitchen window? My pot! Is that what you wanted me to see?”


Saskia had made me a lovely blue pot when I’d told her I was pregnant. I couldn’t see it from the train; the whole of the kitchen window was blocked from my view by the sinister, gently bobbing growth.


I knew there was nothing “really” there on the back of the house; what I saw came from within me.


It was in me.


I had nightmares about the baby.


Usually, in my dreams, I gave birth to a perfectly normal, sweet, much wanted little baby … then I’d lose it by doing something criminally insane: I put it in the oven to keep it warm, and only realized what I’d done hours later; I wrapped it in newspaper and absent-mindedly dropped it in a bin; I left it on a tube train.


But there were other dreams in which I gave birth to things which were not babies. Sometimes it was a deformed creature, armless and legless, or looking like a fetal pig; once it was a wizened, evil-looking old man who bit off my breast; another time it was an egg-shaped thing, glowing red-hot, the passage of which woke me screaming in pain.


One night I dreamed that I was inside the cocoon, Daniel and his mother on either side of me, holding down my arms and shouting at me to push. The struggle to give birth was inextricably bound with the struggle to breathe properly, and as I inhaled, gasping, I became aware that I’d used up nearly all the air in the room, and also that the soft, tissue-like walls were collapsing. They fell upon me (Daniel and his mother had vanished), enveloping me like vast sheets of cling film, incredibly strong, binding my limbs and closing off my mouth and nostrils, suffocating me.


With a snort and gasp I woke. Heart pounding, I sat up, breathing deeply in and out. I was alone in bed. The room felt horribly close and hot. I rolled out of bed and staggered across to the window with the idea of opening it, but then I looked out, and froze.


There below me, rising to just below the window ledge and ballooning out to fill nearly half the back garden, was that thing which before I had only seen from a distance, from the train window. Now, so close, I could appreciate its size and solidity. It gave off a glow; after a moment, I realized that the source of the glow was an inner light, and then I saw movement, like fish deep beneath murky water. I stared, concentrating so intensely that I forgot to breathe, until I was certain that the moving shapes I saw were human.


I screamed for Daniel. Below, the two figures stopped moving.


I stumbled across the room, calling his name, and out onto the landing. Light rose up from below, light from the kitchen, and as I started downstairs, leaning heavily on the rail, I saw the two of them: Daniel and a woman. She looked like his mother except for her hair, which was short, fair, and curly, and the fact that she was making no effort to hide the fact that she was young and attractive. All of a sudden I understood: I had never met Daniel’s mother, only Michele in disguise.


The next thing I knew I was lying on the couch in the sitting room and Daniel was holding my hand.


“Where is she?”


“There’s no one here.” He told me I’d been dreaming. According to him, he’d been asleep in bed beside me when I started screaming his name. He’d been unable to stop me from stumbling downstairs, although he had managed to catch me when I collapsed at the bottom.


I believed him. What I had seen had been “only” a dream. But that didn’t make it unimportant.


One of the strongest memories I have from my childhood is also the memory of a dream; more real to me than much that “really” happened.


I was eight years old, asleep in my bed, when a strange, high, buzzing sound awoke me. I sat up and looked over at my sister, peacefully sleeping in her matching bed. The noise seemed to be coming from directly below us, from the kitchen. I got up to investigate.


As I came down the stairs I could hear my parents talking in the kitchen, but I couldn’t make out their words. The hall was dark, and I arrived at the kitchen door unnoticed. There was a strong light on at one end of the kitchen which cast my parents’ shadows on the wall. I had noticed the effect before, but this time it was different. This time the shadows on the wall did not correspond to the two familiar people. I could see my mother and father sitting at the table, but on the wall behind them were the shadows of monstrous insects.


Mum turned her head and saw me. She didn’t seem surprised. She opened her arms. “Come here, darling.”


I went to her, nervously watching the wall. Nightmares usually fled at the arrival of grown-ups, but the shadows didn’t change as I’d expected. The one behind my Mum moved, becoming three-dimensional, an inky-black, gigantic insect which emerged from the pale wall and came for me. I began to scream and wriggle, trying to get away, but my mother held me tight, her face stiff, implacable. She held me fast as the shadow-creature’s long, black proboscis snaked out and struck my pajama-clad tummy. It pierced the cloth and then my skin, sinking deep into me. It hurt worse than anything I’d ever known. I screamed in agony before passing out.


The cocoon-thing on the outside of the house belonged to the same level of reality as the shadow insects of my childhood. Lying awake beside Daniel for what remained of that night, I let myself think, for the first time, about all the things which can go wrong with a pregnancy, let myself recall, clearly, those sections of my pregnancy-and-childbirth books which I’d skimmed so nervously. Because there had been signs that all was not well—signs which Daniel and his mother (if she was his mother) had dismissed as unimportant. The pains. The occasional show of blood. The fact that I had yet to feel my baby move.


I didn’t tell Daniel what I had decided. For once, I didn’t want him to soothe away my fears. In the morning, after he’d gone to work, I took the bus to Northwick Park Hospital.


At the maternity unit there I was scolded for not coming in sooner, my fears—both about hospitals and about the baby—reassuringly brushed away. I was given forms to fill out, and taken along for an ultrasound scan. Although I was dry-mouthed and twitchy with nerves, I thought the end of the nightmare was in sight, but in fact it was only the beginning.


There was no baby in my womb. It was a tumor.


In a state of shock, I was whisked from Maternity to Oncology where a grave-faced physician informed me that although many, perhaps most, ovarian cysts were benign, the size of this one did not incline him to be optimistic. It would have to be removed in either case; if it proved malignant, a complete hysterectomy would follow. He invited me to return three days later, perhaps with my partner or another family member, to discuss the prognosis further.


I had expected Daniel to be upset. What I did not expect was his rage.


“What have you done?” His voice was a vicious, strangled whisper. He looked as if he would have killed as soon as touched me. My tears dried up, misery overwhelmed by baffled fear. I wished it could have been a dream, like the one in which my mother held me still to receive the insect-man’s terrifying attack.


“I didn’t do anything, Daniel,” I said carefully. “I’m telling you what they said at the hospital—”


He was in a fury. “Why did you go to the hospital? Why? Why? Why couldn’t you trust me? How could you do this to me?”


“What are you talking about? Are you crazy? This is happening to me, if you hadn’t noticed! I had to go to the hospital—your bloody mother was no bloody use at all. She couldn’t tell a baby from a tumor. That’s what it is—a tumor, not a baby. And the doctor said it’s so big that it’s probably malignant, and if it is they’ll have to take out my whole womb, my ovaries, everything!” I began to weep again.


“No they won’t,” said Daniel, relaxing a little. He no longer looked so angry. “I won’t let them. We won’t let them.”


“But they’ll have to operate. Even if it’s not malignant—”


“It’s not malignant.”


“You can’t know that.”


“I do know that.” His eyes drilled into mine with the intensity, the absolute certainty which I’d always found irresistibly sexy. “I know what it is, and they don’t. They think it’s cancer. I know it’s not.”


“What is it, then?”


“It’s the Philosopher’s Stone.”


*


I wanted so much to believe him. Who would choose cancer, surgery, a possibly fatal illness, over magic? Daniel, impassioned, was a convincing advocate. The so-called Philosopher’s Stone, although sometimes identified with various gems or minerals, was also described as an elixir, a water, a dragon, and a “divine child.” I’d thought it a symbol for the knowledge sought by alchemists, but Daniel told me that although symbolic, it was also very real. It was the stuff of creation, a kind of super-DNA, created, replicated, by life itself. By us. Our union was the rare and perfect Alchemical Marriage; my womb was the alembic in which the dragon, stone, or divine child was now growing. When perfect it would be born, and I would be transformed in the process.


“If you’ll think about it, you’ll realize your own transformation has already started,” he said. “You can see things other people can’t. The thing you saw on the back of the house—don’t you realize what that is? It’s an amniotic sac, indicating the impending mystical birth of knowledge.”


He’d been transformed himself by his wonder and joy; there was no doubt that he believed everything he told me. How I struggled, to join him in his magical belief-system. For a little while, that evening, I managed to convince us both that I did believe—but the next day, alone in the house, the effort was too great, and I collapsed into dull despair. Daniel was the alchemist, not me. In my world, a lump in the womb couldn’t be both child and stone; it was one or the other, and I knew which mine was.


As the days passed, I went on struggling to believe in Daniel’s reality while the horror of mine threatened to overwhelm me. I was too frightened to go back to the hospital, anyway. Daniel believed that all was well. He shared his books, his notes, his experiments and fantasies with me: finally, every secret corner of his life was revealed to me. I was his partner now in what he called The Great Work.


I felt that I would burst with the secret and the stone inside me. Finally, I confessed all—or nearly all—to Saskia, who immediately arranged for me to see her own doctor.


“I had a cyst five years ago the size of a large grapefruit. It turned out to be benign. Lots of women get them. I lost one ovary … but I’ve still got the other and my womb, just in case.” She made a face. I knew already about the tipped cervix, the doctor who’d reckoned her chances of conceiving normally, without medical intervention, at less than ten percent, but the idea that she, too, had once carried a stone inside was new to me.


“I never knew that!”


“Sure you did. Remember, when I was in the hospital?”


“Oh.” Ancient guilt swept over me. I was her best friend, but I’d never visited her in the hospital.


“It’s all right; it was always all right.” Telepathic, she patted my arm. “I knew how you felt. I had enough visitors and enough chocolates—I was really grateful for the books you sent, a new one every day! Did I ever tell you what they found inside the cyst?”


I shook my head.


“Six tiny baby teeth, bits of bone and tissue, and a huge hair-ball. It was like a giant owl pellet!”


“Teeth?”


“It sounds creepy, but my doctor said it’s not that unusual. The cyst is formed from ovarian cells gone wrong, and after all, that’s where babies come from, teeth and bone and hair and all.”


I imagined our divine child a mass of skin and hair and bone and teeth all jumbled up together in the wrong order. What would Daniel say if he could see it?


“Could I keep it, do you think? I mean, after they take it out, would they save it for me?”


Saskia’s face revealed no horror or dismay at my suggestion. “I don’t see why not. It’s yours, after all.”


*


I told Daniel I was going to Lincolnshire to stay with my mother for a few days, and Saskia took me in to the hospital. She was with me nearly the whole time, comforting, advising, taking control when I couldn’t cope.


“If I ever have a baby, Sask, I want you with me,” I said, gripping her hand just before I was wheeled into the operating room.


“Of course you’ll have a baby. You’ll have as many as you want, and I’ll be godmother,” she promised.


But Saskia was wrong. There would be no babies for me. The surgeon removed both ovaries, my fallopian tubes, my entire womb. I was left with nothing except the cyst I had asked them to save.


It was a disgusting thing to have carried around inside me, to have imagined as a living child: a fleshy lump covered in hair. I cut it open with my Swiss army knife, balancing it on my bed tray.


A foul-smelling semi-solid liquid dripped out, and I gagged, but kept on sawing.


There was more hair inside, more disgusting pus, and soft, baby flesh. No teeth, no bones, but, right at the center, one hard, tiny nugget the size of a pea.


I picked it out with my bare fingers and wiped it on a tissue. It was a deep, reddish brown in color and felt like stone. I rapped it against the bedside table and scraped at it with a fingernail. I felt a strong urge, which I resisted, to put it in my mouth and swallow it.


Holding it tightly between the thumb and forefinger of one hand, I rang for the nurse with the other, to ask her to please get rid of the grisly, oozing thing on my tray.


*


I felt much weaker than I’d anticipated, and I knew I would not be able to deceive Daniel, or to face him. He would be angry, I knew; he would be furious, at first, but then, I hoped, he would get over his disappointment and understand. Eager for his forgiveness, for the enveloping love which I needed to help me recover, I sent Saskia to break the news to him. I thought it would be easier for her, and that he would hide his true feelings from a relative stranger. I was wrong.


Afterward, when she told me about it, she was shaking.


“He’s grieving. He’s like you’ve had an abortion. Didn’t you tell him you weren’t pregnant? Didn’t you tell him what it was?”


“Of course I did!”


“Well, you didn’t make him understand. The poor, sad man … I explained about the cancer, but he couldn’t get the idea of a child out of his head, and the notion that you’d destroyed it. Oh, Bess!”


She looked at me with tears in her eyes and, horrified, I saw that she, like Daniel, blamed me. It was all my fault that I could only produce a malignant, hairy lump instead of a wanted child.


“But I didn’t! I wanted a baby, too, as much as ever he did!”


Saskia put her arms around me and, not for the first time or the last, we cried together.


*


When it came time for me to leave the hospital it turned out I had no home. Saskia took me by taxi to the house in Rayner’s Lane where I found that Daniel had changed the locks. Saskia was furious, but it was so over-the-top that I had to laugh. She took me to Muswell Hill to stay in her flat until something else could be sorted.


Saskia went on being my intermediary with Daniel. He grudgingly agreed to meet me, to talk, and I spent hours hurling myself at his stony indifference. Saskia felt that as Daniel was so intransigent I should simply accept that the affair was over and get on with my own life. But I couldn’t do that. I’d lost far more than he had, and it was his fault.


Guilt worked better on Daniel than reason; he could see what a state I was in, and he knew he owed me something. He tried to buy me off, but although I took his money I always let him know it wasn’t enough. Given time, I felt I could win him back, until the day he told me, over the phone, that he was “seeing” someone else.


In a panic, I played my last card and told him I had the Philosopher’s Stone. “I found it inside the, the thing they cut out of me. I kept it.”


“Why didn’t you tell me before?”


For the first time since before the operation I felt the flutter of hope inside. “Well, you know, Daniel, you haven’t been very nice to me. If we’re not partners anymore, then what business is it of yours what I have?”


“What does it look like?” When I described it, he said flatly, “That’s not very big.”


“When Helvetius complained that a piece the size of a mustard-seed was too small to be of use he was given a piece only half that size, and used it to make several ounces of gold.”


“What do you know about Helvetius?”


He spoke as if he’d completely forgotten that he’d once shared the Great Work with me.


“Daniel, are you interested or not?”


No alchemist could have refused. I took the Metropolitan Line out to his house that very evening, for the first time since leaving the hospital.


Although it was still light and I was looking out for it, I didn’t see his house on the journey. I realized why later: with the strange, shroud-like growth gone from the back of the house there was nothing to distinguish it from its neighbors. I wondered, had I dwindled back into the ordinary, too, now, my specialness cut out of me? Or would the tiny stone I kept clamped between finger and thumb redeem me?


The ancient texts advised a variety of methods for testing the Stone, each more lengthy than the last. We opted for the quickest. I managed to shave off a bit of the stone with a razor-knife and introduced it into a pan containing twelve ounces of lead, which we melted down over one of the gas burners on the kitchen cooker. Before morning dawned we had our result: two ounces of pure gold.


For a moment I saw euphoria and greed mingled undisguised on Daniel’s face. “We’ve done it!” I cried, thinking, I’ve got you!


But his face closed up at the sound of my voice. He shook his head.


“Big deal. Two ounces of gold. Worth about three hundred dollars per ounce on today’s market.”


“We can make more.”


“Oh, yes. At least another six ounces.”


“I can’t win, can I? The only reason you want me is to produce your precious Philosopher’s Stone, and when I do—at huge cost to myself!—you turn me away.” In a withering tone I finished, “It’s not big enough!”


“You don’t understand anything,” he said fiercely. “It’s not to do with size, or with gold. It’s not the product, it’s the process. Our child wasn’t ready—and now we’ll never know what might have been because you let them cut it out. You let them kill it.”


“It would have killed me!”


“Oh, you know that, do you? If you believe everything they tell you, you’d have to believe that’s not real gold, that what we just did was impossible.” He sighed, becoming calmer. “Pregnancy is a journey fraught with danger. Women do still die in childbirth, but is that a justification for abortion? You wouldn’t have died, only changed, if you’d waited and let it be born.”


“Daniel, that was not a child. I saw it, remember?”


“You saw what they took out of you: the magna mater, the basic material of life, alive and growing until it was ripped from you. Oh, Bess.” He groaned. “It’s not about making gold—that’s just one aspect. What you had inside you—it could have been all knowledge; it could have been eternal life, a transformation for both of us …” He looked stricken. “It’s my fault, isn’t it? My fault, not yours. If I’d been a proper teacher, if I’d made you understood the risks and the rewards, you’d never have gone near that hospital.” He began to weep as nakedly and helplessly as a child, and I put my arms around him and tried to give him comfort.


Finally I realized that I was not the only victim in this. I recognized just how seriously I had hurt him.


“Poor, poor,” I murmured, and stroked his head and kissed away his tears. For the first time in ages I began to feel aroused, and when his tears were gone, I unfastened his trousers and snaked a hand inside.


He did nothing to encourage me. He stood very still, utterly passive, while in my hand he quickly grew hard. I pulled down his pants. Looking at his face I saw a familiar shy, boyish, slightly guilty smile quivering about his lips. In a rush of affection and desire I sank to my knees and sucked him, and when he came, I swallowed his semen. It was something I had never done before, but it felt right, a symbol of a new beginning, my new and utter commitment to him. I had let him down once, but would never do so again.


I went off to the bathroom for a wash, debating whether to take the day off. I wondered what Daniel planned to do, and thought what a warm and welcome relief it would be to spend the day in bed with him. When I came out, I found he’d made a pot of coffee.


I smiled at him as he poured me a cup, but lost the smile when he put the lump of gold into my saucer.


“Oh, no.”


“It’s yours.”


“Ours.”


“Bess, it’s over.”


“Oh, yeah? What was that just then?”


“That was sex. And it was your idea.”


I felt sick. “You’re saying you didn’t enjoy it?”


“Enjoyment isn’t the point. One sexual … spasm … can’t revive a dead relationship.”


“Are you so sure it’s dead?”


“You’re the one who killed it.” He saw my face, and his own crumbled into grief. “Oh, Bess! I’m not blaming you.”


“Like hell!”


“It was my fault, too, I see that now. Naturally, you were afraid, you didn’t understand. How could you? The Work was still new to you. Never mind all that. Whatever happened, it’s over now.”


“You hate me.”


“No, of course not.”


“Then why can’t we forget the past and start over?”


“Because we can’t.” He closed his eyes briefly, then looked straight into mine. “Look, we can’t even communicate. We live in different worlds. Where I see something wonderful, you see something terrible. A tumor instead of the Philosopher’s Stone. It’s not your fault; I was wrong to try to change you.”


“I will change.” I’d lost all shame, all sense of myself. I can’t explain it. I would be whatever he wanted.


“It’s too late for that.”


“Because you don’t love me anymore.”


“No!” Tears rose to his eyes again; I felt I was looking through their clarity straight into his soul. He put out his hand and I gripped it. “I love you, Bess. God help me, I do. Forever. But I can’t give up The Work, not even for you. It would be like giving up my life.”


“I’m not asking you to. I’ll help.”


“You can’t.” He watched me warily as he pronounced my death sentence. “I know you mean well, but you’re no good to me without a womb. I must have a woman in my life, for The Work—a complete woman.”


Strangely enough, I did understand. And accepted what I know many would find unacceptable. I had entered into his alchemical world far enough for that. I saw the impasse before me, but still I refused to give up. I could not grow another womb, but there must still be a way to keep him.


“We can still be friends,” I tried.


“If—if you can bear it.”


I would have to. “I can if you’ll be honest with me. You mustn’t try to protect me, or control me, by keeping secrets. This woman you’re seeing … ?”


“It might not work out,” he said swiftly.


“If it doesn’t, there’ll be someone else. You’ll need your other woman, for the physical side. She’ll be your crucible. I can accept that as long as I know that I’m your real partner, spiritually and intellectually. As long as you still love me, ours will be the real sacred marriage.”


Was it love or hate that drove me down that road? My life seemed out of my own control. I was driven by a determination to cling to Daniel, for better or worse, to keep him as I had not been able to keep the fruit of my womb.


But if he was my weakness, I was also his. He did love me, I’m sure of it. He had not expected to have a second chance, but that’s what I was offering, and he was grateful for it. When I said I must have my own key to his house he handed over the spare without a murmur, and I knew then that no new woman would be able to dislodge me from his life, no matter what.


*


My grandmother died that month, leaving me an inheritance which promised to change my life. Instead of the tiny flat I would have to scrimp and save to afford, I could look at houses. By great good fortune the house next door to Daniel’s—the end of the terrace—was up for sale. I made an offer straightaway and had it accepted. The mortgage would mean large monthly payments, but it would be worth it to live so close to Daniel. I imagined how someday we would knock down walls to make our two houses one from within, just as our apparently separate lives were joined already.


While I waited for the survey and search to be completed, I divided my time between Saskia’s flat and Daniel’s house. We were still working out the boundaries of our new relationship; I knew I had to be careful not to push him too far, too fast, but to give him plenty of space. Things were a bit awkward with Saskia, too. Living together in her tiny flat had put a strain on our friendship. I sensed, too, that she disapproved of my clinging to Daniel after he’d treated me so badly, although she couldn’t point the finger, having fallen for yet another inappropriate, unavailable man. By unspoken agreement, we didn’t discuss our relationships. Sometimes, by prior arrangement, I spent the night at Daniel’s when he was out with his new girlfriend, so Saskia and I could both have a break.


Daniel and I got together about twice a week. Usually, we would have a meal together, maybe go on to the pub, and I’d spend the night. We’d resumed a sexual relationship, although it was not as I would have liked. Frustratingly for me, Daniel found normal intercourse impossible. The thought of my missing womb, the idea that I was “not whole,” killed his sexual desire. He went limp every time. But I could usually arouse him with my mouth, so oral sex became usual for us.


One day as I was going “home” to Saskia’s flat—the exchange of contracts still hovering mysteriously just out of reach—I took a detour to search out a corner shop and came back a different way. Usually I approached Saskia’s flat, which was on the second story of an old house, from the front, but this time my detour brought me out on the street immediately behind hers, and when I glanced up at the trees, which were just beginning to bud, I glimpsed through them a pale, translucent shimmering which was immediately and horrifyingly familiar to me.


Praying I was wrong, I began to dodge and shift about, desperate for a better view.


I saw it plain: a growth, like the puffed throat of a frog, projected from the back wall of Saskia’s house. I knew at once what it meant, and only wondered how I could have been blind for so long. Daniel’s nameless “other” was Saskia, and Saskia’s guilty secret was Daniel.


She didn’t try to deny it when I confronted her; she actually felt relieved. “He made me promise that I wouldn’t hurt you by telling—I never wanted to hurt you! And I guess I kind of thought—well, it’s so obvious that he loves you more than he cares about me, so I thought, what’s the point of putting you through hell for a little sexual fling. He’d only find someone else—he’s that sort, you know.”


“Yes, yes,” I said impatiently. “I knew he had a girlfriend—I just didn’t know it was you. I feel such a fool—”


“Oh, no, Bess, you mustn’t! I’m sorry, I really am. I do love Daniel—I can’t help how I feel—but you’re my dearest friend; you’re more important to me than he is. If you want me to, I’ll break it off with him. I’ll never see him again. All you have to do is ask.”


I hoped she was lying. I didn’t like the idea that her feelings for him were so shallowly rooted. I shook my head, staring into her eyes. “Of course not. You can’t break it off with him now. You’re carrying his child.”


*


Saskia knew nothing about it, and didn’t believe me. She’d had her period only a week before, and besides … Yes, I knew about the single ovary, and the tipped cervix. But I had my own experience to go on, and I knew what I’d seen.


“Did Daniel tell you I was p.g.? He’s got such a thing about wombs, and conception, and ‘proper’ sex with simultaneous orgasms. He fantasizes …” She was concerned about me; I’d gone very pale because I’d just realized what I’d done with my thoughtless outburst. Saskia didn’t know, and she mustn’t know; not, at least, until I’d been able to make some plans.


“Bess, what is it? You’re so pale. Is this all too horrible for you? I’m so sorry. But I’m not pregnant, I’m sure I’m not—you certainly don’t have to worry that I’ll take Daniel away. I’m not a very likely candidate to bear him a child …”


“No, I know that,” I said, thinking of her cyst. “I got a bit hysterical, that’s all. It was when I suddenly realized that you and Daniel … But now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, I’m glad it’s you, Saskia, I really am.”


“I’ll never take Daniel away from you, Bess. You do know that?”


“Yes. I do know that.”


*


I told Daniel the next day, and warned him to be careful. “She’s not like me. She trusts her doctor; she’ll go for surgery at the first sign. You’ve got to act as soon as she tells you, or we’ll lose it.”


“How? What can I do? I can’t talk to her about alchemy. You’re too right, she’s not like you. Oh, Bess, this was a mistake, I should never have let it happen.”


His defeatism infuriated me. “The past is past. Stop moaning about it. We’ve got another chance now, both of us, through her.”


“But how? She’ll want to be rid of it as soon as she knows.”


“I thought the coal cellar. Yours, at a pinch, but mine would be better, if I get possession in time. It wouldn’t be so hard to soundproof, we wouldn’t have to worry about neighbors.”


Luckily, I was able to exchange contracts only a week later, with vacant possession following the week after that. I was able to invest a full month in getting my house ready before Saskia came to see me with her news.


She’d decided to tell me, but not Daniel.


“It’s another cyst, and this one could be the big C. I just can’t cope with Daniel’s reactions. I’ll have to tell him afterward, of course. I know it’ll be the end of us—he was so weird about your operation, and he really loved you. I know he doesn’t really love me, not for myself. He’s got such strange ideas about women’s bodies! After the operation …”


Although I didn’t expect to be successful, I had to try to talk her out of what she planned to do. “Maybe you won’t have to have an operation. Maybe, if you tell your doctor how important it is for you to be able to bear a child, he might suggest some alternative treatments first. You don’t know it’s malignant.”


“He’s ahead of you on that,” Saskia said. “He’s done a biopsy in situ, and then, if it proves to be benign, we could leave it, while I tried to get pregnant: probably take some fertility drug, then in vitro fertilization, followed by a heavily monitored pregnancy—I could spend up to five or six months in the hospital, you know, even before the Caesarean. Then they’d do the hysterectomy. All that stuff just to make my body produce a baby. And I’m not even sure that I want one.”


“What? Of course you do!”


She shook her head.


“Come on, Saskia, I can remember when you were trying to get pregnant.”


“That was long ago, and in another country, and besides, the wench is dead. Look, once upon a time I wanted to have a baby with a particular man. I don’t want to have a baby with Daniel.”


“If you’re worried about taking him away from me …”


She almost laughed. “Oh, Bess, I know you love him, but he’s not for me. I can see that now. I certainly don’t want his baby.”


“Have you thought about what he might want?”


“Bess, I’m not pregnant, you know. And all this is hypothetical, dependent on the tumor being benign. If it’s not …” She made a little cutting motion across her stomach, and I felt sick.


“What about Daniel?”


“Daniel’s history. I thought you’d be pleased—I’ve finally come to my senses. I don’t love him. I think probably I never did. All the time what I felt for him wasn’t love, it was a kind of desperation. I was desperate to make him love me, value me for myself, and he just couldn’t. That’s my pathology, you know, to be hooked on men who are incapable of loving me, for whatever reason. Or at least it used to be. But now that I know … now I am sick, I’m going to get it cut out of me, the whole mess.”


“Let me make you a cup of tea,” I said.


She commented on the taste—it was very sweet—and I told her that it was a special herbal mixture with extra honey to help build up her immune system.


She smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Bess. You’re with me in this? I mean, I don’t expect you to come to the hospital—”


“I’m with you all the way.”


*


The sedative took effect quickly, and I called Daniel to come over and help me carry her down to the cellar, afraid that I might do her an injury if I tried to haul her down on my own.


I’d decorated the low, windowless cellar to look as cozy and cheerful and as much to Saskia’s taste as possible, although I knew she’d be bound to see it as a prison. It was just too bad that she didn’t love Daniel, or me, enough to see things from our point of view.


I’ll pass over the next months quickly. It should have been a happy time, and, of course, Daniel was anticipating the birth with joy, but Saskia couldn’t. She was angry and fearful at first, and after the pain began, it was even worse.


My own pains began around the same time, about three months after the beginning of Saskia’s confinement: strong, sickening pains deep in my stomach. I remembered what I’d read about the couvade, the sympathetic pregnancy suffered by men in some primitive societies. It occurred to me that since I no longer had a womb, this might be my way of sharing Saskia’s mystical pregnancy.


Then I began to have trouble swallowing. What with one thing and another it became harder to function, to go out to work, even to take care of Saskia. I longed to give up and quit, to crawl into my bed and sleep, but I could not forget my responsibilities.


I received notice of an appointment with my oncologist. Normally I would have tossed the letter in the bin, but I wasn’t feeling normal. I decided to go. It would mean a day off work and a chance to talk to someone who might be more sympathetic to my pain than either Daniel or Saskia.


I got more than sympathy. I learned that there were tumors growing in my throat and stomach.


What I was experiencing was not couvade but the real thing.


The cancer had spread so fast and so far that surgery wasn’t an option. The doctor spoke hesitantly about radiation and chemotherapy, but I was firmly against.


“You can’t kill them,” I said, and he agreed, not understanding that I was stating my firm objection to any attempt to try to kill what I welcomed. If I shook, it was not from fear, but with ecstatic joy. I couldn’t wait to get home and share the news with Daniel.


According to the doctor, I have about two months, maybe three, before the end. I am not afraid. The end of this bodily life will be a new beginning, a great and previously unknown transformation. Out of our bodies will come treasures which will have made our lives worthwhile.




Bug House


The house was a wreck, resting like some storm-shattered ship on a weedy headland overlooking the ocean. Ellen felt her heart sink at the sight of it.


“This it?” asked the taxi driver dubiously, squinting through his windshield and slowing the car.


“It must be,” Ellen said without conviction. She couldn’t believe her aunt—or anyone else—lived in this house.


The house had been built, after the local custom, out of wood, and then set upon cement blocks that raised it three or four feet off the ground. But floods seemed far less dangerous to the house now than the winds, or simply time. The house was crumbling on its blocks. The boards were weather-beaten and scabbed with flecks of ancient gray paint. Uncurtained windows glared blankly, and one shutter hung at a crazy angle. Between the boards of the sagging, second-story balcony, Ellen could see daylight.


“I’ll wait for you,” the driver said, pulling up at the end of an overgrown driveway. “In case there’s nobody here.”


“Thanks,” Ellen said, getting out of the back seat and tugging her suitcase after her. She counted the fare out into his hand and glanced up at the house. No sign of life. Her shoulders slumped. “Just wait to be sure someone answers the door,” she told the driver.


Trudging up the broken cement path to the front door, Ellen was startled by a glimpse of something moving beneath the house. She stopped short and peered ahead at the dark space. Had it been a dog? A child playing? Something large and dark, moving quickly—but it was gone now or in hiding. Behind her, Ellen could hear the taxi idling. For a brief moment she considered going back. Back to Danny. Back to all their problems. Back to his lies and promises.


She walked forward again, and when she reached the porch she set her knuckles against the warped, gray door and rapped sharply, twice.


An old, old woman, stick-thin and obviously ailing, opened the door. Ellen and the woman gazed at each other in silence.


“Aunt May?”


The old woman’s eyes cleared with recognition, and she nodded slightly. “Ellen, of course!”


But when had her aunt grown so old?


“Come in, dear.” The old woman stretched out a parchment claw. At her back, Ellen felt the wind. The house creaked, and for a moment Ellen thought she felt the porch floor give beneath her feet. She stumbled forward, into the house. The old woman—her aunt, she reminded herself—closed the door behind her.


“Surely you don’t live here all alone,” Ellen began. “If I’d known—if Dad had known—we would have …”


“If I’d needed help I would’ve asked for it,” Aunt May said with a sharpness that reminded Ellen of her father.


“But this house,” Ellen said. “It’s too much for one person. It looks like it might fall down at any minute, and if something should happen to you here, all alone …”


The old woman laughed, a dry, papery rustle. “Nonsense. This house will outlast me. And appearances can be deceiving. Look around you—I’m quite cozy here.”


Ellen saw the hall for the first time. A wide, high-ceilinged room with a brass chandelier and a rich oriental carpet. The walls were painted cream, and the grand staircase looked in no danger of collapse.


“It does look a lot better inside,” Ellen said. “It looked deserted from the road. The taxi driver couldn’t believe anyone lived here.”


“The inside is all that matters to me,” said the old woman. “I have let it all go rather badly. The house is honeycombed with dry rot and eaten by insects, but even so it’s in nowhere near as bad shape as I am. It will still be standing when I’m underground, and that’s enough for me.”


“But, Aunt May …” Ellen took hold of her aunt’s bony shoulders. “Don’t talk like that. You’re not dying.”


That laugh again. “My dear, look at me. I am. I’m long past saving. I’m all eaten up inside. There’s barely enough of me left to welcome you here.”


Ellen looked into her aunt’s eyes, and what she saw there made her vision blur with tears.


“But doctors …”


“Doctors don’t know everything. There comes a time, my dear, for everyone. A time to leave this life for another one. Let’s go in and sit down. Would you like some lunch? You must be hungry after that long trip.”


Feeling dazed, Ellen followed her aunt into the kitchen, a narrow room decorated in greens and gold. She sat at the table and stared at the wallpaper, a pattern of fish and frying pans.


Her aunt was dying. It was totally unexpected. Her father’s older sister—but only eight years older, Ellen remembered. And her father was a vigorously healthy man, a man still in the prime of life. She looked at her aunt, saw her moving painfully slowly from cupboard to counter to shelf, preparing a lunch.


Ellen rose. “Let me do it, Aunt May.”


“No, no, dear. I know where everything is, you see. You don’t. I can still get around all right.”


“Does Dad know about you? When was the last time you saw him?”


“Oh, dear me, I didn’t want to burden him with my problems. We haven’t been close for years, you know. I suppose I last saw him—why, it was at your wedding, dear.”


Ellen remembered. That had been the last time she had seen Aunt May. She could hardly believe that woman and the one speaking to her now were the same. What had happened to age her so in only three years?


May set a plate on the table before Ellen. A pile of tuna and mayonnaise was surrounded by sesame crackers.


“I don’t keep much fresh food on hand,” she said. “Mostly canned goods. I find it difficult to get out shopping much anymore, but then I haven’t much appetite lately, either. So it doesn’t much matter what I eat. Would you like some coffee? Or tea?”


“Tea, please. Aunt May, shouldn’t you be in a hospital? Where someone would care for you?”


“I can care for myself right here.”


“I’m sure Dad and Mom would love to have you visit …”


May shook her head firmly.


“In a hospital they might be able to find a cure.”


“There’s no cure for dying except death, Ellen.”


The kettle began to whistle, and May poured boiling water over a teabag in a cup.


Ellen leaned back in her chair, resting the right side of her head against the wall. She could hear a tiny, persistent, crunching sound from within the wall—termites?


“Sugar in your tea?”


“Please,” Ellen responded automatically. She had not touched her food, and felt no desire for anything to eat or drink.


“Oh, dear,” sighed Aunt May. “I’m afraid you’ll just have to drink it plain. It must have been a very long time since I used this—there are more ants here than sugar grains.”


Ellen watched her aunt drop the whole canister into the garbage can.


“Aunt May, is money a problem? I mean, if you’re staying here because you can’t afford—”


“Bless you, no.” May sat down at the table beside her niece. “I have some investments and enough money in the bank for my own needs. And this house is my own, too. I bought it when Victor retired, but he didn’t stay long enough to help me enjoy it.”


In a sudden rush of sympathy, Ellen leaned over and would have taken her frail aunt in her arms, but May fluttered her hand in a go-away motion, and Ellen drew back.


“With Victor dead, some of the joy went out of fixing it up. Which is why it still looks much the same old wreck it was when I bought it. This property was a real steal because nobody wanted the house. Nobody but me and Victor.” May cocked her head suddenly and smiled. “And maybe you? What would you say if I left this house to you when I die?”


“Aunt May, please don’t—”


“Nonsense. Who better? Unless you can’t stand the sight of it, but I’m telling you the property is worth something, at least. If the house is too far gone with bugs and rot you can pull it down and put up something you and Danny like better.”


“It’s very generous of you, Aunt May. I just don’t like to hear you talk about dying.”


“No? It doesn’t bother me. But if it disturbs you, then we’ll say no more about it. Shall I show you your room?”
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