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‘Everything is held together with stories. That is all that is holding us together, stories and compassion.’
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When you find your husband lying dead, you think you will not forget a single detail of that moment, but already there are some things I am not sure about. As an archaeologist, I like to get my facts right, and I will try my best to do so, but five years have passed since that day in 2016 and I am excavating my own unreliable memory. I cannot go back and check. When Mark died, two days after our youngest child’s eleventh birthday, the radio was off. I am pretty sure of that. Why did he choose to die without the World Service? It seems out of character. Could he have been listening to something else? Was his laptop on? I am not sure. I did not check then, and now it is too late.
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THE SICKE MANNES SALVE


My whole adult life, I have made a study of death. Professionally, I am immersed in it. I have written about how people died in the past, and how the still-living thought about the death of their friends and prepared for their own ends. I am a professor of archaeology, specializing in mortuary and commemorative practices. I have written dozens of papers and several books about death, the dead, and how the relationship between the living and the dead changed between the late medieval period and the twentieth century. I teach classes on the archaeology and history of death; I have travelled the world giving lectures and research papers on excavated burials and standing memorials. I can tell you about the history of cemeteries or the growth of cremation; or talk about the places where people disposed of dead bodies by pickling them in alcohol, exposing them to the birds and weather, or placing them inside living trees. I can talk about the rituals of reburial and secondary burial. I have curated exhibitions and organized conferences on the topic, and written a PhD. On top of that, a few years ago, I trained to be a humanist funeral celebrant, so I developed a sideline in talking to newly bereaved people about the person they had lost, and finding the right words to say at non-religious funerals.


Even though I spend much of my waking life thinking about dead bodies and how people in the past have treated them, I do not find it depressing or ghoulish. I love archaeology. I enjoy the fieldwork, I like teaching at the university, I like finding out new stuff. Most of all, though, I love trying to work out what you can say on the basis of incomplete and inadequate data. As archaeologists, we only ever have a partial, unrepresentative body of evidence, without enough context – a few glimpsed and distorted details, never the whole picture, or even a sketch of the whole picture. That process of inference is what archaeology really is. People think archaeology is the same as excavation, but that is just a small part of it. Excavation is one way of retrieving evidence, but there are others; the art of archaeology is in taking all those bits of evidence – things recovered from below ground, standing remains of structures, traces in the landscape, microscopic traces in soil, bone or pot – and thinking about what they might mean, how we can use them to tell a possible – a plausible – story of the past. We never have enough evidence; we never know how representative our evidence is. To scientists in other disciplines, our data is rubbish. But it is all we have; we cannot generate more through experiments or trials. The fun lies in taking our terrible data and using it to say something interesting about people in the past. Our knowledge of the past is always incomplete, patched together out of material that is never enough, not quite the right thing and usually the wrong shape. My personal memories are not so different.


I am fascinated by the human understanding of death, the ways people make sense of it, and how the people left behind manage their relationship with the dead. I wrote my PhD about bereavement and the way that emotional relationships between the living and the dead, and the metaphors people use for death, have changed over the centuries. What does it mean, emotionally, to say that a person has gone on a journey, fallen asleep, gone to another world, is living in the ground, or has been reunited with relatives?


One question I have been working on since my PhD days is what archaeologists can say about the emotional relationship between the living and the dead. My partner, Mark, also an archaeologist, helped me find a way of talking about this epistemological problem, over many conversations that we had when walking in the hills, eating dinner or going about our lives. I remember one early exchange, while I was driving us home from Cardiff Airport after a long weekend in Paris. I had been researching the ‘new’ eighteenth- and nineteenth-century cemeteries of Montmartre, Montparnasse, Père Lachaise and Vaugirard. There was little to see above ground at the site of the old cemetery of Les Innocents, which had been cleared of burials in 1786, the exhumed bones taken by night, in a torchlit procession of wagons, to the disused quarries under the city. However, we were able to visit those catacombs, where the bones of the dead had been arranged into elaborate patterns and ornamented with wooden boards painted with quotations about death. Heroically, Mark forwent trips to galleries and museums in order to accompany me on my visits to the dead. On the way home, we talked about a paper I was writing on the archaeology of emotion.


‘But you can’t assume, can you, that people in the past had the same emotions that you do?’ Mark said. ‘That’s just projecting.’


‘I can’t assume that people in the present have the same emotions that I do,’ I answered. ‘That’s why this is hard. If all humans had the same emotional experiences and the same affective responses to things, there would be nothing to study. We’d already know. So the first hurdle is recognizing that people in the past might have felt differently – from me, and from each other. I can misread the emotions of friends and family, and they can misread mine. Come to that, I cannot even be sure about my own emotions half the time. Certainly not yours.’


‘So, what hope could there possibly be of getting at the emotions of people from the past – especially the distant past, and when they haven’t left us any written clues?’


‘I think it must be to do with how a whole society values emotions, rather than an individual. I can’t know whether you really love me, but I can see that we both live in a culture that values romantic love – look at all our films and books. Look at how we organize life around the romantic couple. We privilege romantic love at a societal level, and that’s different from how other societies in different places and times have seen things. And when somebody dies, society has ideas of what the appropriate emotions are: grief, or anger, or fear. Whatever. So, even though I can’t know exactly how a person felt, or feels, I think I can study “emotion” more broadly.’


‘OK. You ought to know that I do really love you, though.’


The details vary according to anthropological or chronological context, but it seems that everybody wants a good death. Topping the late-medieval bestseller lists were how-to manuals written entirely with this end in mind – the ars moriendi, or art of dying handbook. These books are dominated by religious and spiritual concerns, and describe idealized, perfect deaths, with the dying man expressing theologically sanctioned hopes, fears and wishes in his last moments. The earliest ars moriendi books were published in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. They were immediately popular, not only with the monastic scholars who were the usual consumers of books at that time, but with the laity too. Latin originals were soon translated into German and French. William Caxton published an English translation, The Arte and Crafte to Know Well to Dye, in 1490. Books on the art of dying went on being published till about 1800. After the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, both Catholic and Protestant traditions existed and continued to be reliable sellers. Indeed, the peak popularity of this kind of literature was not until the last quarter of the seventeenth century.


Thomas Becon was a sixteenth-century Protestant who held strong opinions on the theological controversies of his day and expressed them zealously. He fled abroad during the Catholic reign of Queen Mary, but came back when Protestant Elizabeth I came to the throne. He wrote several religious books, but his biggest popular success was an enormously long ars moriendi text called The Sicke Mannes Salve. Sixteenth-century Britons could not get enough of it, and it ran to seventeen editions between 1560 and 1620. Apparently, The Sicke Mannes Salve had such a devoted fan base in its heyday that some people could recite the whole book from memory. It is basically a single deathbed scene, spread over 355 pages, recounting the last hours of Epaphroditus as he wrestles with the temptations that conventionally confront the dying man: pride, despair, impatience, loss of faith, and greed. Rather than the priests and liturgical rites of Catholic ars moriendi texts, the Protestant Epaphroditus relies entirely on the prayers and consolations of his lay friends to keep him on the theological rails. As he nears the end of his life, Epaphroditus experiences the disappearance, one by one, of his five senses; this is a part of the conventional narrative of death at the time. He asks his friends to prop him up a little in bed because, he says, ‘I begin to wax very faint, and my breath decreaseth and waxeth shorter.’ Soon after, he tells his friends that he can no longer see, and then that, ‘As God hath taken away my sight so do my other senses decay.’


Next, he claims to have lost the power of speech, though that does not stop him from uttering pious hopes and prayers for several more pages. And finally, when he no longer speaks, his friend asks him to show some sign if he is still able to confirm his faith; Epaphroditus’s last act is to lift a hand to show this, even when all his other abilities have left him.


People say that your sense of hearing is the last one to leave you. It is comforting to think that, even as the world slides from your grip like a wet bar of soap, you can still hear the normal sounds around you – a train going by, the washing machine working up to a juddering spin downstairs; maybe, if you are lucky, the voices of people you love. Maybe a radio.


Mark lost so much in the years, months and weeks leading to his death. Were his final minutes a shedding of the last senses and abilities that still remained available to him? One by one, system by system, the things that kept Mark anchored in the world had been taken from him. First it was his abilities – to drive, then to run, then to walk, dress and even go to the toilet. Next it was his very perception of the stuff of his life that was leaking away. Losing his sense of smell and taste not only derailed his professional plans, but also took much of the colour and joy from his life.


His ability to touch was not compromised – his fingers retained all their sensitivity till he died – but his capacity to feel gradually changed. Neurological tests charted his declining sensitivity to pinprick or vibration. At home, sensations that he had previously enjoyed or ignored – the touch of a fluffy, cotton towel, for instance – became hard for him to feel, or he experienced them as pain or irritation. His skin felt constantly prickly or itchy. Because this feeling was produced in his brain rather than in his skin, creams and lotions did not eliminate the symptom, although the feeling of cool moisturizer being rubbed into his skin gave him some temporary comfort. At least twice a day, I rubbed body lotion into his back. I thought it was the lotion that mattered and the relief from itching, but now I think it was also the touch of human hands, and the alleviation, if only for a while, of being alone.


In the last few months of his life, Mark’s eyes began to fail. Since his little stroke in January, he had occasionally had trouble with his vision. Sometimes it would seem to close in, as if he were about to faint; sometimes it would swim or dance. When that happened, he could not read, and even keeping his eyes open to look at another person could be like riding a fairground waltzer. With his eyes unruly, all he could do was lie in bed, listening to the radio, and increasingly that was how his light was spent.


Medieval and early modern ars moriendi books are religious books. They aim to prepare the Christian soul for death and give it the best chance of salvation. A good death in all these exemplary works is one where the dying person manages to keep to orthodox faith, carry out whatever prayers and liturgical acts are necessary and die calmly, without fear, and in steady hope of resurrection. The texts take us through the death of a man, sometimes called Moriens (‘the dying one’). Most of the words are devoted to prayers and affirmations for the dying person, and catechismal questions and answers about death and resurrection. For a modern, secular death, there is little in all this religious stuff to offer our apprehensive mortal souls in our last days, but there are features of those ars moriendi books that could still model a good death for us.


The illustrated version of the most popular late medieval book has a woodcut showing a jam-packed deathbed scene. At the centre is Moriens on his bed, but all round him are his friends and neighbours. As he dies, he opens his mouth and his soul comes out in the form of a naked child. Angels are on hand to receive his emerging soul, and, beyond our mortal vision, though perhaps not beyond Moriens’s, a crowd of saints is observing this key moment. Whatever death was, for the medieval hero of the art of dying, it was not lonely. His friends, the consolers, have a key role in the deathbed scene, not only in keeping him on the theological straight and narrow, but also in comforting and reassuring him, warding off fear. They tell him how well he is doing, and that he is making a perfect end to his life. They keep talking to him, even after his ability to see and to speak has left him. They assume he can still hear. Moriens never has to die alone.


Medieval art-of-dying books are notable today for their lack of interest in explaining the death medically; they make no attempt to avoid or delay it. The Moriens character never dies of anything. His time is simply up, and he is about to die. That is all we need to know. None of his friends ever suggests that he should concentrate on getting better or that he still has many happy years ahead of him. This is, of course, a prerequisite for being able to talk about your own death with honesty and in detail.


Both Moriens and those around him know what to expect. Most of us no longer have this kind of familiarity with death, nor do we, for the most part, know how a normal death is likely to unfold. This state of affairs is completely different from the public and private discourse surrounding birth. I have given birth three times and each time I have had books to read and classes to attend, so that I could go into the experience knowing what would happen at different stages, knowing what might go wrong and how to put it right. I had checklists of equipment and supplies that would ease the process. I was advised to think about what music I would like to listen to, and to consider essential oils, or being in warm water, or getting a massage during labour. When the time came, I had my partner with me all the time, and a midwife who reassured me that I was doing well, that everything was going as planned. Yet too often we go into our deaths darkly and in fear. Even those who are knowledgeable and experienced in death often deny that it is coming. There is about death the whiff of failure and even of shame: a failure of medicine to restore health and youth; a failure of the dying person to fight hard enough or to have lived a healthy enough life; sometimes, a failure of those around them, for not noticing soon enough that an illness was taking hold, or for not getting the right kind of help. Guilt is endemic among the bereaved, who often feel that if they had only been more assertive with their relative or the doctors, if they had only tried a little more, loved a little harder, the death should have been preventable.


Many of my generation do not know what to expect when we die, or how we can control it. We fear that we will not cope with the pain, that we might conduct ourselves badly, swearing at the nurses or upsetting our families. We worry that death might happen to us when we are alone and helpless, or drug-addled and terrified. It is no wonder that Mark chose to keep control over the time and the manner of his death.


Perhaps we need a new ars moriendi, a handbook for a secular age. We need books not only to prepare for our own deaths, but also for some instruction and guidance on how we can help to ease the final days of those we love. Such a book would contain the factual knowledge of what happens in a body as it dies, and what signs we should expect to see. It would tell us what the experience might feel like to the person undergoing it. It would suggest things we can do or say to make it as good as it can be. I have not been present at either of the deaths closest to me. My brother and I, driving to Northallerton together, got to the hospital an hour after my father died, although my mother and sister had been with him throughout. In an expression of colossal bravery, to keep me safe from prosecution, Mark died alone. His choice, but not his preference.


In the medieval art-of-dying books, the dying person does not wait passively for things to happen to him. He is actively dying. He has the starring role. Having a good death is within his control. At the time those books were written, suicide was a civil as well as a religious crime. To end one’s own life was to succumb to despair, to appropriate a decision that was rightly God’s and to reject the natural and divinely ordered way of things. But our modern ars moriendi must make some provision for control over the process of our own ending. Because we have the medical knowledge that makes this possible, and because we no longer have an obligation to follow a medieval religious code, the kind of control we have will not be the same as Moriens’s. When my time comes, I think I want somebody who loves me to sit by my side and remind me that I have mattered, that I will be, at least for a while, remembered, that the world is a different place because I have been in it. I want to hear the sounds of my house or of the season, birdsong or rain, wind or traffic. I want to know that my children will be OK, that my friends love me. I want to hope I can be forgiven for the wrong or hurtful things I have done, and for the things I failed to do that I ought to have done. I want more than anything to be forgiven for not making that kind of an end for Mark.


Mark sent his last text around midnight. He did not explain what he was doing: that would have meant I would either have had to call an ambulance and stop him, which I knew he did not want, or go to court for failing to prevent his death, or aiding and abetting suicide.


I know it will make me cry, but I cannot stop imagining his last hours. Did he feel calm as he arranged the notes on his table? Was he frightened? What were his last thoughts, his last memories? Why was the radio switched off? This was rare for Mark. For all the time I knew him, he was a radio obsessive, and found it hard to fall asleep without the World Service talking to him through the night. Years earlier, he bought a little speaker that went under his pillow so that he could listen to the radio all night without disturbing me – though, whenever I woke in the night, I could still hear its tinny, muffled voice or the faint ghost of ‘Sailing By’, the music that plays at quarter to one every night when Radio 4 offers up the last shipping forecast of the day and cedes its wavelength to the World Service. When he fell ill, that radio became everything to him: his connection to the world outside his bedroom, the foundation of all his conversation, his truest, most patient and tireless companion, when the rest of us, myself included, had fallen short. So why did he turn it off? Did he want to focus on his thoughts? Was he thinking ahead to my return, and planning that the silence from his bedroom would warn me what I might find in there? Was he just, committed environmentalist that he was, trying to save electricity?


So, he texted me, turned off the radio and then, I suppose, swallowed the pentobarbital with water. The effect of the drug is quick. He would have been asleep within a few minutes, dead probably within an hour.


Did he think of me? Did he feel alone, abandoned? Did he call for me, for his mother, for anyone to hold his hand while the darkness filtered in?


I cannot bear the thought, but nor can I drive it from my mind.
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OTHER WAYS OF TELLING


At about 9.15 on the morning of 7 May 2016, I came home and found my husband of two weeks, my partner of eighteen years, dead in bed. It was a Saturday.


Still, I go over and over the way that morning unfolded. I woke at my brother Ben’s house. Since I had left Mark alone overnight for the first time in months, and because he could not get his own breakfast or medication, I set off to drive home as soon as I was dressed and had drunk a cup of tea. Ben was going to bring the boys home in the evening. I texted Mark to say I was setting off, but I got no reply. Like the previous day, it was gloriously warm and sunny, and my drive along the empty A1 was easy and quick. I parked the car and walked up to the front door. There was a box outside – some stationery I had ordered – and, of course, Mark would not have been able to answer the door. I let myself in, put the box in the hall and shouted up, ‘Hello. I’m home!’


No answer.


‘Mark?’ I started up the stairs. It was quite silent. I had a sick, empty feeling, as though all the organs in my abdomen had suddenly dropped about a foot. I sort-of knew, but I did not absolutely know. Not yet. I thought to myself, This is the last moment before our world changes; these are the last steps in my old life.


His bedroom door was open, as it usually was, so he could hear the sounds of the house, of the family. He found comfort even in the swill and roll of the dishwasher, the muffled chat of the radio in the kitchen. But, really, I knew before I went into the room; before I took that last step out of our life together and into widowhood, I knew what had happened. I remember most of all how he looked in the bed, lying on his back, wearing a grey T-shirt, the yellow duvet pulled up to his chest. His eyes were closed, his jaw slack, his skin the colour of a drizzly sky. He was absolutely still. Both wholly Mark and wholly dead. Oh, Mark. Oh, darling.


The police officer who arrived later that morning needed me to identify the body.


‘Can you confirm that this man was Mark Pluciennik, your husband?’


I knew this body so well, and yet it was so altered from the Mark I had known at his most alive. This is not Mark, not really. It is just a kind of armature of him. As the illness progressed, layers of Mark as he was when he was whole came away: first the layers of paint and polish flaked off, and then the sharp corners were abraded; he became a little less defined. The joy and humour eroded away, his thoughtful intelligence contracted to a kind of brutal core. Next, his physical vitality, his confident strength seeped out of him, and then, finally, all that survived was this pared-down essence. Mark, without even his bruising self-assurance. Just pain, and love and courage. And, now, not even that. Just memories. Stories. Stories and compassion.


At the start of our relationship, in the days of the Paris trip, I was finishing a book about the archaeology of emotion; Mark was working on a paper called ‘Archaeological narratives and other ways of telling’. The way we interpret and present the past, he told me, depends on sewing together the scraps that we have into stories. Just like fiction writers, we use plots, characters and events to make a narrative. All the issues in archaeology that examine ‘the origins of . . .’ or ‘the evolution of . . .’ or ‘the transformation from something to something else’ are the playing-out of storylines with which we are already familiar. He himself was fascinated by the period at the interface between the Mesolithic and the Neolithic, when people adopted new technologies like making pottery, took up agriculture as the main basis of their economy, in place of hunting, gathering and fishing, and started living in more settled and larger communities. In Europe, there has been much discussion about how much of the social and cultural change was due to the spread of new populations and how much to changing ideas and beliefs. What kinds of interactions between groups of people and between people and their environment were most important in explaining the changes we can observe in people’s way of life? Mark, however, wanted to know whether theories developed for understanding literature, folklore or history might also illuminate the way that archaeologists talk about the Mesolithic–Neolithic transition. Our characters, he said, include things such as archaeological cultures, identified and usually named for their distinctive material practices: Linear Pottery households, for example, or Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. Our events and incidents are agglomerations of little happenings that cohere into something which is bounded in time and space. An event might be a war, or a large movement of people, or a sustained period of colder-than-usual weather. Plots are complicated. Plots are what turn a simple chronicle of sequential events into a story. Plots impose order and coherence upon the jumble of happenings that make a life, a century, an epoch. We could always select different moments, different events, or organize them in a different way. This does not mean that we make things up or that we can say anything we like, but it does mean that it is too simplistic to say that a narrative about the past is ever definitively true. You could always tell another story. Our archaeological narratives are post-hoc constructions, built out of tiny elements like the presence or absence of a single potsherd, the bone of a domesticated animal or a solitary cereal grain.


You could tell a story about the origins of agriculture, Mark explained, that would be a tragedy, a narrative about how a more egalitarian golden age was ruined by a system that let inequality thrive. The villains are self-aggrandizing operators and wheeler-dealers, given the means, by the end of the Neolithic, to promote themselves and keep the rest of us down. Agriculture, in this story, is a technology that released not only the potential for things to get better, but also for things to get very much worse, like splitting the atom. The spilt milk that will not go back into the glass. Or our narrative might be a romance, our protagonists the clever and determined individuals who eventually triumph by making possible a new, more expansive, more sophisticated way of life. It is hard for us to avoid telling stories that are already in some ways familiar. We recognize the tropes; we know what we want and expect to hear. And what story am I telling now, from this bit of far-more-recent past? The tropes of what is reductively called a grief memoir favour a tragic romance, a love story. But this is not a grief memoir. And, although there is love in this story, it is certainly not a romance.


Stories and compassion: here is a story that haunts me – Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities. Lots of people know this one. It has a romantic hero and a selfless heroine, but those are not the most interesting characters for me.


Sydney Carton is a drinker and a cynic. His sharp wit and quick mind have brought him little personal success, though they have been exploited in furthering the careers of others. His abrasive manner and lack of social polish have left him, in middle life, a solitary and rather pitiable man. Into this disappointing life comes Lucie Manette, a beautiful (aren’t they all?), gentle, kind young woman, devoted to her elderly father. Despite his cynicism, Carton is deeply affected by Lucie. He loves her with a passion that is almost, but not quite, enough to redeem and reform him. He knows he cannot be worthy of her love, however, cannot change his ways, and although he eventually declares his love to her, it is not to ask her to marry him, something he knows himself unfit for, but simply to offer his service:


For you, and for any dear to you, I would do anything. If my career were of that better kind that there was any opportunity or capacity of sacrifice in it, I would embrace any sacrifice for you and for those dear to you. Try to hold me in your mind, at some quiet times, as ardent and sincere in this one thing. The time will come . . . think now and then that there is a man who would give his life, to keep a life you love beside you!


His love is selfless. He never hopes to have her for himself. He never changes his mind. He is constant. Lucie does not love Carton back, can never return his feelings. But she has compassion and kind feeling for him, because she is of that Victorian type of ideal womanhood which is universally kind and gentle. She can weep for him. Ultimately, though, Lucie’s heart belongs to another man, Charles Darnay. Charles is all that Carton is not: charming, morally upright, pious. Less interesting, as is the way of the virtuous in stories, but Lucie loves him, and it is Charles she goes on to marry. The pain of rejection is compounded for Carton because Charles and he share an unusually close physical resemblance. Charles exemplifies for Carton what he himself might have been, had he not squandered his talents.


Years pass, and Carton remains a friend of Lucie and Charles. That is how he comes to be in Paris when Charles is caught up in the Terror of post-revolutionary France. As the son of a despised aristocrat, Charles is arrested as an enemy of the people. Lucie’s father, a hero of the revolution, speaks in his favour, and for a while it looks like he might be spared the wrath of the mob, but he is rearrested and this time his enemies are implacable. It seems he cannot escape execution. At this moment, with Lucie close to despair, Carton finds the courage and sangfroid to fulfil the pledge he made to Lucie years before. He conceals his plan from his friends, lest they try to stop him, but instructs individuals in the parts they must play. He blackmails one of the guards to let him into Charles’s prison cell, where he forces Charles to change clothes with him and uses ether to render him insensible. Then he has the unconscious Charles carried out of the prison, disguised as a drunk Carton. Charles is taken to where Lucie and her father are waiting in a carriage with another friend, who has been instructed to get them out of Paris and back to England as swiftly as he can.


When the hour of execution comes, none of the guards or officials notice that the prisoner is not the same man. Accordingly, Carton goes to the guillotine in place of Lucie’s husband. It is an act of supreme courage and love.


I did not get round to reading Charles Dickens until embarrassingly late in life, although Mark loved his enormous novels. I used to be impatient with the phonetically rendered local accents, and the long and unnecessary subplots, but then, a couple of years before Mark fell ill, I heard a radio dramatization of A Tale of Two Cities. I downloaded the programme onto my MP3 player and listened to each instalment on my long runs on Sunday mornings. I am a sucker for Victorian sentimentality, and I eat up a grand, romantic plot. Although I went on to read and enjoy other Dickens novels, Carton remains for me the most compelling of all characters, and his story the one that lodged in my mind in the months after Mark’s death.


Here is another story. This is one I tell over and over:


A man and a woman fell in love. She loved him for his intelligence, his warm brown eyes, his stories. He loved her for her quick mind, and how her face looked in profile. One day, he reached into his chest, pulled out his heart and gave it to her to keep. He never asked for it back. In return, and because she loved him, she gave him her years and her loyalty. Things were not always perfect. She could be sulky, resentful and jealous. He could be arrogant, thoughtless and unkind. But most of the time they loved each other. They cooked, watched TV, raised children, grumbled about work, went for walks, talked about the news, made plans and did the crossword. Normal things.


One day, about fifteen years after they had met, the man began to feel strange. Many doctors examined him, and saw that parts of his brain were damaged. They did many tests, but none of them knew quite what was causing this damage, or what would stop it. More years passed. He felt stranger and stranger, and worse and worse, and no cure could be found. His illness made him itch and hurt. It made him cold and miserable. It made his head ache, his feet clench and his eyes fail. It took from him the ability to walk, or even to control his bladder and bowels. It made him frightened and sad. The woman was worried about him, and about the future. Gradually, she came to do alone all the things they had done together: working, cooking, caring for the children, looking after the house. She was wrung out and often bad tempered. He was both grateful and envious. It made him cruel sometimes. Illness did not bring out the best in either of them.


The man saw how tired and anxious she had become. He saw how much the children’s lives had changed. Neither of them knew how or when his illness was likely to end, but after a few years of deterioration it seemed inevitable that this story would not have a happy ending. He might die. Or he might live on – blind, immobile and in pain.


One day, the children wanted to visit their cousins. And, although she was worried and felt a bit guilty, the woman really did want some time away from the sickness and the scratchiness, to spend a soft summer evening drinking wine with her brother and sister-in-law, so she allowed herself to be persuaded. Accordingly, late one Friday afternoon, she set a tray with her husband’s meal and the things he would need for an evening alone, took the children and left the house.


It was a warm, light evening in May, his favourite time of the year, and hers. The wife and children were a little giddy. They sang along with the car radio. Later, the children played in the evening sun, while their mother sat in her brother’s garden and talked and laughed and drank wine. Later still, she went to sleep in her brother’s spare bed, with his cats curled up on her feet. At about midnight, her phone buzzed with an incoming text, but she was asleep and did not hear it.


Meanwhile, at their home, her husband drank his coffee and ate his food. He listened to the radio. Then he wrote two letters and left them on the table by his bed. Then, at midnight, he texted his wife to wish her goodnight, and to send love to the children. Then he took a fatal dose of pentobarbital, washed down with some squash from the flask, and, turning off the radio, he closed his eyes, lost consciousness, and died.


Some stories fall into our lives at just the right moment. Some lines from books stay in our minds because they answer, or maybe just articulate, a question, a feeling, a need that was already there. In the months following Mark’s death, I read the last chapter of A Tale of Two Cities again and again, until I knew it almost by heart.


‘It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.’


I do not believe people who say they have no regrets. They are either lying or they are psychopaths. My life is a series of regrets, and my conduct during the eighteen years of my relationship with Mark is the cause of many, but most of all I am so sad and sorry that I was not with him at the end, to hold his hand. In his book Every Third Thought, memoirist Robert McCrum wonders ‘what is going to soothe those who are approaching their last exit? What story, or what words, will provide any real or serious consolation?’ McCrum looks for the answer in poetry and essays, novels, interviews and memoirs. Death, whether contemplating our own mortality or turning over the experience of bereavement, often inspires great literature. When we try to find words, everyone’s love sounds the same, but everyone’s death is their own. Mark and I were both what he called ‘wordy buggers’, happiest expressing ourselves verbally, intellectualizing our feelings. But, at the end, there was no poetry or fine prose, no matter how euphonious, that would have eased his completion, unless they were words of reassurance and affection from the lips of somebody who loved him.










3


ARCHAEOLOGISTS WHO LOVE TOO MUCH


The historian Jill Lepore once titled an article about the problems with the microhistorical approach in her discipline, ‘Historians Who Love Too Much’. She argued that historians who approach the past through the detailed study of single individuals become too wrapped up in those lives and find themselves allying with, even identifying with, the subjects of their biographies. As a result, it can be harder to reach a balanced assessment of the past. Some archaeologists have been excited by the possibilities of an analogous approach to our own material, which may carry similar risks. The appeal of microhistory is hard to resist. You start with a very close examination of one incident, moment, thing or life, taking in as much contextual detail as you can, and then spiral out from that to examine wider issues of political, cultural and social history. The historian Robert Darnton, a pioneer of this approach, focused on an unusual incident when a group of apprentices tried and executed their master’s pet cats in Paris in 1730. On that occasion, tensions had risen because the printer’s apprentices resented being treated worse than their master’s wife’s cats. The cats, they complained, were given better food and treated with more kindness than they were. The dispute escalated until the boys attacked the cossetted pets, held a mock trial and executed them. A small and strange incident, but one which Darnton argued was a symbolic act that played with a shared vocabulary of ritual and ceremony and expressed not only tensions arising from poor work conditions, but also a clash between the class culture of the bourgeoisie, in which animals were sometimes indulged with affection and comfort, and working-class culture, in which they were not. From one small incident, Darnton was able to move to big questions about labour relations, class identity, the function of ritual and ceremony, and the relationships between people and animals in early modern France.


I find this approach to the past appealing. It maybe has resonance for archaeologists because our material typically relates to small-scale incidents, or the lives and deaths of individuals. Or we might take a single artefact and try to write for it an object biography that could be a microcosm of technology, exchange, symbolic and practical meaning, change and obsolescence.


This is a seductive kind of theory for archaeologists. For a start, the unrepresentative and incomplete nature of our evidence does not matter so much. We can simply start with what we do have, rather than trying to make a statistical silk purse out of a sow’s ear of terrible, unreliable data. By looking in forensic detail at a moment, an event, a thing or an individual and asking, ‘Why did that happen? What does this mean?’ we can start to link the local, specific and small scale to national or even global cultural patterns. My own story is really nothing more than a ragbag of moments, objects, pictures in my mind. One object-centre of my microhistory might be this electric hair-clipper. It is stored in a black zip-up case with a range of clip-on combs that hold the hair at various distances from the scalp. Mark bought it from Argos in Melton Mowbray around 2004, when the barber in town, who used to do walk-ins for five pounds, put his prices up. Mark considered, rightly, that a basic shearing with the clippers was not very technically demanding, and a small initial outlay would quickly be recouped. Haircuts were to be carried out by me. I found the clippers easy to use and, besides, I had cut hair before and had improved considerably since my student days, when I managed to give one friend a Mohican that ran diagonally across his head. However, by 2004, my time felt already overstuffed. I worked full-time in a demanding job. I had two children and another on the way. There was work stuff, house stuff and family stuff. It was not that any of the admin jobs were very demanding or difficult on their own, but the sheer number of them, the keeping track and remembering, was wearing me out. All the birthday presents to be bought, wrapped and sent; the kids’ clothes to monitor and replace; the clubs and classes to book, pay for and get to; the holidays, visits and appointments to arrange and friendships to maintain. It felt like nearly all that stuff fell to me already, on top of housework and laundry, and, no matter how small an additional job might be, I did not really want anything extra to do. Plus, I was peeved that he had not consulted me. This probably demonstrates a lack of empathy on both our parts.


Using this clipper, I cut Mark’s hair for the rest of his life. When we were younger, I liked to run my hand over his short crop to stroke his warm head. I enjoyed looking at his small ears and neat hairline, neither of which are attributes I possess. As our relationship deteriorated, however, I took less pleasure in what the zoologists call social grooming. I stopped seeking occasions for physical contact, and then began to avoid them. Intervals between haircuts lengthened.


The clippers no doubt carry physical traces of Mark. Although I have used them in recent years to cut the boys’ hair, I imagine there must still be tiny pieces of his greying hair at the bottom of the black bag. The clippers tell the story of Mark’s financial caution, but also bear witness to a problem of communication or empathy in our relationship. And they could chart my decline from passion to resentment, anchor a microhistory of a union unravelling. The clippers, and other artefacts I still have, scaffold my memory, but also leave space for me to fabricate, to be the archaeologist who loves too much, who makes a history as she would want it to be, rather than as it was.


And so I have to keep writing or I will not remember. I have to keep remembering, because who else will? Already there are things that have gone, or nearly gone. The children are forgetting, or letting the whole sludge of memory crystallize into a few polished gems, made bright by the constant buffing of repetition, or preserved in photographs, unreliable witnesses as they are, like insects in amber. The children were young when he was well, though, and the days of stick collecting and bedtime storytelling are leaching from their minds. The youngest one, Greg, was six or seven when his father had his first seizure and began, though we did not know it yet, the long process of dying. If the children forget, and without my parents, and now without Mark, there are great territories of my own history that I share with nobody. No one can support my story; no one can confirm or challenge my recollection. Nor will those fading moments be recalled to life by having someone to ask, ‘Do you remember that time . . .?’


. . . when Rachel was on your shoulders and she was sick down the back of your T-shirt?


. . . when we looked out of the kitchen window and we saw a fox and two cubs just a couple of metres away, on the patio?


. . . when we had a nest of rats in the compost bin?


. . . when you got the phone call to offer you the job in Leicester, after we had been living between two towns for a year and a half, with you doing that four-hour drive every weekend?


. . . when you made Rouladen? Where was that recipe from?


. . . when I had that terrible scan and the baby had died?


. . . when I got a bumblebee trapped inside my sandal and you had to take it off on the terrace of the restaurant with me shrieking and everyone watching the drama?


There are times now of which I am the only guardian. If I do not write down the things he said, the things we saw, the recipes he cooked, then, when death or dementia claims me, they are wholly gone too. Sometimes I feel that I should have written down everything, because so much is already lost. All the conversations, the meals, the trivial events that make an ordinary life. Occasionally, a piece of memory snags on a rough corner of my mind and I know there was something, but I cannot find the whole story. What was that business with the forms from the tax office? Where was that place with the lake full of water lilies? I know – and I am sure about this – that there were happy years when he was vigorous and sharp, when he made me laugh and made me think, but so many of those diamond-bright, hard-edged moments are becoming soupy with time, mushing into the general colour of my old life. How can I find Mark or our relationship, our years as a family, in just a mood or a feeling, like the hangover from a dream? I wish my memory was better, and then I worry that this might be the onset of dementia. Not a promising start for a memoir.
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