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any experience,your eyes have their silence: 
in your most frail gesture are things which enclose me, 
or which i cannot touch because they are too near 
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Tuesday 
 

Lewis comes in to wake us up as usual – it’s 7 o’clock, give or 

take.  Doug lifts him over, groaning, “Christ,” he says.  Lewis 

settles between us, squirrelling under the covers, his thumb in his 

mouth. 

I have just closed my eyes when I feel Lewis’ hand come 

to rest gently on the side of my face. I open my eyes to see his 

straight in front of me, brown like his father’s. He is at his best in 

the mornings, perhaps all children are: unnaturally bright-eyed, 

almost feverish looking, still, as contemplative as a six year old 

can be.   

“Mom,” he says now, evenly, “what happens when you 

die?” 

 Doug shifts slightly and turns his head toward me, 

waiting for my answer.  Of course, it’s not the first time Lewis 

has asked something like this, but he’s older now, and I can see 
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he wants something different.  Which part of the story should I 

tell? 

 I say, “Your heart stops pushing blood around your 

body and your lungs stop working so you can’t breathe. 

Everything just...stops.”  Doug grunts. I agree with him, not 

really satisfactory. I want to say that you disappear, but that’s 

not true, we don’t; we don’t dissolve like the wicked witch when 

we go.   

 Lewis pulls his hand away and turns onto his back, in 

imitation of his father.  “Like something’s broken,” he says. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Like when batteries stop working.” 

 “Yes.  Something like that.”  I can see what the next 

question will be, and sure enough, it comes. 

 “Why can’t you fix it?” 

 Doug sighs, turns onto his side and puts an arm over 

Lewis’ stomach.  “It’s hard to understand, Lew,” he says, “but 

that’s what happens. When someone dies, they stop working 

forever, there’s no way to fix them.” 

 His father’s voice has more finality than mine, and 

Lewis is temporarily satisfied.  “Will I die?” he says.   

“Yes,” says Doug.  “but not for a very long time.” 

 “Will you die?” 
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 “Yes.  Everyone dies, Lewis, but not until they’re very, 

very old.” 

 “Like Grandad.” 

 My heart pounds as Doug answers, “Yes, that’s right, 

like Grandad.” 

 

After breakfast, I watch the two of them drive up and out for the 

day. It’s Lewis’ last day of school; he can’t wait for the summer. 

Today they will hardly manage to do anything in class, I 

remember it. The heat, the feeling of imminent freedom. Even 

me, a goody two shoes always, misbehaved on the last day. No 

one cared, not even the teachers. In this country it is different, 

however, different for Lewis. The summer is short, there’s no 

local pool, no gang of kids to run riot with.  Not that I would let 

him do that – or would I? What were my parents thinking when 

they let me loose day after day. No one seemed afraid then, 

that’s for sure. 

 I go over to the kitchen sink. Best to do the dishes now, 

before they weigh more and more heavily through the day. As I 

wash I look out the kitchen window; he’s lucky, a sunny day for 

his last day, full of the promise of summer. I can see the birds 

out, still early enough in the day for them:  our resident 

woodpecker, and one of the magpies. One for sorrow, I always 
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think, but the second is always somewhere, up in the trees, for 

joy. 

 For me now, of course, summer isn’t as much fun. I will 

keep working, three days a week, and will try to keep Lewis 

occupied at friends, swimming lessons, etc. He’s past the age 

where pottering at home is enough, yet not old enough to do 

anything by himself. I’d like to work in the garden, though. 

Perhaps I should get him digging holes for me; he digs, I plant, 

that might work. 

 As I stand there I hear footsteps, and know immediately 

that it’s Hilary. If she’s going to stop by it’s always after dropping 

off Aaron, and in a moment she comes into view, as ever trying 

to tuck her hair up into its clasp, and as ever, failing. 

 She comes to the door. “Hiya,” she says, and pecks me 

on the cheek.  “God, what a mess I must look. I never get a 

chance to get it together before rushing him off.” She removes 

the clasp and holds it in her hands. “You look great, though,” 

she says, as if I’ve said something. “I don’t know how you do it.” 

 She’s always like this, full of flattery. It’s one of the 

things I find difficult about her, although I know I shouldn’t. 

She’s a kind person, I think, just lacking in self-esteem, and, as I 

am privy to hearing twice a week at the moment, she and Adam 

are having troubles. 
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 She glances around the kitchen. “Coffee?” I say. She 

pauses, but we both know the answer.  I put the kettle on and 

finish the dishes as she clears the table of the rest, the marmalade 

and fruit. She even wipes up the crumbs. 

 We sit down, and both sigh. “Lovely,” she says. “Yes,” I 

reply, and am a little surprised to notice I mean it. We sip in 

silence for a moment, and  her fingers again travel up to her 

hair.   

 I find myself thinking that she’s not very attractive, and 

immediately feel guilty. Not that she doesn’t have life in her – 

that wild hair is evidence of that – but her face is rather set. 

Doug would say, straight out, as he does sometimes, that it’s old 

before its time, the furrows from her nose to corners of her lips 

pronounced, the surprising dullness of her skin. Her eyes are a 

lovely brown, but rather small, or maybe just dwarfed by her 

gigantic hair of the same colour. Or maybe it’s just the way she 

is, the feel of her: nervous, a little sharp, excitable, which sets me 

on my guard. 

 Nevertheless, in an odd way she’s become a good, if 

limited, friend these last months, since we moved to this part of 

town. Her son, Aaron, is a year older than Lewis, and they are 

close, would be closer I think if we weren’t all so busy.  Like 

Lewis, he’s an only child. As I am. I remember how it used to 
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feel to meet another only child; you didn’t want to be around 

them because it was like they knew all your secrets.  So they 

must get on well to be such friends. Hilary and I have coffee 

about twice a week; she knows by now my work days, and tends 

to stop by the other days. We don’t talk about much, quite 

different from the friends I left behind years ago in the States. 

We have nothing in common, literally, except our sons. Yet – 

sitting here now I realise I am rather intrigued by her, perhaps 

it’s a professional interest. Or perhaps we’re just trying to figure 

each other out. 

 “So,” I say, and watch her scrunch her hair. She smiles 

fleetingly.  “How are you?”  

 “Me?!” She almost laughs. “Oh, you know. Nothing 

new to report.” I feel my stomach tighten. She’s not happy 

today. “Aaron is like a crazy child at the moment.” Her fluttery 

fingers, when not occupied in her hair, seem to tremble at times, 

like now. “And Adam, well – I’m not sure he even notices, you 

know. I think – well, I think Aaron is acting up for Adam’s 

attention, really, I think he sort of misses his dad.” 

 “It happens,” I say. I take another sip of tea. “What’s he 

been doing?” 

 Hilary looks at me. “Who, Aaron? Oh, you 

know...speaking rudely, shouting, slamming doors. Not doing 
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what I ask. He never used to be like this, never, not even when 

he was a baby.  He was always such a good boy.” 

 “Hmm.” I should be charging for this, I think, then stop 

myself. She’s a friend, for God’s sake. “And where’s Adam, 

meanwhile?” 

 “Good point.” Hilary rolls her eyes. “Where is he, 

indeed.” She pauses, and her voice grows quieter. “I don’t know, 

I really don’t know. Not with us, I don’t think, not now.”  Her 

eyes water, but she carries on. “Never bloody mind,” she says.  

“It’s all variations on a theme, isn’t it?” She shifts her cup. 

“Bloody psychiatrists,” she says, and smiles at me. “There’s 

something about you which just makes me start talking.  I’m 

sorry.” 

 I shrug. “Don’t worry about it.  I’m only a counsellor, 

by the way.  Not nearly so intriguing.” We both laugh.   

 She’s right, of course. I wonder if there’s something in 

me that clicks into listening mode, everyone a client. “Whatever 

the case,” I add, “if you need to talk, you need to talk.” Like that 

blasted BT ad, I think, as if talking saves everything, every 

misunderstanding or hurt feeling.   

 “I guess,” she says, as if reading my mind. Then, “But I 

feel a bit on a treadmill with the whole thing at the moment. I’m 
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not sure that talking doesn’t just make it worse somehow, rather 

than better.” 

 We sit in silence. Yes, I think, there is a great deal to be 

said for not talking sometimes, for just being. I’m surprised she 

feels the same, being by nature such a talker. I’m surprised, 

really, that we can even sit here, happily, without speaking. 

Perhaps there’s more to her than I give her credit for. 

 The phone rings and we both start. “Sorry,” I say, 

although of course it’s not my fault.   

 It’s the hospital. As I watch Hilary try not to listen, they 

tell me that Dad died this morning.  It was, they say, very 

peaceful. For lack of anything else to do or say, I thank them 

and hang up the phone. Hilary turns toward me, puts down her 

cup, comes over and wraps her arms around me. I don’t cry. I 

think stupid things, I think, I was going to see him at eleven. We 

were going to talk about everything. Lewis had concentrated my 

mind, and I was going to bring him photos, Lewis’ drawings, 

some Doritoes. God, this morning of all mornings. Today of all 

days.   

 I raise my head, rest it on Hilary’s shoulder. She moves 

her hand to my hair and strokes it. “There now,” she says, “I’m 

sorry.  You poor thing.” 
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 After a few minues, she leaves me to get ready to go to 

the hospital. She will pick up Lewis and take him over to hers; 

they will do something nice, she says. 

 

I find myself in front of the bathroom mirror putting on make-

up, although I can’t think why. There’s no rush, yet I feel an 

urgency to get out there, to – what? See him. And what I expect 

to find I don’t know. He’s not there anymore, I know, but deep 

down I think I might be able to feel him somehow. And I need 

to look my best, I need to be there for him, for his last moments. 

Even though his last moments have already officially passed. 

 The drive out to the hospital is perhaps ironically, quite 

beautiful, year round. It’s more French than anything, I think 

again today, the tall trees now in full leaf, lining the broad road. 

Today, however, the journey feels more cinematic than usual; I 

feel as though I am sweeping, with a kind of upper class concern, 

up to the doors of a stately home. It is a stately home, that much 

is correct. But for years it has been a private hospital, 

somewhere between an old people’s home and a hospice. The 

gardens, nevertheless, are immaculate; I can see a gardener on a 

mower through the trees now. The sun must be strong and 

heavy on his capped head. Why do we do jobs in certain ways at 

certain times? Why didn’t he do this earlier, when it was cooler, 
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not so hostile? I realise even as I think this that I’m avoiding the 

issue. 

 I swing up to the front car park, feeling myself to be 

justifiably part of an emergency. Although in a sense the 

emergency is over. I get out of the car, and stand and look at the 

silent entrance. It’s something which has always unnerved me in 

my short association with the place, the silence surrounding it. 

Like no one ever makes a fuss, because they’re all going to die 

anyway. My father, of course, didn’t belong here. An American 

with secondaries, not someone they were wildly keen on having.  

There are, they hastened to tell me, plenty of people from this 

country who need the facilities. But as I didn’t see anyone 

actually knocking down the doors to get in, and as my father had 

arrived here only weeks before with good money in his pocket 

and an indeterminate time to live, I insisted. Which is not 

something I do often, or that comes naturally. He himself was 

never clear about what he wanted, what he expected from his 

only child, given that my mother, his wife, was long since dead. 

He’d arrived, it seems, almost on a whim, only phoning me the 

week before. I went to meet him, of course, and knew 

immediately something was wrong:  he was full of bluster as 

usual, tanned, and recounted golf stories almost from the minute 
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we got in the car. But suddenly he’d had to stop, draw breath. 

He’d rested his head on the seat and closed his eyes.  

 What was he thinking, coming to a strange country to 

die? But then, put like that, what are any of us doing, me and 

Doug included, going anywhere? “If you’re going to go, you 

might as well make it far away.” This is my mother speaking, the 

great traveller. From the old school of British women, inheritors 

of the Victorian travellers. Her story is to some extent the usual 

one:  married an American in the war and her parents never 

forgave her. She and my dad moved back to the States, settling 

in Ohio. Some time later I was born, a gift, she would say later, 

which I always took to mean a fluke. They could never have 

another child, much to my mother’s particular deep regret. 

 Now, as at several times when I have felt alone here in 

Britain, I remember that my mother’s brother and sister are 

probably still alive. Living somewhere in Lancashire I think. 

When I was twelve we came over to see the family, just after my 

mother’s mother died – of a sudden stroke, same as my mother. 

The whole thing, all those years ago, was a ghastly experience. 

Britain and America were much more differentiated then than 

they are now. I spoke painfully differently from the other 

children. The food turned my stomach. My mother cried all the 

time, not making a sound, sitting in the undersized chair in her 
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room. My father rumbled around in his way, full of false cheer. 

When we got back home, my mother seemed to sleep for days. 

My father guided me around the house, around her, feeding me, 

taking me swimming. Jet lag, he said, but of course it wasn’t 

true. None of us, to my knowledge, have seen her family since. 

 It seems unimaginable in some way that my father 

should have died here, in a country my mother came almost to 

despise. Then again, she never even knew that Doug and I had 

moved here, my father keeping it from her for a while, keeping it 

from her as it turned out, until she died.  So coming here, I 

guess, was only a little bit more of what had come before. 

 And now he’s dead, the bugger, right here, only a few 

feet away. I can’t go in, and take two steps back to lean on the 

car. The feeling that I’ve had all my life, which has floated 

around the outside for as long as I can remember, is finally true. 

And that is, that I am all alone. That really, nothing, and no 

one, matters. I am just standing here at the stern of a boat, and 

the wind is almost pushing me over. I hold on to something 

behind me, just to stay upright. And I cannot take my eyes off of 

the line of black clouds just above the yellow horizon. 

 

Some minutes later, having made it to the nurse’s station, I’m 

trying to get up the nerve to go in and see him. They’ve given 
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me a cup of coffee. Of course people must die here all the time, I 

think. Maybe if I can get a look into another room I’ll know 

what to expect: covered or uncovered, curtains open or drawn. 

 I look up. There is a man standing next to me, leaning 

over the counter and pointing at something in a file. He 

straightens up, turns slightly toward me. He looks familiar, or at 

least as if I should know who he is. One of my father’s doctors 

perhaps. 

 He glances up at me, more to move around me than 

anything, then stops. “It’s Marilyn, isn’t it?” Then, seeing that I 

don’t recognise him, he holds out his hand to shake. “Adam, 

Aaron’s dad.  Hilary’s husband,” he adds. 

 I shake his hand. “Oh right,” I say. 

 “We met at the school once,” he goes on, “I was waiting 

in the car.” He pauses. “No?” He gives a little laugh. “Oh well.  

You obviously made more of an impression on me than I did on 

you.” 

 In the meantime I’ve noticed he has a name tag on, an 

official one. He follows my eyes. “Just popping in,” he explains, 

“to see one of my patients.” 

 I remember now Hilary’s complaints about the surgery 

– Adam’s time commitments, his anxiety. Only I must admit 

that now he looks relaxed, even a little concerned for me. 
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 “And you?”  he says. He touches my elbow lightly, 

briefly. “What brings you to this lovely place?” 

 For the first time since hearing the news, I start crying. 

He puts his hand over my hand, which I withdraw to reach for a 

tissue. “It’s my father, he died here this morning.” 

 The nurse, who’s been hovering close, clears my cup. 

She even takes a cloth and wipes the space where the cup had 

been. Adam and I step away, and he turns more fully toward 

me.  

 “I’m sorry,” he says. “Can I do anything?” 

 I shake my head. The tears are flowing freely now and I 

hold the tissue up to my nose, can’t talk. I cry badly, messily, and 

even now I’m paranoid about how my nose always drips. I close 

my eyes and feel myself sway slightly. I could go to sleep, I really 

could. I can feel something lying in wait for me, something I 

haven’t even started to think about yet. I have no idea what it is. 

But if I can just sleep, maybe it will pass off, recede into the safe 

distance. 

 Adam guides me to a chair. I sense him looking around, 

and as luck would have it I hear Doug’s careful footsteps coming 

down the hallway. He hates hospitals, usually feels ill just being 

in them, but he’s here. He stops, probably confused by the 

presence of Adam. I open my eyes and look at the floor, the 
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shiny variegated lino tiles. Thankfully, they introduce 

themselves. God knows what Doug thinks but right now I don’t 

care. Adam rests his hand on my shoulder – consoling, 

professional – and I hear him walk away. 

 Adam’s hand is replaced by Doug’s, who rubs his thumb 

slowly back and forth across my shoulder – a characteristic 

movement, one that has irritated me in the past, but that now I 

find unexpectedly comforting, and I reach up and touch his 

fingers. In all our years together, nine alone, six with Lewis, I 

have never doubted him. Not once. I may have been a mess, but 

Doug is a rock, never shakeable, always knowing what he wants 

and who he cares for. 

 He takes my hand. “Have you been in yet?” he says. I 

shake my head.   

 “Right. I think we should go. Let’s get it over with. 

Then maybe go have a late lunch.” He squeezes my hand. 

 “There must be a some people to ring,” I say. I feel very 

vague. He pulls me up a little. “Come on, don’t worry.  All in 

good time.” 

 It’s something my father would say, stolen from the 

wicked witch convincing herself that she will get Dorothy, and 

the ruby slippers. Thinking about it now, I don’t know why he 
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would ever say it, a threat rather than a promise. We walk in 

silence down the hallway to his room. 

 I’ve never seen a dead body, not even my mother’s. She 

died at home and I had always thought that would be best, but 

this isn’t actually unpleasant. It’s not frightening at all, really; 

there is an unexpected familiarity to the whole scene. Of course, 

I realise as I approach, he is my father, one of the only bodies I 

have known in my life, so it’s no wonder – no wonder I want to 

stay with him. 

 I go over and sit down, take his hand. This is a shock:  it 

does feel different, cool. But the shape is the shape I know, and I 

hold it. 

 The curtains are drawn – a gold light shines through  

and around them. It is warm, half dark. 

 I stare at him. I know he is dead. But what seems all 

wrong is something that seems divided from that fact, and that 

is, that his chest and stomach are still.  There is not even the 

slightest rise and fall; I hold my own breath to see if I have 

missed something almost imperceptible, but of course nothing 

happens. The stillness is the most unnatural thing, and yet the 

most natural. I have a strong desire to join him – where? – to be 

with him. I don’t know if it’s for his sake or for mine. 

 Doug walks up behind me. He whispers, “You okay?” 
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 I nod, and fight a crazy urge to laugh. Good grief, why 

whisper when we can’t even be heard? 

 I stand up. Do I belong here or don’t I? I look down at 

my father, even more jaundiced-looking with the yellow light 

from the curtains. I’d like to go with him, wherever he is, but 

part of that desire is some feeling that I need to understand 

something. Him, my mother, my own place? God, I don’t know. 

He’s dead. 

 I turn to Doug. His eyes are full of tears. “There’s so 

much to do,” I say. He nods, and we leave the room. 

 

I can’t tell Lewis that night but Doug does. I can hear them in 

the next room, detect Lewis’ accepting silences. Then the Lego 

is dumped out, and I know it’s over. 

 I move through to the dining room to begin to set out 

our dinner plates and glasses. Doug hears me and appears at the 

door. “Don’t do that,” he says.  “Let’s just get a take-out.” 

 “I have to do something,” I say. “Anyway, we went out 

for lunch.” I look up at him, and put a plate down right where 

I’m holding it, in the middle of the table. “I just keep feeling that 

I ought to be doing something else, that there’s something else I 

should be doing, something I’ve lost track of.”  I sit down. “It’s 

like when Lewis was born. I kept feeling that whenever I didn’t 
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think about him, whenever I wasn’t aware of his every 

movement, he would disappear somehow. Like if I don’t think 

about him, he no longer exists.” Doug doesn’t say anything. “I 

can’t explain it – but there’s that same feeling, like if I stop 

concentrating, on what I don’t even know, then anything might 

happen... I’m sorry, I don’t know what I’m saying.” 

 “It doesn’t matter,” Doug says. He comes over and sits 

in the chair next to me. “A control freak, I think, doctor.” He 

smiles a little, and I manage a little one back. He’s right, of 

course, as ever. 

 I glance at the doorway. “So how’d he take it?” 

 “Oh,” Doug stretches back, his arms up over his head, 

“you know kids. They never cease to amaze me. It was like he 

knew already –” 

 “After that stuff this morning.” 

 “Yes. Odd.” 

 “Mmm.” What I don’t mention is that none of this 

really surprises me. Lewis has always been a perceptive child, 

slightly ethereal. A Pisces. Takes after my father’s mother, who, 

the rare times I spoke to her or saw her, seemed to conduct her 

life almost exclusively according to ‘feelings’. “I had a feeling 

you would call,” she would say. Or, “I thought you might come 

soon.” Her eyes, too, similar to Lewis’, similar in fact to mine, 
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although I’ve never been convinced about my own powers – 

whether I have any at all, that is. 

 I can hear him now, padding through with some Lego 

creation. “Dad, look!” 

 Doug turns to him. “Well done, son. Now – it’s almost 

bedtime. Let’s finish this off then go up.” As he stands, Doug 

reaches out and squeezes my hand. “You stay here,” he says 

quietly. 

 I am not certain I really want to be alone, but I find that 

I stay, lean back and close my eyes. What an awful day. I have 

the unfamiliar desire to talk to someone about it, briefly wonder 

if this is how my clients feel when they come to me, suffering 

from an overwhelming urge to recount, explain to the self what 

the self must already know. Supposedly. But there’s no one, of 

course, to talk to, to talk to about Dad especially, with Mom 

gone too. No one who lived with him like I did, no one else in 

the world. 

 The old feeling I thought gone, of wishing desperately 

for a sibling, comes over me again. Really it’s wishing for 

company of course, and for a world where no matter what, we 

would be close, comfort each other, understand each other. Be 

there for each other. But how many families have that 
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relationship? You can pick friends, as they say, but not family. 

So – no harm done. 

 And yet – my mind swings to Lewis – harm is done. Or 

might be.  As I sit here, I feel I am doing him harm by keeping 

him alone, denying him another dimension to his life. It’s a 

regret only sometimes, I think, but it is a regret, much like my 

mother’s I suppose. Except Doug and I chose this, we decided 

what was best for us.   

 I can’t help a sigh. So we have denied ourselves as well, 

like too much of a good thing might be bad. How Protestant. 

But now, no matter what I might want from time to time, now 

it’s most definitely too late. It has to be the end of the story; 

we’ve discussed it many times. 

 Enough. I pull the chair over to the long window which 

looks out to the street. It is drizzling a little; I can see the 

reflection of the grey sky on the roads. A man walks by holding a 

newspaper under his jacket, a teenager sprints past, late for 

dinner perhaps. Upstairs, I hear Lewis thunder from the 

bathroom to the bedroom, laughing his head off. 

 In so far as I ever get homesick, this time of day does it. 

In Ohio a profound silence settles about this time, or perhaps it’s 

just that any sound seems to stop as soon as it starts – you can 

barely hear, say, the dull hit of a bat on a ball, the muted cries of 
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the children running between the bases. I suppose it was a time 

when no one pretended to be doing anything, to be busier or 

any more interesting than they were.  I would look out then, 

sitting on the front porch, even as a child, and stare at the mostly 

empty streets, hear my mother and father behind me, in the 

house, saying grown up things about work and neighbours. I 

know by now that I was deeply lonely as a child, and by the age  

of six or seven – Lewis’ age – I had already developed an 

elaborate world of my own which I preferred to adult company. 

And the quiet of this time of day was part of it – uninterrupted, 

when anything could happen, when I could go on some long 

journey and take a long time to get home, or come back 

somehow changed. 

 Now, as I look out of the window, I long for those times, 

or something like them, for a liberating kind of aloneness, and 

feel instead a loneliness that has built into it – I can feel it now – 

a kind of emptiness. Made worse, of course, by today.  The 

constant, not always unpleasant, cul-de-sac of grown up life. 

 It has become dusk as I sit here, and I wonder for how 

long someone has been standing by the gate at the end of path. 

In the growing dark now I can see the person move, coming 

toward the house, and I instinctively duck out of view, behind 

the curtains. 
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 The doorbell does not ring, however, and after a minute 

I look out. I just catch the retreating figure of a woman – she 

turns toward the street lamp, now finally flickering on. It’s 

Hilary, and my heart does something I don’t recognise. I wonder 

if she has seen me hiding. 

 Why did she come? I go to the front door, open it and 

look out. There, on the doorstep, is a bunch of flowers and a 

card. Rather macabre, I think, the habit of this country, always 

leaving flowers where someone has died. I am not sure whether 

they are for me or my father; nevertheless I take them inside, 

arrange them and set them on the dining room table, where they 

will be out of direct sunlight. 

 

They are heavy summer flowers, tiger lilies, and even with all 

the windows open, that night lying in bed I can smell their 

perfume, a breeze blowing it through the house. 

 Of course, I can’t sleep, I’ve never been able to sleep in 

the heat. Every minute or so a car goes by outside, like the 

steady rush of waves against the shore. This should put me to 

sleep, but instead it seems to hypnotise me. I imagine the waxy 

lilies downstairs slowly opening, their spotted petals bending 

further and further back. I remember the pungent centre of each 
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flower, stamens loaded with rusty pollen that stains if you’re not 

careful. 

 I remember my mother’s funeral, the whole house full of 

flowers by the time I arrived, my poor father drowning in them. 

People mean well, they always do, but my mother was simple, 

with simple tastes – a few flowers and leaves from the garden, a 

particularly nice rose. Nothing fancy. And I will never forget my 

father’s inability in the face of it – the bouquets were nearly all 

white, as I remember, arranged into tight, easy to keep bunches, 

stuffed into that green foam.  He’d just put them down any old 

place, any old how, and when I got there every surface, the 

kitchen table included, was covered. Since then I’ve never sent 

flowers to anyone, probably, I think now, because I’m just not 

brave enough to send bright colours. Hilary, on the other hand:  

I can smell the lilies again, rich and quite mysterious. I do her a 

disservice, perhaps – at least they aren’t carnations. At least they 

have a sort of rude life to them, and, in their own way, are 

beautiful. 

 Doug breathes quietly next to me. I can sense that he is 

on the verge of waking-up himself – we have done this our whole 

lives together, our clocks ticking virtually in unison. Sometimes I 

even pretend that I am not awake, because I know that soon he 
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too will wake up, and then we will both be tired in the morning 

for no good reason. 

 Now he stirs, and I breathe as if I’m sleeping. If I close 

my eyes, I can almost believe that I am sleeping, dozing just a 

little, enough to keep the night from being truly interrupted. 

Like a baby, he needs to be settled off to sleep. The thought 

creeps into my mind – all the more reason not to have another 

one. But I push it away. It’s been a hard day. 

 At a lull in the traffic I find myself drifting off for real. In 

the mess in my head I see my father lying dead in the hospital 

room, his strong face in profile. Something smells perfume-y. I 

think it’s him, but I know it’s not, it’s a woman’s smell. In a 

funny sort of way it seems to be all over me, and I’m wondering 

if I smell – smell like a woman, that is, that smell that needs 

hiding. 

 My father is lying dead, a look of utter blankness on his 

face, impossible to disturb him. Yet I  begin to feel that 

mounting panic which tells my conscious mind that I am 

dreaming now and that I must get out. There is the pervading 

smell of sex, sexiness, and I begin to back out of the room, arms 

out, trying to take the smell out with me. I want to get it away 

from him, but I am also hoping it will leave me. 
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 Good Lord. I jerk awake and break into a cold sweat as 

soon as I open my eyes. The skin on my neck is prickling. Come 

in Freud, I think.  Incredible that a counsellor can mix up sex 

and death. But I have. And knowing it doesn’t make anything 

any clearer. And my father has died, the one who always made 

me smile. There. Grief comes over me, and I pull it up, like a 

blanket, under my chin for comfort. 




