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This as night=s, this a=s nighte,
—Every fighiie and afle,
Fire and fleet and candle-lights,
And Chrdste receire iy sade.

From "A Lyke-Wake Dirge*
Ao



ONE

Friday, January 10th, 830 am.

Damn the docorlbsll

Helen lanced up at the clock then went on packing. At that hour
of the moming it could only e Neil Alease, Ao,

She heard Margarst at the door, a shatch of Knightskhridge traffic,
a murtmar of voicss,

=il

The door closed on a pondsrous scraping of fest and a moment
later he was crowding the bedroom dooryay.

"I got your nots, Helen !

She stayed bent over the case, stuffing in the black boots. Mavhs
she should put them on, it would e snowing over thers, .

Wwhat iz this? what's Soing on?™ He tock a {ew paces in.

She looked up now, brushing brack a lock of hair "lsn't it cl=ar™

"ot realky”

She sighed, stood up, and handesd him the 1stter off her dressing
tabls.

He locked down, slisht frown—the cabinet minister confronting
the junior aids. Such an sxpressive face when he 50 wished it She
could tell exactly whers he was at, every lins.

Dgar Az, Sfayion, Yoo fatfrerin-faw came Aome e days ado
He's fold everybody Ass ralkdng a brealk bl ire Aas cancerreal had
2 of frasn't mich fongsr o go. Harold and me aire Brig i throvdh
W Were MR i e miiddle of remodeing bl whial call we do? He
needs soinehody and F Siess were the onlly ones. Fiesp at iifim o
Witle you Bl fe won't Yoo ow Bow siubboin e Cfayions ans
Haimofd and me think yvou sfodfd Know sesing a5 you and Tin ais
2 fie Bas Ifeftr . .

I yow do decids o coine, call our fioime Admbss gnd fegve g mmes-
gaide g0 Harold can mesd your fn Flaiisburg .

"You're Foing?



Helen pointedly surveved the mess of packing. "vep"

He droppedthe letter back onto the dressing table. "But he hasn't
even asked vou

"Mancy Dobis has " She knelt, bent once mors to her task.

"And whos that? Helen, vou can't just drop evervthing and o off
like this—for somesbody who dossn't sven want to ses vou "

"who on earth said that?

"¥ioul don't ike him, sither”

"we don't alwavs gst on, that's not the sams"

what about vour new book? It's dus out next wesk”

"So Damn the boots, She ripped them owt savagely and threw
them under the bed “Tm all he has"

"when did that ever count?”

she looked up. "He's never disd befors”

His face went dark red. He never could take her sarcasm.

"Listsn, he's Tim's grandfather Damn this thing. N=il, sit on this lid
a minute whils I—thanks " She snapped the catchss with quick, thin
fingers, then wiped thes melted snow from Neils greatcoat off the
green leather lid. Sshe knew he'd be like this, Knew that she wanted
out, that she was just locking for the gracsful =xit. It was hard, for
a man who was so ussd to getting what he wanted,

"what about Tirm?"

"Tim's fine" she said, standing up again. "wWes talksd last night"
Actually, Tim was not fins. In fact, he was devastatsd, but what
coulld he do in his last vear at the Roval Collsgs on the eve of
finals? *He's almost twenty-one and able to look out for himself "

el clsarly did not agres. His sves weres stony, his lip stiff under
the briztling Suards' mustache. Oh, the hell with it! She stepped
over the case and lookesd him straight in the =ve "Sorry, Neil
Ferhaps it's just as wesll"

"rust what is that supposed to m=ean™

There was no backing down now She leansd over kisssd him
lightlvy on the chesk. "Yours a nice man. A clons of all the others
she seemed to attract.

His face flushed darksr But he dared not sxplods, she knsw. ot
with 5o much hanging in the bhalancs. "Dammit, Hel=sn 1 thousht
we'd—well for heaven's saks!"

She waited

"How long .. . will vou be Sons?”
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"As long as it takes aman to dis"

His chin came= up. "That was a mite unnecsssary”

"Like the question.”

It was time=. She rang for Margarst to s=se himm out.

"How will wou get to the airport?”

Kol "

"Anvthing I can do?

"Thanks, =il As I saidin my note, I'm all s=t”

He went to the door tumed. "well, soodbye, then Kesp in touch”

"¥es5." She walked over embraced him stiffly, then he lsft. Just
snough time to put up her hair, change into her sreen wool suit.
Should she put on the black boots? That was athought. It was very
cold in the Adirondacks this tims of vear . ..

5325 om.

Harold was at the barrier bless him, looking more the capuchin
monkey than ever in homespun plaid and black vinyl hunting cap.
Y25, it had besn a tewrible light she said, and changing planes at
Kennedy had besn a nightimare but look on the bright sids he said:
she'd ended up just one howr late, she'd bettaer Ao up her coat, he
told her in his pleasant, slow burr that could have bheen lifted from
the depths of wWiltshirs. It wasn't too tropical out here, Godl but how
right he was! By the time thev'd mades it to the car she =t as
though she wers walking barefoot over the ics.

Stupid black boots! That was why she'd not packed them—thin-
s0oled, high-heslsed—they wers no uss out hersl

Cn the back seat was Fridav's IWNew York Times, and a flask of
black coffes to warm up the half-hours trip to Midport, Sshame on
him for spoiling her, she said, but he shook his head.

"It wers Iancy's idea” He lookaed pleassd neverthelsess.

"yiou've had some snow, Harold," she said, looking out. As stupid
as saving the ocean was wet, but it was somsthing to help sass
into gear

"INot near enough. ot whers we nead it. Skiins tsrribls bad this
veaar I oiled vours up, by the way"

why, thanks." she didn't even know they'd kept them. "yYou think
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Il have time forit?"

"Give vyou a wesk" he said

Her cool slippsd some. "How is he? Suddenly, Toby was close
again, and all the old stuff. Damn

"Upsitting, just. Won't o to bed, though, won't listen to nobody, not
aeven Doc Ben wWon't g2t a nurse, won't hear of hospital. Drivin us
ruats "

"How does he . look?”

"Lost a lotta weight." Harold caught her sve in the driving mirror.

"He still dossn't know I'm coming ™

Harold made a facs. *we'rs kinda leavin that to vou. He thinks I''m
Settin suppliss "

"Huh, thanks." She returmesd the face with interest. Feslings rushesd
in, taking her unexpsctedy, somehow connscting with the snowy
blur cutside. Memories | | .

Toby sfandis by fus desk, pleading for undsizfanding she
R dsrefan dilg alf foo wal

WhY, Halen, why? You mus! Aave Known wWhish you matisd my
20n fraf you'd be coming fo five over Asre?"

Then for the umplesnii ne the Jlayion spisl the radifons, the
fenfade ed up i the bAotise And she folding e armn profecifve-
v averrar bafly,

You frave no HMgh e BDiackmall Chifldren are free o ive where
ey cfloos e—youir it and mms"

Twenty vears, for Godsakes, and her hands were still bunching,
her mouth was still clamping shut. Lfgfren tpd She lsanesd forward
over the front seat.

"How'rs things foing in—" she began. But just then the snows
burst, flocking the windshield She slid quistlvy back in her seat,
unfoldsd the Times, and powred hersslf some coffes,

Toby was in his study when she walked in on him.

"Hel=n!" He tippesd back his chair and stood. Thers was gray stub-
bl=s on his chin and his hair hung in wisps over his ears.

she walked around the desk and embrace d him. "Tolbw" How frail
he felt.

“what— wfro brousht vou hers?"

A little bird" She mustersd up a smiles.

A little Lird, huh? One with a big mouth. Hers, sit." Toby gestursd

11



her to an sasy chair besides the desk, subsided himself. "Excuses the
dressing fown. It's 5o damned cold in hers. You saten?

she nodded "All the way. I'd rather have a drink."

He pouwrsd her Scotch, and one for himself. "*How're things, then?"

Tim, h= meant. "He's S0t exams this wesk."

"Uhuh. when haven't vou, vour final vear”

Thev both smiled.

"And vou, Helen? when's the next one dus? He wavesd at the
bookshelf behind her Sood God He'd bought the lotl She'd not
noticed, and he'd not said. and she'd neverhave gusssedit. Infact,
she'd have said her livsly style would have irritated him, further
mors, historical nowvsls were not in his linse. she'd alwavs felt he'd
consider her books cheap, sven though they wers bona fide recon-
structs and not just bodics rippers.

"Helemn?"

wWhen was her new book dus? "sSometime next wesk"

"This is a flving wisit, then "

Helen shook her head, *Thevll do without me. Tell vou the truth, I
need a break. So here I am." She rais=sd her glass and drank.

Thev talked some mors, mostly of Tim, his last summsr visit, his
next ones, then fell silent.

Fouwr vears and two months since the crash. She'd brougsht Clive
home to be buried in the family plot, Toby had been gratsful for the
S=sture.

"I planted the rose, Helen" A White Knight, Clive's favorits, at her
recuusst

He'd called her straight after he'd planted it, two whols months
befors on the anniversary of Clive's death. But he nesded to t=ll her,
=0 she 1ot him. "Lucky vou got it in befors the freszs, Tolbw"

"veah A coupls of vears, it will bs beautiful Clive so loved roses,
violl Know"

Oh, she knsw. She and Clive had plannsd to have a rose gardsn
ohne dav, had spent hours poring over which specimens to includs.
But not to mention that, or the cottage in Surrey that would have
gons with it. *I'm s o glad vou liked my suggsstion. T'll S0 out to taks
a look tormorrow.”

"You won't ses much. If's undesr snow "

I'l still g0, all the same" That plsassd him. *How's Ben? And
hiars "

12



Doc Otis and his wife were the only locals she knew socially,
holdovers from the sarly davs befors she and Clive moved to
England. shes hadn't seen them sincs Clive's funeral.

"Thev're fine. Looking forward to having vou ovesr for dimnmsr”

Thev talked a little more, but she could ses that he was tiring fast.
Fl=ading jet lag, she 2ot him to s5= her upstairs to unpack. When
next she looked in on him, she found him on his bed, fast aslssp.
She coversd him, put out the light, and clossd the door with cars.
Almost midnight, local time. Her body cdaimesd five am.

INancy was waiting by the kitchesn stovs. She looked just the
same, except for the graver hair "WNancy, vou shouldn't.” The Dobiss
never sat up lats.

"Thats okay. Hungry, hon™

"I'dlike a cup of tea”

INancy took down the littls brown pot Helsn had brought over, oh,
vears before and set it on the stove to warmm. Then she filled the
kettle while Helen wandered aimlsssly, picking up things and set-
ting them down., China pigs, African violets, the tea cozyv shaped
like a bees hive MNothing changsd Just a bit faded, and shabbisr
Last summer and esvery summer befors, Tim had sat in this
kKitchen, among these familiar things that she'd forgotten. She sat
down abruptly. Her hard-w on detachment was sroding fast. "Looks
much the sams" she said

Nancy nodded "*Harold and I try to kesp things up, sven though
we don't live in no mors. There's bin a coupla changss, mind. HNew
carpet in the dining room, and Harold replaced the lattice for the
ramblers”

The ksttle began to sing. Hslen watched WNancy measurs Earl
Srey into the pot, no tea bags hers. "vYou'll stay on, won't wour"

Nancy nodded. "I Susss, since our houss is half-tom apart. Did
Harold mention anvthing about g=ttin a nurs s

"¥es5. I can ses—" Without warning, Helen's voics broke.

"Thers, thers, hon, Hers, vour tea You know what vou alwavs
said about 1sttin it St cold”

Helen took the cup, buat somehow couldn't seesm 1o ses to hold it
straight. Damn, she was tired, that was all. Tea splashed over the
saucesr and onto her gresn w ool skirt

INancy took the cup, set it down, and sat whilse Helen wept; for
Zlive, for Toby, for all of them, and the clock they couldn't tum back.
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