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  When I was a child my family knew a man with so many books they seemed to push his bed into a corner. They lined the walls from floor to ceiling, and more lay horizontally on those already shelved. Their spines were brushstrokes of ochre and faded orange, violet, red and black. There were even fat chimneys of books rising in the centre of his room.


  My own room has sandstone walls and a wooden floor, French doors that open into the upper branches of a Japanese maple which is bare in winter, a mass of green in summer. Birds perch there, tilting their heads to look in at the strange cave where I sleep and work. A few streets away, on the other side of a railway line, there’s a long stretch of beach. On cold nights when the waves are high I lie awake to listen to the ocean. There isn’t a lot of furniture: a bed, a cupboard, a long white table, and bookshelves with a changing population of spines, because I’m not a collector, I like to hand books on.


  Right now my things are bundled into an open bag. Ballet flats, stockings, nightclothes. I’m dressed in jeans and boots and a cotton shirt – my travelling clothes. A friend’s car is in the driveway, and as she goes downstairs she calls back to remind me, as if I need reminding, to pack a book.


  Hanging above the bed of my parents’ friend was a watercolour of a sleeping girl. She lay under a coverlet, her loose hair feathering over pillowy linen. The painting was framed plainly, in dark wood surrounding ordinary reflective glass in which I could see a window and the spines of all those books. The girl seemed to be floating in a transparent library. It suited her, as if pale girls were best seen through the reflection of ink and paper. Looking at the watercolour, I wanted to pull the elastic from my ponytail, free my own hair. Then I looked more closely: the girl’s nostrils were plugged for burial.


  I was ten or twelve years old at the time, and reading was almost all I did. I skipped sleep, I ducked out of sport at school; it was going to take more than a dead girl to put me off my books. I hadn’t read Edgar Allan Poe then; I didn’t know that if you were a woman you won a place in a whole poetic tradition by being young, beautiful and dead. But even as a child I knew that although the best books might brush up against sex and death, they’re nothing like the real things.


  The front door opens downstairs and I haven’t moved. I need to think about the book I’m going to put on top of my clothing, my documents, and other necessary things. The book will be the first thing I put my hand on when I arrive, when I’m taken to an empty room in an almost unimaginable place.


  I consider taking The Hours, by Michael Cunningham. I like the part where Clarissa is wandering through her neighbourhood in New York, shopping for flowers for a party which won’t, in the end, take place, although the invitations, the food, the flowers – all the results of her efforts – are close to perfect. She runs into a novelist whose work she doesn’t much respect. Clarissa isn’t a scornful person; she tries to feel kindly toward this well-meaning and limited man, whose lover is ill.


  Later, at a bookshop window, she thinks about buying a gift for the sick man. She doesn’t know him very well but she’s an editor, she knows about books and she knows exactly what he needs: ‘You want to give him the book of his own life, the book that will locate him, parent him, arm him for the changes.’ Locate, parent, arm – is it possible? It seems like a lot to ask, but yes, I agree, it’s close to what we might hope for from the right book. Of course, Clarissa can’t find it, not that day at least, in the window of her local bookshop.


  My friend Lauren’s voice is coming from the driveway. ‘I’ll go without you!’


  An empty threat. Where would she go? She’s here to drive me, to spare me the wait for a taxi, which in this city can arrive immediately, or not at all, or just in time to get you to the check-in desk after the final boarding call. And her car is much better than a taxi, much more comfortable, with her music playing and a statuette of St Rita, patroness of hopeless causes, stuck to the dashboard. We’re going to need Rita’s help. Parking is always tight at the hospital.


  This is the story of the right book, or books. We each have one life, one share of action and vision and money; a single life for all our speech and thought, our decent gestures and the decisions that might undo us, our welcome or unwanted love, our parties that may or may not come off. One life to satisfy our vast and human sense of voyaging. With the right books we find out what imaginary strangers have done with their share of this amazing thing, life.


  I’m standing at a bookshop window in my mind. I’ve chosen some titles for you, the reader. We don’t know each other, but I imagine that one day you too might hesitate before you close your carry-bag. There’s a book-sized space just under the zip. I hope you’re going somewhere beautiful, Ubud, or Kyoto, I may have just the thing. Think of me as a woman who has put a few books to the test.


  The story of the books is also the story of the test. It begins with a moment of happiness, and while you can’t have a story without a sense of expectancy, without an edge where the known world ends, I try to remind myself that when we leave our rooms and walk to that edge with our eyes closed, we sometimes step from an invisible kerb to a wide, sweet, empty road.
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  It’s that time of light excitement just before Christmas when strangers carrying ribboned parcels smile and speak on the street. I’m standing on a footpath in Cottesloe with a bundle of peonies in my arms, sweet as a new baby and almost as heavy. A man stops mid-stride and says, ‘You must have been very good.’ He thinks the flowers are a gift from a lover. Or he’d like to raise that possibility.


  Flowers, love, a quick remark in the street – it comes as a surprise, that sudden, unexpected crackle of flirtation, like the tinsel in the shop windows. I look down at the peonies, skin-pink in my arms. They look like small breasts floating on stems.


  ‘No,’ I say, ‘they’re not mine. They’re for a man. And he was very good.’


  I’m on my way to my reserved and purposeful surgeon. I think he’ll like them. He’s a breast surgeon. There, I’ve almost said it. My surgeon has a sign on his door: DISEASES OF THE BREAST.


  There are times when I can think of nothing but the moment of my diagnosis, the vertigo as I listened to my GP’s explanations: a sense of falling coexisting with a sense of being crushed.


  Four years have passed since that diagnosis. Breast cancer: I’m tired of the subject, and I haven’t really begun to talk about it yet. To be honest, I’d rather tell you about books. A good book laces invisible fingers into the shape of a winter armchair or a hammock in the sun. I’m not talking about comfort, necessarily, but support. A good writer might take you to strange and difficult places, but you’re in the hands of someone you trust.


  Yet the books and the illness are deeply involved with each other. We don’t leave our bodies behind when we pick up a book and travel, in stillness, to far-off places and witness incidents in the imaginary lives of others. Reading is not so easily escapist, nor should we wish it to be, and I can’t in fact tell you about the books without telling you about the cancer. The story we read in a novel meets, in our minds, the experiences of our own lives, and something substantial forms. The stories converse with one another, and with ourselves; far from being an escape from life, they help us to live it more deeply. As do, at times, the stories that come to us in the course of the day – through the internet, the newspaper, the evening bulletin, the voices of people we love – which can be just as sustaining as those we read in books.


  I was still trying to think through my diagnosis when a friend was called to her doctor’s surgery to hear the results of her own cancer tests. I asked which of her daughters she would take with her, knowing from experience how bad it could be to wait, afraid.


  ‘None,’ she said. ‘I’m going on my own. I’ve got a book.’


  I wish I’d asked what she was reading. Charles Dickens? She was a big fan of Dickens. Bleak House? Now that’s something to occupy the most nervous hands.


  I first learned about diseases of the breast more than ten years ago, in Palo Alto. I was writing a novel about Edgar Allan Poe at the time, and was working my way through Stanford University’s collection of Poe material. I slept in a hotel room that fitted me like a nutshell. At night I sat cross-legged on the bed with my books in front of me. Down in the lobby, there was excellent coffee, back issues of The New Yorker, and, near the foot of an old lift made of brass and wood and glass reinforced with chicken wire, a piano.


  Someone was always playing the piano, and from time to time the desk clerk would dart across the great expanse of shabby flooring to explain that this was not allowed. It made no difference; insomniac pianists disobeyed him, and Chopin drifted up the lift-well to my room.


  By day I walked to the university, where I had another room, on the first floor of a research institute. It had been a house once, the elegant clapboard retirement home of the first president of the university, who lived on the campus into old age. I’ve always loved wooden houses, the way they take in wind and sound. Footfalls are different in a wooden house. My university room had plenty of shelving and a small desk that a child, perhaps a grandchild of the president, might once have used. Here, in the daytime, I did my work on Poe.


  Edgar Allan Poe wrote about men who cannot steady their minds; about ailing women, frail in life yet active, killingly capable, after they die. Sometimes they don’t have to lift a finger, these dead women. Their men mourn so terribly, are fearfully alone, deranged, busy with self-destruction. There is no recovery; Poe’s characters do not, in the cruel and shallow phrasing of our own time, move on and form new relationships. Grief is not like that.


  These days we’ve turned our faces to the wall in the matter of death and loss. We’re just not looking. In the nineteenth century people couldn’t look away. One of Poe’s literary rivals, Rufus Griswold, remained with his wife’s corpse for thirty hours. He’s quoted as saying: ‘I kiss her cold lips, but their fervour is gone.’ I’m not sure what he expected. Something more than simple extinction? We all expect more than that.


  At Stanford I was reading everything I could about death in the nineteenth century, but I lived in a twentieth-century haven of comfort and good company. The shelves in my room were full of books written by the women at the research institute, and one of them was Marilyn Yalom’s A History of the Breast.


  What stayed in my mind over the following years was one of her epigraphs, by the Spanish writer Ramón Gómez de la Serna: ‘When poets speak of death, they call it the place “without breasts”.’ In Yalom’s book I read about nursing mothers, about pornographers, about political displays of the breast by revolutionaries and liberationists. I saw the breasts of the Virgin as the painter Jean Fouquet imagined them: high and spherical with small blank nipples. I read about breast cancer with detached concern. It was terrible, but remote. Nobody I knew had ever had it. It didn’t happen to women like me, or so I thought, fit women with no family history of cancer. Women who were disciplined about food and exercise.


  Like the character Lauren Hartke in Don DeLillo’s novel The Body Artist, I ‘worked my body hard’, in the swimming pool and on the walking track. Lauren is ‘the dictator’ of her body, and I too had confidence in the health and submission of my physical self. It did what it was told.


  When I read about those women with breast cancer I thought, Poor souls. It’s a phrase my grandmother used. She never spoke of happy souls. The soul was always pitiful, it seemed, and when a person was in difficulty you looked to the suffering of their spirit.


  Back in Australia I tucked a copy of A History of the Breast on my shelf and it slept there until I suddenly, badly, needed it.


  Just before I was told I had cancer I saw a strange exhibition. A German artist, Wolfgang Laib, was showing his work at the gallery in my university. For me, his most impressive pieces were squares of softly luminous yellow pollen, sieved into carpetshaped sections on the floor. I looked down at this simple and absorbing colour. It was deeply soothing art, without perspective, without the need for the eye to travel, for the mind to entirely understand. There were no distractions, just pure colour. Laib was also showing sculptures made of stone and beeswax which had the slight perfume of late-night conversations when the candles burn low.


  Wolfgang Laib was once a doctor and apparently feels that he has never stopped being a doctor. I don’t know exactly what his art might remedy. Human disproportion and loneliness, perhaps. The big illnesses, bigger than cancers and worn-out hearts.


  Cancer is said to give its sufferers a sense of proportion, but for me everything just went horribly flat. I felt perpetually lightly stunned. It was calming, in a way. In Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina Levin thinks that ‘there’s less charm in life, when one thinks about death, but there’s more peace’. It would be a pleasure, this freedom from everyday emotion, if only the ordinary were not replaced by solitary, constant fear. But although I felt alone I had plenty of company. A GP once told me that in her practice cancer was almost as common as the flu.


  ‘It’s a big tumour,’ my own GP said. ‘And you’ll need all the support you can get.’ That’s when it came, the simultaneous sense of falling and of being crushed. I was thinking about my son. He was fourteen then, and I had sole responsibility for his day-to-day care. For his meals, laundry and homework, for getting him to school and tennis lessons. In earlier years I had made up answers to questions about the mechanics of jet propulsion, the habits of komodo dragons and God. I was the safety officer in the family, the person who dealt with difficulties and anxiety. And now I was suddenly weak with fear. I was not going to be able to fix this. We were not safe at all.


  There’s no provision for the protection of children in a cancer diagnosis, but I knew, urgently, that I couldn’t leave him. My son. He was my field of pollen, and the sense of him stayed in my mind like a colour after my eyes were closed. I asked the doctor if I would live.


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I believe so.’ He was entirely confident, although really he couldn’t know. He wrote me a script for Valium, for the fearful times when I wasn’t sitting in his surgery in the full light of his confidence. He had swum the English Channel in a relay; there were photos of it in the waiting room. He knew what he was doing.


  I drove home from the surgery that morning and I couldn’t sit and I couldn’t stand still. All the small things I once enjoyed had suddenly lost meaning and power. What was the point of my photographs, my books, my precious things? If I didn’t survive this, my son would look at them alone. Was there any point at all in a porcelain Chinese pillow shaped like a cat, bought in an antique shop in Charlottesville, Virginia? Someone long dead had dreamed on it. Every trace of their thought, their breath and memory had disappeared. Only the human mattered, and the human was so quickly gone.


  I was demolished, stupid with grief and fear. I paced swiftly, arms folded, from one window to another.


  Somewhere I had read or heard that a particular French executioner had a trick to help the condemned take up their position on the scaffold. As he led them forward he told them to mind the step, so that they looked at their feet and not up at the blade of the guillotine. The small fear of tripping preoccupied them briefly and they were able to move sensibly to their deaths. For a time I was like a prisoner who had looked up instead of down, a prisoner who had glimpsed the blade. I was terrified. Then I calmed enough to phone my father in the east. His voice was steady, questioning me, thinking ahead to the next step: telling my mother.


  Of course the news destroyed them temporarily. The eldest of my two brothers later told me they looked as if they had been shot. I felt deeply guilty for causing them such pain. I felt ashamed.


  And then I started thinking about the steps I must take, all those light, sure-footed steps away from death toward the medical world. Toward a sense of purpose, even hope.


   


  Our grandparents or great-grandparents usually had a bookshelf with an encyclopaedia, novels, poetry and a medical guide, perhaps Ladies’ Handbook of Home Treatment, which my grandmother had owned since girlhood. It instructed her on how to treat ailments and broken bones, how to fumigate a room following a death from tuberculosis, how to wrap and bake a piece of cloth for use as sterile dressings after childbirth.


  She kept this book to hand into the television age, well into the age of major public hospitals equipped for the most adventurous surgery and post-operative care. It sat on her shelf with Dickens and Walter Scott, and just before she died she copied out Tennyson’s poem, ‘Crossing the Bar’. My mother has the handwritten page: ‘Sunset and evening star,/And one clear call for me!/And may there be no moaning of the bar,/When I put out to sea …’ The bookshelf of that era was restorative, and it was no accident that medicine and literature leaned against one another, offering direction.


  I was very lucky in my education. When I was nineteen I read Samuel Beckett with my tutor, who was old, Buddhist, kind. His room smelled of paper, it smelled of stone and autumn. For three hours each week we read aloud to one another, taking a turn when the voice of the other fell silent, murmuring the work like music. We were not reading in pursuit of a plot, we were listening. We read from Beckett’s trilogy, Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable.


  Beckett was Irish, although he lived in France for much of his life and wrote his greatest work in French, including the trilogy, which was then translated back into Irish-inflected English. The Ireland in his fiction is stony and ungiving. His characters too are desperate, ancient, filthy, solitary, forceful men, but they’re described with great comic vigour. They are captivating, these characters, a pleasure for the reader not because they’re appealing in themselves, but because the writing makes them so. Beckett’s work can be difficult to read, since it’s as involved with the problems of storytelling as with telling a story, but the trilogy is also funny and hypnotic. The vagrants and lost men who are his protagonists in these three novels have nothing with which to entertain themselves, and us, but a brilliant display of words.


  When you read aloud from the trilogy, in the right room, in the right light, it’s possible to slip into a calm state that has nothing to do with resignation. There is a particular music in his sentences, and this can shift the reader’s mood into something like entrancement. In the trilogy he makes a joke of true love, but he doesn’t reduce it to rubble. And in Malone Dies he shows us that there can be something apart from helplessness and despair in waiting for the end of a life, the end of a story.


  When Beckett was very old, too frail to live independently, he took a few possessions to his room in a nursing home. One of them was a copy of Dante’s The Divine Comedy that he had owned for more than sixty years. It was perhaps the book of his life. Malone Dies became one of the books of my life. I never tire of reading it; it steadies me, as Dante may have steadied Beckett, as Tennyson’s sunset and evening star steadied my grandmother.


  You set sail in starlight. You leave the harbour for the ocean. Guided by a strange pilot, you pass into the night. This is death, as Tennyson imagines it, and when I think about that time in my life, that time of cancer surgery, I also think of the sea, which brings us the rhythm of the waves, the weightless pleasure of flotation, but also, if we’re unlucky, engulfment and death.


  There’s a kind of fish that sleeps in a bubble, an envelope of shiny material that flows from its mouth like soft wet glass and surrounds it, to protect it from minor predators. Outside lie the terrors of the reef. Inside, the fish sleeps alone and open-eyed. Perhaps it isn’t sleeping. Perhaps it lies in an unimaginable fish-trance. The fish may be a little blinded by its glossy envelope. If a reef shark finds this envelope it bites deeply into the fish, flinging its head from side to side so that the churn of water and the snapping motion help tear the fish apart.


  I saw all this on television, and despite the matter-of-fact tone of the narrator, I was a little shocked. I felt a connection with the fish in its trance, looking out at a distorted world. The things that issue from our mouths are so ineffectual in the face of destruction.


  I have been interested for so many years in human wreckage. I have observed it as a writer. I have tried not to make my writing shiny or self-protective, but the act of writing creates a sweet enclosure for the ego. It’s difficult, yes, solitary, but so very sweet. I didn’t ever imagine that the reef shark would come for me. When it did I reached for my old defences: solitude, the light state of the writer’s trance. Holding that sense of trance in waiting rooms. Perhaps at some level I still thought I was invulnerable, looking out through a clear barrier into the blackness of the reef, where the wreckage of strangers’ bodies lay.


  I’d been in hospital once before my cancer surgery, to have a baby. I knew from that experience how a body can recover from a great distorting transformation, and when I gathered my thoughts I decided to think of the cancer as a difficult pregnancy. At the end of it would be a new human life: my own.


  My real pregnancy happened in 1990, during the First Gulf War. Suddenly I was in the zone of killing and creating, war and motherhood. Just before the conflict broke out I went to a peace service at a cathedral in the city. I was given a candle with a cardboard collar that someone had carefully fashioned to protect my fingers from hot wax. There were Quakers, Buddhists, Anglicans, a row of elderly Irish nuns. Everyone in the congregation had a candle with a cardboard ledge, everyone was hopeful, but our hopes came to nothing; the war began.


  I’m a youngest child, without sisters; I didn’t know a lot about pregnancy and childbirth. I asked my mother what it was like to have a baby. ‘All the points of the compass swivel,’ she told me. She meant that I’d have to reorient myself or I’d be lost, and she was right. When I asked my hairdresser what to expect she said, ‘Imagine cutting off your own leg.’


  After my baby was born, he began to gasp and cry out and fling his hands up, arms wide in a gesture of surrender – a startled reflex that brought to mind the victim facing the firing squad in Goya’s The Shootings of May Third. That same frozen astonishment. My son’s face was thick-featured from all the fluid he’d been swimming in. He would never have this underwater face again. By the time we were settled in a big public ward, he looked much like all the other babies in their wire baskets beside their mothers’ beds. He deteriorated over the next few days; he was yellow, listless, baggy-skinned. He failed to thrive.


  The ward was full. One of the women, a refugee who’d had a long labour and whose baby was unsettled, spent a lot of time looking out the window. Her baby cried and cried, and when this mother was offered painkillers for herself, a binder for her breasts, she refused. ‘Oh, doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘One or two days sore.’


  My baby and I didn’t thrive until we were allowed home and I was tucked into my high wooden bed with him in the curve of my arm, his father bringing me fish and salad. The marriage didn’t last, but it was good for a very long time. As I drifted off to sleep my husband played the piano in a distant room. In the night the baby and I turned about each other like the planets.


  In the daytime I was listening to a radio reading of Nabokov’s Invitation to a Beheading, a novel that suited the larger anxieties of the time. Military jets were flying through European skies on their way to Iraq. My nights with a sleepy baby seemed so vast and orderly, but that was the illusion of maternal self-absorption; the forces in the wider world seemed to be given over to destruction. And so it seemed important to keep listening to Nabokov’s novel.


  Invitation to a Beheading domesticates state-sanctioned killing and portrays the sense of righteous purpose that makes it possible. A man, Cincinnatus, has been condemned for a crime that isn’t specified. As he waits for the day of his execution people appear in his cell, exaggerating their roles: his faithless wife brings her lover, her family and even furniture with her when she visits; his mother makes small talk and urges him to eat the sweets she’s brought; the executioner himself turns up, sensible and overfriendly.


  Contrasting with all this drama is the prisoner’s simple understanding of what death entails. Cincinnatus has the terrible human regret that we all feel in the face of our own extinction. Death is such a waste of an intricate human body. ‘ “I have been fashioned so painstakingly,” thought Cincinnatus as he wept in the darkness. “The curvature of my spine has been calculated so well, so mysteriously. I feel, tightly rolled up in my calves, so many miles that I could yet run in my lifetime. My head is so comfortable …” ’


  Leaving this body will be like climbing out of bed in winter. ‘ “But now I don’t want to die! My soul has burrowed under the pillow. Oh, I don’t want to! It will be cold getting out of my warm body. I don’t want to … wait a while … let me doze some more.” ’ It’s a childish and deeply understandable plea.


  In the end the prisoner and the executioner, the latter with his axe and his assistant, ride to the scaffold together. The executioner deals with Cincinnatus with firm, parental authority. What is most chilling is the soothing tone he uses to correct him, as he tries to protect the back of his neck with his hands. The French executioner who told his victims to mind the step so they wouldn’t be paralysed by the sight of the guillotine above was mimicking parental concern in much the same way.


  When women with an older style of mothering told me that my baby was spoiled, that babies should be trained from the moment they’re born, I heard the faint echo of the voice of grim limitation, the voice of power organising a helpless person for their own convenience, and with the help of Nabokov, an unlikely adviser on childcare, I resisted. His Cincinnatus, ‘fashioned so painstakingly’, captures the sense of reverent wonder about the human body that loving parents feel on examining their babies. I didn’t believe that my baby’s body was the only thing to have been painstakingly fashioned – I had confidence that his demands were as necessary to him as his respiration, his circulatory system, and all his other biological processes, and I felt no need to train what had been so intricately put together and delivered to me.


  As my son grew older I taught him the ABC. I read him stories, we made words with a plastic alphabet, and we had a chart with letters and pictures, beginning with an apple, a bird, a clown. In the book Norah’s Ark a woman saves her animals from a flood by upturning their barn and building a shelter in the watertight roof. She sits on her tractor with one fist raised, her animals lifted above the dark water. Norah and the animals play I Spy to pass the time. W is for water. My son and I spelled out ‘ark’ and ‘water’ with our plastic lettering. We read about Norah and as we spelled out letters the flood was defeated, the animals were saved. How soothing it is to read a story a syllable at a time. How different from the coercive voice of the executioner, persuading the prisoner to position himself for death.


  I was once seated next to a young heart surgeon at a wedding reception and of course I asked him how it felt to cut into the human heart.


  ‘Just like any meat,’ he replied, as I expected. Then, with the skill of a poet, or a flirt, he added, ‘Just like any meat, but softer.’


  And I remembered that my mother, when I was fifteen and miserable, sent me not to a psychiatrist but to a heart surgeon, who listened and spoke to me kindly, understanding, in all ways, the florid tenderness of the adolescent heart.


  I have a friend who abandoned surgery and became a GP after a bitter quarrel with a more senior doctor. He tells me that his work in general practice involves his patients’ stories as well as their bodies. A person arrives in his rooms with a story that they have had time – often considerable time – to develop, and he must quickly and correctly grasp its often hidden import and match it to the story that his profession provides for the purpose. Some patients are duplicitous, angling for drugs or personal attachment.


  In my own GP’s waiting room I see girls in school uniform, glossy pregnant women, and young men with teeth that have been destroyed by amphetamines. I think about my doctor sitting behind his broad desk, nimbly interpreting stories I can only guess at. The imagination flourishes in the everyday practice of medicine as well as in fiction, and sometimes in the latter it’s not only the patients who present themselves inventively, calculatingly.


  In Bleak House, Dickens portrays several doctors whose attitudes to their work could not be less alike. Skimpole is selfish and indolent and fearful of infection; he’s also a sponger (his character is based on the impoverished poet Leigh Hunt). Young Richard Carstone begins medical training but he throws it in, it’s ‘uphill work’. The surgeon Alan Woodcourt, by contrast, is close to poverty, working out in the slums, in the squalid rooms of his patients. Finally he is forced by his straitened circumstances to put to sea as a ship’s doctor.


  This means he must farewell Esther, the narrator of Bleak House, who is so modest in her tones, so insistent on her own plainness, so eloquent about the loveliness of her friend Ada, that we might be surprised to discover she is the illegitimate daughter of a great society beauty and therefore quite possibly attractive herself.
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