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Eric Brown has two novels out this year: Bengd Station inthe USand, in Britain, New Y ork
Dreams, the third book in the Virex trilogy. * A Choice of Eternities’ isthe latest in a series of
storiesthat is less about the science and technology of alien contact and more about the effect
that the aliens and their gift of immortality have on everyday lifein a near future West Yorkshire,
where helives. Ericismarried to the writer and mediaevalist Finn Snclair, and the couple are
expecting their first child in September.

* k% k %

| wasin the fleece on Tuesday night when Richard Lincoln but-tonholed me about old Mrs Emmett. I'd
arrived at seven and ordered a braised pork chop with roast potatoes and apint of Taylor’s Landlord.

Samanthawas serving behind the bar. “Y ou're early, Khalid.”

“Hard day at themill,” | quipped. “I need to wind down.”

“Wadll, the Landlord' s on form tonight, according to Old Wilf. I'll just go put your order in.”

She disappeared into the kitchen and | took along draft of de. Old Wilf wasright—it was like nectar.

I’d had atiring day a the hospital. Usualy the implantation process went like adream but that afternoon,
just as| was about to start the last implantartion, the patient decided that he' d had second thoughts. He
wanted alittle time to consider what he was doing. It had been after six before I’ d been able to get away.



| wasthefirst of the Tuesday night crowd to arrive, but the others were not far behind. Ben and Elisabeth
cameinfirg, looking frozen giff after thelong wak through the snow; then the ferrymen Richard Lincoln
and Dan Chester blew in, talking shop as usud. Next camethe latest recruit to Tuesday night, Doug
Standish, the police Inspector from Bradley. Last of al came Samantha’ s husband, Stuart Kingdey, and
Samanthafinished her shift a the bar and joined us.

| thought of Zara, and the many happy Tuesday nights we' d spent at the Fleece with our friends, before
my wifewaked out on me and | killed myself, over ayear ago now.

I’d never thought | would get over losing Zara, but I’ d learned alot about myself, and human relations,
on the homeplanet of the Kéthani.

| was on my third pint when Richard Lincoln returned from the bar with around and sat down beside me.

Richard was abig, bluff, grey-haired man in hisfifties. He wore ol d-fashioned tweeds and liked his beer,
but far from being the conserva-tive country-type he so much resembled, | found him libera and
open-minded. He lived next door to me aong the street from the Fleece, and | considered him my best
friend. Certainly he wasthe only person I’ d told about what had redly happened last year.

“Cheers, Khalid,” Richard said, dis-patching agood quarter of hispint in one swallow. “| wanted to talk
to you about something. Another reluctant customer.”

A year ago, on my return from Kéthan, I’ d told Richard about the events surrounding my suicide, and
had gone on to say that I’ d decided to stay on Earth and spread the good word about the implantation
process. From time to time he put me on to people he came acrossin hisline of work who were
reluctant, for various reasons, to undergo the implantation.

“Old Mrs Emmett, up at High Fold Farm beyond Hawley,” Richard said. “ She hasason, Davey. HE's
mentally handicapped.”

“And heign’t implanted, right?’

“That’ sthething. Mrs Emmett isn't implanted, either. She' sno fool, Khaid. No addled hermit living on
the moors. She might bein her eighties, but she'sall there. A retired university lecturer. Sheisn't
implanted on reli-gious grounds.”



“Alwaysthe hardest to convert,” | said.

“Thething is, Davey isdying. Leukaemia. He was diagnosed a couple of months ago. | sent acounsdlor
from Onward Station to talk to Mrs Emmett last week, but she was having none of it.”

“And you think I might be ableto talk her round?’

“Wadl, shedoesthink highly of you,” Richard said.

| looked at him, surprised. “ She does?”’

“Y ou were her GP twelve years ago, apparently. She remembersyou. | saw her in town last week and
happened to mention your name. Actually, | asked her if you could come and talk to her about the
Kéthani.”

| smiled at his presumption. “And she agreed?’

“When she heard your name, she relented. | waswondering, if you didn't have alot on...*”

“Why not? Y ou never know ...” | thought hard, but couldn’t put aface to the name. It had been twelve
years ago, after dl, and the workload of your average country doctor even back then had militated
againg the recollection of every patient.

Lagt orderswere called and the final round bought, and it was well after midnight before the meeting
broke up for another week.

When | said goodbye to Richard outside my front door, | told him I'd visit Mrs Emmett at the weekend.

* * % %



High Fold was no longer aworking farm. Like many once-thriving sheep farmsin the ares, it had suffered
with the rest of the industry in the economic recession of 2008. Its owners had sold up and moved away,
and Mrs Emmett had bought the farm, had it converted at great expense, and now lived therein
retirement with her son.

The snow was so bad on the Saturday morning that | had to leave the car on the main road above the
farm. | struggled down the snow-filled track, towards the sprawling stone-built house on the hillside
overlooking Oxenworth. By thetime | reached the front door | knew | would never be cut out to be an
Arctic explorer.

Mrs Emmett answered my sum-mons promptly, took onelook at my bedraggled figure, and smiled. It
was only then that | recalled the women | had treated as apatient all those years ago.

The amile. Some people smile with just their mouths, others with their entire faces. Mrs Emmett’ s smile
encompassed the whole of her face and emanated genuine warmth. | recalled the experience of feding
like afavourite nephew as she welcomed me.

“Dr Azzam!” shesaid. “Khalid, it'slovely to seeyou. Comein. It sterrible out there.”

| stepped into a spacious hal, removed my coat and stamped the snow from my boots on the mat, then
followed her into alounge where awood-burning stove belted out afierce, furnace hest.

“| seem to remember you prefer coffee. I'll just go and put it on. Y ou know Davey of course.”

Sheleft the room, and | sketched asmile and awave at the man seated at asmall table beside the stove.

He looked up briefly, but didn’t respond. He was absorbed in aworld of his own. Davey Emmett was
nearing fifty now, achubby, childlike man, in both appearance and manner. | had never trested
Davey—his affairs were looked after by adoctor at Bradley Generd—so | had no idea of hismed-ica
history, whether his condition was congenita or the result of some child-hood illness.

Herarely spoke, as| recaled, and had amenta age of ayoung child. He was obsessed with collecting
stamps— he was poring over athick abum now. | remembered looking at his albums years ago when
caled out to treat his mother. He collected stamps not by country or subjects depicted, asis common
with philatelists, but by size and shape and colour.



Now he lowered his head short-sightedly over the page, a big Tweedledee absorbed in the
polychro-matic pattern of stamps before him.

Asl watched him, | wondered if Davey was aware of hislife-threatening illness.

Mrs Emmeitt returned bearing atray. For awoman in her mid-eighties, she was remarkably upright and
sory—and mentally sharp, as| found out.

She sat down and poured two cof-fees, then gave me a penetrating sidewise glance. “It must be very
hard for people whally convinced of the benefits the Kéthani have bestowed,” she said, “to comprehend
the stance taken by the few dissenters amongst us.” She spoke e oquently, in a soft voice free of accent
or dialect.

| found mysdlf fingering theimplant a my temple. “Wél, we do livein an increasingly secular age,” |
began.

“Thetwo sdes cannot be recon-ciled,” she went on. “We with faith are wholly convinced of the truth of
our views, while those that hold with the Kéthani pity usfor our ignorance, for our choice of passing up
the opportu-nity of certain immortality.” She paused and smiled. “ Those with sci-entific certainty fail to
undergand the certainty of those with truefaith...”

| smiled. “Y ou'retdling me, politdy, to mind my own business”

She laughed, the sound like a cut-glass chime. “ Of course not, Khadid. I'm merely stating my position. I'd
be genuindy interested in hearing your argument.”

| took asip of the excellent coffee. “Well, it’ s an argument based not so much on faith or theory,” | said,
“ason my own experience.”

Sheinclined her head. “| under-stand that you now work on the implant ward a Bradley.”

“I do, but that isn’t the experience | wasreferring to. You see...” | paused, choosing my words carefully.
“Last year, Mrs Emmett, | died.” | elected to leave out the messy persona details of my death. “I was
resurrected on the homeplanet of the Kéthani and...ingtructed, | supposeisthe best way to put it. I've
only avague recollection of what happened in the Kéthani domes—apparently that’sacommon



experience among resurrectees. But | have nebulous memories, images. What | do retain isthe sensation
of rebirth, the wonder of renewed life and the sense of Rightness that accompanied my resur-rection. |
knew so much more. | became—and thisisironic, asit’ sthe result of an aien process—more human. |
was convinced of the Right-ness of what | had undergone, and the genuine sense of destiny | wasto
undergo. | knew | had to return to Earth and spread the word of the implantation process—"

Mrs Emmett interrupted, “If you don’t mind my saying, Khdid, what you have said so far sounds not so
much amatter of reason, but of faith.”

| smiled. “I supposeit does.” | paused, marshalling my thoughts. “But the Kéthani no longer believeina
con-tinuation of the spirit...the afterlife, if you like. They know that the foun-dation of the universeis
purdy materidigtic, and that their process of resurrection after death is the only true hope of continued
exigence”

“Or that,” she stated, again with that sweet smile, “iswhat they told you.”

“Not so much told,” | countered, “as showed. | find it hard to explain, but at the end of the process, |
knew they wereright.”

“Jugt as, a the culmination of my years of ingruction with my Rimpoche,” Mrs Emmett said, “I knew that
the way of Buddhawas, for me, the true and right path.” Her bright blue eyestwinkled at me. “ Faith,
Khdid.”

| had to smile. “Touché” | said.

“But...” she began.

| looked up at her. “But?’ | echoed, encouraged.

“But, Khalid, | presumeyou didn’'t come hereto try to save my life.” Shewas ahead of me, and knew it,
and | couldn’t help but admire her intelli-gence.

| looked across at Davey, who was thoroughly absorbed in his stamp collection. “Richard told me that
Davey isill,” | began, uncomfortable about dis-cussing the man in his presence.



“And you think | should have Davey implanted for his own good?’

| nodded and looked her in the eye. “Irrespective of your own beliefs,” | said, “1 think you should give
Davey the chance to decide for himsalf whether he would like the opportunity of virtual immortaity.”

She looked a me sharply. “ The opportunity?’ shesaid. “Buit if | agree now to have him implanted, how
would that be giving Davey the chance to decide for himsdf?’

| smiled. | could see the way ahead, the chance to save Davey from the imposition of his mother’s
trenchantly held beliefs. Wasthat arrogant of me, smal-minded?

| went on, “You see, if Davey isimplanted, then when he dies and istaken to Kéthan he will be
resurrected not as heis now, but with certain...how should | put it?...changes. Hewill ill be Davey, Hill
intringcaly himsdf, but hisintelligence and under-standing will be boosted. The Kéthan will implant new
memories based on those he has now. He will be the Davey who you would have had if not for...”

| stopped, for | saw aflicker of painin her expresson. She said, “ That might be adifficult fact to face,
Khdid. To have Davey as| might have had him for al these years.”

“But,” | perdasted, “wouldn’t it be better for him to be cured, to live afull and extended life?’

“That isto assume that what he experiences now isnot full and rewarding, Khalid. All experienceis
relative and valid, as Buddhateaches us.”

“Then perhapsit would be avalid experience to alow Davey the opportunity of resurrection,” |
countered.

She looked at me, assessing. “But, Khalid, forgive me—you haven't answered my question. Y ou said
that | should give Davey the opportunity to make hisown choice. But if | did agreeto have him
implanted, then | would be making the choice for him.”

| moved forward, sat on the edge of the chair in my desire to win the argu-ment. “But you see, when
Davey returns from Kéthan, resurrected, he would ill be implanted. Returnees aren’t suddenly rendered



immorta. They gill have theimplant which will keep them dive should they ‘di€ again, beforethey are
taken to Kéthan for a second, or third or fourth, resurrec-tion.”

“And...” Mrs Emmett began, adawning light in her eyes.

| nodded. “ That’ sright, when Davey returns from Kéthan, he will be implanted—and if he so wisheshe
can have theimplant removed. If he shares your faith, then he can make a choice based on afull
understanding of dl the factorsinvolved.”

| stopped there, amost breathless, and watched Mrs Emmett closely to see how she had taken my
argument.

Shewas staring at her empty coffee cup, frowning dightly. At last she looked up and nodded. “You
present avery interesting scenario, Khdid,” Shesaid at last. “It is certainly something | need to think
about.”

| nodded and finished my coffee. | should have redlised that nothing | could have said would have made
her change her mind there and then.

| wondered if, when | 1eft, shewould rationdise the discussion and alow her faith to maintain the status
guo.

As she showed meto the door alittle later, she touched my arm and said, “Buddha taught that thereisno
objectivetruth, Khalid. Each of us car-rieswithin usasubjectivetruth, if only we can findit.”

| smiled.

“Perhaps Davey,” she said, “should be given the opportunity to discover hisown truth.”

| made the long trek back to the car and drove home, happy with the morning’ swork.

* * % %



| had quite forgotten about Mrs Emmett and Davey when, three days |ater, my secretary received acall.
She put her head around the door. “ There' saMrs Emmett on theline,” she said. “ Shewon't be put off.
Shdl | tdll her you're busy?’

“Emmett? No, put her through.”

| picked up the phone. “Mrs Emmett?’ | fully expected her to tell methat she had had second thoughts,
and that our little talk had done nothing to change her mind. “How can | help?’

She came straight to the point. “Khalid, I’ ve been giving due consideration to our little talk the other day,
and under the circumstances | think it might be in Davey’ sbest possible inter-estsif he were implanted.”

| refrained from punching the air in triumph, but | could fed mysdf grinning idicticadly. “That’sgood news,
Mrs Emmett.”

“Davey’sa home with me at the moment,” she said. “But he staken aturn for the worse and he' sdueto
be admitted into Bradley tomorrow.”

“I'll arrange for him to come straight to the implant ward,” | told her.

She hegtated. “Would I... That is, could | be present when Davey isimplanted?’

“By dl means. Ill arrange every-thing and see you tomorrow.”

“Thank you very much for your help, Khdid.”

| smiled and cut the connection.

* * % %

Thefollowing afternoon | ushered Mrs Emmett and Davey into my surgery and explained the implantation
procedure. Davey sat clutching astamp album, oblivious that we were dis-cussing hisfuture.



Mrs Emmett was surprised that the operation would be over so quickly. “I thought it would be
performed under generd anaesthetic,” she said.

| smiled. “No, locd. It takes about ten minutes. | Smply make anincison in the skin of the temple and
insert theimplant. | seal the wound, and the implant does the re<t. It rel eases nano-machinesinto the
subject’ s body, which monitor the metabolism. When the subject ‘ dies', the implant takes over and
revivesthe system. The body is then taken to the Onward Station and beamed to an orbiting Kéthani
gtar-ship. Six months later the subject isreturned to Earth, renewed.”

Mrs Emmett was shaking her head. “ And then, when Davey is returned, he can make hisdecison asto
whether or not he wishesto retain theimplant?’

| nodded. “ That' sright. Now, if you’ d care to step thisway.”

Davey proved to be adocile patient. A nurse administered a sedative and aloca anaesthetic, and while
Davey lay on the couch with his head turned to the left, | made the dit in hisright temple, eased the
implant home, and sedled the wound.

Mrs Emmett perched on astool, watching intently.

| looked up and smiled. “There, done.”

“Quiteamazing, Khdid.”

While Davey was drinking acup of sugary tea, Mrs Emmett confided her concernsto me. “It will bea
very strange experience, Khaid, when Davey returns, to see him as he might have been if not for... “ She
amiled, sadly. “Y ou see, so much of my life has been taken up with hiswefare. | retired early in order to
keep him with me. | could have sent him to a care home, but after my husband died...well, Davey wasdl
| had.”

Shefdl slent, her gaze distant, per-haps considering how her life might have worked out had it not been
for Davey’ s handicap.



| realised, then, that Davey’ s return would be at once a cause for celébra-tion and, for Mrs Emmett,
much soul searching.

* * * %

Once Davey was implanted, he was spared the treatment he would have undergone for his condition. A
month after hisimplant, he passed away in hospital. Richard Lincoln, accompanied by Mrs Emmett and
myself, drove the body up to the Onward Station in his Range Rover. There wasa small, secular
ceremony of leave-taking, and then Davey was beamed aboard the waiting Kéthani starship. | drove Mrs
Emmett home, promising to accompany her to the ceremony that would greet Davey’ sreturn to Earthin
gx months time.

That year, winter hung onwell into April. Therewas alatefall of snow a Eagter, transforming the land
with itstotal and pristine beauty. Life pro-ceeded as norma, around of work and Tuesday night sessons
at the Fleece. They werethe highlight of the week, afew hours of relaxation among good friends.

| saw Zaraoncein Bradley, and that was painful. She waswalking arm in arm with her new man, on the
opposite Sde of the street. They didn’'t see me, for which | was thankful. The sight of her, tall and
beautiful and seemingly happy, released adew of painful memories. | went over and over our fina days
together, and Zard s accusations. | was a bastard, she had said, adomineering, slfish, bigoted, sexist
bastard.

Not long after that | had killed myself, and been resurrected on Kéthan. On my return to Earth | had
resumed my old life and examined what Zara had said. Her accusations caused meto look again at the
person | was, how | had become the person | was, and | repented. By that time, of course, it had been
too late to affect my relation-ship with Zara, but | had promised mysdlf that | would not make the same
migtake in future reaionships.

A few months after Davey Emmett’ s degth, Richard Lincoln took me to one sdein the Fleece and told
methat Mrs Emmett wasin hospital.

“| saw her yesterday while | was making apick up,” he said. “ She has cancer. It'stermind. She said she
wanted to seeyou.”

| looked at him. “Y ou don’t think...?” | began.

“What, that she wantsto be implanted? A conversion at the eleventh hour?1 doubt it, not our Mrs



“I'll drop by and see her tomorrow,” | promised, and returned to my pint, wondering what the old lady
might want to see me abouit.

* * * %

She wasin a private room on the oncology ward, sitting up in bed and hooked up to a bank of machines.
If I had expected afeeble, saf-sorry old woman who had given up al hope, then | had grosdy
underestimated Mrs Katherine Emmett.

She gave acheery smile when | hes-itantly entered the room. “Khalid, pull up achair. How are you?’

| smiled and shook my head. “Isn’t it me who should be asking you how you are?’

Shelaughed. “I’m fine, Khdid. Oddly enough, given the circum-stances, I’ veredly never fdt better.”

| took her hand. “Y ou’ re an amazing woman,” | found mysdlf saying.

Shelaughed again, mockingly thistime. “I’'m eighty-six, Khaid, and I’ ve had afull and eventful life. I'm
quite prepared for the end of this stage of existence.”

| gestured at the equipment sur-rounding the bed. “ They’ re doing their damnedest to keep you dive.”

She leaned forward and whispered, mock-conspiratorialy, “It’ s because I’ m not implanted, Khalid.
They’ refrightened to death of death. They' retrying to do everything they can to squeeze afew more
weeks of life from me. But as |’ ve told them over and over, I'm ready to go.”

“They haven't tried to get you to agree to an implant?’

“Of coursethey have. | had some young thing down here just yesterday. He didn’t know histheology,
though— | tied him up in knots”



“Sit'dbeusdessif | triedto ... “

“Absolutdly and categoricdly futile, Khdid, my friend.”

| tried another tack. “How long do they give you?’

“Perhaps amonth. Theliver, you see”

“So,” | interrupted, “you won't be around to see Davey when he returns?’

She alowed afew seconds to elapse before she replied—sufficient time to make me regret the question.

“No,” shesad, “I won’t be around. And do you know something? | don’t want to be around, to be
honest.”

| stared at her. “ Suredly—" | began, and stopped mysdif.

Sheleaned forward. “Khalid, | want to tell you something. I’ ve never told another living soul this, and |
want to get it off my chest, beforel go.“ | smiled at her, wondering what | was about to hear.

“Khdid, do you know what was wrong with Davey? | mean, what was responsiblefor his condition?’

| shook my head. “His medical records would have been privy only to hisown doctor,” | began.

She smiled, returning the pressure of my hand. “ It was an accident, Khalid. When he was two years old.
I”d taken him out shopping. If only I’d delayed going out, or not gone at al...But we can’t undo the padt,
can we? Oh, I’ ve often wondered how what happened might have been the reper-cussions of sins|
might have committed in apreviouslife. That wasthe only part of Buddhist theory that | found hard to
accept.” Shelaughed, sourly. “For obviousreasons, Khalid! Anyway, you see, it was my fault...the
accident. We had stopped at the side of the road, and Davey got away from me ... ran straight into the
road, infront of ... “ She paused, gathering herself, and then went on. “The doctors said it was miracle
that Davey sur-vived, even though he was severely brain damaged.”



She stopped, and the silence seemed to ring like an darm. When | looked up at her, | saw tears
streaming unchecked down her wrinkled cheeks. | found atissue and passed it to her, and she blotted
the tearswith agesture at once dignified and pitiful.

“I’ve had to live with the guilt for so long,” she said. “ So do you seewhy | couldn’t bear to see Davey
when he returned? He will be how he would have been, wereit not for my neglect. The sight of him, so
changed, will remind me not only of my foolishness, but of the Davey | should have been ableto love,
growing up like other children.”

Shewascrying again, and al | could do was grip her hand.

At lagt, tentatively, | said, “But if you were to be implanted, you would be able to share hislife from now
on.”

She amiled at me through her tears. Shelifted my hand and kissed my knuckles. “Y ou’ re agood man,
Khdid. Y ou mean well. But Davey would be astranger to me. It wasn't meant to be. Did you know,”
she said, more brightly now, “that scientists opposed to the Kéthani have developed anew theory of
consciousness?’

| smiled. “They have?”’

She nodded, enthusiastic. “ Y ou see, they posit that our consciousness, the very essence that makes us
oursalves, resdes on someinfinitesmally small, quantum level, aleve that permeates the cosmos. And
whenwe die, we don't just fizzle out like a spent match, but our consciousness remains integrated with
the matrix of exigence...” Shelaughed to hersdf. “It'swhat Buddha said al those hundreds of years
ago, Khdid!”

“Well, what do you know, Mrs Emmett,” | said with asmile.

Before | left, promising to pop in the following day, she restrained me with afierce grip. “Khalid, when
Davey returns, will you meet him at the Station, explain what happened, why | couldn’t be therefor him?
Will you make sure that he understands, Khalid?’

“Of coursel will.”



“And...something else.” She reached across to the bedside table, and gave me a sedled letter. “Will you
givethisto him, Khaid? It san explanation of my belief. | want him to consder everything, so that he can
decidefor himsdlf whether he wantsto retain hisimplant.”

| squeezed her hand, and promised that | would give him the | etter, then said goodbye and dipped from
the room.

| did return the following day, only to learn that Mrs Emmett had died peacefully in the early hours of the
morning.

* k k %

Three months|ater, in the middle of October, aheavy fal of snow herdded Davey Emmett’ sreturn to
Earth.

| was just one of three people gath-ered at the Onward Station to greet him. The other two were
care-assis-tants who had worked with Davey over the years. They had never, they said, met areturnee: |
refrained from telling them that | had died and been resur-rected by the Kéthani.

| recaled my own transformation last year, both mentally and physicaly, and wondered how the Kéthani
might have remade Davey Emmett.

Five minutes later we found out. We werein asmal reception lounge furnished with afew chairsand a
table bearing wine and fruit juice. Normally, more people would attend areturning ceremony, and a
larger lounge would be required: but Davey had made few friends during hisfifty years on Earth.

The diding door at the back of the room opened, and Davey stepped through. The woman beside me
gasped, and | understood her reaction. Even |, who had been expecting a marked metamorphosis, was
taken aback.

Gone was the overweight adult-child, the sallow-faced, balding mifit unable to establish eye contact or
hold a conversation.



Davey Emmett seemed tdler, and dimmer. Hisface waslean, even handsome; he gppeared to bein his
late thirties. He wore aneat suit and strode purposefully into the room, smiling.

He shook our hands, greeting us by name. “It’ s good to see you, Khalid.”

We exchanged inane pleasantries for awhile. | recalled my own resurrec-tion ceremony and the mutua
inability of the returnee to express quite what he had been through, and the circumspec-tion of the
celebrants faced with the miracle of someone returned from the dead.

“Director Mastersinformed me of my mother’ s passing,” Davey said. Masters was head of the Onward
Station. “Khdid, if you could drive me home viathe cemetery...?’

“Of course”

The meeting broke up five minutes later and | drove Davey from the tow-ering crystal obelisk of the
Station, through the snow-covered |andscape towards Oxenworth.

After aminute, | brokethe silence. “1 saw your mother during her iliness, Davey. Shewas't in pain, and
didn’t fear degth. She had her own strong faith.”

Davey nodded. “I know. | remem-ber her teling me dl about it.”

| glanced across at him. “How much do you recall from...from before?’

He consdered for a second or two, frowning. “It' s strange, but | recall everything. Who | was, my
thoughts and reactions. But it’ s very much like an adult looking back on his childhood. We have only a
refracted, blurred image of who that person was. It'salmost like looking back at the life of astranger.”

Hewasdlent for awhile, staring out at the snow-softened landscape undulating to the distant moorland
horizon.

“The Kéthani remade me com-pletdly, Khdid. They took what they had, the fundamenta David Emmett,
and rebuilt afully functioning, intelli-gent human being from the unpromising raw materid. The odd thing
is, | fed that they maintained a continuity. | am David Emmett, but whole, now.”



| nodded. “I think 1 know what you mean, Davey. | died last year. The person who came back... well, he
was much changed, too.”

We cameto the cemetery and | turned into the long drive.

We climbed from the car, into the teeth of the sub-zero wind, and | led Davey acrossto where his
mother was interred.

Her grey marble headstone pro-jected from the fleecy snow, bearing her name, date of birth and degth,
and alinefrom aBuddhist text: We each of us have a choice of eternities.

There were few desths these days, and the cemetery wasllittle used. The headstone next to Mrs
Emmett’ s recorded that Claudine Hainault had been buried there ten years previoudly.

| felt tears stinging my eyes.

Davey stood at the foot of his mother’ s grave, head bowed, hands clasped behind his back. The cold
wind stirred hisfull head of black hair.

| said, “Y our mother asked me to explain why she couldn’t be here to meet you, Davey. And she asked
meto giveyou this” | passed him the letter Mrs Emmett had given me.

Hetook it and looked at me. “Y ou mean, why she couldn’t face the person | would be—the person |
might have been, but for the accident?’

| smiled to mysdlf. He was ahead of me, and had saved me from an awkward explanation.

“Do you understand how it must have been, from her point of view?’ | said inadequately.

“I understand,” he said. “1 just wonder how much her belief system was aresult of the guilt shefelt after
the accident. | wonder if sheratio-nalised that shewas atoning in thislife for snsaccrued in aprevious
one...and if she beieved in reincar-nation in the hope that my next existence might be a better one.” He



smiled to himsalf. “Thiswas dl before the coming of the K éthani, of course.”

| shook my hand and shrugged, smiling sadly at the thought of Mrs Emmett.

“Theterriblething was,” Davey went on, “that my mother was't responsible for the accident. We were
standing at the Side of the road and | just pulled my hand from hers and ran off, into the path of acar...
Thanksto the Kéthani, | remember everything.”

He paused, then said, “My mother blamed hersdlf, of course.”

Helifted his head and stared into the heavens, and | saw that his eyes were filmed with tears.

“I wonder if she'd forgive me?’ he asked at lagt.

“Y our mother was agood and for-giving person,” | said. “ Of course she would.”

He stared at the cold, grey head-stone. “But would things have turned out differently, for her, if the
accident had not happened?’

| said at last, “Who can tell?’

“| wonder if sheis happy, wherever sheis?’

| let that question blow away on the cold wind, and said instead, “Can | drive you home?’

He hesitated. “No. No, thanks, Khalid.” He pointed across the valey, to High Fold Farm. “It’ s not far,
"Il walk.”

| nodded, shook his hand and made my way back to the car.

| thought of the way the Kéthani had remade us, and then it came to me that, since my return, | had never



con-tacted Zarato apologise for how | had trested her over theyears. | knew in my heart that it was my
duty to do 0, but even then | honestly doubted whether | would be man enough to go through with it.

The Kéthani improve usal, to varying degrees.

| drove from the cemetery, then braked on the road that climbs over the moors. | gazed down at the
desolate scene of continuous snow and rank upon rank of headstones, those terrible reminders of the
dead.

Davey Emmett wasthe only living figurein the vast and inimica landscape. As| watched, he opened the
|etter from his mother and read it dowly. Then he raised his head and tared into the sky, at the sarsjust
beginning to appear in the heavens.

| looked at the road ahead, then started the car and drove towards Oxenworth and the Fleece.

* * % %



