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The last thing I bought while I was alive was a packet of screws.

That seems like a disappointing detail to include at the beginning of a story about dying, but it was a disappointing death. There was no final speech, no mysterious stranger, and certainly no light descending from the sky. I went into a hardware store because a cupboard door at my sister's house wouldn't stay closed. I came out with the screws in my pocket, took two steps off the curb, and was hit by a delivery van whose driver was trying to retrieve his phone from beneath the passenger seat.

I know that last part because I heard him shouting about the phone while someone held my hand. He sounded furious with himself. I wanted to tell him to keep his eyes on the road next time, but I couldn't get enough air to say anything. Then I had no air at all.

I was forty-six years old. My name was Samuel Weller. I repaired things for a living, generally after somebody else had decided replacing them would be easier. My sister Rachel said I had a habit of treating people the same way. I wasn't sure what she meant until I found myself with plenty of time to think about it.

The ground disappeared.

I was standing in a garden with a blue sky above me and a path of pale stones under my shoes. A fountain made a pleasant noise somewhere beyond a hedge. The air smelled like spring, although I couldn't have told you which flower was responsible.

A woman stood beside a wooden gate. She wore a yellow cardigan and carried a clipboard, which struck me as an odd choice of accessories for a supernatural encounter. She looked about fifty, with gray at her temples and the patient expression of someone who had spent too many years explaining parking rules.

"Samuel Weller?" she asked.

"That's me."

"Welcome. I'm Mira. I'm sorry about what happened."

I looked at my hands. No blood. No broken fingers. My left thumbnail, which I'd split at work two days earlier, had grown back perfectly. I touched my chest where the van had struck me. Nothing hurt.

"Am I dead?"

"Yes."

She said it the way a nurse might confirm an appointment. I appreciated that more than a speech about moving on.

"Where am I?"

"A good place."

"That's not an address."

"You'll find that addresses matter less here."

I turned around. The path continued behind me, disappearing between trees. There wasn't a van, a road, or a door through which I'd entered. I remembered the weight of the screws in my pocket. When I reached for them, they were still there.

"Can I go back?"

Mira lowered her clipboard. For the first time her smile faded a little.

"No, Samuel. I'm afraid not."

I thought of Rachel. I had promised to come back and fix her cupboard, even though she'd said the job could wait. I pictured her kitchen: the chipped green table, two windows that stuck in summer, and the cupboard door I'd been meaning to repair for six months. We hadn't spoken properly since Christmas. She would be the one to receive a call about me from a police officer who didn't know how to pronounce our name.

"I need to tell my sister something."

"You may tell me, if you'd like."

"That's not the same thing."

"No," she said. "It isn't."

That was the first honest answer I got, and it made me trust her a little.

She opened the gate. Beyond it lay a small town with clean sidewalks, brick shops, gardens, and houses painted in colors so agreeable that none stood out. People walked along the main street carrying groceries or newspapers. A man in a straw hat waved at us. His dog walked at his heel without pulling once.

"This is Bellwether," Mira said. "Your new home."

"Looks expensive."

"You won't have to worry about money."

"I wasn't worried about money. I was making an observation."

"Of course."

She led me through the gate. A bicycle rolled past, ridden by a woman with a basket of flowers. There were no potholes. There wasn't any trash in the gutter, either, which suggested that this town employed the most efficient street cleaners in history.

I stopped at a bakery window. Loaves were arranged in neat rows, their crusts an inviting brown. The smell made me hungry, though I was fairly sure a dead man didn't need breakfast.

"Everything you need is provided," Mira said. "Food, shelter, companionship, things to do. You can choose where to live. You can pursue any interest you like. No one gets sick. No one grows old unless they prefer that appearance. There are no accidents."

"No accidents?"

"None."

"Then you don't need me."

"Why not?"

"I'm a repairman."

"You can do anything you like now."

"Not the thing I know how to do, apparently."

She considered that. "You can still enjoy the tools."

I couldn't picture what a toolbox was for if nothing ever broke. But I'd been dead for only a few minutes, and it seemed rude to begin criticizing the neighborhood.

Mira took me to a narrow house on Willow Street. It had a red door, a small porch, and a workshop attached to the back. I was about to say that I'd never lived in such a nice house when I noticed the porch steps. There were four. I'd always liked four steps. Three made a porch too close to the street; five made it seem as though the owner was trying to impress somebody.

Inside were a kitchen, a sitting room, two bedrooms, and bookshelves filled with things I might actually read. There was a coffee mug from a seaside town I'd visited once with my daughter, Lucy. I picked it up and turned it over. The chip she'd made by dropping it on our old kitchen floor was gone.

"How did you get this?"

"We arrange homes from familiar comforts, adjusted to your preferences. You don't have to keep anything you don't want."

"This mug belongs to my daughter."

"It belongs to no one here, unless you choose to keep it."

I put the mug down. The missing chip bothered me more than it should have. Lucy had been twelve when she broke it, and she'd tried to hide the damage by turning the handle toward the wall. I saw the chipped rim every morning for years. It made me smile even on days when she wouldn't talk to me.

"Can you put the chip back?" I asked.

Mira looked at the mug. "Why would you want that?"

"Because that's how it was."

"If that's important to you, we can find an arrangement that feels right."

She took the mug gently and set it on the shelf. A tiny chip appeared along the rim. It was almost in the right place. I couldn't explain what was wrong with it, only that I knew it wasn't the same chip.

"Better?"

"Sure."

Mira gave me a tour. The bedroom had the same firm mattress I'd always preferred, except the blankets were never too hot. My workshop contained every tool I'd ever owned and quite a few I'd only wanted. On the wall hung the old steel level my father had given me. I had lost it in a move fifteen years ago.

"You even found this?"

"We try to make arrivals comfortable."

I held the level. The glass vials were clear; the metal had no scratches. I remembered dropping it off a ladder when I was twenty-three, then spending an afternoon arguing with my father about whether it was still accurate. The argument had ended with him showing me how to check it properly. Those scratches had been part of our history, too.

"Would you like some time alone?" Mira asked.

"I think so."

"There's a welcome supper at six. You're invited, but attendance isn't required. A bell will ring if you'd rather not watch the clock."

"What happens if I don't come?"

"Nothing."

She said it cheerfully, as though that were one of the best things about this place.

After she left, I tried to call Rachel. There wasn't a telephone in the house. When I said, "I'd like a telephone," one appeared on the kitchen counter. I hadn't seen it arrive; there it was, cream-colored and warm from some nonexistent sunshine.

I dialed her number. A recorded voice said, "That connection is unavailable. You may leave a message for your own comfort."

I hung up.

A plate appeared on the table beside me. It held a grilled-cheese sandwich with tomato soup. My lunch, exactly as I would have ordered it at the diner near work. The bread was crisp without cutting the roof of my mouth. The cheese was melted all the way to the edges. The soup was hot enough to be satisfying but not hot enough to burn.

I ate half the sandwich. I had no appetite, but the taste was excellent.

From the kitchen window I could see a little boy playing catch with an older man in a park across the street. Every throw reached the boy's glove. He never fumbled, and the man never threw too hard. The boy laughed each time.

I watched for a while. It was a pleasant picture, the sort of thing I'd have been happy to see while waiting for a bus. Then I noticed that neither of them looked away to check whether a ball might land in the road. Neither had any reason to.

The bell rang at six, a lovely, gentle sound. I put on the jacket that was waiting in the closet. It fit perfectly. My shoes didn't pinch my toes. The air outside was exactly the temperature I wanted.

On my way out, I stopped beside a crooked picture frame in the hallway. A landscape painting hung a fraction of an inch too low on the left. It was the first imperfect thing I'd seen since arriving, and the sight of it came as a relief.

I moved toward it, reaching for the nail.

Before I touched it, the frame straightened by itself.

I stood there with my hand in the air. Nothing needed fixing. I decided to go to supper before I started an argument with a painting.

The welcome supper was held in a hall large enough for a wedding and decorated as if nobody had been willing to argue about the flowers. White roses stood on the tables. The candles gave off warm light without making the room hot. A man played the piano near the windows, and every note landed exactly where it should.

I found Mira near the entrance. She looked relieved to see me, although she had told me it didn't matter whether I came.

"Samuel. Good. How are you settling in?"

"My picture frames are taking care of themselves."

"That sounds helpful."

"Depends on the picture."

She smiled as if that was a perfectly normal answer and guided me to a table with four other people. They introduced themselves without asking what had happened to me. I soon realized that everyone here knew what had happened. A newcomer was always a dead person. There was no reason to make the poor fellow say it during dinner.

A tall man named Arthur offered me bread. He had silver hair, a neat brown jacket, and the delicate hands of someone who had spent years making a living with them. Beside him sat a woman called Nell, who owned the bakery. A younger man named Peter looked almost as nervous as I felt. The fifth chair was occupied by an elderly woman who said her name was Ruth and asked me whether I liked the town.

"It's nice," I said.

"It's more than nice," she told me. "It's everything one could ask for."

"I just got here. I haven't worked out what to ask for yet."

She seemed disappointed that I wasn't more enthusiastic.

Nell passed me a plate. "Don't let Ruth sell you a lifetime membership on your first evening. She gets carried away."

"There's no membership," Ruth said.

"That's what makes the sales pitch so strange."

I liked Nell immediately. She wore her dark hair in a loose braid and had flour on one sleeve. It seemed encouraging that flour existed in a place where nothing required scrubbing. Then I realized it might be there because she liked how a baker was supposed to look.

"You bake?" I asked.

"Every morning. You should come by."

"What do you do when something burns?"

"It doesn't."

"Never?"

She lowered her glass. "I used to burn things all the time. That was one of the advantages of dying."

Arthur laughed. He had a quiet laugh, like someone checking whether anybody minded before letting himself enjoy a joke.

"I was a violinist," he said. "Before I came here, I could ruin an entire concert by thinking about a single bad note. Now I don't play bad notes. Not even when I try."

"Sounds wonderful."

"For a time," he said.

He looked toward the pianist, and I saw something in his face that didn't match his answer. I made a note to ask him about it when we weren't surrounded by welcoming people.

Supper arrived without anyone ordering. I was given roast chicken, potatoes, and green beans cooked exactly the way I liked them. The people beside me received different meals. Nothing arrived cold. Nothing was overcooked. Even the gravy knew how much salt I preferred.

I ate a little and looked around the room. There were perhaps sixty people, all happy enough to belong in a holiday brochure. Some were young, some old, and a few looked like children, although nobody acted as if they needed care. The younger ones had the patient confidence of adults who'd been given smaller bodies.

"Are those children?" I asked quietly.

"Some," Ruth said. "They can choose how to spend their time, just like anyone else. There's no danger here."

"They don't miss their families?"

The table became quiet. Peter lowered his fork. Ruth looked toward Mira at the far end of the hall.

"Everyone is given what they need," she said.

That wasn't quite an answer.

After supper, a woman with bright red glasses stood to make a speech. She welcomed the new arrivals, of whom there were three, and told us Bellwether had no demands beyond kindness. We could pursue our hobbies, travel, rest, study, and spend time together. No one would make us work. There were no bills or obligations. All genuine wishes would be met wherever possible, and we shouldn't hesitate to ask for anything.

I looked at Nell. "Do the chairs stack themselves?"

"Yes."

"So the people who set up the supper don't have to clean?"

"There aren't any people who set it up."

"Who cooked the food?"

"The food arrives."

"Then why do you have a bakery?"

She considered that for a moment. "I like baking."

"But everyone can have a loaf appear on a table."

"Yes."

"I wasn't trying to be rude."

"You weren't. It's a fair question."

When the speech ended, somebody invited us to dance. The musicians played a tune I recognized from my parents' old record collection. Couples moved over the floor with the kind of smooth confidence that takes months of practice. A man who looked barely twenty danced with an older woman, and they never stepped on each other's toes.

I was no dancer. My last attempt had ended at a wedding with me spilling punch onto a stranger's shoes. Still, I felt an unexpected urge to see what would happen here. When Nell offered her hand, I accepted.

"You're allowed to laugh," I warned her.

"I do that anyway."

We walked onto the floor. I found the rhythm immediately. My feet went where they were supposed to go. I turned her without thinking, caught the beat when it changed, and managed a complicated step I'd only seen other people perform.

"Well," I said. "Look at that."

"You're very good."

"I most certainly am not."

"You are tonight."

We danced for two songs. I didn't sweat. My knees didn't complain. The music seemed to move through me, finding every motion before I had to make a decision. At first I laughed, delighted that the man who usually required two left shoes had somehow become an expert.

Then the third song started, and I knew I could dance to that one, too. I would always know. The discovery made the floor feel oddly flat beneath my feet.

"Would you mind if we stopped?" I asked.

"Not at all."

Nell took me to a terrace. A little river moved between low stone walls, reflecting the lamps. Its surface was perfectly smooth except for the gentle ripples that made the reflections pretty. No insect bothered us. None of the lamps flickered.

"I'm still getting used to things," I said.

"It took me a while."

"How long have you been here?"

"I don't know anymore."

"Years?"

"Probably. Time passes differently depending on what you want from it. You can keep a calendar if you like. Most people stop bothering."

"You haven't answered."

"Neither would a calendar."

She smiled, but her eyes stayed on the river. I didn't push her.

"Have you got family here?" I asked.

"My husband came before I did. For a while we had breakfast together every morning. Then he wanted to spend time in another part of town. We still see each other sometimes."

"You say that as if he moved down the street."

"He did. More or less."

"Were you happy?"

"In our marriage?"

"Here."

"I was grateful," she said. "I still am."

That was another answer which left something out.

A bell chimed, softer than the one that had summoned me to supper. Everyone on the terrace looked toward the river. A little boat appeared beneath a bridge and sailed past without anyone aboard. I wondered who had sent it. Nell told me it arrived every evening, because people found it peaceful.

"Does anyone ever get in it?"

"I'm sure someone has."

"Where would it go?"

"Wherever they wished."

I thought about that. If I asked the boat to take me to Rachel's house, would it turn down a side channel and carry me through some pleasant imitation of her neighborhood? Would it take me to the exact kitchen in which she was receiving news that her brother had been killed? The question frightened me enough that I didn't ask it aloud.

The evening ended in a way I couldn't quite remember. I said goodnight to Nell, walked through a garden, and found myself outside my red door. I'd taken several turns on the way out, but I hadn't worried about directions. The streets had apparently understood where I wanted to go.

Inside, my coat hung itself in the closet when I laid it across a chair. The plate in the sink vanished before I could wash it. I went into the workshop and took my father's level off the wall.

I set it on the bench and checked the bubble. Centered. I turned it around. Centered again. A good level was supposed to do that, but it seemed discouraging that I'd never again have to check whether it needed adjustment.

Then I remembered the packet of screws in my pocket. I put them beside the level, sorted them by length, and dropped one deliberately onto the floor.

It bounced once, rolled beneath the bench, and came to rest against the leg.

I knelt to retrieve it. Before I could reach under, the screw slid out on its own.

I sat back on my heels. There wasn't anybody watching. I didn't know who I was meant to thank.

"You're welcome," I told the empty room.

Nothing answered, which was a relief. I put the screw back in my pocket and went to bed. The mattress was comfortable, and I fell asleep the moment I closed my eyes.

I missed the familiar business of trying to fall asleep. I'd always complained about it, but it had at least given me a chance to think about my day. Here even that small inconvenience had been taken away.
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I woke at seven to the smell of coffee.

It wasn't the smell of coffee grounds or a pot left too long on the burner. It was the exact smell of a fresh cup from my favorite diner on a rainy morning. I opened my eyes and saw sunshine moving across the bedroom wall. Outside, birds were singing in agreeable turns, each one waiting until the last had finished.

For a few seconds I forgot I was dead. Then I saw the spotless ceiling and remembered the van.

There was a mug beside my bed. I took a sip. Perfect temperature, perfect strength, perfect amount of sugar. My stomach gave a little movement of satisfaction, but the taste did nothing for my mood.

At home I'd made coffee badly almost every morning. Sometimes I used too much water, sometimes not enough. Once, while talking to Lucy on the phone, I'd forgotten to put a cup under the machine and flooded the kitchen counter. She had laughed so hard that I'd had to hang up before she could hear me swear.

I hadn't expected to miss bad coffee.

I went outside. The woman across the street was sweeping a walkway with a broom. It looked like a job, and I was pleased to see someone doing it. I crossed over to introduce myself.

"Morning. I'm Sam. Just moved in."

"Evelyn," she said. "Welcome to Willow Street."

"Need a hand?"

"That's kind, but I'm almost done."

She drew the broom across clean stones. There were no leaves to collect. A few appeared at the far end of the path, slid toward her bristles, and disappeared into a wicker basket that had been empty a moment earlier.

"Where do those come from?" I asked.

"The trees, I imagine."

"I meant why don't any fall while you're not sweeping?"

She looked up at the trees. Their leaves were bright, healthy, and motionless despite a pleasant breeze.

"I like a tidy walk," she said. "But I like sweeping, too. So there's usually enough to keep me busy."

She swept another handful into the basket. I waited for her to notice what she'd told me. She didn't.

"Are you happy here, Evelyn?"

"Very. Aren't you?"

"I've only been here a day."

"Then you're just getting started. There's so much to see."

"Like what?"

"The lake is lovely. The observatory is lovely. The theaters are lovely. The gardens are lovely."

I wasn't surprised that she liked the place. I was beginning to wonder whether anything here was permitted to be less than lovely.

I thanked her and walked toward town. A pair of boys were flying a kite in a little park. The kite climbed effortlessly and hovered where the wind held it. One boy tugged on the string, attempting to make it dive. The kite dipped, then recovered before it touched the ground. He looked pleased. The other boy asked for a turn, and the string passed into his hands without tangling.

At the corner I found a noticeboard outside the library. It advertised painting lessons, chess evenings, walks through the hills, cooking demonstrations, and a workshop on astronomy. There was also a sign offering a free beginner's class in almost everything, from playing the cello to building model ships. The classes started whenever enough people arrived. Nobody had to register.

I walked into the library. I had always liked libraries, even when I was too busy to read much. This one smelled of paper and polished wood. There were no fines, according to a sign, and no limits on how many books I could borrow. Every shelf seemed filled with exactly the books I'd wish to discover.

A librarian named Ellis approached me. He had a bright tie with tiny birds on it and the manner of someone who could recommend a book without giving away its ending.

"Looking for anything particular?"

"Something difficult," I said.

"Difficult to read?"

"Difficult to understand. I'd like to learn something."

"Wonderful. What interests you?"

"I've never understood how radios work. Not properly."

He took me to a shelf of engineering texts. I chose a thick book, sat at a table, and opened to the first chapter. The words were familiar. I could follow every diagram. By the third page I understood the subject so well that I felt I could explain it to someone else.

"That's odd," I said.

Ellis looked up from his desk.

"What's the matter?"

"I didn't know any of this yesterday."

"You've learned quickly."

"I haven't had time to learn quickly."

"Isn't it marvelous?"

It would have been marvelous if I'd worked for it. Instead I had the strange sensation that I'd been handed an answer sheet before taking a test.

I opened a book about mathematics. Equations I would never have solved in life unfolded as plainly as the instructions on a box of cereal. A book in French was as easy to read as the newspaper. I flipped to a poem in another language and understood the joke in its last line before I finished the first.

I closed the books and returned them to Ellis.

"Any more questions?" he asked.

"Not as many as I had when I came in."

"Then it's been a successful visit."

I couldn't argue with that, at least not without sounding ungrateful. The problem was that I had wanted to be curious, not simply informed.

After the library I wandered into a little shop that sold everything from fishing rods to musical instruments. A wooden guitar stood near the doorway. I'd always wanted to learn. In life I'd bought one secondhand, attempted three chords, and abandoned it when my fingers began to hurt. The guitar had spent the next six years behind a wardrobe.

I asked the shopkeeper if I could try one.

"Please do."

I picked it up and strummed. My fingers found chords without hesitation. I played a tune I'd heard as a boy, then another. I didn't need to think about where my hand should go. The instrument felt like an old friend I hadn't realized I knew.

I played for ten minutes, returning to songs I liked. At first the sound impressed me. Then a woman stopped outside the window and smiled politely while I played. A few others joined her. They clapped when I finished, and I thanked them, but I'd done nothing that deserved their applause.

"Can you give me a guitar that's hard to play?" I asked the shopkeeper.

"You could try a different instrument."

"Would it be difficult?"

"Only until you were comfortable."

"How long would that take?"

"As long as you'd like."

I nearly asked him to make my fingers hurt. I didn't, because there were only so many ridiculous requests a man could make during his second day in heaven.

At lunch I found Arthur seated in a café beside a window. He waved me over. He was reading a newspaper whose headlines concerned happy developments in distant towns and discoveries that had already been made safe for public enjoyment.

"Find anything worth doing?" he asked.

"I've become fluent in French and learned to play guitar."

"A productive morning."

"I didn't practice either one."

"Yes. That happens."

"Does it bother you?"

He folded the newspaper carefully. "It did."

"What changed?"

"I stopped asking for something different."

I remembered the violin at supper. "Did you ever try to play badly?"

"For years. I tried forgetting passages, loosening strings, playing with one hand. The music always came out beautiful, or someone found beauty in whatever sound I made. Even silence can sound deliberate here."

"So you stopped playing?"

"I still perform on Fridays. People enjoy it."

"Do you?"

Arthur stirred his tea with a spoon that made no sound against the cup.

"Sometimes I remember what it felt like to get a passage right after weeks of failing. For a moment, I can almost feel that pleasure again. Then I play, and I know I won't fail. The feeling doesn't last."

I looked out at the street. The woman with the flower basket rode past again. I recognized her from yesterday, though I'd seen enough of this town to suspect many people had flower baskets and bicycles.

"Is there any way to be bad at something?" I asked.

Arthur smiled sadly. "People have been asking that question for a long time."

"And?"

"There are answers. None of them are as simple as you want."

Before I could ask him what he meant, a young woman appeared at our table. She had cropped black hair, paint on her fingers, and a coat too large for her shoulders. One pocket bulged with what looked like a collection of stones.

"Arthur," she said. "You promised to help me with the hall."

"I did," he answered. "I haven't forgotten."

"You haven't remembered, either."

She looked at me. "New?"

"Sam Weller."

"Nora. What did they tell you?"

"That I'm in a good place."

"It is. That's the trouble."

Arthur gave her a warning look. "Nora."

"What? I'm being polite."

I was suddenly interested. "You don't like it?"

"I like plenty of things. I just don't like having to like all of them."

She reached into her pocket and placed a stone on the table. It was an ordinary gray pebble except for a sharp crack running across one side. I picked it up. It felt rough, with an edge that might cut my thumb if I pressed hard enough.

"Where did you find this?"

Nora studied my face before answering.

"Somewhere the town doesn't visit as often."

Arthur said her name again, more quietly this time. Nora took back the stone.

"If you ever get tired of being good at everything," she told me, "ask yourself who decides what you want."

Then she walked away, leaving Arthur staring at the empty place on the table.

"Is she in trouble?" I asked.

"Not the sort you're thinking of."

"That's a promising answer."

"Nora has a habit of asking questions whose answers make people unhappy. Bellwether prefers not to make anyone unhappy."

"I prefer that myself."

"Most of us do," Arthur said. "Until we realize how much else we've given up."

The following afternoon I went to a fairground on the edge of town. It had appeared on a map in the library, and the description promised every amusement a person could imagine. I thought perhaps a roller coaster would make me feel something besides mild appreciation.

The rides were beautiful, all bright paint and gleaming metal. People rode in little cars that climbed enormous towers and plunged toward the ground. They screamed as they fell, then laughed when the cars reached the bottom. I watched one ride three times before joining the queue.

The attendant asked how exciting I'd like the experience to be. I said I wanted something that would make me nervous. He nodded and fastened a belt around my waist. The belt fit perfectly. The car began to climb, lifting me high above the fairground.

At the top I looked down. The ground seemed very far away, and I felt the familiar flutter in my stomach. Then the car dropped. The wind rushed past my ears. I shouted, partly from surprise and partly because the people around me were shouting.

The car stopped smoothly at the bottom. My heart was beating quickly, but I hadn't been afraid. Somewhere inside me I had known the ride would end exactly as it should. I rode again, asking for a more frightening version. The second was faster, with steeper drops and sharper turns. It was exciting in the way a good story is exciting when you already know everybody will survive.

On the third ride I asked the attendant whether a car had ever stopped halfway up.

"Only if someone wanted to enjoy the view," he answered.

"What if it broke?"

"It wouldn't."

I thought about all the people I'd known who'd spent money on fairground tickets for the pleasure of being briefly frightened. Here fear was an ornament, added in whatever amount the rider preferred. It could never become something genuinely inconvenient.

I left the fairground and found a small stall offering prizes. The game was simple: toss three rings over a row of bottles. I paid nothing, threw three rings, and landed each perfectly. A stuffed bear appeared in my hands. I played again and won a larger one. By the fourth game I had enough prizes to fill a child's bedroom.

A little boy watched me with admiration. I handed him the biggest bear, and he thanked me. His smile was real. That was the one part of the afternoon I enjoyed without having to work out why.

On my way home I passed the fairground entrance. The sign invited me to return whenever I wished. I knew I could have a better ride, a bigger prize, or any kind of thrill I asked for. What I couldn't have was the surprise of discovering I wasn't good at something yet.
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