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‘Given the choice between the experience of


pain and nothing, I would choose pain.’


William Faulkner




One


Lilia knew something was wrong as soon as she turned her head to the right as she stepped out of her room, just as she did every morning. Even though Arnie devoted long hours to keeping his room in order, and locked the door before leaving for work so that his wife couldn’t mess it up, he had not once realised that he always slid the kilim rug lying in front of his bedroom door slightly to the left. Maybe that was because Lilia fixed it with the tip of her clog every morning, after he left for work.


Over the last few years of their marriage, which they’d managed to keep going for more than thirty years now, they had come to an easy understanding that the smartest thing to do was to have separate bedrooms. They found a way to live in the same house without touching each other’s lives. The only thing that suggested they had once been lovers was the small, elegant and understated kiss that Arnie planted on Lilia’s lips every night when he came home. In the minutes that followed they would usually sit on the stools placed around the counter in the middle of the kitchen to eat the delicious meal Lilia had prepared, while watching the news presented by Jim Lehrer on Channel Thirteen. Although Lilia had turned into an American in the last thirty-seven years she had lived in the United States, her almond-shaped eyes set in her dark complexion like beautiful jet stones and the ginger taste she added to every meal kept her Filipino roots alive.


Ever the gentleman, Arnie would always compliment Lilia on her cooking before washing his own dish and asking to be excused to go to his room. And so after a forty-five minute interruption, Lilia would go back to her own life. She’d either spend some time in front of the computer in a closet space she’d arranged for herself as a study or take a look at the newspapers her husband had brought home. Every night at ten o’clock she’d hear the sound of Ed’s footsteps, and once the tall, blonde man had appeared at the kitchen door she’d remind him to be quiet. Although this retired fifty-five-year-old police officer had been living on the second floor of their two-storey house for the last ten years, most of the time Lilia needed to force herself to remember he existed. Ever since he’d started working night shifts as a security guard at a shopping mall, he had got into the habit of coming downstairs every night at the same time and this added a new element to Lilia’s routines. After sitting on one of those stools for fifteen minutes to have his late supper, Ed would respond to Lilia’s curious looks by saying he really liked the food, and then he’d feel good about himself for filling a tiny part of the huge emptiness in the life of this sixty-two-year-old woman.


But that’s as far as it went. Living in the same house could only bring them so close together. Lilia could never find the courage to ask this man, who had become almost a part of their family, where he disappeared to at the weekend. Fortunately she had been smart enough to include the food in the $400 rent Ed had been paying each month, so that they had an excuse to talk. Otherwise Ed would fade away into a ghost, eating only peanut butter and jam squeezed between two slices of toast, like all Americans did.


It was because of these small routines in her life that Lilia realised something was amiss that morning. The small kilim in front of Arnie’s door – which was a present from a Turkish lady who had stayed with them once – remained perfectly in its place. That could only mean one thing: Arnie had not left his room. Still, Lilia knocked on the door a couple of times before taking the liberty to enter. When she didn’t hear any response, she walked into the room to find her husband collapsed on the floor right next to his bed. He had his pyjamas on, so she couldn’t figure out how long he had been in that position, but instead of screaming or panicking she picked up the phone and dialled 9-1-1. While the person on the other end of the line was asking questions, she realised that her husband was still alive from the weak pulse she felt at her fingertips.


Before long the loud wailing of the ambulance could be heard in their quiet neighbourhood. Lilia had not left her husband alone until that moment and tears welled up in her eyes for the first time as she walked down the stairs. What really made her heart ache was the thought that Arnie had probably tried to be quiet as he fell. Why couldn’t he just collapse loudly like other men? Why did he have to try to hold onto the edge of the bed? Lilia was sure that her husband had fallen like that for the sake of quietness: the damned absolute quietness of their house.


After she had opened the door and sent the paramedics upstairs she turned her wet eyes towards the other houses in the neighbourhood. No, there was no one standing outside the doors. The curtains hadn’t even been pulled ajar. Instead of admitting that nobody cared, Lilia preferred to think that their neighbours were at work or had taken their kids to school. How had she broken away from the explosive life she had once been a part of and fallen into this state of placidity? How had she come to accept living like this? Still, she couldn’t bring herself to get mad, not at her neighbours, not at her husband and not at her own indifference. When had her anger – which she thought would never cease in her youth – faded away? In her crowded family, fights had been as common as hugs and happiness. During their short times together the place would echo with both yelling and laughter. Parties would turn into fights, then back into parties, then into drunken meetings and fury fests, but they were always great fun in the end. There was always someone to complain about in her loud family. There was always someone to get angry at, or be proud of, or to kick out of the family only to be taken back in later.


In Arnie’s muted world, on the other hand, Lilia’s family was little more than a circus, entertaining and interesting at the beginning, and becoming too loud and cheap with time. For Arnie, what could be better entertainment than a nice Sunday afternoon spent watching baseball, quiet dinners where nothing could be heard but the clinking of silverware and his intelligent but rarely made jokes? What sanctuary could replace Arnie’s safe, clean and tidy room, which was filled with the most essential newspaper cuttings filed carefully in a ring binder? What Filipino folk song could give the same joy as the calm, self-confident voices of the PBS presenters? And how about those old tales of fairies and spirits that his wife and her family told after every Christmas dinner? These people had lived in the States for years and benefitted from all kinds of technology and medicine, and even drove the latest models of cars, but they still believed in some mysterious creatures who lived in trees. What’s more, they thought it was a great idea to pass these stories down from one generation to another. Arnie found this unacceptable and he certainly hadn’t allowed his kids to be brought up with this kind of nonsense. He had turned a blind eye to the stories that were told in front of them once a year, but ultimately he had managed to implant a love of tranquillity and peace in his children. In fact, he’d been so successful that now they rarely called, hardly ever came for dinner and when they did – only on special occasions – they stayed for barely an hour. They had never once asked them to take care of their grandchildren. Even though they weren’t his biological son and daughter, they’d inherited or learned his habits 100 per cent.


Lilia, on the other hand was heartbroken at having to spend all that time alone in her room, but she never got angry at them. She had given and done everything she could for those children whom she hadn’t carried in her womb for nine months. She’d managed to bring them over from Vietnam despite all the bureaucratic difficulties, spent a lot of money on making them healthy and sent them to the best schools. More importantly, she’d given up her life for theirs. During the early years of their marriage they had lived in Manhattan, and Lilia’s exotic beauty, her creativity and the way she stood out from all the other women around her had helped them enter social circles and made the vibrant young couple guests of honour at every party. She’d been able to show her paintings to important people at these parties, and had put on art shows at galleries that were normally unapproachable. She’d enjoyed being right at the heart of this intellectual and bohemian world. Moving out of the city to a big house with a lot of rooms and a garden after they had adopted the children was, of course, Arnie’s idea. It was what was supposed to be done, just like all American families with children always did. Besides, these kids who had been exposed to so much trauma needed a quiet, calm and peaceful place, and he shouldn’t have had to tell her that Manhattan was as far away from that ideal as you could get. As always, Lilia complied.


In the end, they’d been left alone in this huge house with seven rooms, who-knows-how-many closets and four bathrooms, which they’d bought for the sake of the children. Since she’d never been able to do all the cleaning herself, and the Mexican lady she had hired had always done a sloppy job, dust covered every inch of the house and it was almost impossible to see the garden through the thick layer on the windows. And now, the children they had raised with such great care wouldn’t bring their own children over, not even for an hour, complaining that the house was too dirty.


The sounds coming from the walkie-talkies brought Lilia back into the present. After the paramedics carried sixty-year-old Arnie out to the ambulance on a stretcher, Lilia climbed up as well and sat beside him, holding his hand. They drove to the hospital accompanied by wailing sirens which echoed through the desolate streets of New York suburbia. Lilia didn’t find the silence in the ambulance uncomfortable, she had had many years of practice in the art of silence.
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At the same time, only six hours ahead, Marc was opening the door to his apartment with a small cake box in his hand. He left his gallery to come home early every Friday. He always bought a couple of desserts from the pâtisserie, which was on the right-hand side of the street as he entered Rue Monge, and walked a little faster so that he would be reunited sooner with the love of his life, Clara, his wife of twenty-two years. Once he reached the stairs, he would wait impatiently for the smell of coffee that escaped through the gaps around the door of their first floor apartment. They had discovered the filter coffee years ago on a trip to New York, and since then they had put aside Europe’s most valued espresso and become addicted to vanilla coffee.


They had been living in the same apartment ever since they got married. The only spacious element in this one-bedroom home was the kitchen. Since Clara had always loved cooking from an early age, it had become the place where she spent most of her time. It wouldn’t be wrong to say that it was the most inviting room in the apartment, with its flowers, plants, accessories, the table in the middle and a small TV in a corner. Their living room had become a library, filled with books carefully placed on the shelves, and they usually sat in the kitchen to read the books they picked. Marc never complained about any of this and happily followed his wife to their bedroom at the end of every night, getting drowsy as he smelled her perfume mixed with the aroma of food that she left behind her. He wouldn’t trade this pleasure for anything in the world.


At the beginning of their marriage, they had talked about moving to a bigger apartment when they had children. They would need at least two bedrooms. They even speculated about the chances of finding a big kitchen like this one again. In the end they never needed to look for another apartment. They tried to have children for a long time, without giving up or giving into despair. When it came to the point of using medication or hormone shots, they finally gave up. They didn’t listen to the advice they received from their friends about adopting. They never told anybody, but what Clara wanted was a little Marc, and what Marc wanted was a little Clara. An adopted child wouldn’t fit that description. Instead, they found happiness in each other and themselves became children who never grew up. Their list of routines got longer over the years and they grew happier with each passing day. While Clara was getting better in the kitchen on a daily basis, Marc took refuge in her warmth as he sat in the corner reading his comics: Fluid Glacial, l’Echo des Savanes, Psikopat, BoDoii.


It was impossible for Clara to teach Marc the names of vegetables or the smells of spices. After the first couple of times she had sent him to the farmers’ market ended in disaster, she decided to leave him alone and learned to accept him as her most loyal customer. She thought of Marc’s insistence on getting a little something from the pâtisserie on Fridays as a childish notion, yet she loved it. She surrendered to having a real dessert from the outside world once a week and it grieved her deeply that her treats still weren’t as good. She rolled the cream in her mouth, pasting it to her palate and feeling the scent of it behind her nose, and tried to figure out what went wrong with her own baking.


They went on a lot of trips to many different countries over the years. Clara came back with recipes and Marc brought with him newspapers, books and comics. Neither of them could ever forget the taste of the stuffed pepper they’d had in Istanbul. Once, on a trip to Greece, Marc said that the stuffed pepper tasted just like the one in Istanbul, and Clara objected fiercely. Even though she tried many times, she was never able to cook it the same way. When she also tried and failed to stuff mussels with rice like the Turks did, she started planning a new holiday to the Aegean region of Turkey. Marc never opposed anything Clara wanted or planned. He loved to give himself fully to the rhythm of her life. Happiness overflowed in their sixteen-square-metre kitchen and settled in his bones.


He was also very happy in his gallery, right across the Seine. He sold original artwork by the artists of every comic book he had ever loved since he was a little boy. He had everything: the inked pages of Lucky Luke, the sketches of Asterix and pages from The Adventures of Tintin. His gallery had become so famous in time that enthusiasts came from all over Europe to visit him. The reality was that he was making a lot of money. Despite this fact, Clara still mentioned how little every meal she cooked cost and how much they saved by eating at home instead of at a restaurant and this made Marc laugh every time. They could eat out at the best restaurants every day if they wanted, but even suggesting this would be a huge blow to Clara’s reason to live. At least he had managed to convince her not to give him a lunch box to take to work with him. Marc locked the door of his gallery every day at noon and went to his favourite comic book shops after grabbing a quick bite to eat. He tried to follow every new book and artist. During their New York trip, he was astonished by how big the industry was and they had to establish the rule of going to one restaurant for every comic book shop they visited. When he saw how many issues came out every month, he was at a loss to understand how the readers managed to follow everything. He even toyed with the idea of moving to this chaotic city as he walked among the shelves, admiring the books he saw. Towards the end of their fifteen-day trip though, Clara had started complaining about how small the farmers’ markets were, how the yolks of the eggs were too pale and how weird the milk tasted. It looked as if the only thing this Paris gourmet liked the taste of in New York was the coffee. And, of course, as always, he was ready to do whatever she wished.


Marc waited outside the door for a couple of minutes with the keys hanging in his hand. He realised the smell of coffee was missing, however much he tried to sniff it with his nose lifted in the air. He checked his watch; it was ten past three, just like every other Friday. It was impossible for Clara not to have made the coffee. It was also not possible that she had left for some urgent matter without letting him know. Clara always let him know. Even when he had to leave his gallery to go somewhere at short notice, she would always call at just the right moment to be informed about any change of plan. He felt a tingling sensation in his hand, which was holding the cake box. Nervously, he turned the key in the lock. When he stepped into the hallway he heard the sound of the TV show, Des chiffres et des lettres, the numbers and the letters. Clara would never miss the show, not unless she had something absolutely crucial to do, and would always try to reach the designated number with the numbers given as quickly as the contestants did. Marc walked into the kitchen hoping to find his wife struggling with the numbers, forgetting about the whole world. Instead, Clara lay collapsed on her side right in front of the kitchen counter. The coffee jar she had been holding before she fell had broken into pieces on the floor. Marc could smell the vanilla coffee now. Almost choked by sobs, he pressed two fingers against his wife’s incredibly slender wrist. She had no pulse. Then he touched her precious neck. There was no pulse. After he had made the necessary phone call he lay down next to his wife and held on to the smell she had left behind.
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When the phone rang at ten past four, one hour ahead of Paris time, Ferda looked at the clock on the wall and smiled. She was glad that steam had just come out of the pressure cooker, and she had turned the heat down low and set the alarm for twenty minutes’ time. This way she could talk to her daughter freely. Öykü lived in Paris and called her every Friday at the same time, just before leaving work. She said talking to her mum at the end of the week always bode well for a very happy weekend. She would ask Ferda about everyone, every incident that took place, almost requesting a detailed report of everything she was missing by not being there. How was her aunt, was her uncle well, did the cousins who had a fight make up, did her other uncle still live in that house or had he moved to another place; she wanted to know everything. She would sometimes ask about the price of honey at the deli across the street, or whether the branches of the tree in front of their building had been trimmed, and sometimes she asked how Ferda marinated her celery root dish.


Ferda didn’t understand why her daughter, who had been living in Paris for the last six years, was interested in the price of honey or the branches of a tree, but she never asked for an explanation. She was happy to talk to her for as long as she could. Besides, this way she felt as if they lived in close vicinity still and shared the same concerns and delights and this helped her not to go crazy missing her baby girl. Her daughter always said the same thing: ‘It’s only a three-hour flight, why don’t you jump on a plane and come over whenever you want? I come to Istanbul all the time. You can come for breakfast and go back for dinner if you like, you know.’ Ferda couldn’t tell her daughter why jumping on a plane simply didn’t work. Being a mother wasn’t like that. She wanted her daughter to live downstairs or across the hall. She wanted to go to her place for a cup of Turkish coffee in the morning, or cook for her so that she wouldn’t have to do anything after coming home tired from work. She was a great help to her son and daughter-in-law. She took care of her grandchildren, and cooked for them. They just had to stop by at the end of the day and grab their Tupperware filled with food. Thanks to her, they’d never had a problem with low blood sugar. She could never say these things to her daughter, though. If she did, God forbid, her daughter might move even further away, out of fear of getting stuck in a lifelong trap.


She actually understood why Öykü had moved to Europe. The first time she visited Paris to see her daughter, she silently wished that she had been born there herself. It was a beautiful city. Every street, every corner was an artwork. The transport system was easy, as was walking from place to place. Öykü had taken her to farmers’ markets and searched in her mother’s eyes for approval of how striking they looked. Ferda had thought they were beautiful, too. The whole thing looked like a French movie, refined and elegant; but it could never replace the farmers’ market in Feneryolu, thought Ferda. The farmers’ markets in Paris were only one-tenth of the size of the ones in Istanbul, but she couldn’t deny that she enjoyed the cheese stands here. She had to confess that being proud of Cyprus cheese, Izmir tulum, kasseri or braid cheese was silly after seeing the variety of cheese available in France.


While she made her daughter’s favourite dish – stuffed vine leaves – in that tiny Parisian kitchen, Öykü showed her some samples of French cuisine. Ferda thanked God that her daughter was good in the kitchen. They were able to talk in the same language that way. What if she had been a girl who didn’t know the difference between dill and parsley? She knew a lot of young women like that. Whenever her daughter called her to ask for a recipe she felt proud. She told her friends how Öykü loved cooking, how she tried even the most difficult recipes. She wanted to say to them, ‘She’s not going to be one of those new housewives who can’t put food on their husbands’ tables,’ but she didn’t since she had no idea whether the man her daughter was going to marry would care about that at all. Öykü didn’t care much for Turkish men. Ferda knew from the films she’d seen that French men had as much of an appetite as Turkish men, but the difference was that they cooked themselves. They didn’t think women should do all the cooking in a household; they came from a different culture. Öykü’s beautiful gift was going to be wasted, but this would be the least of her concerns if her daughter married a French man.


Ferda answered the phone feeling excited about their weekly conversation, which she was looking forward to so much.


‘Öykü …’


‘Mrs Ferda?’


‘Yes, it’s me.’


‘This is Sema, your mother’s next-door neighbour.’


Since Sema was both her mother’s next-door neighbour and her landlady, Ferda couldn’t decide what this phone call was about. It had been a couple of days since she had wired the rent; maybe there had been an unexpected problem. Or could it have been time to raise the rent and Ferda had forgotten about it? The reason for this forgetfulness was a lack of vitamin B, she was sure of it.


‘Sorry, Mrs Sema. My daughter always calls from Paris at this time, that’s why … sorry again. What’s the problem?’


‘I think you should come here as soon as possible. Your mother fell; I think she’s broken a bone. I heard her screams and thank God I have the keys to her apartment. I had to go in, I apologise for that. Anyway, we called the ambulance; I think it’ll be here pretty soon. You should come here or maybe go straight to the hospital, I don’t know …’


Ferda hung up the phone saying she would be there soon. After turning off the stove, she ran out the door. She kept repeating to herself: ‘I hope it’s not her hip.’ Everybody knew what a broken hip meant at the age of eighty-two.


Fortunately they lived very close to each other. When her brother decided to get married and hinted that he wasn’t going to move out of the house he had shared with his mother for years, Ferda got smart and rented a small place for her mother very close to hers. Thanks to that decision, she was there in a flash now, and arrived at the same time as the ambulance. Her mother, Mrs Nesibe, loved to exaggerate even the smallest kind of pain, and now she was moaning almost in pleasure to show the world how much it hurt. Ferda knew that what she had been most afraid of had finally happened. Her mother would have to move in with them. Who knew for how long? And she understood at that moment that the hardest time of her life had just begun.




Two


The green garment caught Lilia’s eye in the whiteness of the hospital. Calmly, she waited for the doctor to approach her. The emotional turbulence she had gone through before leaving the house had already disappeared in the ambulance, and it had left a strange, peaceful feeling in its place. She knew that she could stand up strong and serenely if they told her that her husband had passed away. In fact, she didn’t even mind admitting to herself that deep down it was what she wanted. Lilia felt tired. The sentimental fatigue she had been experiencing for years had surfaced all of a sudden. She wanted this unofficial loneliness to come to an end, so that the world would know she was alone. Arnie, who had seemed to exist in her life for the last thirty years, had actually withdrawn into his clamshell around twenty years ago, condemning her to a graceful solitude.


True, they had felt like a family for the first few years after the children had come along, and they had lived their lives accordingly. All the same, this active way of living had eventually burnt itself out after about ten years. When the children arrived, one of them was eight and the other was nine years old. They had both had more than their share of life’s sorrows; so much so that neither Lilia or Arnie had been able to reach them. It didn’t help that they couldn’t speak the same language, either. So, while the children were learning English, Lilia and Arnie started studying Vietnamese. The four of them would walk around the house with dictionaries in their hands, working hard on something that was new to all of them. In the end, they had simply got used to being silent all the time, so that even when the children started speaking fluent English they had nothing to say to each other any more. Gestures and facial expressions had already replaced words. Anyway, not long after that – only nine years after moving to the United States – Giang, who was a year older than his biological sister, started university, and Dung followed him a year later. Instead of sharing their lives as a family, ten years after adopting the children Lilia and Arnie ended up simply paying tuition fees and all of the other expenses, and had to accept the fact that they wouldn’t be spending Thanksgivings and Christmases together any more.


The number of visits dropped dramatically and the rare phone conversations they had usually revolved around how much money the children needed. Once the Internet came into their lives, the phone conversations became emails. This way, the rare sounds that Lilia had got used to left her life, too. Arnie didn’t care about any of these things. He thought this was exactly what other parents went through with their kids. It would take him a long time to figure out that these changes had all been part of a message that the children were trying to send them. However, even this wouldn’t teach him to trust Lilia’s instincts.


Years later, Lilia had broached the subject over coffee and pumpkin pie after a Thanksgiving dinner. She had mentioned how important she thought Thanksgiving was and commented that people expected to be appreciated once in a while. The children understood where this was going right away. They had been waiting for this opportunity for years. Dung started speaking, cutting to the chase. She had always been more ferocious and quick-tempered than her brother. She accused Lilia and Arnie of making money out of them. As she announced that they knew how people who had adopted children from Vietnam received a contribution from the government, her face took on a look of complete defiance. With the government’s help, Lilia had never had to work, wasn’t that right? Giang showed his approval by constantly nodding his head. The moment she heard this accusation, Lilia felt that she had finally lost the sense of happiness that always rose and danced somewhere inside her despite every challenge she faced. Her fierce confidence in human kindness had been proved wrong. All the same, she didn’t offer to show them the hospital receipts from their early medical treatments, which Arnie had filed religiously, or the monthly payments on their house, which had been bought for their sake, or the pile of payment slips for their university expenses. She didn’t try to convince them that the money from the government wouldn’t even cover one-third of what they had spent over the years. Instead, she nursed her broken heart that night as she fell asleep.


Arnie kissed them on their cheeks as he saw them out later that evening. He didn’t say: ‘You were unfair to us, and you broke Lilia’s heart.’ Instead, he continued to send them and their newborn children cheques for modest sums every holiday and birthday over the following years. The two of them never talked about this afterwards. Lilia never knew if Arnie felt like he had wasted time, money and emotions on those children, as she did. And once they had moved into separate bedrooms, this issue was buried along with all the others.


Now Lilia wanted to be really alone. She wanted some divine power to cut this bond between her and her husband, which she couldn’t break herself and which would torture her for as long as it existed. She wanted life to present her with everything she had put off or been afraid to do on a silver platter. She was thinking of what she would do if her wish came true. First of all, she should go on holiday. She wanted to go to Italy, where she had been once as a young woman, so that she could breathe in the Roman air one last time. She was dying to go back to experiencing everything she had once cut short but could still remember. She had been generous to life and to people, and now she wanted them to return the favour. She had to sell that huge, dull, dusty old house at once and move back to Manhattan. Just like in the old days. She had to see every movie, go to all the Broadway shows and walk around museums all day long. It still wasn’t too late for picnics in Central Park, or bicycle rides through the city. Visiting the Statue of Liberty was at the top of her list – to remind her why she had come to this country and this city in the first place.


She had come to this city to shine, to blossom, to paint and to breathe life in. At the age of sixty-two, and especially at this particular moment, she didn’t feel old at all. She was healthy; her skin was still beautiful. Her jet black hair still resisted turning grey. It was almost as if God had given her a strong body so that she could enjoy life to the fullest. She might have lost her faith in people but not in herself. She had to call her siblings and arrange a trip with them. She had to speak more Filipino and learn to look at America from a tourist’s point of view. Lilia felt proud of her energy and her hopefulness. A smile, which looked good on her broad cheeks, spread across her face. She stood up and greeted the doctor with a look of happiness, caused by the private wishes she had just discovered. The doctor misinterpreted the joy on Lilia’s face. He smiled and said:


‘Your husband is stable now. A minor cerebrovascular incident took place in his brain, which caused a paresis. Fortunately, it stopped before it could do too much damage. His left side is weak. We can’t be certain how long he’ll be in this state or if he’ll get his mobility back. Still, I’ll write down the names you’ll need for physical and psychological therapy, which he should start right away. There are some tough days ahead of you. For both of you. I’m sure you’ll need some psychological help, too. We’ll talk about this in more detail later. That’s it for now. It’d be a good idea to go home and get some rest. You’ll have a lot to do once he’s released.’


The smile froze on Lilia’s face. She kept on staring into space for a while after the doctor left. She was still trying to recover from the ‘his left side is weak’ comment. She sat back down on the chair behind her and felt as if the energy that had been flowing through her body half a minute ago was draining out through her fingertips, leaving her feeling like an empty sack. The number ‘sixty-two’ was throbbing in her brain now. She felt old, too old. She wasn’t sure which of the children she should call first. Although Dung was the more aggressive of the two, she had never tried to hide the fact that she felt closer to Arnie. She directed most of the anger she felt towards Lilia and treated Arnie like one of the victims in this story, as if he had nothing to do with any of the decisions they had made. Maybe she was simply exercising her natural right to hate her mother, like all girls did at some point in their lives. If she had been Lilia’s biological daughter, she’d have found some other reason to confront her.


Lilia picked up her phone and looked at it reluctantly for a few minutes. She didn’t have her reading glasses with her since she’d left in such a hurry, so she stretched her hand out in front of her to try to make out the names on the screen. She wished she was one of those mothers who knew their daughters’ numbers off by heart. The love she had wanted to give for years had been hemmed up inside her and had blossomed into a deep sense of sadness. Finally she found the number and pressed the call button, nervously. Dung had put such a distance between them that she didn’t even want to make this phone call, even though it was completely to her advantage. Knowing that she was about to hear her daughter’s irritated voice on the other end of the line, she almost felt her heart failing. That’s why Lilia felt considerably relieved when Dung didn’t answer the call. She knew perfectly well that the young woman never went out without her phone and the only reason she hadn’t answered was because the caller’s name had appeared on the screen and she didn’t have time for her so-called mother. When she heard her daughter’s voicemail greeting, Lilia thought it would be punishment enough not to leave any message. She knew that Dung would call back if she thought the subject was important enough. Lilia was sure that the hot-blooded young lady was going to yell at her later for not leaving such an important message, but she chose to call Giang instead. After several rings, she heard her son’s tired voice answer the phone, clearly unwilling to utter a single word. ‘Hi Lilia, how are you?’ he asked. Lilia now regretted letting her children call her by her first name during their teenage years. Back then she hadn’t expected to fill their mother’s place, and so she had never approached the subject. Besides, since she was responsible for her own name, Lilia – the name of her favourite flower – she liked as many people to call her that as possible. The more people called her Lilia, the more she felt like a Lilia.


The name that was given to her when she was born was Manggagaway: the goddess of sickness. This was the goddess who healed the sick, mended wounds and brought people together; she was the negotiator and held a very respected place in Pagan culture. Some people said she merely disguised herself as a healer while she actually spread sickness, but Lilia refused to even listen to this interpretation. Lilia liked Manggagaway, and as a little girl she had even had a go at healing people whenever they felt some sort of pain, closing her eyes tightly and putting her hands on the spot that hurt. Unfortunately, this was an impossible name for Americans. They tried to abbreviate it, but by doing so they destroyed it and changed the meaning completely. So she chose her own name instead. Later on, at the parties she went to, she learned about the E. M. Forster character named Lilia in Where Angels Fear to Tread. The intellectual types she met at those parties always asked whether her name came from one of the characters in the novel. She read the book in a heartbeat and was scared by the meaning it gave to the name. The Lilia in the book was a free-spirited woman who went to Italy and fell in love with both the country and a younger man. Sadly, she died during childbirth at a very young age, which meant that she faded unseasonably, just like the lily.


Along with all of her ancestors, Lilia believed that the meanings of names affected the destinies of people, but she got rid of this fear by convincing herself that this belief only applied to the name given at birth. All the same, she couldn’t help thinking about this superstition during a couple of phases in her life. Wasn’t her life just like the lilies? Wasn’t she fading a little bit more year in, year out? And hadn’t she brought this unhappiness upon herself by toying with her own faith? When the children first came to the United States, she and Arnie had also tried to Americanise their names, but since they hadn’t been able to explain what they meant during that silent era they had given up and continued calling them by their original names. They thought they would change their own names one day when the time was right. However, the children turned out to be more loyal to their origins than she had been. Maybe it was because their names were the only things left over from their previous lives. ‘Giang’ was the name of a river in Vietnam and ‘Dung’ meant beauty. Both children were very firm about making people say their names correctly. Lilia sometimes felt that Dung looked down on her on this issue as well as many others. And she was not completely wrong in thinking that Dung saw her as someone who had betrayed her own identity.


‘Hi, Giang, I have some bad news. Arnie is sick. He had … uhm … a clot … burst in his brain and he had a kind of a stroke. He’s in intensive care now. We’re at St Joseph’s.’


‘God! When did this happen?’


‘I found him at ten past nine this morning. He had the bleeding earlier, or whatever it was.’


‘Why didn’t you call before?’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t have time. I just got myself together.’


‘OK, I’ll come after work today. Does Dung know?’


‘I called her but there was no reply.’


‘I’ll let her know. I’m not sure if she can come over today. Her in-laws are coming for dinner tonight. But I’ll definitely stop by.’


As she hung up, Lilia wished she had never called him. One of things that saddened her the most was the fact that the children spoke to each other every single day. They knew about each other’s schedules. They even bought houses close to one another. They only had this distant relationship with her and Arnie. Her beloved son had informed her that he was going to stop by after work. In actual fact, he worked as an executive at an insurance company, thanks to the money they had spent on his education. He could leave his office whenever he wanted, especially at a time like this. But he could only stop by after work. And he still had the nerve to question her. He had asked why she hadn’t called earlier and she had answered as sheepishly as ever, saying she was sorry. She shoved the phone into the pocket of her dress, her hands shaking. The tears she had been expecting for a while now stood at the edges of her eyelashes, caused by pure anger. She stood up and walked to the exit, wobbling in the blurry corridor. She wanted to go home and get rid of the terrible hospital food that was circulating in her system as soon as possible. She had a craving for nilaga, just like every other time she had felt unhappy or tired since her childhood. That cabbage soup with potatoes, meat and fish sauce was just what she needed right now.


Getting out of the taxi in front of their house, she walked to the side door, which opened directly onto the kitchen, instead of heading to the front door. As soon as she stepped into the house, the familiar smell of her kitchen wrapped and soothed her without wasting any time. It took her in its arms, ready to heal all her wounds in just a little while.
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Marc was standing in front of Clara’s wardrobe, trying to pick one of her outfits. The minute he opened its doors, his wife’s scent slapped him in the face and shook awake all of the feelings he’d thought he had under control. He didn’t even know how much he had cried, how long he had slept or what he had been doing since they’d taken Clara’s lifeless body away the day before. He vaguely remembered what people had been saying around him, and knew that a funeral home had been arranged to take care of everything. He also remembered taking two pills with a glass of water, and he hadn’t noticed when everybody went home and he was left alone. The only thing he knew for sure was that he had to pick an outfit and take it to the funeral home.


Marc had always found it strange to see dead bodies exhibited in open coffins. As a matter of fact, whenever he and Clara had gone to funerals they had always talked about this afterwards and promised each other not to let it happen to them. Neither of them had known that this day would come so early. They had always thought that they would die one after the other in their old age, and they’d based all their principles on that idea.


On the contrary, Marc had suddenly found himself alone with Clara’s cold body. He was only fifty-five and Clara was fifty-two. Before he could shake off the effect of the antidepressants he had taken, all the arrangements had already been made. How could he explain this to Clara? Death wasn’t rational or practical like they’d thought. The shock shook you to the bone. The person left behind wanted to see the face of the woman he loved one more time. It simply wasn’t possible to say goodbye that quickly.


Now he was standing in front of the shelves, thinking. What would Clara want to put on? Which of her outfits would she like to be wearing when they said farewell? He looked at her dresses hanging in a row. His wife had carried on wearing dresses while all the women in the world tried squeezing their bodies into trousers. She preferred short-sleeved ones both in summer and winter and would put on one of her many coloured cashmere cardigans whenever she felt cold. He finally decided on a brown dress. As for the cardigan, he picked the blue one, which warmed his heart whenever he saw it. Unfortunately, he had never said this to his wife. He took it in his hands and held it to his nose. Maybe Clara had put the cardigan in the wardrobe without washing it and left her scent on it as a gift to her husband. He didn’t fight the tears; he let them dry on the soft wool. When he found the strength to go on, he picked a pair of Clara’s tiny ballet pumps and put everything in a bag. He stumbled towards the front door. He couldn’t find the courage to look towards the kitchen. He hadn’t eaten anything since the day before, and he had only drunk some water from the bathroom sink. He went out, pulled the door shut and left behind an apartment that was silent and colourless as it had never been before.


He usually walked or took the metro wherever he went. Now he neither had the energy to walk or the heart to see the Place Monge farmers’ market, which was right next to the metro station. Place Monge was only a hundred metres away from their apartment and Clara went there three times a week to do all her fruit and vegetable shopping. Everybody at the market knew her. At Christmas she’d come home with gift baskets from the farmers filled with clementines, apples and quinces, and in return she’d take them her most delicious cakes and savouries wrapped beautifully with ribbons. Marc knew that the farmers were going to wonder where Clara was that day. They were used to her letting them know whenever she was going to be away for a while, even when she went on holiday. Marc knew only too well that their eyes would also be searching for the bright face of his Clara on this grey day.


He walked away from the market and got into one of the taxis that were waiting at the stop. He gave the address of the funeral home to the driver and closed his eyes. He didn’t even want to see daylight. He still couldn’t believe the reality of what was happening, or the possibility that life could change that rapidly. He remembered that he hadn’t called the gallery to let his assistant, Amou, know what was happening. The idea left his mind again as quickly as it had arrived. Nothing else mattered, and this had no importance, either. Amou loved his job as much as Marc did. They sometimes saw each other at various comic book shops during their lunch breaks, but after a brief nod to each other they would just carry on browsing. Amou was as isolated from social life as Marc was and he wanted to share all his time with the thing he liked most: comic books. Marc had got lucky when he married Clara. He knew everybody around him because of her. Everybody was fond of him and thought of him as a friend for the sake of his lovely wife. Clara had established and secured his friendships and made sure they would last for ever. If his apartment had been filled with people and friends the day before, his wife was the only reason for that. Everybody in their lives knew that he was Clara’s baby and that’s why they were going to take care of him just like they would with an orphan. Marc wished in his heart that Amou would one day be as lucky as he had been. He wished that someone would love Amou as much as he had been loved.


When the taxi driver stopped in front of the funeral home, he shook his head sympathetically. He took Marc’s money with a gentle but serious look and held out his hand with the change. Marc had already closed the door behind him. His hand was holding the bag tightly and wasn’t expecting any money back. He felt dizzy. He hoped that someone would see him from inside the building and come out to take the bag from him so that he could run away from this place. At that moment he suddenly understood how hard it was going to be to come here the next day and say goodbye to Clara. He forced himself to go inside and hand over the bag, giving his name to the first person he saw before leaving as quickly as he went in. He couldn’t bring himself to say, ‘These clothes belong to Clara Bellard.’ He wasn’t ready to say his wife’s name. He hopped into a taxi again and said, ‘Rue Monge, l’Hôtel des Arènes.’


Des Arènes was one of the hotels on their street. It was just some place he saw almost every day as he walked to his gallery. He asked the receptionist to give him the darkest room on the remotest floor, if possible. The receptionist immediately understood that this man with red eyes and no bag was not a tourist but a troubled Parisian, so she filled in the form as quickly as possible, made him sign it and sent him to the most unloved and unappreciated room in the hotel. When Marc entered the room, he didn’t even bother to open the curtains. He was sure that the window faced a wall. He switched off the table lamp that had turned itself on automatically when the door opened and let himself fall onto the bed. Before long he had slid into a deep sleep from which he wouldn’t wake up until the next day: a sleep without dreams and without memories.


When he opened his eyes the next day, he had a hard time remembering where he was for the first couple of minutes. In the pitch darkness of the room he couldn’t tell what time it was. He followed the fluorescent hands of his wristwatch through his half-opened eyelids. It showed twelve o’clock. When he looked at the tiny spot which magnified the date to see which day it was, he suddenly realised that he was about to miss Clara’s funeral. The wake was going to start at half past one and they were going to the Cimetière du Montparnasse for the burial at a quarter past two. He got up and left. While he was trying to mend his broken heart with a twenty-two-hour sleep, all hell had broken loose outside. All his distant relatives and friends had been looking everywhere for him for hours. They had already called all the hospitals and asked the police for information on suicide incidents that day and the day before. Everybody was waiting nervously for him to reappear. Marc hadn’t thought about this, but once he got home he realised how worried everyone had been. All the same, he was in no condition to feel ashamed of his irresponsible behaviour. Right now he could only deal with one feeling and he expected everyone to understand that. Without saying a word he went straight to his room and changed into a suit.


When he went into the bathroom to shave, he sat on the toilet with the electric razor in his hand and closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to see anything that belonged to Clara. He shaved with his eyes shut. He wouldn’t be able to stand seeing his wife’s shampoo at that moment. Or her anti-wrinkle eye cream. He wasn’t going to touch Clara’s brush or one of her rings that she’d left on the basin, next to the soap. When he went back to the living room to join the other people, one of Clara’s oldest friends, Odette, came up to him and brushed some hair from his collar. She took his face in her hands and looked him in the eyes. Her face was swollen from so much crying and her nose and mouth had almost changed shape. Marc waited in vain for her to say something extraordinary to ease his pain. He looked at her with pleading eyes, because he didn’t know how to deal with all this alone. Instead, Odette asked if he’d had anything to eat. Marc realised that he hadn’t touched any food for the last two days, so he answered with a shake of his head. Whenever he’d got sick or felt a little down before, Clara would make him jardinière de légumes. She would collect some seasonal vegetables, cook them just the right way and then, after she was sure he had eaten the whole thing, she would hold him tight. She would say, ‘You’re going to be OK now’, and add, ‘Don’t worry, my hugs and jardinière de légumes will work their magic in a couple of minutes.’


After helping him to sit down, Odette went to the kitchen. It was hard for her to enter this room, too. Clara’s whole existence had settled on each tile, plate and fork, and even on the messy table. She was sure that there would be something to eat in her friend’s fridge. She opened the door, squatted down and examined its contents for a while. She took out one of two small containers and heated it up in the microwave. Odette knew that she couldn’t bring Marc into the kitchen, so she brought the food to him on a tray.


‘Everybody is going to come to our place after the funeral. I’ve hired a very nice catering service. I’m sure Clara would appreciate it. You’ll come too, right?’


Marc nodded, approvingly.


‘You can stay with us for a while if you want. I’ll rearrange everything here if you like and … clean it up …’


Marc knew what Odette meant by cleaning it up. Clearing the fridge, tidying up the kitchen and making everything that belonged to Clara disappear. He knew that he couldn’t do any of those things, so he nodded again. He only had one objection.


‘I’m going to stay at a hotel. I’ll pack a small bag and leave tonight.’


‘The hotel you stayed at last night?’


‘Yes.’


‘May I ask which one?’


‘Des Arènes.’


‘OK. If you change your mind you can always come to our place. You know that.’


‘Yes.’


Odette didn’t feel completely comfortable leaving Marc alone. She had no idea whether he was one of those suicidal types. She was only beginning to realise now that she’d never really tried to get to know this man. He had chosen to live his life under Clara’s wings and seemed happy to live just like the moon: the world’s satellite. So much so, in fact, that in order to know him you only had to know Clara. Marc had lived his life as one of her extensions: the most important one, probably. The peace he had found in his wife’s presence was obvious to their friends and they had always been surprised by this kind of total surrender. Odette had thought about their relationship sometimes and been jealous of it. She had comforted herself by thinking that this kind of intimacy, which she hadn’t experienced with her own husband, was the result of not having any children. She was grateful to God for her kids. Thanks to them, she would never experience this kind of absolute loneliness. She looked at Marc again; he seemed to be having a hard time swallowing his food. If they could only have had a child, he would have got over this pain much more quickly. He would have been forced to, because the well-being of the child would have been more important than anything else. Marc, on the other hand, was probably going to recover by getting married again. Odette was surprised to see how angry it made her even to think about this probability. She knew it was ridiculous to feel that her friend had already been betrayed, but still she couldn’t help throwing Marc a look of hatred. She felt sure that after only five or six months, Marc was going to come and tell them that he was with someone new and then he would get remarried. He was going to be another woman’s satellite. He was one of those men who couldn’t survive without a woman by his side. He hadn’t even managed to feed himself over the last two days. How long could he survive like this?


Completely ignorant of the plans being made for him, Marc struggled to swallow his last mouthfuls of food. The couple of hours ahead felt like a heavy weight that he had to carry on his shoulders. He already longed for the hotel room he was going to afterwards and the hours he would spend there sleeping. He wanted to get away from this apartment, from the smell of Clara, from all these faces that reminded him of her, and especially from himself. The one thing that reminded him of her the most was himself. Clara had been the blanket he pulled over his body for years. Now she was gone and he was left shivering with cold. Some nights, lying face to face under the covers, they used to talk about whether they could live with someone else after all these years. Both of them would say, ‘Not possible.’ Marc would always say it a little bit louder. And then they would go to sleep, happy in the knowledge that their love was eternal. Marc remembered those nights now as he looked around him. He looked at the other women in the apartment: his friends. He thought once again, ‘Not possible’, and then saw the harsh look on Odette’s face.
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While her mother screamed at the top of her lungs in the hospital, making sure that everyone heard her, Ferda kept apologising to people for the inconvenience they were causing. She knew very well how much it hurt to break a bone since she had broken both of her arms on different occasions. At the same time, she also knew it wasn’t necessary to scream quite that much. Mrs Nesibe, of course, was going to make sure she did this kind of pain justice. She had always been good at exaggerating any kind of discomfort or emotion and was generally very successful at getting people to work tirelessly for her. When the sound of her voice finally faded away, Ferda guessed they must have anaesthetised her ready for the operation.


Hours later, the doctor left the operating room covered in sweat. Mrs Nesibe had been one of the most difficult patients he had ever encountered. When he came out to talk to Ferda he took a deep breath before getting started. ‘The operation went well,’ he said, then added, ‘Well, we had a hard time putting her to sleep. You know, her hip didn’t break when she fell. She fell because the bone broke by itself as it couldn’t carry the weight.’ Ferda listened to the doctor with an expression that was meant to show that she understood him perfectly. ‘We’ve inserted the prosthesis. Now the most important thing is to start the physiotherapy in no less than two or three days. It’s very important for her to keep moving. Now, Mrs Nesibe’s pain threshold is very low …’ Ferda accidentally snorted at this point, and then tried to turn it into a more reasonable smile. ‘Her pain threshold is low? Or rather, her exaggerating threshold is really high,’ she said to herself, but she decided not to share this thought with the doctor. Still, he continued with a smile, as if he knew just what she was thinking: ‘So, even if she screams like she did before, you still have to make her move.’ Ferda nodded energetically, which was supposed to mean, ‘Of course.’ She kept the thought of all the hardships she was going to have to suffer with her mother to herself. She knew perfectly well that they were standing at the beginning of a road, and that road led to the end of Mrs Nesibe. Ignoring the doctor standing right in front of her, she closed her eyes for a minute and prayed to God for help. Maybe she would need to do more yoga, which she had started recently. There was no way she could handle this kind of burden without the help of some kind of spiritual aid. She knew that most old people died within a year of breaking their hips. It was called the embolus, which led to heart failure. Despite this, she also knew that some people lived for many more years after this kind of an injury and deep down she felt sure that her mother wouldn’t die of a failing heart. It would have to be something more glamorous than that. Besides, hadn’t she lived a very healthy life so far, despite all her imaginary illnesses?


Her mother had been ‘sick’ for as long as Ferda could remember. Mrs Nesibe had a habit of fainting very frequently and when she didn’t faint, she slept heavily as a result of the antidepressants she took. Passiflora – the drug, not the passion flower – was her best friend, and the lemon cologne she used with its eighty-five per cent alcohol content was her second best. Whenever she encountered the slightest bit of disobedience from her children, she would threaten to jump out of the window or, if she wanted to be a little more subtle, she would fall noisily onto the tiles of the kitchen floor. Everything she experienced was exaggerated: her happiness, her sadness, her nervousness, her illnesses and, especially, her pains. Her suffering was so great that it sometimes seemed as if the whole world was one of her limbs. And yet, despite all of these so-called pains, none of the tests that had been taken throughout the years ever showed anything serious. In fact, she was in better shape than many of her peers.
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