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      It’s Friday. Tom is coming to talk to her. She’d tried to say no. It’s not a good time, she told him, not when the children are around. When is a good time, he asked. Not yet, she replied, definitely not today. But the actual day didn’t really matter, so she’d finally agreed.

      She parks near the small flight of concrete steps at the side of the store.  The main entrance is always jammed with trolleys and cars backing out, so it’s quicker to park here. It’s cooler, too, because a huge elm spreads its shade over the tarmac. But even in its shade hot air slaps her face as she climbs out of the car. She hates the thick heat of the Dallas summer.

      She walks quickly. Maybe, if she only gets a few essentials, she can squeeze in a swim session at the pool and still be on time to collect the kids. A hard physical workout before seeing Tom might dissipate some of the anger that’s building up. If there’s a chance they can work things out she doesn’t want to say something she’ll regret. And if she uses the college pool she can dive a bit as well. The boards are always free in the mornings. Diving is the one thing she’s always been good at, and she sure could do with feeling good right now.

      She takes her shopping list from her bag as she reaches the stairs. She could just get milk and yoghurt. Maybe some fruit.

      The step. The next step isn’t there. Time fails. She clutches at it. Falls. Leaves and branches above her.

      Time jerks back into place and she’s lying on the stairs.  A flash of pain sears through her.

      ‘You okay? Need some help?’ A swarthy man in a dark green overall is crouching beside her. She twists sideways to ease away from the sharp edge of the concrete. ‘You want me to call someone?’

      ‘No….’ She tugs at her dress, trying to cover her thighs. ‘No… I’m fine. Thanks.’

      She waits until he turns away. Before someone else can see her, she struggles onto hands and knees, reaches for the handrail. She must move. If she can get away quickly enough, she can leave the embarrassment and the hurt behind on that step.

      She makes it back to the car.

      But the pain is waiting for her there.  She sits quietly for a moment and then drives home slowly, the pedals stiff and barely responsive beneath her feet.
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      Sleep is nudged away by a faint scraping sound. She’s lying on her right side, curled around her hands. Sometime in the night both children woke and climbed into her bed. Their small bodies had taken up a disproportionate amount of space, their night murmurs loud and intrusive. She’d longed for daylight. Now it’s come and all she wants to do is float back into oblivion.

      Luke is spread-eagled across the bed and breathing heavily, cocooned in the easy slumber of a toddler. She envies him.  Em is no longer there. The noise is louder now. A plastic chair dragging across the kitchen floor.  Emma must be getting her own juice again. She isn’t even four.

      Alison tries to move her right leg – just a small movement, pulling her knee up. She feels the smoothness of the sheet, cooler as her leg slides over it. She moves the leg a little further, until she senses the warmth of the small body next to her. She pauses. The leg is carrying no weight but seems to move easily. It’s the other leg, the left one, the weaker of the two, that worries her more. Maybe the muscles are rested. She tries to straighten the knee, to slide her heel in the opposite direction.  She strains to sense a difference in temperature. Maybe she’s just moved from that spot, maybe the bed there retains warmth from her body. She pushes her heel a little further. Has it moved at all? She glides her palm along the side of her thigh. Shit. The leg is still sharply angled. She tries again, willing it to move, willing it not to have got any weaker overnight. Her hand exerts slight pressure, as if the leg could follow the touch, the way sunflowers move their heads to the warmth of the sun. Maybe, just maybe, there is a slight movement, a dragging across the sheet beneath it.

      She can’t think about it anymore; she has to pee. Her bladder is bursting. She tugs the wheelchair up against the bed and manoeuvres herself into it. Her entire upper body is stiff. Not the usual twinges that are the satisfying aftermath of swimming lengths or a Pilates session, but the deep ache of strained and fatigued muscles.

      Tom complains about their old-fashioned bathroom having no shower and no separate toilet, but she’s grateful for it now. The doorway is wide enough to get the chair in. Just. In the couple of days she’s had the chair, its wheels have already ground off a few layers of paint. Pale chips lie like dandruff near the skirting on the pale wooden floor.  But once the chair is in she can get to the edge of the bath and slide herself across to the loo.

      ‘Morning, darling,’ she says to Emma, who is peering in at the doorway, her soft curls sleep-flattened on one side of her head.

      ‘I want to come in,’ says her daughter.

      ‘Give me a moment. I’m nearly done.’ She reaches for toilet paper, but it’s empty. She twists around to take a tissue from the box on the top of the cistern. When she turns back, Emma is pulling the wheelchair out of the room. It snags in the doorway for a moment, then slides easily into the passage.

      ‘No! Emma, Mommy needs that.’

      The little girl continues pulling. ‘I want to come in,’ she repeats.

      ‘Emma, stop. Bring it back here. Now!’ Emma does stop. She stares at her mother in confusion. Her bottom lip puckers, giving her chin the dimpled texture of a golf ball, a sure sign of imminent tears. ‘Darling, I’m not cross. Look, you can get past now. Come. Come give me a hug.’

      ‘You come out.’

      ‘Sweetie, you know I can’t.’

      ‘You can. Come out!’ Emma yells.

      ‘Then push the chair back to me. Please, darling. You can do it. I know you can. Please.’

      ‘You do it. You do it,’ her daughter demands, thumping the padding on the armrest.

      ‘I really can’t …’ She can feel the tremor of her own sobs starting. She can’t face crawling across the floor to her daughter. Her entire body is tired. Sore. She’ll never be able to drag herself up into the chair. Or the bed. She can’t contain the sobs now. Emma turns and runs. The door of the children’s bedroom slams but doesn’t blot out her daughter’s muffled howls.

      The commotion wakes Luke. ‘Mommy? Mommy?’

      ‘I’m in the bathroom, sweetie.’ Her voice breaks on the last word. She tugs her long sleeping shirt over her knees and grabs another tissue to blot her eyes. ‘Hey, big boy, come here.’ She hears his soft footsteps. He stops next to the wheelchair. ‘Can you get past mommy’s chair?’ He hesitates, as if reluctant to approach her. ‘Luke, come here, darling. Good boy.’ He puts his head on her lap and she kisses his cheek.

      ‘Want apple juice,’ he mumbles.

      ‘Of course. But first, can you do Mommy a favour?’ He lifts his head and looks at her. ‘Bring Mommy her phone. The one next to the bed. Can you do that?’

      He nods solemnly and disappears.

      Who can she phone? Felicity has three young children of her own. She’ll be busy getting them fed and ready for school.  The nanny the agency is sending is due in half an hour and a call is unlikely to reduce that by much. She should have swallowed her pride and phoned her father a week ago. His visa is current and he would have been here by now. Unpractical as he is, at least there’d be someone in the house. She wraps her arms across her chest, holding her sore shoulders and rocking to and fro.

      Bridget. If she wants someone practical there is Bridget. She’ll have to wait for days for Bridget to travel from South Africa. But she’s used to waiting. She’d spent hours of her childhood hovering at the front door or sitting on the pavement, filled with the conviction that life would be more fun the moment Bridget and Justin arrived. She feels a surge of relief. Having Bridget around will make everything better. Oh God, please, please let Biddie agree to come.

      Luke is standing in front of her.  He’s sucking the thumb of his right hand, the portable phone clutched in the other. He hasn’t sucked his thumb in seven or eight months, not since he was two. She gently pulls his hand away from his mouth and kisses it. ‘Thank you. You are such an angel, my love,’ she says. ‘Can you do me another favour? Go to your room and give your sister a hug. Tell her Mommy loves her.’

      She feels calm. She will call Tom. Fuck it all, they’re his kids too. He’ll have to help out, even if only temporarily. She’s bloody well not going to crawl to the front door to open it for the nanny and Tom is the only one on the other side of it who has a key.

      Then, while she waits for him, she’ll call her sister.
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      ‘Good grief, Daniel, can you believe this? They want to know whether I seek to enter the United States to engage in subversive or terrorist activities. I mean, for heaven’s sake, who would tick yes?’

      Daniel looked up from his newspaper, spread across the dining room table. ‘Let’s see,’ he said, reaching across to where Bridget sat, pen in hand.

      She moved the form away. ‘I’m quite capable of reading it,’ she said. ‘And of filling it in.’ She pointedly ticked a few more boxes. She was aware that Daniel continued to watch her.  Why did she always over-react? Daniel was addicted to the printed word. If there was nothing else available he’d even read the packaging on the breakfast cereals.

      ‘What else do they want to know?’ he asked.

      ‘Whether I’m a prostitute or have ever participated in genocide.’ She glanced down. ‘Hmm … unlawfully distributed or sold a controlled substance … been deported … am afflicted with a dangerous physical or mental disorder.’

      ‘If they prove you didn’t answer truthfully, they could deport you immediately, you know.’

      She searched his face to determine whether he was teasing, but he seemed quite earnest. She wondered how much checking they would do. After some deliberation she listed her profession as ‘teacher’ even though she had no professional qualifications. Did that count as not answering truthfully? But she had done a short course on how to teach English to young learners, and she did teach a few small classes, so if questioned she could back up her claim.

      ‘They say at the bottom that a yes answer doesn’t automatically signify ineligibility,’ she said. That elicited a smile. ‘You have to admit that some of the questions are really bizarre.’ She handed him the application.

      He chuckled as he scanned the document.

      ‘When’s the interview?’

      ‘At the moment only on Friday. Eleven thirty. But the woman at the consulate – well, at the little window at the gate, they certainly weren’t going to let me in – gave me a number for emergency visas. They said I could get an expedited appointment if Ali’s doctor sends a letter stating what’s happened and that she needs me there. But Ali didn’t hold out much hope for that. It’s not as though I’m essential to either her survival or her recovery.’

      She looked at the clock on the wall. It was what Daniel called his captain’s clock, with a series of round dials that indicated the temperature, whether it was likely to rain and probably the direction the house was sailing in. The clock face was small and had roman numerals for the hours and no minute hand, so she could only make out that it was close to six. Which meant it would be late morning in Dallas.

      ‘She should be on her way to the doctor now.’

      ‘So, assuming you get the visa, you’ll fly …’

      ‘Saturday night.’

      ‘I can take a day off on Friday to give you a hand, if you like.’

      ‘I’ll manage.’

      ‘Of course. But I know how hectic it will be with half-term coming up and you having to hand over for a couple of weeks. What’s on the list?’

      ‘I have to get the passport photographs redone. The place I went to trimmed off the white space at the side. The cubicle woman said the pictures have to be square. When I said white space at the side could hardly matter, she got quite cross. Said the US government knows what it’s doing.’

      ‘Well,’ laughed Daniel, ‘that’s a relief. Okay, I can’t get photos for you. What’s the next one?’

      ‘Mask.’

      ‘Mast?’

      ‘No, mask. I want to take Ali a mask.’

      ‘Forget it. It’s hardly a priority at this stage.’

      ‘I know exactly the one I want. At the curio shop in Rosebank. I was going to get it for her birthday anyway.’

      ‘Can’t you find something different for a change? Anyway, it’s sensible to travel light ...’

      ‘Don’t get it then. I’ll buy the bloody thing. But I’m taking a mask, Daniel.’ Her voice cracked slightly as she said his name and her eyes blurred with sudden tears. She bent her head away from him. She was aware of him getting up. Now she’d finally pissed him off.

      But then he kissed the back of her neck. ‘Hey, if it’s so important, I’ll get the mask,’ he said. ‘Want a cup of tea?’

      She nodded. As he left the room her neck prickled where his lips had touched her, as if a cat’s paw rested there gently.
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      Alison’s appointment at the spinal unit is at eleven. She is in her bedroom, surrounded by a jumble of discarded clothing. The carpet shimmers in pinks and greens. She hates pink. She hates every item of clothing she has tried on, doing up buttons, undoing some, pulling at the shoulders, tucking them in at the waist, then pulling them loose. She rips off each one and hurls it across the room. On her lap she clutches a pair of tan lace-ups and a plain black skirt.  Somewhere in her bedroom there has to be the right top to go with them. Maybe on one of the shelves in her wardrobe she can’t reach. Because she can’t fucking stand up. So she fetches the broomstick and literally sweeps everything on to the floor. She needs the right top. Desperately. Something colourful, something kick-ass that says ‘I don’t belong in this bloody chair.’ Her entire future depends on it.  If she looks absolutely perfect the doctors will find the problem and she will jog home.

      The taxi is due in ten minutes and she’s still in her pyjamas.

      Tom had fetched the children before nine. She’d barely managed to get them dressed and fed before he arrived. She’d eaten nothing but one spoonful of cereal which she nearly threw up. When Luke saw his father he put his thumb in his mouth and went mute. He was still too young to be enrolled, but the school agreed to let him join his sister’s class for a couple of weeks, until Alison’s life ‘settled down’. Those were the words she used. She had absolutely no concept of what her future held, but ‘settled’ was certainly wishful thinking.

      She’s been completely zoned in on her appearance since Tom left with the kids. Crazy. She generally doesn’t worry at all. She’s slim and muscular and most clothes suit her. Now nothing feels right. She wishes she’d had her hair trimmed.  She wishes she had make-up. And for the first time in a long while she wishes Amanda was here. Mom. She seldom thinks of her in maternal terms. Her father was the one who’d fetched and carried, attended parent-teacher conferences and, work permitting, watched her sporting activities.

      But for all the years she’s been in Dallas, parcels from South Africa arrive every few months with yet another hand-embroidered blouse, a knitted top or silk scarf. Amanda is convinced pink looks good against Alison’s olive skin and the colour green, of course, brings out the colour of her eyes. All the items are carefully chosen. All of them beautiful. All useless. She isn’t on her way to a bloody cocktail party.

      There’s a kist at the foot of the bed she hasn’t opened in years. She wheels over the crumpled clothing on the floor, beadwork crunching under the tyres. She flings open the lid of the kist and rummages through folded T-shirts and tracksuits. Christ, how many clothes does she have that she’s never worn? She pulls out a red T-shirt.  She shakes it open. GO TEAM is emblazoned across the front. She remembers wearing this one. Her first intervarsity competition, a championship meet at Fort Lauderdale in Florida. Walking in with the rest of the team, one of the three new members. Feeling nervous about competing. But she dived well and her score was high enough to qualify her for the next division. She wouldn’t say she had returned from that meet feeling triumphant, but she was certainly more confident.

      She doesn’t feel confident now, but the taxi is pulling up outside. The red T-shirt will have to do.

      

      Damn. She said she was in a wheelchair when she booked, but they sent a small car. While she’s locking up, the driver climbs out, pops open the trunk, opens the passenger door and starts walking up the path.

      ‘Hiya,’ he calls out.

      ‘Morning,’ she replies.

      He looks about forty, medium build, with the physique of someone who trains in a gym. His large, smooth head gleams. They meet at the single small step from the veranda to the driveway. She’s managed it successfully a number of times already, but he grabs the handles of the wheelchair and guides it down the step and into the street. He turns her effortlessly so that she’s alongside the open door.

      She moves forward in the seat in preparation for swinging herself across. Her eyes flick up to the top of the door, searching for handholds.

      ‘Wait up,’ the driver says, shoving his body in next to the chair. He slides one hand under her knees and the other under her arms. As he lifts her he staggers slightly, one leg taking a small sideways step and she instinctively jerks and clings to him.

      He eases her into the seat, her purse still in her lap. Her hands are shaking as she fastens her seat belt. She hates the way this stranger’s face had been against hers, the overwhelming scent of his aftershave filling her nostrils.

      He collapses the chair and stows it in the trunk.

      ‘Dallas Memorial, huh? No traffic at this time of the day. Plain sailing all the way.’ She stays silent and he makes no further attempts at conversation.

      At the hospital he parks to the side of the entrance, behind an ambulance.

      ‘No, don’t help me’ she says, her voice shrill. ‘I’ll do it myself.’

      She sounds like a child. ‘I’ll do it, I’ll do it,’ Justin would tease, mimicking her. She imagines him watching her now, laughing. It helps a little, for there is nothing elegant about her movements – easing her bum half out the door, hanging on with her left arm and leaning her right across. But she manages it and feels a flush of satisfaction once she’s safely in the wheelchair.

      She turns it to face the driver. ‘You have to go along to those glass doors over there,’ he says. The glass doors are at the top of a flight of stairs. A long ramp hugs the wall and leads down to the sidewalk. ‘You want me to move the car and take you in?’ The request is tentative.

      ‘No, thanks. I’ll manage.’

      The ramp isn’t steep, but she forces the chair up quickly, afraid that if she stops she might not be able to get going again or might even slide backwards.

      She reaches the top before she smells dog shit. Her instinct is to look at her feet, but as she leans forward to do so she realises the shit is all over her right hand. She looks down to the side of her chair. She’s been so very careful to propel herself using the smaller metal wheel rather than tyre itself. She must have driven through a pile of dog crap which has squished out sideways, upwards, and onto this smaller ring. There is mushy orange goo smeared over her palm and thumb. She holds her hand away from her. It stinks to high bloody heaven. It isn’t fair. It just isn’t fair. If it were a foot she could wipe it on the grass to take away the revolting stench. She can’t deal with this. She wants to be home. She wants to be normal. Damn bloody dog. Damn bloody owner. Maybe it was her neighbour. He never picks up after his mutt. It could have been while she was getting into the taxi. Maybe there is crap all over the trunk. The driver had said nothing. Oh God, how embarrassing! She was the one stinking up his car and yet she’d recoiled at his aftershave. Tears prickle at her eyes. She draws a deep breath. She cannot … she simply cannot miss this appointment. She has to keep going. She can… she must … handle dog shit on her hand.

      She opens her purse with her left hand and digs around for a Kleenex.  There’s only one. She wipes her hand first and then flicks as much crap off the wheel as she can. Then she folds it carefully so she can hold it while she wheels to a garbage bin.

      In future she will wear gloves. Right now she has seven minutes to find a restroom and clean up properly.
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      Bridget drove the last few blocks to her house slowly, looking for her daughter, forgetting for a moment that Tamsin no longer walked home. She was in a lift club.  That was the smallest of the adjustments to their lives since her move to the private girls’ school. Bridget winced, recalling how Tamsin resisted their decision, how badly she’d wanted to stay at her high school here in Greenside, ‘… it’s only half a kilometre from home’, she’d whined. The move had been more Bridget’s decision than Daniel’s, but it was a decision they were now both regretting. Everything Bridget had hoped would improve had not; neither Tamsin’s marks nor her communication with her parents. Worst of all was that she’d hung on to her old friends, making no new ones at all. Bridget opened the gates with the remote and drove into the carport.

      ‘Tami?’ she called once she was inside the house. There was no reply. There was also no school bag dumped in the entrance hall and the front door hadn’t been left unlocked. The door to her daughter’s room was closed. Bridget opened it and stood in the doorway. Until a year before the room had been immaculately neat. Now the bed was unmade and clothing piled high on the chair. Shoes on the desk and books on the floor. It was as if this, too, was foreign ground. And she knew that if she applied for entry here it would be denied. She closed the door.

      She heard Tamsin come in and met her halfway down the passage. Her daughter reeked of mint.

      ‘Damn it all, Tamsin! You’ve been smoking. You promised you quit.’

      ‘I did.’ Tamsin shrugged. ‘Then I started again.’ Bridget started to respond, but Tamsin cut her off. ‘Are you definitely going on Saturday night?’

      ‘Yes. And ... ’

      ‘Great. You’d better pack.’

      ‘I can do that tomorrow.’ She wanted to keep the afternoon clear, to spend it with her daughter. She’d imagined them having coffee together at the mall. Tamsin started to edge past her. ‘I want to take you through the camping stuff.’

      ‘I promised Si I’d be at his house in an hour. Help him set up. We’ve got a practice tonight. Now that Dad and I won’t be leaving until Sunday I can make the competition.’

      ‘I’ll be gone for three weeks. I thought you’d come to the airport.’

      ‘I’d rather say a decent goodbye here.’

      ‘Which conveniently won’t interfere with your plans.’

      ‘Jeez, Mom. I talked to Dad last night. He agreed.  He probably wants you to himself. Okay, look. Give me five secs to change and I’ll meet you in the garage.’ She ducked into her bedroom and closed the door.

      Bridget took the Landrover keys from the rack, unlocked the garage and squeezed along the narrow gap between the wall and the car. A tennis ball strung from the rafters touched the windscreen, reminding her not to drive into the crates stacked in the front of the garage. The car smelt of dust and open spaces. For the first time ever her husband and daughter would be travelling without her. She should be with them. She wasn’t who Ali needed. They hardly knew each other anymore. What the hell was Tom thinking? He should be the one there for his family. She turned the key forcefully and the starter motor snarled. ‘Oh shut up,’ she muttered at it. ‘You get to have a holiday.’

      The driveway was too small for the bulky car, so Bridget backed it out into the street. She locked the doors and looked up and down the road before crossing. When she looked through her own gates, she stopped.

      Tamsin was dancing on the driveway. She was wearing a tight black top, cut away at the armholes, white bra straps showing across her shoulders, baggy tracksuit pants clinging low on her hips. She was looking down at her feet, her long brown hair falling forward, hiding her face. Her thick-soled trainers were drumming noiselessly on the concrete. She was totally absorbed, as if she was hearing music that drowned out everything else. When she used to dance ballet one movement would flow into the next in fluid, graceful transitions.  Now the positions of her feet she’d once practiced so sedately flashed in quick staccato bursts. She was no sooner on her toes than she was on her heels, her knees no sooner open than closed again. She had spent years mastering control of her body, only to discard it. Her hips swayed, her shoulders and arms jerked and her head bobbed. At a competition the previous month, when Bridget had watched her daughter dance to the thumping beat of hip-hop, she’d hated it with all her soul. But now, with Tamsin moving alone and in silence, it was mesmerising.

      Tamsin looked up, saw her mother, and stopped.

      ‘It looks great, hon. Really. What movement … step were you doing?’

      ‘It’s called the Crip Walk.’

      ‘Crip? As in cripple?’ The shuffling, ungainly movements took on a different dimension. Her thoughts flew to Alison and she felt indignation flare.

      ‘No. The Crips were a gang. In the US. The walk was a way of dissing your rivals. Look. You could write someone’s name. I’ll do a B.’ Her feet bounced from one angled V-position to another. ‘And then cross it out.’ Her body shuddered as her feet jerked backwards and forwards, erasing the imaginary letter.

      ‘Were there gangs in your school?’

      ‘Jesus, Mom! I’ve told you. Hip-hop has nothing to do with gangs now!’ Tamsin’s body stiffened. She leant forward, her expression suddenly fierce ‘We dance, mom. Okay? It’s a dance.’ Then she spun round and walked into the garage. ‘Come on. If you need to tell me your wonderful system, let’s get it over with.’

      Suddenly Bridget longed to be gone. To be on the plane. Heading away from her own life.

      She unpacked the crates, lining them side by side on the floor. ‘Dad will still have to buy the perishables, the fruit and veg and so on,’ she said. ‘I’ve given him the list. But everything else is packed. Whatever you’ll need for tea, coffee and breakfast is in here.’ She pointed. ‘Lunch in this one, supper in that.’ Tamsin watched sullenly, still panting slightly. A greyhound reluctantly leashed in after a race. Bridget was aware she’d hoped for some approval. How could she think Tamsin would care how many clean dishcloths were packed? Or that her daughter might imagine she’d need something from the small suitcase filled with antiseptic, plasters, bandages, and pills for everything from constipation to diarrhoea, even a broad band antibiotic. ‘That’s it, really. You’ll find everything you need. There’s a list of the menus for each day in the breakfast crate.’

      Tamsin picked one up. ‘What happens if tinned tuna is scheduled for lunch on Wednesday but we feel like eating it on Monday?’

      ‘Then go for it. If you eat all the non-perishables first you might land up with rotten stuff for the last few days. But I’ll be on the other side of the world so it’s not going to bother me,’ she answered. ‘If you have any questions I’ll be in the kitchen.’ She strode back into the house.
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      Alison closes her eyes, imagining herself on the board. Three steps and a jump and she’s somersaulting, stretching, twisting. It’s all about timing and focus, her coach said repeatedly. Timing and focus. And she’d got it right. Her muscles responded smoothly, each in sync. Occasionally, at the local swim club, when it’s Tom’s turn to ensure the children don’t drown, she still dives for pure pleasure. She revels in those few seconds of weightlessness. But the highlight is always the moment of water entry, her body lengthened, muscles taut, slicing down through the surface and then rolling leisurely away under the bubbles, water flowing through her hair and sliding past her limbs.  Sensation streams to her mind – fluid, soft as a mist.

      How different to be lying on an examining table. Solid. Immobile. Sensation now in anxious bursts.

      ‘Does it feel the same here?’ the doctor asks.  Cotton wool brushes lightly over the skin of her left hip. It moves to the right, then down to her left thigh, right thigh, her knees. ‘Here? And here?’

      It’s difficult to concentrate. Can you feel this? Can you feel that? Her legs increasingly feel as if they are no longer part of her body at all.

      ‘Where there is an incomplete injury to the spine,’ he says, ‘you retain some sensation below the level of the injury. It varies tremendously.’

      That’s what she has. An ‘incomplete’ injury. Some of the messages are still getting through from her brain to her legs and vice versa.  Before he began the tests, he showed her a chart of the spinal cord and explained how the interconnected vertebral bones not only provide a flexible support for the body, but protect the vital spinal cord. She knew some of it from school biology classes, and she’d only half listened as his fingers traced the diagram from the neck down the chest to the lower back, where ‘in all likelihood’, her problem is. He’s used the term a number of times. ‘In all likelihood the fall compressed an intervertebral disc, causing a swelling that’s pinched the nerves somewhere here’ and his finger waved around the lumbar region on the chart. ‘A cortisone injection will help reduce the swelling. Now what we need to do is determine where to inject’.

      Her body jerks and she opens her eyes quickly when she feels a sudden sharp prick on her hip.

      ‘You sure felt that, huh?’ he says. He has a pin in his hand. ‘Touch and pain are controlled by different nerves.’

      He’s zigzagging again, pinpricking down her legs. She doesn’t know whether pinpricking is a word. She knows it hurts.

      The previous year when Emma had a bee sting on her foot that swelled alarmingly they all came to the casualty department together. She held Emma who cried throughout and Tom held Luke who whimpered non-stop in sympathy with his sister. They promised Emma pizza on the way home and they promised it would get better. They kept both promises.

      On the Saturday after the fall, when she wasn’t walking properly, she’d come to the same department, alone. When she asked Tom to take the kids he offered to come with her and she said no, she could manage on her own. She wanted him to feel bad. And then she was angry that he didn’t insist.  She stayed angry during the X-rays and while the doctor on duty, a much younger one than the one with her now, looked at the X-rays and checked her reflexes. He said there was possibly a pinched nerve somewhere but everything was ‘intact’, so not to worry. He gave her painkillers and told her she should start to improve soon. Only she didn’t. By Monday not only wasn’t she improving, but her legs would hardly support her weight. She had to cruise between pieces of furniture like a child learning to walk. The next day she couldn’t even do that. And she’d been angry that he was a doctor and hadn’t fixed what was wrong.

      Now the anger is gone and she’s scared. She wants someone holding her hand. She wants someone answering the doctor’s questions for her. Asking him the questions that she has no idea how to formulate. More than anything she wants someone promising it will get better. Everything she’s been told, everything she’s read, tells her that after a fall like hers she should be getting better, not worse.

      ‘Alison, could you try that again.’

      ‘Oh, sorry. What?’

      ‘Push your foot up against my hand. Good. Now, can you push it down, the other way?’

      His hands feel cold, but his voice is deep and warm and he’s trying to keep her informed. He asks her to move her legs and feet in various directions while explaining the difference between flexing a joint and straightening it, between moving a limb away from the body or towards it, abducting and adducting. Her mind is following his instructions, sending all the right messages, but she has no idea whether her legs and feet are obeying them.

      The doctor says something about re-learning how to make the muscles work. She turns her head to look again at the diagram, at the nerves pouring from the spinal column. What was the rhyme about a centipede? A frog asks how it knows which leg comes after which. She only remembers the last few lines. The question raised her mind to such a pitch, she lay distracted in a ditch, considering how to run.

      Somersaulting, stretching, twisting. Timing and focus. She closes her eyes again. Even standing seems an impossible task now. How did she ever learn to dive in the first place?

      

      As the taxi draws up outside her house she can hear the landline ringing. All the while as she gets into the chair and wheels herself up the path the strident ring goes on and on, and she keeps thinking ‘Leave me alone, leave me the fuck alone’.

      The phone goes quiet as she’s unlocking the door. She rolls herself in and stops, the door open behind her. The house is utterly still. She is alone. The unfinished cereal will have congealed in its bowl on the table and her clothes will be scattered all over the bedroom floor. I don’t know how to do this, she thinks, I don’t know how to go on.

      She’s been holding her breath, waiting for the phone to ring again. Shit! It’s probably her parents. She promised to keep them informed. Her mobile has been switched off for the nearly four hours she’s been at the hospital.  It’s already late evening in Johannesburg and they would have been waiting for news before going to bed. She imagines her father with a tumbler of whiskey in one hand and the phone in the other, pacing back and forth across the Persian carpet in the lounge. The moment he heard about the fall he told her to come home. There are excellent doctors here, he said.

      She hasn’t moved from the spot in front of the door.

      Where the bloody hell is ‘home’?

      If she calls her father now the temptation to go back will be overwhelming. He’d take care of everything. Appointments, decisions, the children. She can’t do it. It took too much effort to abandon her past the first time. When she returns to South Africa it’s as a tourist and she likes it that way. She’s kept no contact with anyone she was at school with. Her entire adult life has been in Dallas. She has an American husband, American children. She can’t go back.

      She lets her head sink. The GO TEAM on her chest is upside-down and distorted. She regrets choosing it. There is no team. She has to do this on her own.

      The phone is ringing again, but she knows that if she answers it she will cry. She closes the door, steers herself down the passage to the study, and turns on her computer. It’s easier to contain emotion in an email.
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      When the gate buzzer indicated that Tamsin’s lift had arrived, her daughter hugged her and clung to her for moment. ‘I love you, Mom,’ she said. ‘Give Aunt Ali my love. She’s lucky to have you.’

      Bridget gathered up Tamsin’s hair in her hands, feeling its warmth. Then she moved her hands to Tamsin’s cheeks, still as soft and smooth as when she was a baby and kissed her briefly on the lips. ‘Look after yourself, my darling,’ she said.

      ‘You too. Tell Dad I’ve got my key,’ Tamsin said, blowing a kiss before closing the door behind her.

      Bridget’s bag was packed and waiting in the hall. Next to it was a long, narrow box. Daniel had brought it back from the curio shop the previous afternoon.

      ‘Sorry, Bridg,’ he’d said. ‘The mask you wanted was sold. I got another one. They bubble-wrapped it and packaged it well enough so it can go in the hold, but we can unwrap it so you can take a look if you like.’

      She’d shaken her head.  ‘No, it’ll be fine. Thanks for getting something.’

      ‘I bought a couple of things for the kids, too. A mobile for Emma.’ Little dancing figurines made of grass twirled as he held it up. ‘You’ll be there for her birthday, won’t you?’

      Bridget doubted a mobile would be high on the list of favoured birthday presents for a four-year old but said nothing. If she had time she could look for something at Gatwick or Heathrow. ‘And I got a set of wooden animals for Luke.’  Dozens of palm-sized animals were packaged in a clear plastic bag with a label stating ‘Animals of Africa’. They were crudely made and not to scale. Buck of indeterminate species were the same size as elephant and only distinguishable from zebra by the lack of stripes burnt into the wood. The giraffe had over-long, spindly necks with cheetah-style markings and the rhino had blunted horns and slender legs. She doubted any of the creatures would be able to stand unaided. But she’d thanked him again and tucked both gifts in beside the boxes of Pronutro that Ali had asked her to bring.

      Now she stood looking at the luggage. The zip of her suitcase was tightly secured with a cable tie. There was a sense of finality about it. But rather than excitement she felt a sense of dread. Her track record at helping anyone in a crisis was dismal.

      ‘Can we leave now?’ she asked.

      ‘Sure. It’s a bit early, though.’

      ‘I’d rather wait there than here.’

      ‘Okay. You can book in and we’ll get some dinner. Give me five minutes. There’s an urgent email I need to send.’

      She looked down at the box containing the mask. Maybe she should leave it behind. Daniel was right. It would hardly be an original present. Alison already had a few that Bridget had bought her over the years, adding to one that had belonged to their father. That was made of a smooth reddish wood and used to hang on the wall in his study between two spears. If you held it in front of your face you could see clearly through the slits in its bulging eyes and could poke your tongue through its downturned mouth.
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