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			SPRING

		

	
		
			One

			A man hit Ava with his car a few miles from her bungalow. He said he didn’t mean to do it. Ava told him she believed him. Of course I believe you; she said it like that in the dark.

			‘It was an accident.’

			‘Of course . . .’

			It wasn’t possible to see what he looked like, lying on her side in that muddy ditch, and she didn’t move her neck, afraid she’d cause it damage. The pain in her back and hips felt bright and urgent, and yet a calmness washed through Ava: she didn’t need to decide what to do about her father’s letter. Her mind could rest here.

			The man phoned the emergency services and relayed questions to her. ‘They’re asking if you’re bleeding anywhere.’ He might have said that. Ava’s attention wavered.

			She felt him hovering over her but didn’t mind because he smelt like a fresh bar of soap, clean and sharp.

			‘I can’t be sure about the bleeding,’ he said. ‘It’s hard to see in the dark.’

			The urgency in his voice reminded Ava of her grandmother Katerina and the rushed way she used to shout into the phone when she called her brother in Greece, trying to reach him across all that land and sea.

			‘The ambulance people want to know about your vision.’ Two long and shaky fingers appeared in front of Ava’s nose. ‘How many is that?’

			‘Two.’

			‘Good.’ The man’s voice brightened. ‘Yeah, she said the right number of fingers.’

			But when the call ended, he spoke to her again with agitation. 

			‘Why were you out here? It’s dangerous walking on this road at night.’

			‘I needed to clear my head.’

			Ava’s eyes darted up, but all she could see were nettles. She thought of asking the man to look for her father’s letter, but he was so full of anxiety, pacing back and forth above her, that she left it.

			He introduced himself as Sam.

			‘Ava. I’d shake your hand, but . . .’

			He didn’t laugh. It was the same at work – jokes met with silence. If she survived this, she would learn to be funny.

			‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ he said. ‘It helps calm my nerves.’

			‘No, go ahead.’

			Headlights cut through the darkness, but there were no sirens and soon the lights faded into the night. All they could do now was wait. Wait for the ambulance, wait to see if she would live or die or become a little disabled. Could she still feel her legs?

			The brown thaw of spring lingered there in her nostrils, conjuring a memory of those awful white stockings she’d worn as a child, kicking a ball to her father on Hampstead Heath. When it rained, they’d become thick with mud – itchy stockings that rolled at her knees, at her ankles. Before her bath, Ava would paw at her legs, leaving red scratches all over her flesh. Her sexual experiences in adulthood often fell short of the satisfaction she’d felt as a girl, tearing off those thick white stockings and scratching. ‘You’re a mess,’ her mother had told her, putting foam into the bath, and Ava had thought, So are you.

			Sam asked where she lived.

			‘My bungalow’s on the same side of the road. About five miles towards Welton.’

			‘It’s too bad your house isn’t facing the river.’

			Ava laughed, and everything below her head tightened into thick knots of pain. ‘Those houses on the river cost about a hundred grand more.’

			‘That much?’

			‘At least.’

			She knew because she’d asked an estate agent when she’d been thinking of selling the place before Christmas. The agent had looked at Ava and pursed her showy red lips. ‘Pity it’s not facing the river,’ she had said.

			‘I live near the high street with my parents,’ Sam offered.

			It surprised Ava that he should live with his parents. She had assumed from the deep tone of his voice that he was tall, broad-shouldered, approaching middle age. Had he taken over his parents’ basement in the way some lost, lonely men did?

			But Ava was in no position to judge, having lived with her mother until the day she’d died. In that time, she’d only ever brought one man back to the bungalow, and he’d liked staying late into the morning so he could have coffee with her mother. Watching them laugh and share stories, Ava had thought how they’d make a lovely pair. When she’d told her mother this – because there was nothing, nothing she’d wanted more than for her mother to be happy – the crease on her mother’s forehead had deepened. Apart from this man, who eventually bored Ava like the others, no boyfriends ever came to the house. It was Ava who travelled out late at night to meet men who’d rather sleep alone. She preferred it that way, returning to her room and spreading out in her own bed.

			‘Hah!’

			Sam asked what was funny.

			‘My mother died in a crash five months ago. It must mean something, surely. Both of us getting smashed up by cars.’ She left out the part about the coroner’s report and the alcohol in her mother’s blood.

			Sam apologised for her mother’s death in the usual way, fumbling and awkward. His sympathy was marked by ellipses in his speech and it was hard to keep track of the number of times he said, ‘Oh, God.’

			‘Thank you,’ Ava said.

			It was getting embarrassing, this new tendency of telling strangers about her mother – at gas stations, in supermarkets, in a ditch at the side of the road with her cheek planted in the cold mud. Her mother’s death was always there on her tongue, ready to announce itself.

			‘Where were you headed?’ Ava asked. She didn’t want to think of her mother anymore.

			‘I was driving back from Brighton. My dad sent me there to collect terracotta curtains for his shop. I was on my way to drop off the order, but none of that matters now. God, I’m really sorry—’

			‘I like the beach in Brighton.’ Ava smiled. ‘I used to go there with my father when I was little.’

			‘Oh, yeah? The beach in Brighton is all right because it’s all rocks. I’m not a huge fan of the sand, if I’m being honest. It gets into everything and when there’s food involved, that’s the worst feeling, having sand in your teeth. But who knows, maybe one day we could put all this behind us and smoke a joint out there together?’

			Again, Ava pictured this man’s bedroom in his parents’ basement, a green glow from a lava lamp moving across his bedsheets, an expertly rolled joint drooping down from his lips.

			‘Sure. That sounds nice.’

			Another car drove past, shaking the ground, sending a wave of pain through her. Ava’s mind turned to Michael. Pain and Michael went hand in hand. If he’d received the same letter from their father, he would’ve thrown it in the bin. Her brother was above such things as family, too important for that.

			It occurred to her that their father might be bluffing, that this whole thing was a big joke. Ha, ha! I’m dying. Ha, ha!

			At last, Ava heard sirens in the distance.

			Sam bent down and touched her shoulder. ‘They’re coming.’

			Ava shut her eyes against the blue spinning lights, so bright and intense, drilling into her head. She heard doors open and slam, Sam saying something to the paramedics. She felt detached until he took her hand and it felt firm, his touch.

			‘There’s a letter,’ she said to Sam. ‘It’s only a page. Typed. I must’ve dropped it. Could you find it for me?’

			He didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure he’d heard.

			‘It’s important . . .’

			A woman’s voice asked her name.

			She gave her mother’s name instead of her own. ‘Elena. Elena Agatha Andreadis.’

			But she couldn’t be sure she’d spoken at all. Snippets from her father’s letter swirled in front of her eyes before disappearing into the tall grass: Can we meet?

			A hazy picture of a family in early autumn, looking down at the rusting landscape below. Green turning orange, orange turning red, red turning to rot – and for a brief moment, the stockinged girl’s mouth curved into a smile.

		

	
		
			Two

			More people were turning up to the bar in Gramercy. The New Yorker had published a glowing review, calling the story night the bar hosted every month a triumph and a miracle. A religious experience with all the heart and honesty of an AA meeting, except booze was allowed. That was what they’d written, and now Michael had to stand in a long line to get inside.

			He didn’t mind the wait too much – not with the early-evening sun falling over the sidewalk in blocks of amber. He could get sentimental about a thing like that, light shifting across the city he loved. And he didn’t mind listening to the conversations of the people in front of him. Women in their early thirties passing their phones around, showing each other who they were dating, who they wanted to date. Michael felt glad in that moment that he’d met Layla before everything could be done through his mobile. He thought he would be very bad at it, dating through his phone, fussing over what photos made him look like the right man. He would choose the wrong ones and women would laugh at him, just as the group in front of him did now, staring into their screens. ‘Another topless photo! Another rock-climbing shot!’

			The line was finally moving. A few people joined behind Michael. They looked affluent, with their tailored suits and confident smiles, presumably having come straight from the office. He felt underdressed in his shabby blazer. He was starting to look like the rest of the Social Sciences faculty, fraying at the edges. He decided that after tonight he would throw the blazer out.

			Even the doorman, in his powder-blue shirt, hair shorter at the sides than on top, looked smarter than him.

			‘What’s that?’ the doorman said.

			Michael looked at the paper. He was holding out his father’s letter. He flushed with embarrassment, feeling somehow that the doorman would be able to read and assess his whole life story in those few seconds of checking. He searched his other pocket, presented the ticket and the doorman let him through.

			Inside, Michael felt an immediate shift as the day’s troubles receded. He greeted strangers with a smile, feeling that he knew them, all these people here for the same reason.

			The worn leather armchair near the front of the stage where Michael liked to sit was taken, so he bought a bottle of beer and settled at a table towards the back next to a young couple. He assumed they were on a first date, the way they groped each other with desire. It felt like that in restaurants and bars around the city, like everyone was out on a first date.

			The lights dimmed. The first speaker – a short, stocky man in his fifties – stood on the stage with a microphone in front of him. There was a hunted look in his eyes. A light shone against the bald patch at the top of his head. When he swallowed, the sound of his dry mouth travelled through the speakers. The room was completely still, waiting for him to begin, to tell his story. He apologised and dry-swallowed again.

			‘It’s hard to talk about these things, but . . . it is important,’ he said in an accent Michael couldn’t place.

			When he’d collected himself, he spoke of returning to a country that was no longer home. War had changed the landscape of his childhood, the house he’d grown up in was no longer there, rubble left in its place. It wasn’t just a physical change, though; his own cousins, loving and welcoming as they were, looked at him as an American now, a foreigner, and that’s when he realised there was no place he truly belonged.

			‘Not here, not there . . .’

			The young couple next to Michael kept talking, kissing each other’s noses and eyes. Michael couldn’t get into the talk. Like other new faces he’d seen come and go, the couple next to him were not there to listen, to reflect on what they heard and feel part of something bigger. To them, this was a thing to do. They might tell their friends the next day about where they’d been and their friends would say, ‘Oh, we’ve heard about that place!’

			When the man finished talking, there was a round of applause and Michael stood to change his seat, but the next speaker appeared too quickly, a woman in her late thirties, around Michael’s own age. Projected onto the screen behind the stage was a photo of her in hospital, a tiny newborn asleep on her chest. Her eyes looked weary in the photo, the way Layla’s had been after thirteen hours of labour, but she was smiling through her exhaustion.

			‘Her name is Clara,’ the woman said, her voice steady and determined. ‘She was born at thirty-two weeks and weighed five pounds, three ounces. Her blood type was O negative. She was a fussy feeder and she only lived for a day – that day.’ She pointed to the photo, her hand shaking a little. ‘It was the best and worst day of my life.’ She paused, looking down briefly before focusing her eyes on some point in the distance.

			‘My family and friends told me not to worry. “You’ll have another baby,” they said. The doctors, my parents – nobody would call her by her name. To them, she was a tragedy, not a person. Not Clara.’

			The young couple next to Michael kept talking. Michael tapped the guy’s shoulder.

			‘Do you mind?’ Michael said.

			‘What?’

			‘Would you pay attention, please?’ Michael felt stupid for saying that. In his seminar classes, he’d never told a student to pay attention. Instead he’d paused and waited for silence.

			‘Relax.’

			‘Why did you even bother coming?’

			A few people sitting at the table in front of Michael turned around and frowned at him.

			‘Chill,’ the guy said, leaning forward, his big forehead looming as a threat.

			Michael stood up and his chair scraped against the stone floor. More people turned to look at him. There were no free seats, so he leant against a brick wall by the side of the stage and listened.

			‘When we put Clara’s things away almost a year later – her little sweaters and stuffed giraffe and all those bags of Huggies diapers – when we boxed them up, it was hard.’ The screen showed a picture of those baby things in a pale-yellow nursery. ‘My mother, always practical, always scrimping and saving, said that none of it would go to waste – we would be able to use it again, and when we put our new baby into the crib, we’d feel happy instead of miserable. I looked at her, like, Ma, have you lost your mind? I told my mother again, “Her name is Clara. And these were Clara’s things and we’re going to celebrate her birthday in July, so expect an invitation in the mail . . .”’

			Michael swallowed hard, and even after other speakers had taken the stage, it was this woman’s story of her daughter and the denial of her humanity that he thought about on his commute home and how life was too flimsy; you couldn’t count on it. He thought of his son, Jacob, the close call they’d had in September, and he checked his phone to see if there was any news from Layla. She’d sent a video.

			Michael played the clip and watched Jacob count to fifteen, breezing through the single digits, stumbling a little over eleven, but he made it to fifteen without any mistakes. A few weeks ago, he would have stopped at ten. Jacob looked at his mother when he got to the end with large expectant eyes and she clapped for him and he smiled with all his small teeth. Michael found he was smiling too, happiness softening his face.

			He wanted to show the video to the commuters sitting next to him. His son’s latest achievement. But nobody returned his smile, and he remembered how complicated life was outside of the bar in Gramercy.

			Above ground, the sun was gone. Michael looked forward to summer, when the evenings would feel bright and fluid and endless.

			In the apartment lift, he pressed the button to the fourth floor, but his keys didn’t work in the door. He realised he was standing in front of his old place. They’d moved up to the sixth floor a few weeks ago when a bigger apartment had become available – one with a spare room for an office and more space to store things they didn’t need. A graphic designer now lived in their old apartment. Michael had given him a hand last week, carrying his lemon trees up to their old balcony. Some of his other plants were private, the graphic designer had said.

			‘I’ll bring over some lemonade once I’m settled in,’ he’d promised, but Layla said they weren’t having any.

			‘He’s a total stoner. He’ll put something in our drinks.’ And then she’d paused and looked around the living room, all those boxes piled up. ‘Come to think of it, yeah, let’s get him over here. The sooner the better.’

			Michael took the stairs up to the sixth floor, anticipating all the unpacking still ahead. Their lives were in boxes. They’d bought too many things, too many toys for Jacob. Building blocks and little trampolines and a pretend kitchen.

			They’d said they were going to be minimalists and live like Scandinavians, everything pale and grey and bare. They’d never become one of those couples who gave up their living room to toys. This was the story they’d told themselves. But Michael was always stepping on something soft and noisy, and when a miniature soldier punctured his skin, Layla agreed to get rid of the whole platoon. A massacre, those tiny green soldiers falling into the trash.

			The apartment was hazy. A burning smell wafted from the kitchen. Michael usually cooked dinner, but Layla had insisted on doing it since she’d started her sabbatical. It makes sense, she’d said, though she hated cooking.

			Jacob was still up. He was standing in front of the television in his rocket pyjamas, watching cartoons.

			‘Jacob,’ Michael said. ‘Jacob, sit here, would you? You’re too close to the screen.’ When he turned the volume down, his son looked up and frowned.

			There was no resemblance between them – father and son. Jacob had his mother’s big eyes and thick black hair. And there was something in his mouth that reminded him of Ava, the way it curved down a little. He felt a rush of guilt whenever he thought of his sister.

			‘Can you count to fifteen for me?’

			Jacob shook his head and made a face. At times, he waltzed around the apartment like a comedian, pretending to fall over, shooting quick glances at his parents to check they were still watching him.

			‘Can’t hear,’ he said in a low whine, and pointed to his ear and then the television. When Michael turned the volume back up, his son grinned, happy again.

			In the galley kitchen, Layla was throwing burnt vegetables into the trash.

			‘You’re late.’

			Michael scratched his chin and told his usual lie: he’d had a department meeting and papers to grade. It was easier that way.

			‘Jacob won’t sleep,’ Layla said, and threw up her hands. ‘We’ll have to order takeout.’ Then she told Michael about her day. A woman at the park had let her child throw sand in Jacob’s face. Fistfuls of the stuff. No apology. And then Jacob had started coughing in the afternoon. A dry cough – but still, a cough. Was that why he was refusing to sleep now? Maybe she would take him to see Dr Fineman in the morning . . .

			‘We’ll monitor it,’ Michael said.

			Since starting her sabbatical, Layla had given such accounts of her day to Michael, almost as soon as he walked through the door. A debrief on everything and nothing. He knew she missed work. She had achieved so much since qualifying: the Fraser-Williams merger she’d negotiated with little support, her promotion to senior associate. She reminded him often of such achievements at strange times and in strange places, like at the checkout line in a grocery store or at five in the morning, the bleary half-light of dawn there on her anxious face.

			They kissed, leaning against the side of the fridge.

			‘You smell,’ she said.

			‘Like what?’ He thought for a moment she could taste the beer he’d had at the bar.

			‘The city.’

			‘I’ll shower.’

			‘Wash the city off.’ Layla smiled. ‘That’s something I don’t miss – the grime of the subway.’ She pointed to the dreaded task list on the fridge. ‘I’ve made the coffee table, but the dining table still needs to be put together.’

			‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’ll do that.’

			In the shower, Michael thought of his father’s letter.

			Can we meet? I need to see you.

			Michael imagined Lee at a big desk typing that. He could understand why his father would write to Ava. She had been his favourite. His eyes would glaze over when she came into the room. But when it was just Michael and his father together, without Ava and their mother there, Michael could sense his father’s discomfort. He would shift in his armchair, or suddenly stand to leave. On several occasions, he’d said to Michael, ‘Be more like your sister,’ though he was older than her. Their mother would hang Michael’s drawings on the fridge with magnets – pictures of landscapes and big blue skies. But his father didn’t care for them. ‘Try out for rugby,’ he insisted, and when Michael didn’t make the team, his father shook his head. ‘You’re pathetic,’ he’d said to Michael more than once. But that had been a long time ago. They’d had no contact since he was fifteen, twenty years now.

			Lee wanted to clear his conscience, that was why he’d sent the letter about his terminal illness and plan to end his life ‘before things got bad’, and Michael didn’t see why he should help.

			There were no towels on the drying rack. Layla must have washed the one he’d been using, and the others were probably still stuffed in a suitcase or in one of the garbage bags in the office. Michael walked through into the master bedroom, leaving puddles on the oak floor where he stepped, only remembering that they didn’t have curtains when he looked out the window and saw a naked woman in the adjacent apartment. She saw him and laughed, and he laughed too as he covered himself with his hands. She waved goodbye and drew her blinds and, for a while, Michael couldn’t stop thinking about it, the oddness of the encounter, seeing a stranger bare like that, being seen that way.

			When he was dry and clothed, he took his son back to bed.

			‘Story,’ Jacob said, pointing to a book on his shelf.

			Michael’s colleague Dr Susan Barker had given him the whole vegetable book series. Each story taught a moral lesson. That evening, Michael read about the racist carrots who excluded the asparagus because he was green, and the swede who shamed the carrots by saying how they were all vegetables and would rot into the same ground. God only knew where Susan found such books. The stories were admittedly weighty for a two-year-old, but Layla hoped they’d encourage Jacob to eat, because he rarely did.

			In the apartment across the way, a light switched on. The naked woman was clothed in a T-shirt and shorts, her hair no longer wet, so he could see she had a blunt fringe cut just above her eyes. She sat on an Ikea futon that Michael recognised from his days at college, and ate her spaghetti in front of the television.

			Jacob’s eyes were finally heavy, and Michael stopped reading. He turned his attention back to the woman and felt a deep calmness watching her eat her spaghetti dinner. She must have a sense of humour, he thought. She must not worry too much, the way she’d laughed and waved. He imagined a life for her filled with travel and hobbies, movement and stillness; everything possible.

			Layla reached around the back of his shoulders and he flinched, startled by her sudden presence, but he shut his eyes and leant into her.

			‘I ordered Chinese,’ she said. ‘We need to get curtains. I’ll put it on the list.’

		

	
		
			Three

			There were two new cards on the table next to the hospital bed. One of them said, Get Well Soon, the other, Sorry You’re Unwell. Ava wanted to make an aeroplane out of all those cards, with their meek-coloured sympathy, and fly out of the long-stay ward, go anywhere else.

			She pressed a button by her bed and waited. She needed to wee. The nurses assisted with her toilet needs and, at first, she had felt a kind of shame and would apologise as they removed the filled bedpan from beneath her, but now she just went, because, what else was she going to do?

			‘How are you feeling today?’ a nurse said, raising her bed. Ava couldn’t tell the nurses apart. They were all the same to her – drifting in and out of focus as they took charge of her body, wrapping a blood-pressure cuff around her arm, or sticking a thermometer into her ear – poking and jabbing her flesh, and then leaving, their shoes light against the linoleum floors.

			So long as they kept the morphine in her blood, Ava had no cause for complaint.

			‘I need to urinate,’ Ava told the nurse, feeling heat rise to her cheeks.

			A week before, a young doctor with a handsome face had told Ava that she’d fractured her pelvis and right tibia. When he’d stood close, listening with his stethoscope, she’d worried that she smelt of sweat and that without her bra, he would think her chest was flat.

			He’d told her that the operations on her pelvis and leg had taken eight hours, had only been performed once they’d stabilised her blood pressure that’d fallen too low. And now there was metal in her flesh in the form of nails and plates.

			He returned now to explain in detail. ‘Think of your recovery as a journey,’ he said and smiled at her. Ava noticed that his bottom teeth were crooked; it was something that pleased her a great deal, finding an imperfection like that on a person who seemed at first glance to be completely spotless.

			The doctor gave her various time frames, all of them prefaced with, ‘If there are no further complications, and there can always be complications . . .’ He said she would be in a wheelchair for three months while the pelvis healed. The right leg would take four to six months, but she would be able to use crutches once the pelvis was strong. What struck Ava was the way he said ‘the pelvis’, ‘the leg’, like they were detached from her, and she was starting to feel that way, like her body was a foreign thing.

			The cast on her leg went all the way up to her thigh. Only her toes were visible, a smear of dirty pink polish crowning each nail. She could hear her mother saying, ‘Get a pedicure. Comb your hair.’

		

	
		
			‘You’re like Jesus,’ Jane said, sitting by the bed. ‘All those nails drilled into you.’ Her mother’s friend was her first visitor. Ava wished it was somebody else in that chair. Someone who didn’t mention Jesus so much.

			Jane moved a strand of grey hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. From this angle on the bed, a few hairs were visible on Jane’s chin and Ava wondered if they’d always been there, those stray hairs, or whether she hadn’t had a chance to get rid of them before this visit. It was something Ava thought about after Jane left, those hairs on her chin, how you could discover something new about a person when you looked at them from a different angle.

			‘You’re looking better. There’s more colour in your cheeks.’

			‘This isn’t your first visit?’

			Jane’s eyes widened in shock. ‘Who do you think was sleeping by your bed when they brought you in?’ She straightened her back against the seat. ‘I’m filling out papers from the lawyer I was telling you about. Henry Williams. He’s a friend.’

			‘What for?’

			‘Compensation. You need to be compensated while you’re off work.’

			They talked about the department store. Ava told Jane she’d forgotten to order the Levi’s trousers for Mrs Lambert. Mrs Lambert was one of those customers who thought the world was owed to her, that all the sales associates at Green’s department store were there to satisfy her unreasonable demands. She expected the store to honour her returns without receipts. The items she tried to return had been used. An indiscreet stain here, a scuff there. She expected the staff to order in new stock when the warehouses were out. To bring brands in that they didn’t sell. Ava was suddenly glad not to be at work.

			‘Don’t worry about her. I’ll put the order in tomorrow. I’ll ask Pastor Lukas to include you in Friday prayers too.’

			Ava opened her mouth to object about the prayers but didn’t see the point – Jane did what she wanted.

			A stout police officer with a red face came by to speak with her. Ten days had passed since the accident. One of the nurses told her he had been before, but she hadn’t been able to answer his questions then. Her condition was only now deemed stable. Sometimes she could hear doctors and nurses discussing her on the other side of the curtain. The tibia. The pelvis. The patient. She had never felt more unstable in her life.

			The police officer had a cold, indifferent way about him. He asked why she’d been walking along the road at night and whether she had any reflective gear on.

			‘I received a letter from my father,’ Ava said, rubbing her temples. ‘I needed to clear my head.’

			‘And the reflective gear?’

			‘Well, it wasn’t dark when I left the house.’ Ava wondered who wore reflective gear when they stepped out of their own front door. I am here! Do not injure the tibia or the pelvis!

			He took notes and said he would send a copy of the report in a few days’ time.

			In the early afternoon, Ava began to feel desperately bored. She had asked one of the nurses about getting a television in the room, but the nurse shook her head. There were none available at present. She occupied the windowless quarter of the room, just a bare off-white wall to the left side of her bed. Three other women were recovering in this space. It was the room where broken women were sent to mend.

			The elderly woman to her right had fallen out of her bathtub, thrown her hip out and broken her wrist. When her children had first come to visit her, she had pleaded with them to take her back to their flat. She was lonely in this room. No one listened to her. She could not watch her soap operas. If she had to stay, would they sit with her a little while longer?

			Ava heard the children whisper to one of the nurses through the curtain. They asked about discharge arrangements. Would someone go to their mother’s flat once she was back to change her ostomy bags? Could transport be organised by the hospital? They didn’t think they could manage it themselves. They had jobs. Children. Other responsibilities. Ava got the impression that they felt a kind of shame, the way they lowered their voices, covering up their discomfort with polite language. They could not take care of their mother.

			‘Stay just a little while longer?’ the woman said again to her children as they were leaving.

			Ava wondered then about her father, his desperate plea to see her again. Hardly a word in twenty-two years, and then – Can we meet? He was dying, would be dead and gone before the year was out. No mention of what he was dying from, only that his fate was certain. There was a whole paragraph about pain and suffering and how he wouldn’t let the pain take hold of him, how he was making arrangements to end his life.

			He wanted a clean, civilised death. Perhaps it was the morphine in her system, but Ava thought what he’d written made sense. Why wait around for the big colourful mess of death?

			He regretted their time apart. He’d written that too. His lack of effort in keeping in contact when he’d moved to Sydney to be editor-in-chief at a national paper – it was something he would always regret. But he didn’t apologise for Sandra Banks. He’d never acknowledged what had happened there. Ava remembered the story of his scandal printed in a popular women’s magazine, thirteen years ago. Her mother had bought an issue, had slammed it onto the coffee table for Ava to read.

			‘See,’ she’d said, her eyes large. ‘I knew it all along.’

			Ava remembered her father’s terse response to the allegations. Yes, it’s true she fell pregnant, but I never threatened her to have the abortion . . .

			What surprised Ava most was that her father was dying. She had not thought him capable of this vulnerability. She had no memories of him ill in bed. Unable to move. A pain that he could not overcome. Even with a hangover, he’d stayed relatively pleasant. She had assumed that he would always be some place in the distance, on the very edge of her life, there when she needed to conjure him up.

			She was desperate for a distraction from the hospital and her father. She wanted to dream of a crush, the prospect of a happy future awaiting her when she recovered.

			There weren’t any particularly interesting memories of previous lovers to look fondly upon now, like an old, romantic film reel. At most, there was Marcus O’Neil’s long and girthy penis to think about, the half-blur of it that last night they’d been together in his car. ‘Does it hurt, having a penis like that?’ she’d asked, and he’d looked at her like she was a clown. They’d met up a few times, always in the back seat of his Fiat, but now he was dating a girl who liked to sail and they’d done a sailing trip together in France, so apparently it was serious. Ava would have to look elsewhere for that sort of comfort.

			The last date she had been on was with Kyle from the shoe department. He had no conversation or charm and had spoken mostly about work and people they both knew. He had spent a great deal of time talking about a female customer whose feet were a size eleven and how she’d been appalled that he had nothing to show her in that size. Ava had smiled and looked at her watch. When, at the end of the night, despite her best efforts to discourage him, he’d pressed his lips to hers, Ava had felt pale and depressed. It was one of those dates that made her question everything about her life – how she ended up there, where she was headed next.

			She had never felt as lifeless and unattractive as she did now, overly warm in her hospital bed, clammy with sweat, bristles of hair growing under her armpits and in the space between her eyebrows. Michael was made in their father’s image, fair and tall, while she had inherited her mother’s features, that slight bump on her nose and dark, prominent eyebrows – a look that required constant care and maintenance. A boy at school had called her exotic once, like she was something colourful and feathered, and she had felt her eyes widen in shock. She had seen how her mother waged war against her own hair, plucking, straightening, colouring.

			The diary Ava kept in her handbag was full of appointments for waxing and threading, the goal always to remove the hair by the root. For a few weeks following a wax, Ava would have the confidence to giggle at bars, sometimes looking to get close to someone just so they could feel her skin, raw and inflamed, but more importantly, hairless. At work, she found she could look customers in the eye, raise her freshly shaped eyebrows at them when they wanted to refund swimming costumes with stains in the white crotch flap. There was a sense of being completely unstoppable when everything was tidy like that, and she invited people to inspect, to judge her worthy. But, inevitably, the hairs returned, and Ava was again her mother’s daughter.

			A young man she’d never seen before pulled the curtain back and stood at the foot of her bed. He was tall and thin, and his brown eyes were sullen. He carried a pink orchid between his hands. Ava hoped he was delivering the flower to her because she loved orchids, the subtle, romantic bend of the stem. But there was no one who would send her this gift. Jane didn’t believe in frivolities.

			‘How are you feeling?’ the young man asked, and Ava knew at once he was the man who’d hit her with his car.

			He looked to be in his early twenties, much younger than she’d thought – the deep gravel of his voice was deceptive – and she hadn’t imagined him ethnic either.

			‘I’m alive,’ she said.

			It wasn’t something that she’d expected to feel, but there was an expansion of warmth inside, meeting him again. She remembered his touch, how he’d held her hand.

			Ava didn’t recall his name when he said it was Sam Ghadimi. Almost two weeks had passed since the accident. The details were hazy. He’d apologised, and that she remembered well.

			‘Do you mind that I’m here?’ he said. ‘I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or anything.’

			Ava smiled. ‘I don’t mind.’

			He turned and nodded to a man and a woman who were hovering by the door. The woman edged closer and asked Ava if they could come in. She nodded and they joined Sam at the foot of her bed, smiling like they were all good friends. Sam introduced the couple as his parents, which was easy to tell; he had his father’s protruding chin and his mother’s brown eyes, except hers had dark crescents beneath them, like she’d known life’s hardship. Now it felt crowded, and Ava began to worry about the way her hair looked and her elevated leg on display, her toenails rough and discoloured.

			Sam’s father cleared his throat. ‘Sam will take care of you for as long as necessary. He explained to us your situation.’

			‘What situation?’

			‘That you are alone,’ said Mrs Ghadimi. ‘We are sorry about your mother.’

			Sam glared at his mother, before they all started speaking quickly to each other in a language she couldn’t understand. Ava thought perhaps this was all a hallucination, something that happened when there was too much morphine in the system.

			‘He is telling us to leave the room because we are disturbing you,’ Mrs Ghadimi said, and Sam rolled his eyes like an embarrassed teenager. His parents said they would wait outside.

			Once they were alone, Sam apologised for his parents. ‘We can’t stay, actually. There’s a big shipment coming into the shop from Manchester. But do you mind if I come by every now and then to visit? Without my parents.’

			‘You really don’t have to do that.’

			‘I want to,’ he said, and then his eyes shifted to her leg. ‘Are you in pain?’

			She shook her head.

			He looked relieved and moved in closer. ‘I went back to that ditch on Bath Road,’ he said, pulling out her father’s letter from his pocket. ‘You said it was important.’

			Ava took the letter, feeling her chest tighten with a sense of panic. ‘Thank you,’ she said, her voice thin and low. Her first thought was that Sam had read the letter and the prospect of someone else knowing brought an incredible sense of relief, the closest thing to happiness. She heard herself ask: ‘Did you read it?’

			Sam placed the orchid on the table next to the cards. He nodded reluctantly. And then he looked to the doorway where his parents were waiting.

			Ava said, ‘Come back soon.’

		

	
		
			Four

			Michael’s first landlord on the Lower East Side had told him to lower his expectations. He’d shown Michael around a studio apartment, barely 300 square feet, the eaves grazing the top of his head. People were always telling him to lower his expectations at that time in his life, but these were tired people with little imagination.

			Layla had laughed when Michael told her this, blowing smoke from the corner of her mouth. They were on a first date. ‘Not everyone has the luxury of an imagination. An imagination costs time. It costs money.’ Michael thought she looked beautiful, the way the candlelight flickered over her face.

			She took him back to her apartment that same night and poured coffee into little glass cups and told him about Lebanon, how the moon was different there. Large and yellow. Closer. He drank the coffee, which was bitter on his tongue, and then she kissed him and told him to take off his pants.

			Michael knew it was love when she said they ought to break up before things got serious. She’d been accepted to do a master’s in Melbourne, the other side of the world. They would disappoint each other, the way couples did in long-distance relationships. What was the point in that? She’d explained it that way, and Michael had agreed.

			At the encouragement of friends, Michael had started seeing a political science major, Nancy Brockman, a few months later. Nancy Brockman, with her swimmer’s shoulders and easy smile, fell in love with Michael, but he did not love her back. Still, they laughed when they went to see films together, and Nancy spent a lot of time with her pale calves on either side of Michael’s head, rocking gently with pleasure. When she bought him an iPod shuffle for his birthday, with dozens of songs already uploaded, he told her that his heart was elsewhere, specifically in Melbourne. Nancy asked if she could keep the iPod shuffle and he said that it was only right that she did.

			Michael took a red-eye flight to Melbourne on New Year’s Day. He’d drunk too much the night before and turned up at Layla’s place smelling of beer and sweat, his eyes sagging with tiredness, but she had looked at him with confused happiness. They had bacon on sourdough bread and made love in her living room because her roommate was away. When her course ended a few months later, she moved back to New York.

			‘I don’t want kids,’ she’d said when they moved into their first apartment together. All their furniture was second-hand, found in different garage sales in the suburbs surrounding the city, everything used except for the bed. She’d wanted that to be new so they could break it in together.

			The idea of children had felt distant then, a different life. ‘I just want you,’ Michael had told her in the darkness of their bedroom, and they had both slept soundly.

			When Michael had asked Layla to marry him a few years later in a quiet corner of Central Park, the season’s flu stuffed up their noses, she had said yes and then they had both cried and coughed. They passed around celebratory three-ply tissues and held each other in the snow, their teeth chattering from the excitement and fever. On the way home, the diamond ring shone on her finger, even under the dull fluorescent lights of the bus. Before they got off at their stop, Layla said again that she didn’t want to have children.

			‘You’re all I need,’ Michael had replied, but that night he found that he couldn’t sleep, even after two doses of cough syrup, his mouth full of that bitter peppermint taste.

			When Michael turned thirty-three, he told Layla that he wanted to be a father. For months, he’d been suffering quietly, walking past families and feeling a deep sadness. He could name the thing that was missing in his life: he wanted to be a father. ‘It’s important to me,’ he had said to her, and then she cried a little and left the apartment for some space to think. When she returned a few hours later, her eyes swollen from crying, he told her that if she didn’t want to have children, then that would be the end of it. They could be one of those couples who spent winter holidays trekking in the Andes.

			‘I don’t want to become somebody else,’ Layla had said later that night, holding her head in her palms. ‘I’m afraid I’ll turn into someone else if we have a kid.’

			They talked about how she could still work and go out with her friends and they would still have sex in different positions, not just quiet missionary like other couples probably did once they had children. They could be different from their friends, he said, the ones with the screeching babies. Modern parents – clever and stylish, taking their children on holidays to places like Borneo. They could stay in a treetop hotel. She had laughed, and said, ‘All right, let’s do this.’

			That first time they tried for a baby, Layla was shy and nervous. Michael’s throat was completely dry. It was like they had never been together. The gentleness of the act, their faces looking into each other: Love. After the first couple of months without luck, they fucked hard and fast in all positions, and like that, they conceived Jacob.

			Their friend Bonnie had told them to forget their expectations when it came to raising children. She’d been the first of the group to have a baby.

			‘Things never turn out the way you plan them,’ she’d said, making room for Layla on her couch, which was barely visible under all the toys. ‘You learn to appreciate the small things when you’ve got kids, things you used to take for granted. Like headaches! I can’t wait for a headache to strike me down so that I can make the room dark and get under the covers, let Steve deal with the little hellion.’

			Laughter, laughter, but Layla paled as she ran an anxious hand over her swollen stomach. One child – they’d agreed later that night.

			When Jacob was born, Layla had turned to Michael after hours of sweating and pushing and vomiting into a bucket. ‘We’re parents,’ she’d said, ashen, strong as marble.

			He had kissed her damp forehead, and when he held his son, looked at his perfectly formed mouth, all that dark hair matted on his head, Michael had thought how none of it mattered anymore. The past, his family – it was all distant and muffled now when he held his son. He would behave differently from his parents.

			*

			Another envelope came through the mail from his father. Michael took out a picture of him and Ava, standing side by side on Primrose Hill, their heads craning up. Thought you’d want to have this, his father had scribbled on the back. I hope you’ll get in touch.

			‘What’s come in the mail?’ Layla called from the sitting room.

			‘It’s just coupons.’

			Michael shoved the picture into the back pocket of his jeans. The shame encasing his childhood was a cold, solid thing; it was difficult to look at, and even more difficult to explain.

			Layla was unpacking picture frames from the last of their cardboard boxes. She placed them on different surfaces and then stood back, decided the photograph was not in the right place and started over again.

			Jacob was colouring at his crafting table. Michael patted him on the head and told him to stay on the page. He tried to settle down to some work, but the morning sun was shining brightly through the balcony windows onto his laptop, causing him to squint as he pulled passages from recent political speeches.

			This country was built by those who believed in more, those who rose above their circumstances . . .

			And all it takes is to roll up our sleeves . . .

			Everything is possible . . .

			Michael felt a headache edging forward. It was Saturday and he needed a break from work. He told Layla that he was popping out to the coffee shop down the street.

			‘Do you want anything?’

			Layla was standing at a distance from a photograph of them on a beach in Sri Lanka, before Jacob was born. Michael’s nose was sunburnt badly in the picture, while her brown complexion glowed.
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