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			Nothing? 

			Against our nothing’s reach all things revolt.

			As Winter dark will fester darker fears,

			A dose of sun has set our shadows dreaming. 

			Cardenio
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			For six weeks Michael had no shadow, hiding from the white hospital light.

			He can still hear you, the nurse would say. 

			To Esme and the kids, it must have felt as if they were talking down a well. 

			Daddy’s in a very, very deep sleep, she said. 

			At first the kids needed coaxing to sit by his side. They couldn’t get their heads around that thing lying there. But she made it into a game: Daddy was asleep and they were trying to make him dream about their day. Louis, tell Daddy what you did at school. Mara, tell Daddy what you did at nursery. Louis’ reading was finally coming on, but he still got stuck on certain words, like ‘pail’ and ‘tumbling’. Mara could imagine a coin falling down a well and never stopping, not even when it reached the bottom. And in the evening Esme lifted her heavy head and went sloshing down the corridor to the toilet, where sometimes she would pee instead of cry. 

			She leaned over the edge of his bed. Louis had exhausted all of the colouring books in the hospital shop and was drawing pictures of polar bears for a school project, filling them in with white pencil on the white paper. Isn’t he a good little boy, the nurses said, staying so well inside the lines? 

			Mara always hid behind the chair, giggling while Louis counted.

			Ready or not, here I come! 

			Sometimes he bored of finding her behind the chair and played his computer games while she hid, crashing her toy cars into each other, until Auntie Alex found the pair of them.

			Which of my favourite people want cake and bathtime? she asked. 

			Me, said Esme.

			At first, she’d insisted on being the one to wash her husband. Once, she came back from the shop to find that a nurse was halfway through and she asked him who the hell he thought he was. 

			The next time, she made sure she wasn’t around and tried to smile apologetically whenever she saw one of the nurses. The hospital was already responsible for his insides; she conceded to them his skin.

			Initially it was immaculate, the way the electric doors slid shut against the diseased world. Then Esme began to notice frayed edges on the curtains, wheelchair frames taped together, toilet lights that flickered briefly. Every other day they would change the sheets. They were bridesmaids to Sleeping Beauty, all white and folding and delicacy. Sometimes she’d watch because it made her husband seem precious. Sometimes she’d leave because it seemed like preparations for a funeral. 

			What do you think he’s dreaming of? his mum would ask. 

			I’ll bet it’s you, her mum would say to Esme, rubbing her shoulders and kissing her cheek. Michael’s mum looked disappointed. Esme’s mum, who’d come all the way from the other end of the country, wondered aloud if there was anything on telly. 

			Esme liked to think of him as basking, as if he would wake up livelier than ever. But being so still is enervating. There are marathons of exhaustion that come with quietly fearing the worst. 

			She kept having this dream (was it a memory? the lines blur with time) where she was supposed to meet him in the pub; there was a match on, and you had to squirm through sweaty bodies to the bar. It had been half an hour now, and he was nowhere to be seen. She kept messaging him. Not upstairs, not down here, nowhere. This place – so thick with people – felt utterly, nauseously empty. She’d wake up panicking. Relieved to find him here, in his hospital bed.

			A lot of the time, the machines would be her only company. But there were also occasional nurses, doctors. His parents would come for a few hours. Her sister. Evenings, some friends. Lucas, who came to read aloud the books he’d always pestered Michael to read. The call-centre voices of the mortgage department, who also sounded trapped. But most of her day was spent in the chair beside his bed, fearing. She moisturised his hands obsessively. Held them, saying, It’s later than you think – to herself, to the room. But not to him.

			In the hours away from work and weather, from outside’s shifts and mutabilities, with only the measured, stabilised body of her husband for company, the past ate patches into her days. It was probably the longest she had thought about herself since she was a teenager – those interminable summers of clothes and music and boys and tanning and keeping a diary and sometimes getting so drunk she’d fold into bed on forty hands and feet and wake up furry, caterpillared. All those fantasies that fluttered into her bedroom curtains, into her pillows, of boyfriends, of boyfriends that needed whole oceans of care, of boyfriends in comas. She would have been so jealous of herself.

			His mum started wearing a crucifix again, not that she believed in it. Sometimes Esme would catch her murmuring at his bedside, as though she was praying. His mum was proud of herself for more or less holding it all in around Esme.

			Oh Michael, she mumbled, rubbing his hand. Not again.

			As though he’d made a bad habit of comas. But you can’t control what the dead inhabit, or how, so Esme asked if she wanted anything from the shop by the entrance – she was going to see if they had a copy of Gardeners’ World or, fuck it, Take a Break, because there’s only so long you can read novels about the coasts of marital strife alongside the sad tide of your comatose husband. 

			But sometimes she could be practical, too, his mum. 

			Well, she said, at least they won’t sack him now. 

			? said Esme. 

			It doesn’t look good, does it, sacking someone when they can’t even hear you? 

			Redundant, said his dad, touching her hand. 

			Exactly. 

			The sandwiches generally tasted of mulch, but her apple was nice and shiny – only a small dent on the surface. But when she bit into it, the bruise was deep and manky. Seeing her crying, Louis came over with his open bag. 

			Do you want a crisp, Mummy? 

			She let it melt in her mouth, trying to not cry any more. 

			Daddy’s counted a gazillion sheep! Mara announced whenever a new doctor or nurse entered. It was part of Auntie Alex’s attempt at explaining things, Your daddy’s just counting sheep, their woollen tails and woollen bellies. The kids were allowed to stay there with Mummy on weekends, but most school nights Alex would take them home for bathtime and stories and a game of Daddysleeps, where they would be as still as possible for as long as they could and the first one to move lost and had to be a dog or a horse or a rat, and even though Alex thought it was a bit morbid she didn’t know how to stop it. 

			One night, Esme completely fucking lost it and deleted everything on her phone – photos, apps, accounts, anything that so much as mentioned him. Used his thumb to open his phone and did the same. It was exhilarating – a total emptiness, a complete evisceration, the whole lot cut out, gouged clear, down to the simplicity of a white room. Of her. Of him. 

			As she caught up with a detective show she’d missed because she was crying in the toilet, she took a new picture of him between bites of her Twix. Deleted it. Took it again. 

			He lay there, the bastard, without a care in the world. 

			Esme tried hating the chairs, the plastic curtains, the spit-floating-in-a-swimming-pool effect of the floor tiles. But chairs and curtains and tiles don’t hurt. She hated the nurses, hated the doctors. Her spite was smothered by care, by patience. So she tried hating him. He was a bastard, after all, leaving her to cope with two kids and a husband in a coma. This was fun. She could sit there saying, Wake up, dickhead! What, are you just gonna lie there all day, you lazy little shit? I’m leaving you for a doctor or, fuck it, the next man that stands up, you horizontal twat! She’d say it quietly enough that nobody on the corridor heard, but loud enough to feel it. She could hope his balls turned to granite. That his United would stay trapped in lower-league promotion battles. Or even better, that he’d wake up and be absolutely fine, except for something innocuously embarrassing – a lazy eye; mispronouncing things; that he’d forget how to tie his laces. He’d catch her laughing. She desperately wanted to tell him the curse she’d put on him, that he’d never be able to find shoes that fit, and he’d go around forever wincing on his corns and everyone would think he had piles. And – she tried this – squeezing his hand, shaking his arm a little, saying to him, I’ve given you corns, you prick – saying it right in his ear, because what if he laughed? What if he just sat up and laughed?     

			Once, just once, Michael’s dad sighed aloud, thinking of his own dad. The dead go off like a grenade and leave behind a deafness that rings out in the ears. But his dad had come back from the war, and if you ever pulled the pin out of his Sunday afternoon naps, the whole house came down.

			I hate watching people sleep, he said.

			His mum rolled her eyes, as if to say, He’ll complain about anything.

			His dad shivered, 

			That’s someone walking over your grave, that is, said his mum. 

			then sloped to the shop, after looking at his son as though the button was broken and you couldn’t change the channel. 

			At night, the place was lit up in blue-dark lights like an aquarium, and walking past the wards for a chocolate bar or a turn you could feel the heaviness of all those bodies, floating there. Esme worried about blackouts. Failed generators. Kept on at Alex, whenever she offered to bring clean things, to bring candles. 

			Esme was no longer wearing her best pyjamas. Lucas stopped bringing things to read to him.

			He’d shout through the house, said Michael’s mum, I’m going to Luc’s, and then he’d come back all covered in muck. 

			Luc didn’t know if he was supposed to apologise. He tried reminding Michael of when they were boys – jumping the ditch (Michael didn’t make it); constructing a time machine out of a cardboard box and a potato clock (neither of them made it); of all the times Michael had had enough of him and locked himself in the bathroom while Luc sat against the door in his friend’s house, trying to coax him out. When Esme closed her eyes, their voices sounded almost the same. After a few weeks, he just came to stare and talk to her. They sat next to each other, either side of Michael.

			Just like old times, he said. 

			She laughed. 

			She imagined him in bed.

			Mara sat on his knee and Esme bit her lip, blinked, weightily. He always brought her coffee, played with the kids.

			What are you going to do? he asked once, heavily.

			She half-smiled at him, as if he might already know, or almost know. He felt guilty for asking.

			Sometimes, with everyone gone, she’d climb up on to the bed and lie beside him, her old earphones strung between them listening to the songs they listened to when young and learning to lean quietly against each other on coaches, on trains, in a lovely slowness against the pacing world, the split music meeting in their heads.

			But lying there – all those wires – like that was uncomfortable; she couldn’t take it for long. 

			Over the top of the magazine (she bought it, even though it had a disappointing picture of a black hole on the front, because it felt real, or more real than the news on her phone) it looked a bit like a mannequin – him. You could almost mistake it for the man who tried to take her for a romantic walk along the beach, the man she soaked, kicking up the sea at him (God, she felt like such a knob). The man who arranged a classical fancy dress party for her birthday (because he knew she loved ancient things and fancy dress), fashioned her as Helen, and instead of coming as Paris or Achilles or Hector made himself into a giant horse, got stuck in the bathroom, and had to be freed by two legionnaires and the Minotaur. The man who rubbed her back and kissed her neck and was nearly here, in bed: he almost looked real.

			But – she’d been thinking about emailing work about the Vedas exhibition, budget stuff, and she’d have to see if they had anything she could get Lia from work for her birthday in the garage over the road from the hospital (Vogue? Red Bull? a warning triangle and hi-vis vest?) – it caught her, for a second: looking at this thing under the blanket, with its eerie gasps, its wires, its bagged liquids, her husband’s lifeless face: What if it woke up? 
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			It come out of nowhere, said the woman who found him. 

			The local newspaper corrected it to ‘came’. No one could find the guilty ball – It must’ve ran down the drain or something – so if she hadn’t witnessed the whole thing (she hadn’t), the police might never have put two and two together. 

			It weren’t like no one shouted Fore! or nothing, she added.

			LOCAL MAN IN GOLF BALL COMA – Alex came into the hospital holding the paper, laughing. 

			What’s a ‘golf ball coma’? D’you reckon if we hit him with a 9-iron it might wake him up? 

			While Alex read the article aloud: Father of two, Michael, was reported to have been walking by the edge of the golf course when a ball strayed over the boundary and collided with his head. Her sister imagined herself lashing his temple with a golf club. It wasn’t the worst thing she had imagined. His wife, Emse – 

			Emse!! 

				  – Emse was left in a state of ‘utter bewilderment’ at his bedside in intensive care. Did she say that? She didn’t feel utterly bewildered – if anything, she felt unbewildered, as though the forest had been razed around her and all she could see now was horizon everywhere. The words they’d found felt as far away from reality as that body beneath the bedsheet felt from Michael. But they made it – if not true – real.

			The report said he was stabilised, delivered into the ambulance. You’d suppose the traffic unzipped for his flashing lights. Police, meanwhile, beetled around the patch by the golf course, taking measurements and pointing to things. No one owned up. When they made cursory inquiries at the golf club, it transpired that nobody was playing on the range when he was hit. (It was agreed, though, that compensation would be paid and the netting would be extended.) 

			Not that she thought it was entirely his fault, but none of this would have happened if Michael and Esme hadn’t fled the city for a commuter-belt estate a decade or so old, coiled like a shell on the snail-paced village in which he grew up. 

			It’s the kind of place the government wants you to live, said their friends in the city when Michael and Esme announced their intention to move back home (his home, at least). But their childless minds were already made up. Esme was concerned that the humid air of their flat above the laundrette would make for damp, soapy kids; Michael was scared of city youths. Finally, she’d had enough when he was mugged on his way back from the takeaway by a man wielding acid. All he took was Michael’s wallet, phone, mixed vegetables in a black bean sauce, kung po lamb, two egg fried rice and a large sweet and sour sauce, prawn crackers and chopsticks he had no intention of using – but it was enough. The buildings edged in a little closer. More of the city was shadow. She was having nightmares about taking an elbow to the womb or being pushed in front of a train. Michael walked home with his door keys in blades through his fist. And even though he agreed that it was exploitational labour, delivery men brought their Friday-night dinner. 

			What’s the use? Esme despaired while they sat waiting nervously for the pizza’s buzz at their door. You can’t punch overcrowding, or air pollution, or house prices. 

			The commuter belt brought them two children – one before the other – so that by the time the second came around they were almost fully weaned from themselves. Everything became terrifying: stairs, drawers, cupboards, tables, coughs, no coughs, family histories. Children are a journey, the book said, a journey in which their genes were planted like roadside bombs. They couldn’t watch nature documentaries without feeling inadequate or culpable. Hid their sharp edges as best they could and were cornered by the fear of small, soft heads charging into things. Stairs winced footsteps. The cupboard had begun to hoard smells. When they tickled the kids, their giggles flitted into the fabrics like moths. Glancing, now and then, at their own faces hung on the walls, it was almost impossible to imagine what they would make of the people they were looking out at. Was this the house they wanted to live in? Were these the children they anticipated? Shut up, they said to their younger, wide-awake selves, we’re happy. Fattening with worry about Mara and Louis, while the thin minds behind the faces on the walls quietly feared they’d never have kids at all. 

			They spent so long worrying about not having kids, it was only right before Louis was born that Esme worried about actually having one. She annoyed herself, fretting that her husband would neglect her for their bab. Though she sometimes found it hard to let herself go like he did, she’d smile through the kitchen window while their dad ran around the garden after the kids, drenching each other in laughter. The dad who was capable of hunching the full twelve foot of him through the smallest door of their imagination, inhabiting their kingdom of snail shells, broken branches, the slim abyss behind the shed. Who at bedtime reminded her of an orangutan, scooping up their sleepy children and helping them to clamber over the drops in the world across his ridiculous limbs. Sometimes she was amazed they ever got here at all; it was so far for them to fall.

			Esme described it to her friends as leafy. In the city, you had to share a square metre with two other people, but out here each was occupied by 0.6 people; 0.6 people smiled and said Hello. They only carried knives if vegetables or animals were involved. Were only fractionally less interesting than real people. Sometimes, in the garden, listening to them over the fences, Esme worried about becoming one, gossiping about house improvements and local dogs; she worried about dwindling – remembered that Michael was only 0.6 of a person until he moved to the city. Lucas’s voice played in her mind: why reduce yourself to that nowhere that Michael and I grew up in? That smudge between here and there? That shithead’s bardo? Why not do it properly, move to a real wilderness, be self-sufficient, resilient? Where Luc saw absence, they saw just enough room to grow into. The trees on their estate had stopped being saplings, but were still too thin to bear children. When they were planted, the golf course was listed among the chief attractions of the houses. The managers of the course erected a wall of conifers along its border with the estate. As far as she knew, nobody on the estate golfed (as Michael’s mum put it). On the toilet, though, you could watch the parabola of shots over the treetops, projecting the rest. Sometimes missing balls would arrive in their garden. They let the kids keep the money for returning the balls to the course. Louis was saving up to buy football boots. Mara was saving up to buy a ghost. The man in the security hut who collected the balls referred to the kids as ‘golden retrievers’, and when they eventually worked out what this meant they barked all the way home. 

			Michael could remember none of this. There was nothing. Except he remembered that he’d stooped (because he was a good citizen) to put his dog’s crap (which was biodegradable) into a plastic bag (which was not), making his way along the dirt path beside the golf course when he woke up mid-step in the hospital, flat on his back
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