
When he stepped off the bus and I saw him for the first time I almost felt he couldn’t be real. In a
sea of unremarkable faces there was this little wild thing, his hair all feral and scraggly, hopping
rather than walking towards me. I felt myself getting embarrassed at just how bouncy he was,
and when he got closer it looked like he was literally vibrating. We went to a restaurant that night
before we got back to the house, and he looked around all wide-eyed as if it were the inside of a
mediaeval castle. When he ate he crammed as much food into his mouth as he possibly could,
piling different items on top of each other to make these weird sandwich-like structures, which
would then inflate his cheeks and ooze from the corner of his pink mouth. He frantically wiped
his face with a tissue, the soft white paper quickly becoming sodden with orange grease. It
made me laugh, I had almost forgotten what it was like to be as young as he was. Afterwards
we took the short route up the hill towards the house. On the way he caught a glimpse of the
sea through the alley behind a row of houses, and he was so awestruck he stopped in his tracks
to stare at it, but my eyes stayed firmly on Luca.

He was a longstay foreign language student. The language school would pay the locals to host
kids for up to a year at a time, so they could get immersed in the culture. I had heard about the
service from a friend, and when I saw Luca’s picture, I couldn’t help but pick up the phone. Most
mornings he would be up before me, sitting politely at the table waiting for me to give him
permission to open the box of cereal. I didn’t know what sort of food he ate back home, but I
was sure that it must’ve been better than what I had. He would ask lots of questions, slowly yet
persistently, sounding out each syllable individually, like when he said my name: Ma-Ree-Ah. He
asked me why I had such a big house if it was only the two of us staying in it. I told him that it
was good in case friends came over, which was a lie. He asked if I had a husband, and I said
no, which was also a lie. I told him that there actually was three of us in the house because the
cat was here too. The cat seemingly heard me say this, and trotted over to nuzzle my leg. Luca
frowned, and told me that cats were bad luck where he came from. I said that this cat was
actually a very lucky cat, but I don’t think he believed me. The cat would go missing a week
later, though whether he ran away or was chased out I don’t know.

During the weekdays he would have lessons at the languages school. It would have been quite
easy to walk to, but I think he enjoyed getting a ride and sitting in the front of the car with me,
sticking his hand in and out of the open window and turning the radio up to laugh at the foreign
presenter’s voice. For the first week I would keep forgetting he also expected me to pick him up
afterwards, having to make a mad dash from the library to the car park then back to the school
to find him sitting on the high stone wall alone, smiling so hard it seemed to pain him. I told him
he shouldn’t do it like that, but he didn’t listen. On the way back he would tell me about what he
had learnt, in his broken way of talking, though I could tell that he was already improving. I told



him I didn’t think my language was much worth learning, that his own language was much more
beautiful. He asked me why I hadn’t learned his language, and I didn’t have a good answer. At
night we would have dinner, and then he would sit with me while I watched my shows. He asked
lots of questions and it was hard not to get annoyed at him. Some nights I would watch things
on the TV I had upstairs in my room instead. There were a couple nights I swore I heard him
leaning against my door listening in. I couldn’t help but smile when I heard his feet running
quickly along the floorboards whenever I got up.

It was around this time I got the call from the doctor. I had been in for a routine checkup a month
or so before when they had spotted an irregularity. Probably nothing, they said, but worth doing
some quick tests. I had always been a fan of having all the facts, and covering all the bases, so
I agreed. Assured totally by the doctor’s remarks, having been treated by him for over 15 years,
I wasn’t even expecting the phone to ring at all. Luca and I had spent the day at the beach, his
new favourite place. He was now less interested in the sand and the sea than he was the
people walking up and down the promenade, or those who laid out on sun loungers with large
hats and books covering their faces. He laughed at men going pink in the sun and stared
blankly at the women who had their bras off. Once or twice he shot a few glances at my own
chest, as if to make a comparison. I had just started to get the things ready for Luca’s dinner
when I heard a ringing from the front room. When I didn’t come out for a while, Luca trotted in
and found me gripping the phone so hard my knuckles were white. I didn’t want to put the phone
down, clinging on to the hope that I could convince the doctor he was wrong. But he was never
wrong. He had said sorry at least. I looked from the phone down to Luca, who seemed to be
searching in my eyes for an answer regarding the whereabouts of his dinner. In the kitchen the
water still sat unboiled in the pot.

The natural thing, I thought, was that the boy would leave. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him there,
it was nice to have someone who needed me to be up before midday for them. I just assumed
that he wouldn’t want to stick around. When I told him I was sick, he asked me if he could catch
it off of me, and I told him that he couldn’t, but it was still very bad. I told him that I was going to
be very weak, and that he would have to help out around the house a bit more. I think his brain
had to work very hard to understand what was going on, and I tried to simplify it as much as I
could, but in the end he seemed to accept it and said it was ok. I thought about calling the
language school, to tell them about the situation, but when the time came I couldn’t pick up the
phone. It had already taken enough from me. A selfish part of me felt it was my right to keep
hold of him, for just a little longer. Luca kept me sane, the little rituals like packing his lunch or
ironing his clothes were preferable to the new, more invasive rituals that were becoming part of
my life. I noticed his little glances at me were getting longer, as if he were watching for the



telltale signs of decay. After dinner I would sit by the phone for hours, trying to pluck up the
courage to call someone, anyone, to tell them what was happening to me. After a while I would
pass out on the sofa, fully clothed.

My husband left 5 years ago. It was nothing big or dramatic, he simply packed up his bags and
walked out of the door. I think he had just given up, unable to pretend that he was happy
anymore. I think he knew I needed to be alone, so in a way perhaps he was doing it for my sake
as well. A few of our friends still talk to him, though they are sketchy on the details perhaps for
the fear of upsetting me. I know he is alive, which I suppose is a good thing. A lot of people in
my life still don’t know what happened, because I stopped talking to them. If they had come over
they would’ve figured it out, when they saw I was all alone in that big, family sized house.
Everything is still exactly as it was when he left, I never changed the rooms or got rid of
anything. I can’t even say I’m hoping he comes back, because we both know that that could
never happen. I still hold on to the relics of our old life together, because someone has to.
Sometimes I feel like it could’ve been either one of us who walked out the door that spring
morning, he just beat me to it.

It became harder to hide the weaker I was getting. I felt I had to admit to my friends what was
going on, so they could express their condolences and ask if there was anything they could do.
When the time came I couldn’t bring myself to do it, choosing instead to not see them at all and
stay inside by myself or with Luca. In my head I imagined that they were the ones who were
avoiding me, that they had cast me aside, and that made me feel better about giving them the
cold shoulder. The more it was spoken about the more real it would become, the more
undeniable my sickness would be. I wondered sometimes why I was dragging it out so long, if
we all knew where it was heading. Any time I would consider something more drastic I would
remember something Luca needed from me, and that would keep me distracted. I would force
myself downstairs in the mornings just to see his legs dangling over the kitchen table, always
waiting patiently in front of the cereal box.

It’s hard not to take out anger on people closest to you. Unfortunately for Luca, he was the only
one around, so he got the full force of it. I remember getting angry over an unwashed fork, or an
unfolded towel, screaming at him in a language he barely grasped, then getting even angrier
when he didn’t respond. I never really understood why he stayed with me as long as he did. I
hoped that he knew my anger wasn’t actually directed at him, that it was a spillover from my
frustrations at the world, at life. What was Luca getting out of this arrangement, other than food
and a bed at night, I wondered. I started letting him stay with me to watch my shows again,



though I strictly forbade any questions or talking. I knew I didn’t want to talk to anyone, but I did
want someone to be physically near me. In spite of it all, Luca didn’t leave me.

It got really bad after Christmas. I had tried to hide it as best I could during December, for Luca’s
sake. We had visited the market, Luca staring at the toys eagerly and going on the rides. People
complimented me on having such a beautiful grandson, and I never corrected any of them, I just
thanked them and smiled, it was as much as I could manage. I think Luca sensed I was
struggling, because we never stayed out too long, and after he’d had his fun he would lightly tug
at my shirt and say he was tired and wanted to go home. I knew he was lying, because I would
hear him running around in the garden with the ball, or talking back to the TV at night. Hearing
this made me cry, because I so wanted to run around with him too. Instead I lay in my own filth,
impotent and incapable, slowly rotting away. The actual day of Christmas came around without
me noticing, and when I finally hobbled down the stairs and saw him eagerly waiting at the
table, my heart sank. I went as fast as I could manage back into my room, grabbing the toy car I
had bought at the market and had forgotten to wrap. Whether or not he realised, he did a very
good job of pretending to enjoy his present, and lightly kissed me on the head. I realised then
that was the first time he had properly touched me. His neat little mouth ice-cold on my hot,
damp skin. That night we ordered a takeaway and I let him choose a movie on the TV. I fell
asleep before it even began, and I woke up later in the dark with a blanket he must’ve pulled
over me. Above me, in his room, I heard him making racing noises and playing with the car. I
began to cry again.

When I collapsed in the supermarket I knew it was over. A concerned passerby asked who to
call, and I reluctantly told them his name. I sat in a nearby cafe and waited for my husband to
come pick me up. He rounded the corner, the car keys in his hand, no doubt the engine still
running somewhere, wearing paint spattered clothes and prescription glasses that made his
wide eyes seem even wider. On his face was an expression of confusion and mild frustration. It
was the first time I had seen him in 5 years. He looked so much older, and yet from a certain
angle you would swear he hadn’t aged a day. I remember laying there while he was
aggressively tidying the house, and making calls to doctors and hospitals, as I weakly made
excuses. It was strange to see him walk back through the door, the same one he had left from. I
could tell that we were both reminded of things we had tried to forget. When Luca tottered in the
door, wearing a pair of red shorts and a stripy polo that I had given him, my husband shot me a
look and turned my face away from him. I realised then that I was going to lose Luca too. The
language school was called and Luca was reassigned to a new family in the next town over. My
husband softly chastised me, in total disbelief at what I had done, saying that I must have
known this house was no place for a child. I told him that I expected him, of all people, to



understand why I had done it, why I had tried to replace what we had lost. He didn’t respond.
The next day he took me to the hospital. I cried out the boy's name the whole way there.

In the following days the extended cast of my life seemed to flash before my eyes each time I
regained consciousness long enough to see them. There were some voices I recognised
instantly as those I didn’t wish to see, prompting me to keep my eyes clamped shut and feign
sleep. I got the general sense that most people seemed annoyed at me for not telling them
about my illness earlier, but I felt I had conducted things in the most appropriate way. My
husband stayed with me the whole time, holding my hand, and I would lightly squeeze it
whenever I wanted him to make someone leave. He had always been good at the sort of thing,
making demands in an agreeable, polite manner. We didn’t talk that much, because there was
so much to say it almost seemed pointless. One day, the door was once again gently pushed
open by my nurse, and with all my effort I pulled myself up to face my next visitor. In the
doorway stood a woman who I didn’t recognise, with a kind face, slightly younger and slimmer
than my own. Just in front of her, shuffling awkwardly forward and uncharacteristically subdued,
was Luca.

I had so many questions to ask both of them, but found my tongue was stuck to the roof of my
mouth. It took every ounce of effort I could manage to squeeze out a contorted, sickly smile,
because I wanted him to smile back, and for my husband to see him do it. After a brief
hesitation he did it, grinning with his whole face, baring all of his teeth. I couldn’t help but exhale
out of my nose in joy, even though it made my whole body cringe in pain. I felt my husband's
grip on my hand tighten briefly. After a moment the woman with the kind face told Luca they had
to get going. With a soft goodbye Luca shuffled out the door, the woman resting a guiding hand
on his back. My husband had a tear in his eye when he turned to me and said that he agreed
with me - when Luca smiled he really did look just like our little boy. I felt it had all been worth it
to see that smile again, after I thought I’d lost it forever. After a while it got dark, and my
husband fell asleep with his hand still on mine. I felt tired as well and settled into my bed,
waiting patiently for whatever happened next.


