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Mario Petuzzi, Hibernation

We take two steps at a time. We use our phone torches to light the
way. Nobody hears our footsteps. Mother is sleeping, and the air in
the cellar is thick with the sour smell of sweat. We dare not speak,
though no sound could wake Mother. Her dreams weigh too
heavily; her sleep is too deep.

It’s spring, Apo had murmured, stroking the stump of his left leg as
though a change in the weather explained the throbbing, despite the
snow still pressing against the shutters outside.

One of the phones slips from our hands and hits the steps. We
fumble in the darkness on our knees, using the remaining light to
search the tiled floor. We trip each other up, stumble over one
another’s legs, and call each other cowards. Finally we find the
phone, pick it up, and see to our relief that despite the shattered
screen, the torch still works. We shine the light into each other’s
eyes until we can no longer bear it and violet patches drift across
our field of vision.

The shelves lining the walls are packed to the rafters with jars of
preserved apricots and plums, home-distilled spirits and jams. The
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jams are so sweet that they sting your tongue; the fruit ferments in
the jars until the lids swell, and the home-distilled stuff can blind
you if you drink too much of it. We hear such stories from Apo
when he lies behind the bench by the stove, and we bring him cold
compresses that he wraps around his stump. We set a glass of wine
on the table beside him and look in on him every hour. When a
compress has grown warm, we wring it out over the sink and hold
it under the cold tap. In winter we look after Apo, and he looks
after us.

I can never tell you apart. Who is the boy, who the girl? he had
murmured, stroking our heads.

We had pulled up our jumpers, pressed our bare stomachs and
ribcages towards him, tugged at strands of our hair and held out our
calloused palms.

Boy’s hands and girl’s hair, we said.
Apo laughed.
One like the other.
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Our feet squelch across the floor. We wade through plastic and
scraps of mouldy food. The stench catches in our throats. Fruit flies
scatter upwards, thickening into a fist-sized swarm that we rouse
with our torches and drive away. We hold our hands over our
mouths and swallow against the urge to retch. In the half-light we
make out the bed, feel our way along the sheet and try to keep our
balance on the rubbish-strewn floor.

In the midst of the debris our mother lies asleep. Around her bed
the candles stand like bars.

When you’re down there, turn off the phones, Apo had said. That
hospital light drives her mad.

We leave our torches on and pull a box of matches from a trouser
pocket. The first two matches fall to the floor when we try to strike
them. One of us curses, the other laughs. Only with the third match
do we manage to produce a flame, lighting all four candles on one
side at once, singeing our fingertips.

We almost don’t recognise her. She looks so changed. Mother lies
there wasted, hollow-cheeked and sharp-boned, as though her face
were melting in the candlelight.

You must peel the sleep from her gradually, like dead skin, Apo had
explained. All winter he sits in the parlour making calls, sending
emails, making appointments, while we sit under the table and

listen.
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No, no appointments before mid-March.
After waking, she usually needs two to three weeks.
Yes, she may already have answers, but that happens very rarely.

No, most of them wait through the winter and come back a second

time.

Yes, no result, that sometimes happens.

We take the unlit candles and snap them in two. One of us throws
the halves at the other’s chest. One picks them up, tucks them
under their lips like sabre teeth. We hiss at each other and laugh
until one of us loses a candle and it clatters to the floor.

We lean over Mother, run our fingers across her face, press our nails
deep into her skin, scratch the dried food from her lips and pull the
corners of her mouth into a grimace. She turns her head away and
kicks beneath the blanket until it slides from her shoulders and
bares her bony frame. At the nape of her neck her skin is dark and
thick as leather. We lay our palms on her sternum, where we think
the heart must be, and wait for a heartbeat. It takes a while, and
when we think we have felt something, we count to a hundred
before we are certain we have felt it for a second time.
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Take these, Apo had said, pressing a bundle of incense sticks into
our hands. They help with the waking.

We crumble the incense sticks between our fingers until thumbs
and forefingers turn charcoal-dark, then throw them in the bin.
Instead of the incense sticks we take a plastic bottle from the floor
and hold it over a candle. A small hole burns through it; the bottle
contracts and buckles. The hole grows bigger and bigger, its edges
blackening. We wave the acrid smoke towards Mother. She does
not react, so we lift her eyelids and shine our phone torches into her
shrinking pupils.

Bring her back gently. As though you were helping an old woman
across the road, Apo had suggested.

We pull Mother by the hair, grip her by the shoulder and hip and
roll her onto her stomach. The blanket falls to the floor and her
undershirt rides up, exposing the bedsores on her thighs and back,
which we pinch. Sweat breaks in beads from her brow. Her
breathing grows loud and her heartbeat so distinct that it seems to
pulse up into our arms when we lay a flat hand between her

shoulder blades.

We count the seconds out loud, but stumble over the numbers, as
though time itself were escaping us down here. At some point
Mother begins to stir more strongly, her limbs twitch, and
unintelligible sounds come from her mouth.
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And when she finally opens her trembling lids, once, twice, three
times, the whites of her eyes are as yellow as the sheet. She struggles
to prop herself up. The skin is drawn so tightly over her bones that
fine cracks already gleam at the joints. Her limbs feel like the legs
we pulled from the button-sized spiders in winter, chanting as we
did so: she loves us, she loves us not, she loves us.

We brush the strands of hair from Spring Mother’s sweat-damp
brow.

Thirsty.

Her voice breaks on the first word. Of course, how could we have
forgotten? No bottle. No cup. We brought nothing.

We crawl around the bed, dig through the rubbish, all the while
speaking gently to Spring Mother. But the bottles we pick up
contain nothing but food scraps floating at the bottom. During her
waking spells, Mother probably tears open packaging at random,
takes a blind bite or two, pours water after it and falls back asleep
before the stench, or even the taste, of mouldy sandwich or spoiled
cereal bar can reach her.

Rummaging through the rattling plastic rubbish, we manage to find
an unopened bottle after all. We hold it up to the candlelight to
check. There is nothing floating in the clear water. Spring Mother
props herself up, tilts her head back and purses her lips. We dribble
the water into her mouth. We do so rather clumsily. Her breath
smells sour. We hold our own breath and hope she does not notice.
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She coughs and swallows. Then she pinches our cheeks and cups
our faces in her hands, one after the other.

Help me up, she says.

When we take her by the arm, she reaches for our fingers and tries
to scratch the red varnish from our nails. We free ourselves from
her grip and help her up. She tries to use her legs, but every other
step they give way beneath her and drag across the floor. Leaning
on us, she ploughs a furrow through the rubbish.

Apo is waiting at the top of the stairs, leaning sideways in the
doorframe. Blinded by the daylight, Spring Mother turns her head
away and, in a daze, lets herself be hauled up the last few steps.
Instead of greeting her, Apo wheels away towards the parlour in
long, sweeping turns, and we follow behind.

A cup of weak coffee and a plate of rusks with sliced banana stand
on the table.

Sugar for the monkey, says Spring Mother.
Nourishment for your brain, says Apo.

He sits down beside her and pats her hand. Her last meal was weeks
ago, so she now has to pause briefly after each bite.

I feel sick, she says.
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We accompany her to the toilet. Swaying, she hold her arms out
horizontally. We pull the door shut behind us as we leave. We hear
her moaning in pain. It takes a long time and the stench seeps out
from under the door into the corridor. Eventually she calls for us.
We take a deep breath, go in, flush the toilet and help Spring
Mother to her feet.

Meconium, she says, shaking her head. Black as a newborn’s.
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Apo calls the weeks before the first visitors the spring clean.
Getting everything shipshape. First Mother. Then the house. Then
the yard.

In the bathroom we turn on the taps. Water splatters into the sink.
The boiler whistles. We wait for the water to warm up, press our
backs against the wall and slide down to the floor. With our heads
between our knees, we count the rust spots and silverfish on the
bathroom tiles. The longer we look, the more of them there seem to
be. When we lift a foot, the silverfish scatter and regroup like iron
filings trembling beneath a magnet. They wriggle across the tiles,
disappear into the cracks between the grouting and then surface
again. They writhe and curl as though our very gaze were making
them do it. We crush them to dust with our fingers.

When the water is warm at last, we break off a piece of soap with
our thumbs, toss it into the bleached wooden tub along with the
flannel and hold it all under the running tap. Once the tub is half-
full we carry it into the parlour and lift it on the table. We lay
towels under Spring Mother, wring out the flannel and hand it to
her. She scrubs her arms and matted armpits.

What a mess, she says, as the grime runs down in grey rivulets into
her lap.
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She passes us the flannel and we wring it out. Then she turns her
back to us and pulls her undershirt over her head. Carefully we dab
along her spine, vertebra by vertebra. She flinches at every touch.
Everything is either too hot or too cold.

The first ones have already put down a deposit, says Apo, sliding a
folder across the table towards Spring Mother. She reaches for it,
then snatches her arm back in alarm when she notices that she is
trembling.

Nothing can be done while there is still snow, he says. A few more
weeks and it will have thawed.

Her trembling worsens. Her teeth chatter. We wrap her in a
blanket, rub her back and lean her against the stove. Apo adds a
couple of logs. The damp wood spits in the fire. The tiles grow
warm. He prods the smouldering embers with the poker. Spring
Mother’s trembling eases and after a few minutes it stops altogether.
She nods off, then startles awake seconds later. Sweat stands on her
brow and cheeks. She looks around wildly before drifting off again.

This happens a few more times until at some point she seems to
have fallen properly asleep. When we think Apo is not watching,
we nudge Spring Mother in the ribs. A brief tremor runs through
her. She will not be woken. Some sleep clings to you for a long
time, says Apo, fixing us with a sudden look. Especially that kind.
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For the first few days he still sits with her, typing up whatever she
remembers on the laptop. It takes time before Spring Mother
manages to hold a pen properly, before she gradually finds the
strength to press it to the paper, to feel the scratch of words upon it.
The writing comes with time. Once it does, she sits day and night in
the parlour, covering everything she can lay her hands on: exercise
books, notepads, loose sheets, Post-it notes. She switches freely
between whatever is to hand, turning what was dreamt into
something written, in an ungainly hand.

Apo is pleased.

Lifting the child from the font, he calls it, when he gathers up each
morning what Spring Mother has accumulated overnight.

Eagerly he tucks the sheets, exercise books and notepads under his
arm. His only complaint is about the loose slips of paper that drift
from the table at every breath of air and scatter across the parlour
floor. Balancing on his good leg, he gathers them up, or leaves it to
us when it grows too laborious and he would rather grumble about
the pigsty. In his study, he sorts and orders the material, structures
it, cuts and adds to it. He sends the typed-up notes out by email.

That draws visitors in, he explains.

Excerpts, small morsels, that is all it takes to arouse curiosity.
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Just deciphering the notes is hard enough. Spring Mother
constantly changes her handwriting, as though she were still
searching for her own or cannot decide how her words ought to sit
on the page. Where capital letters a thumb’s breadth wide are
dashed across one side, on the next sheet the words are crowded up
to the very edge. Sentences pressed so deep into the paper that we
can trace Spring Mother’s efforts with our fingertips. And then
again pages that look as though someone has written them in
passing, the pen barely grazing the surface.

These are not bedtime stories, Apo scolds, when he catches us going
through them. And yet the folders from previous years are scattered
throughout the house, holding together what remains to Spring
Mother of her winters. Year by year the rows grow longer, the piles
higher, however fast we grow, however far the yellowing notches
scratched into the cherrywood creep up the doorpost. Mother’s
reckoning of time is different from ours. We can never keep pace.
So we wait until a window or door stands open, then blame the
wind when a pile collapses, the folders tumble and break on the
stairs and papers flutter through the hallway.

Once we took a page and read it aloud to each other. We
understood nothing. We remembered it all the same, and at the
wrong moment failed to keep it to ourselves.
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There goes someone who only has one leg left after every other
step, one of us called.

It knocks twice, the other joined in.
Right, left, nothing.
Left, right, nothing.

Playing hopscotch, we lifted first one leg then the other, singing as
we went, and did not notice Apo at first.

How dare you, he roared. I never want to hear that again.

He brandished his crutch threateningly in the air and flung it after
us. We fled across the yard. Apo hopped across the driveway and
retrieved the crutch, swearing all the while, and then did not speak a
word to us for weeks. To this day he blames Mother for his leg.

Make yourselves useful, is his answer whenever we ask about it.

One of us sits on the vacuum cleaner and directs the other through
the corridor and the ground-floor rooms. Depending on the terrain
and the surroundings, the machine changes its form, becoming a
carriage, a lorry, a motorboat. In the storeroom we gather space
debris; we ride a giant fish through the shallows of the corridors,
swallowing plankton and algae like specks of fly dirt. In the parlour
we creep around chairs and table legs with the vacuum on its lowest
setting, careful not to wake the creature keeping watch in its lair.
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Spring Mother waits with her hands pressed over her ears and her
eyes squeezed shut until we are outside again.

Later we mop the tiles and scrape the dirt from the grouting with
nail files like sailors on deck. We scrub the wooden stairs all the
way up to the first floor until the soap foams rust-brown on the
boards and our fingertips wrinkle. We soak the tea towels with
polish and work it into the cherrywood panelling.

We even clear out the cellar. We remove the rubbish layer by layer,
shoving the plastic waste into steaming mounds and stuffing it into
sacks larger than ourselves. We carry the sacks upstairs and stack
them in the shadow of the house wall. Each day the sun falls a little
more steeply. For the first time this year it reaches as far as the front
of the house. The mountain behind the house traces a humped
shadow along the wall. We turn our faces into the midday light and
close our eyes. Birds call. The warmth does not last. As soon as the
sun disappears behind the mountains again after a few minutes, the
cold returns. The wind nips at our ears.

It's spring, we mimic Apo, opening our eyes, breathing into our
fists and hurrying back inside.

In the garage we slit open cardboard boxes with box cutters. We
stack scented candles, lamps, bracelets, herbal oils, incense sticks,
postcards and large-format calendars into baskets and carry them
into the house. We run in and out, and the handles wear our hands
raw. We cool them on the concrete floor of the garage and leave
warm, damp prints behind. For days Apo chases us from one task
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to the next. There is always something to be done somewhere. In
the storeroom next to the utility room, he had nailed a counter
from wooden planks across the doorframe years ago.

We stock the shelves, heaving tea lights made of salt crystal and
aroma bowls carved from soapstone onto the top row, arranging
small glass bottles of essential oils, sandalwood incense sticks and
packets of pine resin below.

Atmosphere is what counts, Apo explains. That way most of them
give a little more.

We lay the postcards on the counter within easy reach. They show
bridges, lakes and rivers, with orange sunrises and dense pine
forests in the background. We do not know these places. Nowhere
in the long valley does it look like this. The forest here has more
gaps than trees. The firs stand no higher than our hips, their roots
so loose they can be pulled clean from the earth by their branches.

The cards are four each, three for ten. The calendars are ten apiece
too. For the incense sticks we ask three a packet, four packets for
ten. The small bottle is five, the set — that's five together — twenty.
For the candles, the small ones are twelve, the large ones twenty.

We arrange the candles in their matching colours with their
matching words: Peace. Calm. Comfort. Healing. They are poison
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green, white as mother-of-pearl or red as a maple leaf, wrapped in
paper ribbons.

My walking isn't what it was, says Apo. Your mother can't do
everything at once either. You're old enough now.

While he talks, we slip the shimmering bracelets of rose quartz,
tiger's eye, amethyst and Baltic amber over our forearms.

It's time you started taking on some responsibility and pulling your
weight, he says, sliding the bracelets back off our arms and handing
us a piece of chalk. We nod and write SALE on a slate board, which
we hang on the nail in the doorframe.

From the work of recent days we have calluses on our hands and
blisters between our fingers. We squeeze the milky skin of the
blisters. The fluid that seeps out makes the raw patches gleam. We
hold them out to Apo and he squeezes warm disinfectant from the
bottle so that it runs over our fingers and hands and drips to the
floor. It stings, and we rub our hands together until they are dry.
From his jacket pocket he takes a tin of calendula ointment and
unscrews the lid. The ointment is soft as wax and smells of resin.
With his thumbnail he scrapes out yellow ridges and spreads them
over the open patches.

Let the ointment work in for a few minutes. I'll be right back, he
says, and disappears from the parlour while we sit with our palms
spread open, waiting.
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When he returns, a dented brass censer is swinging from his hand.
An early birthday present, he calls it, holding it up before our faces.

It hangs tinkling from three thin chains. Verdigris has eaten into the
metal. Later, in the garage, we polish the soot marks and turquoise
streaks from the brass with a rag until the paraffin burns under our
nails. The incense rustles like sugar candy as we pour it into the
censer and light it. We process through the house, opening all the
drawers and cupboards in the kitchen, the wardrobes in the
bedrooms, and bend down to peer under the beds. The brass chimes
against itself, and wisps of smoke curl from the punched holes
across the tiles. In time with the swinging censer we pace the
corridor up and down. May the smoke drive all ill from the house.
We leave the parlour out. Spring Mother cannot bear the smell. She
sees us, she sees us not, we say, swinging the censer until our eyes
water and we vanish into the smoke like genies from a bottle.

]
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The days are short. The nights come early. By mid-afternoon it is
already dark outside. We sit in our room and wait. The socket
beside the bed can be pulled from the wall. We tug it out by its
bracket, press the wires aside and reach into the hole. Plaster
trickles to the floor. This is where we keep our finds and gifts
hidden: the brass censer from Apo, a packet of incense, four spent
rocket heads, the phone with the cracked screen, a red lipstick. The
blank pages Spring Mother gave us are in there too. Outside, rain
drums against the windows. Later it will snow.

That’s the gospel truth, Apo had explained to a visitor on the
phone, putting him off for a few days.

And I'm not even a believer, he had added, laughing. In such foul
weather there was no point in anyone coming. They would have to
wait and see what the weather did over the next few days, then take
it from there.

He pays all the more attention to Mother, bringing her weak tea
and apple and banana mashed in a bowl.

What's all this mess? he asks, setting the food on the table beside
her.
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A night's work, Spring Mother had answered, making a show of
gathering the loose pages together while slipping one checked slip
of paper unobtrusively among the others, without Apo noticing.

Put the essentials aside for me, would you? was all he said, before
shooing us out from behind the stove bench.

Up, up. On your feet. You're only distracting your mother.

Leave them, Spring Mother answered, but released us from her

embrace at the same moment.

Easy to say. We have a few weeks left. No more. And when the
visitors are standing on the doorstep and nothing is in order, we'll
have a problem.

He gestured towards us and the pile of papers and folders. What's
all this supposed to be, anyway?

I wanted to —

Don't go unsettling them unnecessarily, he cut across Spring
Mother. We have our hands full as it is.

Understood? he added, without giving Spring Mother time to

answer.

Understood, she murmured, turning her head slightly to one side as
Apo laid an encouraging hand on her shoulder.
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Later he searched the whole house for us. He did not find us. We
were sitting outside behind the house with wet hair. We had pulled
two blue, sun-bleached plastic chairs from between some wooden
slats and a crumpled tarpaulin and set them against the wall. Before
going out we had held our heads under the tap and let the water run
over our skulls. A little had got into our ears. We sat outside like
two lunatics silently contradicting each other, taking turns to shake
our heads to get the water out. One of us claimed to know a trick:
tilt your head, reach over with your arm and pull the earlobe. The
trick did not work. The getting-a-cold trick did not work either. If
you catch a cold, you cannot work, we had reasoned. We counted
to ten while our teeth were already chattering. A little longer. Just a
little longer, we kept saying, again and again, and then we could
bear it no more and ran back into the house. We fetched towels
from the bathroom and wound them around our heads like turbans.

The rain had stopped. Outside, snow was falling soundlessly,
bleaching the evening to a brightness the afternoon had not known.
We pushed the beds together, leapt from one mattress to the other,
stood on our heads against the wall and turned somersaults. The
slatted base cracked with every jump. One of us kicked at the other.
One wound the towel around the other's feet and sent them
sprawling. One tripped the other up. With the window open we lay
sprawled across the mattresses, sweating and steaming. One laid a
head on the other's chest. One stroked the other's hair. Our eyes
closed in turns. Whoever falls asleep loses, we said, and pinched
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each other when it happened. Spring Mother's blank pages came to
mind. But our dreams would have to wait until the game was over.
And it would be over when we knew which of us had fallen asleep
first. But we fell asleep without noticing, and woke without
knowing which of us had dreamt and lost.

three x three = eleven, eleven, eleven,

and 1 + 1 = three, three, three,

what does the black know of — white, white, white,
what does the white know of — black, black, black,
and if the road gets too — long, long, long,

then take us by the — hand, hand, hand;

Listen to the pair of them, Apo scoffs. Barely half a day without
something to do and they don't know what to do with themselves.
And you remember that nonsense? Does it mean something, or is it
just gibberish?

While we recite, we clap hands cross-wise. Right to right and left to
left. At the end of each line — where it repeats — we clap three times

with both hands.

They're just going stir-crazy, Spring Mother answers.
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She is sitting in her dressing gown in front of a hand-mirror, lips
pulled back over her teeth, chin lifted, tweezering out the dark hairs
one by one.

If they weren't so good at dodging work, they wouldn't be bored,
Apo snaps at us over his glasses.

He shifts himself upright, pulls the cushion from under his head
and tucks it under his stump. On the table between them stands a
bottle of wine with two glasses.

You ask too much of them, says Spring Mother. She unscrews the
bottle, pours herself a little and raises her glass to Apo.

And you let them get away with everything, says Apo, eyeing us
over his lenses.

They're children, Spring Mother says, with a dismissive wave.

I'd rather you concerned yourself with this, he says, pointing to the
densely written pages and folders scattered around the glasses.

The first appointments are at the end of the month. Have you even
looked at the calendar? he asks.

I know, Spring Mother answers quietly, setting her glass back down
without having drunk from it.

At this rate, how will you ever finish?

I know, she repeats.
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Then why is nothing moving forward? he presses, reaching for a
page. Spring Mother tries to say something, but Apo motions her to
be quiet. He runs his fingers impatiently along the lines, lips
moving silently.

Spring Mother picks up her glass and drains it in one go.
Shouldn't you slow down? asks Apo, without looking up.

Spring Mother says nothing, reaches instead for the bottle, then lets
it go when she catches his eye.

Out with it, he says, leaning across the table with his arms folded.
What's the matter?

It's different this time, she says.
Different? In what way is it different this time?
Again she does not answer.

The same story every year. This is not the first time we have done
this. Surely you don't need it explained to you like a child, he
scolds, and heaves himself upright.

He waves the page in the air, then scrunches it up and tosses it
towards her.

Half-baked nonsense. You won't lure anyone out of their armchair
with that. Pull yourself together!
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Spring Mother looks away. He hooks his fingers into her empty
glass and his own and clears them from the table.

Otherwise I honestly don't know how we're supposed to manage,
he says, swings himself out of the parlour and lets the door fall shut

behind him.

Sometimes too much, sometimes too little, but never enough,
Spring Mother murmurs, the moment Apo is out of the door.

She massages her temples, presses her thumbs against her closed
lids. We want to stroke her arm but she pulls away.

You can see it too, can't you? she asks, and we nod, though we do
not know what she means.

Apo has left the bottle on the table and we slide it towards her.

I have already lived forty lives in this one. How many are still inside
me? Twenty? Thirty at best?

She takes a long sip and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.
Perhaps no more than ten remain. Or even five. Who can say.

She sets the bottle down, picks up a pen and paper and begins
writing something in large, sprawling letters. She no longer notices
us. We lick the violet drops from the neck of the bottle while she
writes. Every few lines she pauses and reaches for the bottle herself.
Before long her head tips forward and comes to rest on the muddle
of the table. Her breathing falters for a moment, then she begins to
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snore. We root through the heaps of paper and loose sheets until we
find the checked slip she had tucked among the others that morning
and kept hidden from Apo. We stuff it in a trouser pocket and slip
out of the parlour.

Light is still showing under Apo's door. He is probably chasing up
the last bookings, giving weather forecasts, explaining the route.

The holy land, he says. The long valley. The last house in the last
village. Up the hill and then down again.

Though the land is no more holy than the valley is long. And we are
certainly not the last of the last.

Every time he says it, Apo laughs his loud, unconvincing laugh.

Sometimes on the phone he also tells the story of how we were
playing outside one spring afternoon when a car came down the
drive. How the gravel was still crunching under the tyres as we

came running into the house.

Tati! we had apparently shouted. Grandfather. Though we have
never called Apo that.

Tati, Tati! we had called again and again, our hands and feet all over
the place, beside ourselves with excitement.

Tati, Tati.

Apo's voice goes quite shrill when he tells it.
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Tati, Tati. People are coming.
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