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To Live For


Eliza knew she would die soon, and knew the fact like the lines on the back of her hand, knew it like a mother knew its child from a group of children at a nursery—with absolute assuredness.  
The lights had always been too bright for Eliza Ryan. Too bright, too bold, too confronting, like the lights blaring above represented a past version of herself she didn't wish to revisit.
Within those lights, if she looked hard enough, were specks of memories, flashing with every flicker.
Memories of days with Brian at the Motown Diner, pigging out on hamburgers and French-style fries with much more than a dash of salt for taste. Chatter whirling like the entire world revolved around their vicinity.
Memories of evenings with her mother, the cardamom tea sweet like a smile, its feathery scent filling her nose even now as she remembered.
Memories of the way she had torn herself away from those around her, running from her past, running to a future that waited for her with mystery and intrigue.
She stared at those lights now, then blinked and let the comforting darkness in.
"Mrs Ryan," a voice said. Curt. To the point. Professional. "Your surgery is about to commence. The surgeon will soon be ready. You understand the risks?"
It was a statement phrased as a question. Almost lawyer-like instead of nurse-like. 
Perhaps the woman had been a politician in a previous life.
Eliza finally inched her eyes open and looked away to the blue walls, grimy like the Thames, staring back at her. Rather than sinking in the colour, her eyes were repelled to the little basket in the corner of the cramped hospital ward.
The basket was filled with so-called presents. Paco Perfume, a luxury brand of scents, sat in the basket's corner, whilst the other side held unopened boxes of chocolates given the week prior. Eliza used to like chocolates, used to like perfuming herself before giving Brian a close hug and letting them both sink Into the fragrance of each other.
There were a lot of things Eliza loved then that she hated now.
"Eliza, are you listening?"
This time, the question was really a question. And Eliza chose to answer.
"I'm fine," she said. "Fine as I can be. You wish to do the procedure? Well, get on with it then."
"Very well. The assistants will begin in five minutes. We'll need to hook you up closely to the heart rate monitor…"
Eliza continued staring at the basket of goods as the nurse droned on like a university professor with a little too much to say about a topic no one cared for.
The presents had been sent by her children—sent, rather than gifted. Her children, three of them, two boys and a girl, rarely visited, with the last time being two years prior. As if the sight of their poorly mother evoked dread due to responsibility instead of sympathy.
Eliza remembered caring for her own mother, a sickly woman ridden with arthritis and not a small dose of mental illness. It had been a nightmare. A part of her didn't blame her own children for retreating into their lives and abandoning their mother near death.
Because that's what the operation presented, after all.
The nurses likely thought Eliza was a sicko, was messed in the skull. Brain not working, just like her paralysed lower half.
But Eliza knew better. She'd gotten a hold of a phone using her last bits of savings. At least the NHS had free Wi-Fi. Eliza connected to the Internet and tapped with slow fingers, 'Abdominal exploration surgery.'
The search brought up many articles, each detailing the intricacies of the procedure. The recovery times. The complications that could occur.
But Eliza was seeking one thing. The mortality rate.
It turned out the mortality rate—rather morbid since Eliza was about to have the operation on herself—was close to thirty percent. Given her type two diabetes, cholesterol, as well as previous heart complications, the likelihood of Eliza dying was close to a hundred percent—at least in her mind.
At over sixty now, she knew her demise was close. And the surgery presented the end. The very end.
Eliza turned back to face those lights, the soft covers blanketing her like a mother's embrace. Soft and comforting and silky, with the smell of daises and lift of the heart.
"Eliza Ryan," the same nurse called. "Your surgery will begin now. Please remain still."
I'm paralysed, you idiots. But Eliza didn't say the words aloud. Angry surgeons probably wouldn't do a good job.
She sat back, pillow propping her head up, and remained still as a crow during full moon whilst the assistant surgeons pulled apart wires and attached them to odd parts of her body.
And as they began the surgery, all Eliza could do was stare at those lights, and see her life flash before her eyes.
Before the anaesthetic kicked in, flooded her veins with slumber, and the faint fragrance of dandelions in her childhood farm in Redbridge accompanied her slip into sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]Eliza felt a strange sense of deja vu whilst lying in the hospital bed post-surgery. For a reason she couldn't fathom, death hadn't taken her soul, hadn't ripped her from this existence to the next. Whatever that next actually was.
Once again, those blaring lights glared at her like angry nurses when she didn't obey their orders, as if they were drill sergeants as opposed to surgeons.
The faint whiff of cardamom tea wafted through the air. Eliza sniffed the smell in, then turned over to find a steaming cup beside her, on a small oak table lodged by her bedside like an afterthought.
The taste of cardamom mixed with copious amounts of brown sugar (likely the cause of her diabetes) settled on her tongue at the smell. A comforting treasure of the past.
The nurses bustled in the ward around her, clucking their teeth like chickens in a barn, fluttering around and tending to those in need.
Eliza hadn't bonded well with any of the other long term patients in the ward. She didn't need human interaction to survive.
She was living well, thank you very much.
Eliza sighed and attempted to move her legs. But nope, her inability to move them hadn't changed one bit. Not everything from the past could roaringly return.
She wondered for a minute about who had brought her the cardamom tea, the sweet scent of which brewed in the air.
It could've been one of the nurses or the surgeons. Perhaps, post-surgery, a sliver of kindness flashed their limbs and they thought about a patient's wellbeing for once.
Or maybe one of the other patients, a little more mobile than Eliza, thought to concoct the mixture. But they didn't know of her obsession with cardamom tea. She hadn't spoken to them about her past, about her mother's cardamom specialty.
Eliza sat up a little, back feeling sore beyond repair, legs limp underneath duvets that were way too white and felt far too heavy. Eliza gripped the handle of the teacup, still warm, still comforting, and drew in a teeny, tiny sip.
The taste flooded memories into her brain, memories she hadn't delved into in years and years, ever since her paralysis first began.
A purple vase in the corner, fashioning a solid oak table bought from the local market. The table had curly legs, fitted on by Eliza's father with strong, calloused hands and way too much stubble for a young daughter's liking.
A showcase stood behind the table, filled with exotic pieces of china and awards from school fashion shows and art competitions in multicoloured arrays.
Eliza might have been ugly with her words, but she was beautiful with her paintbrush.
Eliza, that day, had sat right beside her mother at the table. The sun's rays filtered through the swaying wheat stalks to sift into a window and grace their faces.
"You want to take a sip, Eliza?" her mother asked, shuffling the cup over to her. "It's a special recipe, you know. Taught by your very own Nana Campbell. And she taught by her own mother."
Eliza had taken a sip. And the sweetness imprinted itself onto her tongue like the touch of a loved one. Permanent, even beyond the throes of death.
And as Eliza took that sip now, the same taste, the same emotions, the same sensations, drifted through her soul.
[image: image-placeholder]Distractions were only temporary, and as Eliza sat in the hospital bed with covers too warm and too thick like a blanket of lead, the reminders of her imminent death struck forth once more like an axe at an execution.
She'd always envisioned, even from a young age, dying with her family surrounding her like the movies of old depicted. Smiles would radiate faces despite the prospect of death, and Eliza would slip peacefully from one world to the unknown.
But here she was, those deadening hospital lights brighter than stadium floodlights, beaming down as if trying to kill Eliza themselves.
"I've made you some more tea," a nurse said from Eliza's left.
Eliza shifted over. Her arms seemed trapped beneath her, and the nurse hurried to get them out from under her body.
"Hope you enjoy it," the nurse said, but Eliza grabbed her arm before she could leave.
"Sit for a while," Eliza said. "Make conversation because why not?"
The nurse wore a headscarf, green with a few sequins dotted across the scarf's spread. A long, flowing, cloak-like shawl draped over the nurse from neck to toe, also green in colour, with a pink nurse's uniform wrapped over her torso like an afterthought. Her skin was flawless, at least to an old soul like Eliza, with a dimple set into the right cheek of a smile.
"There's a chair there," Eliza said, bony finger pointed to the far side. "Why not grab it and come back 'ere? We can drink tea together."
The nurse looked surprised for the hint of a second before hauling the chair over and taking her seat.
"You don't have a cup?" Eliza said, more of a question than a statement.
"I cannot drink on the job," the nurse said. "Work will not like that."
Eliza nodded. She'd worked in health care once long ago, though the memories slipped her mind. All she thought of now were flashes from the past and reminders of death.
"What's your name?" Eliza asked.
"Tayba," the nurse said, then she pulled out a little ID tag pinned onto her long cloak. Eliza pronounced the name, and a smile overtook Tayba's face.
"You got it right," Tayba said. "Not many people get it right the first time."
Eliza nodded, then shifted up in bed as much as possible given her paralysed legs and post-surgery status.
The cardamom tea had lost a lot of its wisping smoke. Eliza grasped the handle in fingers that shook not little, then sucked in the first sip.
It was as glorious as the first time her mother had fed it to her.
Strange, since Eliza had never met Tayba before. It was as if the nurse was a reincarnation of Eliza's mother, what with how scarily accurate the tea was to Eliza's childhood delicacy.
Eliza then chatted with Tayba for the next ten minutes as she sipped the rest of the tea. Tayba had grown up in a country called Bangladesh, a country Eliza mostly remembered from cable TV news reports of independence fifty years prior.
Tayba had learnt a little English there, enough to snag a university space in London, where her brother already lived. Together, they managed to pay the university fees and now Tayba was working in Newham Hospital as a fully-fledged nurse.
From the villages of Bangladesh, the woman before Eliza had left her homeland to seek a better life for her family elsewhere. And had actually succeeded where many failed.
Whilst all Eliza could say in response were stories from her younger year schooling as well as fuzzy details of children who never visited her.
And Eliza, with fright snatching her heart in the process, realised that her entire life had essentially been for nothing.
And her death to a fruitless life was about to arrive. And there was nothing Eliza could do about it.
[image: image-placeholder]The next month as Eliza healed—well, healed as much as she could given the torrid state of her body—brought with it more meetings with Tayba, a character that fascinated Eliza with each layer peeled off the nurse's personality.
As they sat together in the prison walls of Newham Hospital, Eliza as the prisoned patient whilst Tayba was prisoned within work, they sipped sweet cardamom tea together and chatted about life, themselves, and anything else their minds conjured up.
Tayba had gotten over her fear of displeasing her boss, thankfully, and now drank more tea than Eliza herself. That had certainly been a surprise.
And strangely, every sip of cardamom tea reminded Eliza of her mother's tea, reminded her of the carefree life she used to lead before illness and death and abandonment struck her.
One day, as the oval lighting of the hospital ward shed its whiteness on the blue ceiling and walls, Eliza popped a question she'd been withholding for the last month.
"How are you so peaceful?" Eliza asked, and it was as if she could smell the fragrance of crisp morning air mixed with
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