
body talk

Summary for the Chapter:
            Kaveh slowly reaches out and carefully rolls Al-Haitham over so that he can at least see the man’s face. Al-Haitham is unlikely to talk, but Kaveh doesn’t need Al-Haitham to talk. Kaveh just needs to see his face.

To most Al-Haitham is not a very expressive man. Most, not including Kaveh. Al-Haitham is plenty expressive, if one knows where to look and how.

Most of it is the eyes, really. 

          


    
    Contrary to expectation, Al-Haitham is the ideal sick patient. All he wants is to be left alone. He won’t fuss over medication, he won’t try to move around or do anything stupid (usually), and is content to eat, take medicine, and sleep for as long as physically possible. 

In fact, the man is surprisingly docile when unwell. He doesn’t complain — he barely even talks, really — and all he cares about is being left to riding out whatever it is that’s making him unwell. He barely even moves for the most part, unless absolutely necessary. It is as though every single part of him retreats inwards, ceding to the body to carry out whatever it has to do while he mentally rallies and focuses entirely inwards on the process of taking apart his own discomfort into manageable blocks. The mind retreats from the body and walls itself up far away until the figurative siege has ended. All energy is focused on the fastest recovery possible, cutting out on extraneous expenditures like speech and attitude.

This is excellent because Kaveh is not exactly going to win any awards for bedside manner and if Al-Haitham acted as irritable as he no doubt feels Kaveh doesn’t know if he has it in him to be patient about it.

For the most part, Kaveh makes sure that Al-Haitham has enough liquids close at hand, something to throw up in, medication, and light foods, then leaves the man to enduring the trials of being a body that can get sick in the comfort of his own privacy. 

This is not to say that Kaveh abandons him entirely. 

For things a little more serious than a cold that might require some close monitoring, Kaveh takes full advantage of his flexible schedule to be near Al-Haitham. If Kaveh isn’t otherwise meant to be working or traveling he stays close enough to hear if Al-Haitham were to, say, roll himself out of bed and then not get up again, or start choking on something. But Kaveh doesn’t linger when he isn’t needed or wanted.

Al-Haitham would hate it and it’s not as though there’s anything Kaveh could do by hovering around someone who so dearly hates to be fussed over.

The only problem arises when it comes to a degree of illness that requires any form of hands on approach more invasive than nudging Al-Haitham awake on time to take medication or eat something.

Al-Haitham won’t complain about whatever concoctions he’s forced to take or how often he has to take it. He won’t complain about how food does or doesn’t taste. He won’t say a single word about whether or not he’s in pain or uncomfortable. If recovery requires these things then he’ll do it.

But there is one thing Al-Haitham cannot tolerate when sick: touch.

It doesn’t matter if he’s in the middle of a migraine or just slightly feverish. Al-Haitham cannot stand touch when he is unwell. 

He puts up a fight and a fuss like a wet and angry kitten. It would be cute if he wasn’t also so clearly deeply unhappy and distressed about it all. Kaveh always feels incredibly rotten about putting hands on Al-Haitham when the man is unwell, even though they both know it’s something that has to be done.

At present, Al-Haitham has curled up onto his side as far away from Kaveh as possible, not a single part of him visible rolled up in their blankets. Kaveh can hear the strained rasp of his breathing though.

Kaveh slowly reaches out and carefully rolls Al-Haitham over so that he can at least see the man’s face. Al-Haitham is unlikely to talk, but Kaveh doesn’t need Al-Haitham to talk. Kaveh just needs to see his face.

To most Al-Haitham is not a very expressive man. Most, not including Kaveh. Al-Haitham is plenty expressive, if one knows where to look and how. 

Most of it is the eyes, really. 

Al-Haitham’s laughter and good humor always starts with a little softness around the outer edge of the eye. His frustration and impatience forewarns itself with a flattening and shuttering of his gaze. Moods that trend towards introspection and contemplation send Al-Haitham’s eyes flickering towards the sky, towards the ceiling. 

Everything is in the eyes. Al-Haitham can say a dozen different things with the purposeful shift of his eyes alone. There ought to be whole branches of study dedicated to taking apart the language of Al-Haitham’s eyes. Kaveh would be its foremost student and researcher.

Al-Haitham, at present, has his eyes closed. But that will not make Kaveh or his current state of being unwell go away.

“You can’t fool me.”

Al-Haitham grudgingly opens one eye, the barest amount to glance up at Kaveh before closing it again and attempting to roll over.

“You just ripped bread up and pushed it around on the plate to try and make it look like you ate something. You can’t take the medicine you were prescribed on an empty stomach. You’ll feel worse.”

But Kaveh also knows that when Al-Haitham is unwell the first thing to go, right after his tolerance for touch, is his appetite. Al-Haitham is normally quite good at choking down whatever is in front of him for the sake of his own recovery, but there are occasionally points where even his own prodigious dedication to doing what needs to be done fails against the petulance of the unwell body and mind.

As if to prove the point, Al-Haitham attempts to roll over again with a faint grumble of weary irritation, retreating back into the covers he’d pulled around himself. Kaveh needs to pry Al-Haitham out of those too. He has no doubt that Al-Haitham is actually sweating terribly under those. And not in the way that would help dislodge the fever.

It appears as though they’re at the point where Al-Haitham’s rational sense has entirely focused itself down to not moving and conserving as much energy as possible.

Kaveh sighs and rolls Al-Haitham over again. Al-Haitham opens both eyes to glare at him, brow furrowing downward.

“Be good and maybe you’ll feel better sooner,” Kaveh says, coaxing Al-Haitham into sitting up — much to Al-Haitham’s great displeasure. Kaveh’s next task is to extricate Al-Haitham from the tangle of blankets, which Al-Haitham puts a little bit more of a protest against. Al-Haitham’s eyes tighten at the corners before shutting entirely.

“Cold,” Al-Haitham groans, trying to pull the blankets back. Kaveh just holds on. Al-Haitham gives up soon enough, mind writing it off as a lost cause, curling in on himself.

“You have a fever,” Kaveh replies, frowning. He doesn’t need to touch Al-Haitham to know the fever has gotten higher again: a mixture of Al-Haitham not taking the anti-pyretic as he was supposed to and wrapping himself up like that. If it gets worse Kaveh is going to have to dump him in the bath with some mist flowers. Either that or try and bathe him with cold towels. Both are bad and Al-Haitham will definitely put up resistance to either option.

Kaveh takes up the bowl of simple broth, glad that he had the foresight to keep a sliver of a Flame Flower corolla wrapped in cloth underneath it, and nudges it against the back of Al-Haitham’s hand.

“This or bread. One or the other, I’m not leaving until you eat one of them.”

Al-Haitham slowly takes the bowl from Kaveh and takes a slow, measured sip. They both wait to see if it will actually go down. Once it does, Al-Haitham repeats the process until the entire bowl is drained and he passes it back to Kaveh.

“Do you want to try bread?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes fix down at some point near the end of the bed and Kaveh sighs, turning to the medicine instead, passing it to Al-Haitham’s waiting hand.

There’s a moment when they both freeze when Al-Haitham audibly gags on the bitter medicinal tea. Kaveh is tempted to point out it would’ve been better warm and with its components still blended well. Al-Haitham only has himself to blame for how some of it — the part he actually needs to take — has settled, pungent and thick, at the bottom of the cup.

Al-Haitham’s eyes squeeze shut, mouth pressing together in a bloodless line. Kaveh leans to pluck up the waste basket and arranges it in front of Al-Haitham. The man has gone entirely rigid as he fights the urge to throw up.

Usually Kaveh would say not to fight it, but seeing as how Al-Haitham had to fight just to get all of it in, he’d be worse off throwing it back up.

Al-Haitham takes in one slow, long breath through the nose and nudges the waste basket back towards Kaveh. His eyes open and he sighs through his nose, tipping his face in Kaveh’s direction and blinking slowly.

“Are you sure?”

Al-Haitham’s eyes drift closed again, body sagging forward.

Kaveh moves the waste basket away before carefully taking Al-Haitham by the arm to guide him out of bed. Al-Haitham’s skin is too warm by far, but Kaveh can feel Al-Haitham shivering badly, entire body rigid and moving stiffly. Al-Haitham staggers after getting to his feet, but Kaveh holds them both upright as they slowly make their way to the washroom. 

Kaveh slowly fills the tub with cool water — careful not to make it too cold. Al-Haitham sits on the closed lid of the toilet, head bowed forward, shoulders tensed, body curling inward as his shivers start to grow stronger. His fine fingers wind through the short hair at the back of his neck. Out of the corner of Kaveh’s eye he watches Al-Haitham’s brow furrow, eyes pressing shut as he moves one of the hands grasping at the back of his own neck to press against the tight closed seam of his mouth.

“Throw up if you need to,” Kaveh says. “I can just get more medicine.”

Al-Haitham slowly shakes his head.

“Don’t be stubborn.”

Al-Haitham opens one eye to glare at him before closing it again.

Once the bath is ready Kaveh waits as Al-Haitham rallies himself enough to stand and stiffly, but swiftly, remove his sweat soaked clothing. He does not open his eyes once, instead reaching out for Kaveh with full confidence that Kaveh will get him where he needs to be without issue. Kaveh guides him by the hand, Al-Haitham’s palms hot and damp with sweat, and his grip so tight that Kaveh’s fingertips tingle.

Al-Haitham lets out a sharp hiss through his teeth as soon as he steps into the water, but wastes no time in setting his jaw and shakily lowering himself into the bath.

Kaveh quickly leaves to get Al-Haitham fresh nightclothes, which he leaves in the washroom and then goes to strip the sweat-soaked sheets and air out the room.

As Kaveh is changing the covers to the pillows Al-Haitham slowly shuffles into the room, fully dressed and with the towel around his neck and shoulders. His eyes are barely open and he immediately goes towards the unmade bed. Kaveh grabs him before he can complete his collapse, earning a much aggrieved sound even as he turns himself into a complete dead weight that Kaveh struggles to keep upright.

“Don’t sleep with your hair wet.” Kaveh pokes and jabs Al-Haitham into sitting up properly, taking the towel from around his shoulders to dry the man’s damp hair. Al-Haitham’s body is still throwing off heat, but Al-Haitham seems to be much more relaxed or at least refreshed, and he doesn’t seem like he’s trying to hold back on vomiting. Kaveh chooses to interpret these as good signs.

As soon as Kaveh is finished Al-Haitham lies down again, rolling himself back up into the fresh sheets, burrowing his head into a pillow and falling still. Kaveh sighs, trying to loosen the blankets again.

“You’ll smother yourself to death.”

“I’ll die comfortably,” Al-Haitham says, or at least, that is what Kaveh thinks Al-Haitham says. In reality, Al-Haitham’s response is to try to kick Kaveh while making extremely unintelligible mumbling sounds.

Kaveh rolls his eyes and succeeds in unraveling Al-Haitham from at least one layer of sheets but gives up on trying to get him out of the second.

He turns to look around the room for anything else that he should sort out now before leaving Al-Haitham to his recovery. The sheets are clean, Kaveh has refilled the water on the bedside table, the window is open just a little bit to let in fresh air, the waste basket is by Al-Haitham’s side of the bed, he’s eaten and that Kaveh knows of he hasn’t thrown up — that should be it.

Kaveh turns to take one last look at Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham has turned onto his side facing Kaveh, face visible again and both eyes open and clear. He holds Kaveh’s gaze, expectant and a touch impatient.

“And what’s this look for?” Kaveh asks, but he’s already moving to sit down on the bed next to Al-Haitham, pushing him over to make room. This time Al-Haitham moves easily, now that he’s getting what he wants. “Contrary you. I missed you too, I suppose. The house just isn’t the same without you lazing about and making a mess of everything after I’ve finished sorting it out. Where’s the fun in re-arranging your books if you aren’t feeling up to arguing with me about it, hm?”

Al-Haitham rolls his eyes and hums softly, eyes sliding closed once Kaveh is where Al-Haitham wants him, moving until his head is close to Kaveh’s leg but not quite touching.

Kaveh holds his hand over Al-Haitham’s eyes, not touching skin, just close enough to cover and more fully block out the lingering afternoon light. He starts to talk until he’s sure Al-Haitham has fallen asleep again, breath slow and even and just a little louder than it normally would be when he is perfectly himself.

He doesn’t talk about anything particularly interesting. The point of it is for Al-Haitham to fall asleep after all. It doesn’t take very long, either. Between Al-Haitham’s body being so focused on recovery, the medication, the fever, and Al-Haitham’s enviable ability to knock himself out at will, Al-Haitham is out before Kaveh even gets a third of the way through explaining the latest in the incredibly convoluted series of events surrounding one of his fellow’s mother-in-law and her extended family.

Kaveh quietly makes his way out of the room, leaving the door open just a little, and goes off to find something of a just a little more substance for Al-Haitham to eat when he wakes up. 

  


