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Making Effort (or M.E)

“I bought you something,” Paul announced as he arrived home that evening.

Fiona was curled up on the settee with a blanket, dozing. He made a conscious effort to ignore the 

dishes still piled in the sink and the papers strewn over the coffee table. She must be having a bad 

day. Perhaps his gift would help cheer her up.

“What is it?” Fiona enquired, stirring but not changing her prone position. 

He proudly produced the book he had bought her. “It's the book that that film is based on, the one 

you love so much.” He placed it down on her lap, her fingers only just brushing the edges. “I 

figured since you know what happens it won't be to difficult to follow.”

She had mentioned that reading new material was difficult since she became ill, that she found it 

challenging to recall events from previous chapters because her concentration levels were low. He 

thought this might help reinvigorate her passion for reading. She had been lack lustre for so long. 

***

Fiona let her fingers trail along the book's spine. It had to be at least three-hundred pages. She 

would struggle with one. Her exhaustion was so complete that she had neglected to eat lunch; she 

could barely lift her head today, never mind manoeuvre her entire body of dead weight limbs into 

the kitchen to prepare food.

“Thanks,” she offered in a breathless whisper. Even the energy to talk was too much for her. 

She saw the light in his eyes dim. She didn't mean to be ungrateful but he just couldn't understand. 

Her entire life had slipped away from her. This illness had taken who she was from them and only 

left behind a shell of a person. Her limbs ached, her head pounded, her vision was blurry and just 

sitting up made her dizzy. 

The miscellany of symptoms she had experienced over the last five months was nearly as 

overwhelming as the fatigue that the sickness was named after. The tiredness was absolute: it never 
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lifted. But with it came a myriad of other maladies. The fog was the worst, that settling of heaviness 

across her entirety, the feeling that everything around her was stuck in treacle somehow and she was 

swimming through it. It took an enormous amount of energy just to look at something. 

***

Paul looked down at Fiona. She had hardly acknowledged his effort. She just didn't seem to be 

trying to get better. She just stayed at home all day and laid on the settee. When they had first got 

together she had been energetic, passionate and driven. Now she appeared empty. A shadow cast 

more depth than she did. 

He shrugged his coat off and left her in the living room. He supposed he would have to tidy the 

kitchen and make dinner again. He started running the water into the sink. He felt tired too. He'd 

had a hard day at work, fixing other people's mistakes. It was the first day this week he hadn't 

stayed for the over-time, hoping to come home and spend some quality time with Fiona instead. 

That, it seems, was a mistake. 

The problem wasn't that she was ill. It was that she wasn't getting better. She said the doctors 

couldn't do any thing for her. That they had diagnosed her through an exclusion of other, more 

serious, conditions. But Paul didn't believe that. Something was obviously wrong with her. Whether 

it be physical or mental, there had to be some treatment available. 

He started the washing up and made a half-hearted job of it. His back was aching and his shoulders 

were tense. He knew better than to voice these complaints though. Whatever minor issues he had 

Fiona's would be worse. At least he could get up and go out, see his friends, go to work. She 

couldn't do any of these things, Not that he'd seen her really try. Just last week a couple of her work 

mates had visited and she'd asked them to go after fifteen minutes because she was too tired for 

conversation. She hadn't done anything all day – how could she possibly be tired?

***

Fiona heard the sound of water running and the crash of pots and pans. She hated relying on Paul so 

much. It wasn't fair on him. Last week, when she had tried to attempt washing up the heat from the 

water and the effort of standing culminated in her collapsing. She hadn't told Paul that. She'd woken 
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up on the floor feeling nauseous and dragged herself to the breakfast bar to pull herself up. 

She was so weak now that even personal hygiene was a mammoth task. Taking a shower took 

almost an hour and a half, having to gear up to it, take rests, sit down while the water trickled over 

her. Sometimes she would just cry and let the tears form part of the cleansing process. The doctor 

had suggested anti-depressants, but she knew she wasn't just depressed. How could anyone live a 

life like this and be happy about it? No, her problems were deeper, physical more than mental. She 

just wished people would believe her. 

***

Paul pulled out a pizza from the freezer. If Fiona wouldn't make the effort he didn't see why he 

should bother. He threw it in the over and went back into the room. Fiona was still lounging on the 

settee. 

“Mind if I put the telly on?” He grabbed for the remote and switched it on before she could protest. 

These days she baulked at any form of entertainment. She said it made her eyes sting and head hurt. 

Well, he was damned if he was going to sit here in silence with her. She couldn't even be bothered 

to contribute to conversation any more, why should it ruin his evening?

***

The sound of the television made her jump. This in turn sent spasms of pain down her body which 

reacted by tensing up and causing beats of discomfort across her limbs. The noise wrapped itself 

around her like an anaconda and she tried to hide inside the blanket to escape it. 

She listened to Paul bang about in the kitchen, occasionally stomping back in to grab a few scenes 

from the programme he had put on. She felt attacked. War was going on around her and she was 

powerless to prevent it. She was ravaged and defenceless and she had never before in her life 

suffered as much as she did now. 

In the past she would have fought back. But with this disease fighting back only served it's cause. 

The harder you fought the worse it got. The doctor had told her to rest, to pace herself, to build up 

activity slowly. But the consequences were harrowing. Each day she thought she had reached the 
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pinnacle of the illness only to discover a new symptom the following day. 

Was this her life now?

***

Paul brought in some pizza for Fiona and balanced the plate on the corner of the settee for her. She 

shimmied up with a hefty groan and then closed her eyes. Did she sit up with such a palaver when 

he wasn't around? Was the moan for his benefit, to prove to him that she still wasn't well? 

People asked him how she was doing all the time. Some had even pondered the possibility that she 

was making it all up. Granted, these were friends of his who'd never really liked Fiona – jealous of 

the time she had taken from them by being with Paul – but he always defended her. Fiona wouldn't 

make believe such a ridiculous illness. It wasn't who she was. After all, who would choose to live 

the way she was now?

Still, sometimes, it was hard to believe that a condition undetectable by modern medicine was in 

fact real and had drained the person he once loved from existence.

***

It took her forty minutes to eat one slice of pizza, and by the time she had done that the rest was 

cold and she was so uncomfortable and tired of sitting up she abandoned the rest.  She knew what 

people were saying about her; that she was fabricating this whole thing. Yet, she would give 

anything for those people just to try and walk a day in her shoes. 

She smiled weakly. Not that they would be able to walk. This virus was so debilitating that walking 

would have been a miracle right now. She would have loved to go for a walk, even if it was pouring 

with rain outside. 

She hadn't left the house in almost a month. 

***

Paul let his eyes flicker from the T.V. to Fiona, still slumped in her pyjamas. Even if she wasn't 
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making this up, he didn't think he could do this for much longer. In some ways it reminded him of 

his grandmother – she'd had a stroke at sixty-seven which triggered a downward spiral into 

dementia. She had been bed-bound and didn't remember anyone by the time she had died. It was a 

little like that with Fiona. Everyday she was less and less of the person he remembered. But then, he 

supposed it must be worse for her – knowing who she was but being unable to articulate it in 

anyway. 

He loved her and didn't want to leave her like this. But, all those dreams they had been working 

towards suddenly seemed impossible. Unless something happened to improve things, to make Fiona 

well again, he wasn't sure if he wanted a life of a caregiver. 

He jumped up out of his chair as if he had been bitten, dragging his gaze away from his fiancee. 

“I'm off out to the pub for a drink, I'll be back before midnight.”

He couldn't stand to be in the same space as her just then. It was too painful to watch. He didn't 

want to think about leaving her, but having her so close and yet so far out of his reach made the 

thoughts bubble to the surface. He needed to get out. 

“Can you carry me to bed before you go?”

Her entire demeanour, voice included, was pathetic. Yet there was still a hint of Fiona there as she 

gazed up at him with her soft brown eyes. He smiled down at her and nodded, collecting her – 

blanket and all – into his arms. The book from earlier dropped to the floor.

As he started up the stairs he noticed she was heavier than usual, as though all her weight was on 

him.  

***

Fiona kissed Paul on the cheek as he lay her down in bed. He reciprocated by pecking her on the 

forehead. He whispered good night as he closed the bedroom door and, a minute later, she heard the 

front door slam shut.
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She didn't want to be a burden to Paul. She didn't want to lose him either, not after everything else 

she had lost already. Yet, she couldn't help but wonder if perhaps he had already gone. 
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