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— CHAPTER ONE —

The Call of the Wild

In the month of August, at the age of twenty-two, I decided to leave Bowling Green, Kentucky, and journey back to British Columbia, Canada. My recent departure in the early spring was fueled by the modest fortune I amassed through 3D modeling an NFT series known as Sunnysnowmen. Though I was content to leave Canada—having harbored dreams of returning to the US since the age of ten—my long-held desire to exit Canada paradoxically made me recognize all the experiences I yearned for there, clouded by a semi-blinded disdain.

The untamed wilderness of British Columbia had always lured me, yet I never fully engaged with it due to my family's limited interest in outdoor activities. Seeking solace and rejuvenation, I found myself drawn to the province's majestic mountains and verdant forests. With financial freedom now in my grasp, I chose to pause my NFT endeavors and commenced researching my next destination in British Columbia online. My search led me to conclude that Lindeman Lake would be the ideal locale. It was a place I had longed to revisit, being the sole hiking trail I had ever embarked upon in my lifetime.

After settling on my destination and outlining my journey—focused solely on one hiking trail and a hotel—I secured an Amtrak ticket online for a journey to Seattle, set to commence in twenty-four hours. 

Arriving at the Louisville, Kentucky train station two hours in advance, I stood amidst the early morning ambiance, my two suitcases by my side. It was 2 a.m., and the air, thick with the scent of ice and burning fuel, might easily be mistaken for the aroma of cigarettes. Yet, this did not bother me; I found the rare confluence of frost and fuel odors somewhat comforting.

The train's arrival, delayed by forty-five minutes, pushed our departure to 4:45 a.m., a common occurrence with Amtrak schedules. Fortunately, my itinerary allowed for a two-day journey with ample layovers between connections, mitigating the risk of missed transfers. While most would prefer the speed of air travel, the gradual unveiling of landscapes from a train window held a captivating charm for me. Moreover, my preference leaned towards the extensive voyages on four-engine jets over the shorter, domestic flights.

As it slowly pulled into the station, the train unveiled the modest yet inviting private compartment I had reserved. As we embarked and dawn began to break, the frost artfully obscuring my windowpane melted away. The nocturnal scene of Kentucky unfolded with streetlights still glowing, cars resting outside homes, and the lone procession of commercial trucks along the highway—typical nocturnal travelers evading the day's congestion. For me, this was more than a journey; it was a spectacle, enhanced by the train's offering of unlimited snacks and beverages.

Later in the morning, the train rolled into Chicago, the weather shifting abruptly from clear skies and hot southern climes to a sudden deluge of heavy rain. This left the concrete slick and treacherous underfoot, a challenge as I navigated with my suitcase and backpack, yet it did little to dampen my spirits. Immersed in a Tintin comic on my Kindle, I barely noticed the passage of time until the final Amtrak train to Seattle pulled into the station.

I spent the day enveloped in slumber, oblivious to crossing through Montana or Idaho—landscapes I had hoped to capture in photographs. Only when the murmur of "King Street Station" floated through the night did I realize our impending arrival. Disembarking from the train, my next objective was to locate the Amtrak bus heading for Vancouver Pacific Central. From there, I would continue to Chilliwack Lake. Sure, renting a car was an option, but I craved the full tourist experience, preferring the unpredictability of public transport to the mundane concerns of a rental's security.

After crossing the US border and arriving in Vancouver, the next step was to get to the lake by a smaller bus. The journey from Vancouver to Lindeman Lake proved to be relaxing. I had my Kindle book with me but ended up gazing out the bus window, captivated by the views of Chilliwack. Exiting the highway, it was merely an hour more until we reached the verdant forests of British Columbia.

The road to Chilliwack was a picturesque journey through lush temperate rainforests, where towering Douglas fir and western red cedar trees formed a dense canopy overhead, casting dappled sunlight on the moss-covered boulders and wildflower-carpeted forest floor. Along the route, crystal-clear mountain streams and rivers meandered, their emerald and turquoise waters fed by melting snow from the surrounding snow-capped peaks. The mountains themselves provided a dramatic backdrop, their jagged ridges and rugged cliffs rising majestically, while the region's abundant wildlife, from black bears to bald eagles, added to the allure. Hiking trails and pathways beckoned, winding through the forests and offering insights into the area's ecology. As I approached Lindeman Lake, the forest opened to reveal the alpine gem, nestled in a basin encircled by steep mountains, its pristine waters taking on vibrant shades of blue and green—a tranquil oasis amid the breathtaking wilderness of British Columbia.

After disembarking from the bus in the heart of Chilliwack, I deposited my luggage at the hotel and ventured to a nearby camping store to procure a tent, a sleeping bag, snacks, a foldable chair, and an HK 45 BB gun—or an airgun. Having never spent a night in the forest, intuition nudged me to prepare for any eventuality. Dinner at IHOP capped off the evening before I retreated to my hotel room.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

— CHAPTER TWO —

Midnight Encounter

Come morning, I boarded another bus bound for Lindeman Lake, British Columbia. The bus left me on the roadside, deep in the forest, without guidance. A rusty metal sign, bearing a map of the park, jogged my memory of the route to the lake. I trekked up the path to Lindeman Lake's parking lot. There, I joined the queue for the bathroom, standing rigid with my black military backpack, silently hoping to avoid conversation, as small talk was not my forte. Once relieved, I resumed my journey, following the trail that would lead me up the mountain.

Walking the nature trail to Lindeman Lake was like stepping into a living tapestry of the wild. The forest, embraced by its towering Douglas firs and ancient cedars, had their moss-draped branches creating a cathedral-like ambiance. Sunlight danced through the leaves, painting the trail in hues of emerald and gold. As I followed the path, the gentle murmur of mountain streams accompanied my journey, their crystal waters carving a symphony through the forest. Along the way, the scent of earth and pine infused the air, serving as a sensory reminder of the untamed beauty surrounding me. Every footfall echoed the history of this place, and the calls of birds overhead added a soundtrack to the wilderness.

With each step, I felt more deeply connected to the natural world, drawn inexorably toward the hidden jewel that was Lindeman Lake—a sanctuary waiting to reveal its secrets. But before seeing the lake, I had one more task: to traverse a very steep mountainside. After finally reaching the top, mildly out of breath, I beheld the lake.

Lindeman Lake emerged before me like a sapphire jewel cradled within the rugged arms of the mountains. Its pristine waters, so clear I could discern every pebble on the lakebed, shimmered with an ethereal aquamarine hue. The lake, encircled by towering peaks, mirrored the heavens above, its edges fringed by slender alpine trees whose branches gently dipped into the embracing waters. The tranquil surface, occasionally disturbed by the ripples of darting fish, added a lively energy to the serene tableau.

As I stood on its shores, it felt as though I had stepped into a realm untouched by time, where nature's beauty reigned supreme and the secrets of the mountains whispered in the breeze. Yet the journey was far from over. Deeper into the mountains lay a second lake, accessible to those willing to traverse the trail's end.

After a refreshing break, immersing my feet in the icy waters and enjoying a solitary can of Pringles, the path resumed. A challenging trek of tumbled rocks, mud, and tall grass lay ahead. To proceed, I navigated around half the lake, a third of which required careful maneuvering over boulders and rocks scattered from the mountainside.

After walking around the lake and climbing over the fallen rocks, I came upon wooden stairs and a bridge. As I walked across, I heard the sounds of the stream feeding the lake to rise clearly through the tall grass encircling it. As I progressed, the playful noises from the lake receded, and the light shifted, casting a somber glow. Chilly pockets of air made it feel as though I was passing through spectral presences. The path took a sharp turn, and suddenly, towering mountains loomed overhead. Walking through a vast canyon, the grass grew so tall it formed a canopy above me, obscuring the peaks and conjuring thoughts of hidden dangers in this secluded spot. However, the oppressive feeling lifted as the trail opened onto a clear field bathed in sunlight. But the darkness of night began to creep in as I moved forward, navigating rocky terrain alongside the mountain’s slope and beside a steep canyon. The land then flattened, revealing an ideal spot for camping, shadowed by trees with red leaves that offered a sense of security. Venturing further along the trail at night seemed perilous, especially with the second lake still three kilometers away. As night crept in, I set up my green tent for two and rolled out my sleeping bag. Not wanting to lose a day at the lake due to consuming all my food, I immediately went to sleep to conserve energy.

A few hours later, into the night my phone erupted with a notification, which I dismissed, assuming it was trivial chatter from Discord. However, being awake made the urge to urinate becoming unbearable, forcing me to venture outside. I retrieved my BB gun and flashlight from my black military backpack and cautiously unzipped the tent.

Contemplating the practicality of carrying my BB gun, I considered its utility as nothing more than a placebo of safety, unless aiming for an animal's eye. With the tent flap open and my flashlight scanning the surroundings, I felt secure enough to approach a nearby tree. After slipping my shoes on outside the tent, I stealthily exited, airgun in hand, illuminating the area with the flashlight nestled beneath the barrel.

Reaching the treeline, I sought a resting spot for my gun but found only a large, awkwardly angled rock, risking the gun's stability.

I could feel a haunting presence stirring in the shadows, making me hesitant to proceed. However, a voice in my head countered, “If your grandfather fought in Vietnam, you can piss in the forest, or else what the hell’s the matter with you.” Ignoring my trepidation, I managed to relieve myself by the tree, while holding my flashlight. After finishing and zipping up my pants, I turned around to find the shadow of a mountain lion, its eyes gleaming with primal hunger, standing directly behind me.

Slowly, I tilted my body to grab the gun balanced on the large, angled rock. That’s when the mountain lion began growling in a low tone, as if it understood the threat posed by the loud, magic black short stick in my hand. Shining my flashlight at the lion, I tried to better assess the situation. The lion seemed unbothered by the light, merely continuing its low growl. Resorting to the oldest self-defense trick I knew, I flashed the light repeatedly into its eyes, hoping to make it cover its eyes, lose balance, or retreat. Instead, I received the opposite reaction.

 

It made a roaring sound and charged at me. With the gun in my hands, I started shooting, aiming directly for its eyes, but it did nothing to deter the lion, for it was too close. Preparing to strike the animal with the butt of my gun, I was quickly overpowered. Its claws sank into my shoulders, pinning me to the ground and forcing the gun to drop beside me, while pain shot through my body, hinting at the bleeding wounds.

Unnoticed by me was the impact of my head against the tree I had just relieved myself on. The lion lowered its head toward my neck, growling and attempting to clamp its teeth around my throat. With both hands wrapped around its neck, I staved off a fatal attack. Desperately searching for an option, my eyes caught sight of a stone near the tree's roots. Briefly releasing my right hand from beneath its neck, I seized the rock and struck its head, just as my left arm was about to succumb to the weight. The lion's head swung to the ground, pulling me along. Its claws, tangled in the fabric of my dark gray shirt and skin, left us both grounded. Now atop the lion, I felt the immense weight lift off me, though the entanglement of its claws in my shirt posed a new predicament, trapping me.

The mountain lion continued its assault, kicking me in the abdomen with its hind legs. In a desperate attempt to defend myself, I kicked the flashlight further away and tried lifting my chest, aiming to evade the piercing claws that threatened to tear through my shirt—and me. The struggle was intense; the beast's claws were entangled in the fabric, trapping me. In a moment of clarity amidst the chaos, I decided to let gravity aid my escape. I allowed my body to fall backward, hoping my dead weight would be enough to tear the shirt and release me from the lion's grasp.

I stopped fighting, released its front paws, and fell backward. Hitting the ground heavily, my shirt tore free, and the mountain lion released me. As I quickly tried to stand, uncertain of the next move beyond the thought of killing it, the lion regained its balance and senses. It rolled back onto all fours, poised for another attack. We were both, in our way, contemplating our mortality that night— the lion with its concussion and me with my wounded shoulders and scratched abdomen. Tension mounted as I clenched my teeth and fists, prepared to fight tooth and nail if necessary. Now, illuminated by the flashlight that lay on the ground, I could see the lion's injured eye. As it circled, trying to assess the extent of my injuries, the beam of light followed, revealing its cautious movements.

Suddenly, the lion halted, mirroring the fear I felt, but directed towards a more formidable threat. Its growl ceased abruptly as it shifted its gaze, seeming to recognize a superior predator. My clenched fists relaxed as I surveyed the surroundings, sensing the gravity of our predicament. The darkness obscured our view, leading me to cautiously reach for the flashlight, hoping not to provoke an attack. Calmly, I aided in the search.

The sound of small branches snapping behind me caught my attention, and the lion’s gaze fixed on me, unaffected by the beam of light on its face. Out of nowhere, an enormous creature on all fours, with glowing deep blue eyes and a sleek, muscular frame, let out a terrifying roar as it leaped from the shadows, seizing the mountain lion effortlessly, as if it were merely a toy. As it crossed the path of my flashlight, I glimpsed its fur, rich and lustrous in the moonlight, a magnificent shade of silver-gray with darker streaks, creating an aura of noble distinction.

And with that, ladies and gentlemen, I had seen enough of this shitty Friday night. I hastily moved my aching body toward where I had dropped my gun and used the flashlight to scan the area. Two feet from the rock, covered in the lion’s blood, lay my gun. I seized it and bolted down the trail toward Lindeman Lake, the flashlight beam hugging the ground to guide my steps. Ignoring the potential for tripping over rocks or branches, my only thought was to avoid the fate of the mountain lion. Nor did I wish to tumble down the canyon's side, which loomed ominously nearby.

Suddenly, as I skirted the path's edge, my left foot slipped on the moist earth, getting caught and sending me careening down the steep slope. I tumbled, my body jolting over sharp stones, and my arm painfully colliding with a tree branch. Due to my sensory processing disorder, the full impact on my legs was dulled, leaving them helplessly thrashing against the rugged terrain.

Eventually, my body stopped tumbling, and I lay there, not expecting anyone to come or hear me at this time of night. The flashlight rolled four feet away from my head, and the gun landed on my stomach before I could catch my breath from the perilous descent. Drifting in and out of consciousness, I tried to ignore my surroundings, like the sensation of my back bleeding over shards of rock. After several minutes—or perhaps longer—I heard it: the sound of an abnormally large creature trampling over small twigs behind the bushes again, leading me to believe it was the creature that had attacked the mountain lion. Opening my eyes, I scanned the area. I couldn’t see it but felt its presence looming before me.

Struggling to lift my torso, I dragged my back up the steep angle of the cliff's edge. My arms, drained of strength, refused to cooperate. Desperately, I attempted to grasp the gun with my right arm, to no avail. Switching to my left, I waved it back and forth in front of me toward the bushes, aiming to at least strike a target with whatever rounds remained. Lying there, feeling near death's door, I whispered, “God, I’m ready for round two when you are…Thy will be done.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

— CHAPTER THREE —

Hospital Awakening

The last thing I remembered was the sensation of either blood or sweat trickling down my forehead and along the sides of my cheeks. After that, my consciousness waned, and I succumbed to the darkness. I had thought I was awake all night, but it seemed I had fallen into a fitful sleep. This led me to wonder if I was in purgatory, as faint voices reached my ears. Although indistinct, I sensed something stirring. Despite my efforts to awaken fully, I remained trapped in the confines of my mind. Gradually, the internal screams seemed to manifest physically, and I began to feel a distinct sensation on my left hand.

I heard murmurs of people surrounded me, yet their words were indistinct. For hours, it seemed, I drifted between consciousness and sleep. A sudden pinch or feel in my left hand jolted me fully awake, accompanied by a woman's voice cautioning, “Woah, don't do that.” Blinking my eyes open, I was met by the sight of a striking woman with deep blue eyes and dark chestnut hair. Her smile, warm and welcoming, briefly connected us before she gently straightened my arm, revealing the needle administering antibiotics into my left arm. Surveying my surroundings, I noted the IV bag, the heart monitor, my right arm in a sling, and my left wrist bandaged for support.

Though the sight of my dominant arm incapacitated should have infuriated me, curiosity about the woman at my bedside took precedence. It was unknown to anyone in British Columbia that I was here, so her presence intrigued me. She exuded an otherworldly elegance, appearing in her early twenties, with her long, dark chestnut hair flowing in loose waves that accentuated her delicate features. Her deep blue eyes, reflecting both vulnerability and strength, captivated me. Her attire, a pair of well-fitted dark jeans and a soft knit sweater in a soothing shade of lavender, topped with a lightweight jacket, seemed out of place in a hospital setting.

There I was, clad in nothing but a light green hospital gown—far from my preferred collard blue shirt and, embarrassingly, devoid of underpants. "Wow," was all I could muster mentally, struck by the surreal and unexpected situation.

We stared at each other for a couple of seconds, she seemed glad, albeit in a restrained manner, to see that I was awake. The only thing I could muster was, “You are a nurse?” even though it was clear she wasn’t.

“I’m… not a nurse, but I can go get you one,” she offered.

Before she could move, a nurse passing by the door glanced in and noticed I was awake. Peeking further into the room to confirm, she asked, “How long have you been awake?”

As she approached my hospital bed, Madeliene stepped aside to let her come closer. The nurse checked the IV bag and noted, “It looks like you have another 20 minutes left for the antibiotics to finish. I’ll fetch the doctor and tell him you’re awake.” With that, she departed to fetch the doctor.

Turning back to Madeliene, I inquired, “Are you an unknown cousin or a lawyer?”

“I’m Madeliene Marcella,” she responded, pausing thoughtfully before adding, “I found you in the canyon while I was hiking on the path in the morning.”

That seemed like a decent explanation for the short-scripted version of how she found me, but I was hoping for more details. "Was I dangling by a rope below a helicopter at two thousand feet when they found me?" I wondered silently, preferring not to know the answer.

As I mulled over Madeliene's account, a doctor entered the room. With his grey beard and a striped Looney Tunes tie peeking out from under his white lab coat, he presented a curious figure. “Good afternoon, Matthias, I’m Dr. Samuel Foster, and…” he began.

I interrupted, eager for specifics, “Could you please give me the damage report, boss?”

He paused, his gaze dropping to the floor as he collected his thoughts, hands clenched in front of him. “Well, Matthias, you weren’t exactly unlucky or not exactly lucky. You were only in a coma for ten days from Friday to Monday, Monday being today, of course. Your teeth are intact, and you had a small concussion from your fall, with no brain injury, and the claw marks on your abdomen were minor. However, you did sustain several injuries during your tumble."

“But my head was bleeding?” I interjected, recalling the sensation.

“Yes, you were bleeding,” Dr. Foster confirmed as he approached my bedside. “It concerned us, but fortunately, it was minor. We found shards of rock in your hair, which likely caused the bleeding. Your injuries include cracked ribs, a broken right arm, a terribly tweaked right ankle, and a broken left leg bone. You also have a blood infection from the mountain lion's claws that pierced your shoulders…”

I lost track of the rest of what he said; the list was too lengthy for someone in my current condition to grasp. The reality hit me: I was grounded for a couple of months. Struggling to accept this, I blurted out, “Will I need to provide details on the attack?”

The doctor shook his head, “No need for that now. Madeliene has already filled us in on everything that happened,” he informed me before exiting the room.

My gaze shifted back to Madeliene, who was observing me with concern. “Who are you again?” I inquired. She responded gently, “I found you in the canyon a week ago while hiking to the second lake in the morning.”

“It’s okay; your brain is still adjusting,” she reassured me. It struck me as unusual for her to hike alone, but then again, I was hardly in a position to judge, confined as I was to the hospital bed. I expressed my gratitude for her assistance and offered some form of compensation, which she declined, cutting off any talk of money.

At that moment, a nurse entered to disconnect my IV, signaling my discharge. “You’re awake; we can proceed with your checkout,” she stated. This rapid discharge might seem strange to some, but such is the efficiency of the Canadian health system. They handed me a bag containing the clothes I’d arrived in. As the nurse removed the IV and oxygen tube, I discovered the catheter, which ironically made me yearn for the oblivion of unconsciousness. My lack of medical knowledge left me unfamiliar with these procedures and instruments.

After the nurse had unhooked me from everything and was about to roll the monitor out of the room, she mentioned, “The doctor wanted me to add that you will need around-the-clock care and monitoring at home.” It seemed she hadn’t fully grasped my situation, perhaps assuming I still had family in Canada due to my permanent resident card status, even though they had left months after me. “You'll also need a nurse to check on you every twenty-four hours,” she added.

Madeliene interjected, “I can look after him.”

“Are you friends or family?” inquired the nurse.

“Working at Pacific Northwest Animal Recovery, the wildlife rehabilitation center in Chilliwack, has equipped me well,” Madeliene explained. “I can monitor him throughout the day and night, even on weekends when I’m off work.”

I protested, lying in my bed, “No, it's fine. I have a hotel room. I’m just visiting from Kentucky, and I can pay for a nurse.” My mind scrambled for reasons to avoid imposing on Madeliene, but all I could add was, “Plus, my luggage is still at the hotel.”

The nurse, looking at me, pointed out, “You still need two more IV injections of antibiotics. Can you manage that alone?” Her tone made it clear she thought my plan was impractical, a sentiment I recognized the instant I voiced it, but the prospect of being a burden in a stranger's home was too much.

“I’m not sure how to self-administer the injection, and I doubt I’m in the right mental state to learn,” I admitted.

Madeliene volunteered again, insistently, “I give injections almost daily. How about this? I'll take care of you until you're fit to travel.”

Resigned to the practicality of her offer, I conceded. Having someone experienced, even if just a wildlife veterinarian, would undoubtedly be beneficial.

A nurse later returned with my medication and supplies, including painkillers, antibiotics, and IV bags set on a metal stand. The only thing I now needed was a wheelchair, which a staff member was retrieving from the pharmacy. With everything provided and my clothes returned in a plastic bag, I felt ready to leave the confines of the bed. The prolonged stay had left me feeling unkempt and restless. Removing the covers, I sat up, swinging my legs to the side of the bed in preparation for dressing and transferring to the wheelchair.

Madeliene, noticing my efforts, quickly intervened. Placing her hand gently on my lap and shoulder, she cautioned, “You can’t stand up at all or put your feet on the ground.” Her concern was evident as she added, “Your right foot is terribly tweaked.” I recalled the doctor’s earlier comments, which had slipped my mind, or perhaps he hadn’t mentioned it. But when Madeliene’s actions brought my attention to the bandaged foot, the full extent of my injuries hit me.

Another nurse entered the room, pushing a wheelchair, and asked with a hint of concern, “I hope you weren’t trying to stand up?” I responded with a shy “No?” as I grabbed the bag of clothing next to my legs and opened it, only to be confronted with the sight of blood and tears on my clothes. I had to admit, the marks and blood were impressive, and I wondered, “Shouldn’t the hospital have discarded this for being a biohazard?”

At that moment, Madeliene interjected, “I brought you some clothes but wasn’t sure about your size.” I queried, “How much do I owe you for these?” only for her to dismiss the idea with a wave, “No, they’re free.”

Changing on the bed was a painful ordeal, but the male nurse's assistance made it somewhat easier. Afterward, Madeliene steadied the wheelchair, allowing him to gently lower me into it. 

Madeliene grabbed the bags of my torn clothes and medicines and rolled me out into the hallway. Feeling embarrassed, as if forced to submit, I struggled with accepting kindness, accustomed more to jealousy and ridicule. My usual defenses crumbled, leaving me vulnerably dependent.

As we approached the elevator, she made space for me. Silence enveloped us, heavy and uncomfortable. The elevator door slid open, and with a swift turn, we navigated through another door to the lobby, eventually reaching the shelter of the overhang outside. Rain drummed steadily on the pavement—a familiar scene in this part of the world.

"I’ll park you under the awning and get my vehicle, so you don’t have to be cold and wet," Madeliene announced, her voice cutting through the patter of raindrops. I watched her silhouette merge with the rain on the sidewalk as she made her way to the parking lot. Alone for a moment, I surveyed the surroundings and noticed an ambulance dispatching another hiker to the emergency room, prompting a stark reflection on my own condition upon arrival.

Sure enough, Madeliene stopped in front of me in a dark green 1995 GMC Sierra 1500 truck at the hospital entrance. It sported larger tires than usual—a clear upgrade, considering that model typically came with average-sized car tires. My knowledge of auto mechanics, barely pursued after high school, still told me this much. The tires were caked in mud, gravel nestling in the crevices.

Circling the vehicle, Madeliene, drenched from the rain, opened the passenger door for me. As I attempted to stand, she cautioned in a concerned yet calm tone, “Stop and wait for me.” She then slipped her arm under my uninjured left shoulder and another under my legs, lifting me with a surprising ease. The embarrassment and anger at my helplessness were tangible, yet what choice did I have? Once seated, I reached for the seatbelt, only for Madeliene to insist, “No, let me.” She fastened it securely, placed the bags below my feet, and closed the door. I watched as she tossed my wheel chair in the cargo bed and then took her place behind the wheel.

The truck's interior, reminiscent of cigarette scent, was actually just the smell of leather. I remained silent as we left the parking lot, wanting to comment on her strength but holding back, still piecing together her persona.

Breaking the silence, Madeliene noted, “I know you’ve been asleep for more than a week, but you can rest; we won’t be home for another hour.” I fought to keep my eyes open, but exhaustion prevailed, and sleep quickly overtook me. My last conscious thought was of the rain-slicked road flanked by trees, eerily similar to Colorado, minus the lingering migraine in my head.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

— CHAPTER FOUR —

Recovery and Revelation

Upon waking again, I found myself lying on a couch, a needle in my arm, an IV bag hanging from the tall metal pole beside me, and my wheelchair stationed near the coffee table. The heart of Madeliene's home was a spacious and inviting living room. Large sunlit windows allowed the afternoon light to flood in, framing the lush forest that enveloped the house. The walls, adorned with nature-themed artwork and framed photographs of outdoor adventures, spoke of a life intertwined with the wilderness. The stone fireplace, flanked by a rustic wooden mantel, stood as the room's focal point, emanating warmth and comfort.

Adjacent to the fireplace sat a transitional dirt brown dresser, and on the opposite side, a matching bookshelf. Plush earth-toned sofas and armchairs encircled a low wooden coffee table, creating a cozy seating area perfect for relaxation and contemplation of the serene views. It was thoughtful of her to have the fireplace lit. Wait, when did she get the metal pole for the..?

A sudden clatter in the kitchen, followed by the smell of fish seemingly smoking, interrupted my attempt to piece together Madeliene's character through her choice of home decor. She entered with a dinner plate, serving butter salmon and a plain salad. The simplicity of the meal was a relief, considering my particular eating habits. While still grappling with the lost week in time, I found comfort in these small, unanticipated conveniences that Madeliene seemed to naturally provide.

She set the plate on the coffee table before returning to the kitchen to fetch a wooden chair and return.

With a mix of appreciation and embarrassment, I tried to sound pleasant. “You don’t have to sit next to me as I eat,” I remarked, but Madeliene insisted. “No, it’s fine; I’m not gonna let you sit here alone.”

After the meal, I queried, “Is there a possible time for me to get my luggage at the hotel?” Glancing up from her plate, Madeliene responded, “I assumed I would have to retrieve your luggage and hygiene necessities from the hotel and also get you a ramp for the front porch.”

As the conversation unfolded, revealing more about her life since she was to be my caretaker, I learned more about the Pacific Northwest Animal Recovery, where she worked. She had a natural aptitude that made her excel in her role, benefiting from the perks associated with a wildlife charity—no concerns about dealing with someone’s pet goldfish or cat. After our brief exchange, Madeliene cleared the plates, and I removed the needle connected to the IV bag dispensing my antibiotics.

Returning, she assisted me in my wheelchair and maneuvered the wheelchair, unlocking the brakes before guiding me down the corridor. This hallway, lined with cherry wood planks and adorned with nature-themed picture frames, primarily wolves, exuded a cabin-like ambiance. We stopped at a dirt-brown wooden door at the hallway's end.

Opening the door, she flicked on the lights and the heater, then parked me beside the bed. "There's one bedroom upstairs and a guest bedroom downstairs, where we are now," she explained, ensuring my comfort. "If you need anything during the night, just shout," she continued, her tone reassuring.

Her next words came with a hint of apology. "I should mention I'm not available on Fridays. You'll be on your own those nights, but there's someone you can call if needed." She didn't delve into why, and I didn't probe, respecting her privacy.

"Have a good night," she said, her hand on the doorknob.

"Goodnight," I responded, watching her ascend the rickety stairs. Left alone, I took in the room's quiet, musty ambiance, the silence a stark contrast to the day's earlier events.

I did not mind; I enjoy the smell of older houses. I think it gives a house character. With Madeliene out of the room, I finally had the opportunity to scan the area and assess my surroundings. The room was adequately sized, seemingly recently renovated. The walls were freshly painted white, complemented by a dark grey carpeted floor, and a queen-sized modern bed adorned with red covers, flanked by two small tables on each side. The back wall behind the bed was also painted dark red. In front of the bed stood a dresser between two tall windows, devoid of a TV, showcasing instead a painting of a forest in various shades of blue. A rustic dirt-brown desk and a beige dining chair were also part of the room's furnishings. Additionally, two small dark grey windows were present; one positioned behind and above the bed and the other on the left side of the bed next to the bathroom. However, this window was peculiar, being half the normal size, effectively obscuring the view to nothing but the rain-drenched outside. A ceiling fan with a light, suspended above the bed, completed the room's decor.

Lying in a wheelchair, I realized that I would have to figure out a way to shower with one hand. After all, I had been in the hospital for a week and a half. Oh, cool, my wheelchair is a one-arm manual drive. As I slowly maneuvered into the guest bathroom, mastering the control of this one-armed wheelchair, I noticed that Madeliene had thoughtfully placed a tall plastic stool and a firm plastic handlebar in the shower. Perhaps she had anticipated my stay even before I arrived, or considering I was unconscious during the ride, she could have visited a pharmacy to prepare, which would explain how she got the metal pole for my injections as well.

The bathroom was standard, with its shower enclosed by glass sliding doors, and the toilet and sink were the usual white. The teal blue walls, adorned with dirt brown, evergreen branches, added a unique touch. Thankfully, my leg was in an air-cast walking boot, and my right arm was in a sling with a removable arm cast. So it would not be impossible to take a shower. After spending twenty minutes on hygiene tasks, such as removing a couple of uncomfortable bandages like the one wrapped around my left wrist, showering, putting the clothes Madeliene provided back on, and mentally cursing the difficulty of getting back into the wheelchair, I finally wheeled myself back into the bedroom. Instead of taking the time to get my sore body under the covers, I lay atop the bed, allowing my body to sink into the mattress, feeling great relief, especially in my back. Trying to switch off my mind for a brief respite, I fixated on the ceiling fan's slow rotation overhead, pondering the cruel twists of fate. Eventually, sleep overtook me, likely just as the sun began to rise.

As I drifted off to sleep, visions of the traumatic events I had endured haunted me. The dream did not commence with the mountain lion attack but rather at the moment I tumbled down the hill and aimed my gun at the unseen menace behind the shrubs. This time, however, the dream did not lead to unconsciousness; instead, it felt as though I were reliving my encounter with the large, silver-gray creature. Having rolled down the hill, I lay there, fixated on the spot in the bushes where I sensed its presence, its breath audible in the still night. My dream self began to succumb to sleep when suddenly, the creature lunged from the shadows, its mouth agape, revealing gleaming teeth and eyes of a mesmerizing deep blue. Startled awake while hyperventilating, I realized it was a giant wolf. Rising to steady my breathing using techniques from airsoft, I maneuvered my acing body back into the wheelchair, managed the door with my right hand, and navigated the hallway. It was now eight in the morning, and the sound of a blow dryer resonated from upstairs, indicating the stirrings of the household. I took solace in the fact that I had awakened first.

However, when I left the room, I thought it would be odd and rude to just sit in the living room, as if I were expecting something from her. So instead, I maneuvered the wheelchair backward with my left hand, using my right foot, being the least sore, to guide the chair slowly, avoiding any collisions with the walls. Nearing the door frame of the guest room, I heard Madeliene's door open upstairs followed by the sound of her descending the stairs. A mini panic attack seized me. Hastily, I tried to retreat with both feet, despite the stabbing pain, and reached for the door handle to close the door. That's when Madeliene caught sight of me.

Dressed in a dark blue hiking sweater and dark green khaki pants, she offered a warm smile and greeted, “Good morning.”

Returning the greeting, I asked, “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

She fished a flip phone from her pocket and checked. “A little past eight,” she informed me. Surprised to see such a device, I commented on her avoidance of smartphones. “You use a flip phone? It’s refreshing to see that mobile phones haven’t taken over everyone yet.”

“A friend gave me her old iPhone after upgrading, but I found it too complicated,” Madeliene explained. Then, with a concerned look, she inquired, “How are you feeling today? Need help getting to the kitchen?”

I brushed off her concern with a slow shake of my head. “No, I’m good, and I feel fine,” asserting my independence. Yet, as I attempted to navigate the wheelchair using one arm and my less sore foot, Madeliene intervened, placing her arm in front of me to halt my progress. “I think you do,” she insisted, gently taking control of the wheelchair and guiding me towards the kitchen.

My embarrassment grew; I didn’t want to be a burden or attract undue attention to my condition.

 

 

 

 

— CHAPTER FIVE —

Blueberry Days

Entering the kitchen marked my first encounter with its interior. Adorned with wooden panels, the kitchen exuded a cabin-like ambiance. Sunlight, filtering through the dense foliage outside, cast dappled shadows on the aged oak floors. Three large, antique windows with weathered wooden frames overlooked a clearing where mountains of various shapes and sizes stood tall, with wildflowers swaying in the gentle breeze—perhaps part of a garden, though the bright light obscured my view.

The kitchen countertops, hewn from natural stone, bore rough edges and uneven surfaces, narrating the tale of the local quarry. In one corner stood an old wood-burning stove, a steadfast companion whose iron body, worn with age, was still capable of producing hearty meals to warm the soul. A cast-iron kettle perpetually perched atop the stove signaled readiness to boil water for tea or hot cocoa on chilly forest evenings, beside an aged dishwasher. In front of the three large antique windows sat a small round oak table, its surface intricately carved with woodland creatures and foliage.

Shelves laden with mason jars of homemade preserves lined the walls, showcasing Madeliene’s resourcefulness. Handwoven baskets brimming with fresh herbs and wildflowers infused the kitchen with earthy scents and vibrant colors. Soft, warm lighting emanated from the light bulbs above, lending the kitchen an enchanting glow after sunset, a perfect setting for late-night conversations and starlit suppers. The lanterns, a delightful addition, enhanced the room's charm. The only anomaly was the large industrial fridge, a stark contrast to the rustic setting, hinting at a preference for practicality over digital luxury.

After taking in my surroundings, I sat quietly at the table facing the three large windows, like a child in anticipation of a story, expecting something to unfold. It seemed Madeliene was also observing me as she went about her tasks. She retrieved a pan, a plastic bowl, and soap to wash some fruit, placing them on the counter beside the sink before opening the left door of the fridge. That's when I noticed that one side of the fridge was filled predominantly with grocery store frozen meats, all coated with a thin layer of ice. Visible were fish, bison, deer, beef, and pork, suggesting that grilling might be more than just a hobby for her.

Fetching a packet of bacon and one of frozen salmon, she set the bacon beside the oven. Without making assumptions or judgments, I reflected on the simplicity of her choices, which resonated with me. Living alone and beyond the reach of critique, I imagined embracing the art of grilling myself. My thoughts wandered to a particular beef dish from Japan, costing two thousand five hundred dollars a plate, whose name escaped me. I recalled its preparation: cut into square pieces and attentively cooked at the edges on a low-heated skillet. The process was painstakingly slow, ensuring the meat was perfectly medium-rare, a testament to the meticulous care and quality invested in its cooking.

Madeliene opened the right fridge door, propping the salmon packet onto the shelf to thaw. This side of the fridge was somewhat bare, holding just a few basic necessities like orange juice, eggs, and milk. However, the quantity of meat was astonishing, enough to give a twenty-two-year-old weighing a hundred and forty pounds diabetes. The most significant item I noticed was six large buckets of blueberries. This discovery was a mental relief for me. Although generally not a fan of fruit and detesting leftovers, I find blueberries to be my favorite. My dietary preference leans heavily towards carnivorous. Under normal circumstances, the convenience of the situation would have made me suspicious, as if I were about to be murdered; it’s never this convenient for me, but given my current state of health, I had to lower my guard.

There's a movie about a writer who crashes his car in a blizzard, only to be rescued by one of his fans. This fan, gaining access to the author's latest manuscript, despises the ending of the series and forces him to rewrite it. You probably haven’t heard of this movie, but your parents might. I've never seen the movie myself, but it's often referenced in jokes.

Lost in thought, I watched as Madeliene washed a large bowl of blueberries, placing them on the table with a smile before returning to her pan. She focused intently on her cooking, silent, without sparing me a glance. Summoning some courage, I ventured, “Are you a fan of blueberries?” The presence of six large buckets of blueberries made the question seem redundant.

Glancing up from her pan, she answered, “My neighbors grow them and keep giving them to me for free to get rid of. This week, though, they gave a much larger amount because it’s the end of the blueberry season, and they didn't want to be wasteful.” A brief silence fell before she added, “But yes, blueberries are my favorite.”

Despite my poor social skills, I was surprised by the progress of our conversation. Unsure how to continue, I ended it with a mumbled, “Same.”

She turned off the stove, placed the bacon on a plate, and fetched orange juice from the fridge. As she opened the fridge, she mentioned, “You're going to have to direct me to which hotel you stayed at so we can retrieve your luggage. Then, we’ll buy some groceries that you like." She continued, “And we need to stop by the pharmacy to get the recommended pain meds, new bandages, and vitamins the doctor has requested.” This probably explained why I was in more pain today than yesterday; I was drugged out.

“I can take you to the hotel I was at. It was the Vedder River Inn,” I informed her. She nodded, as if trying to place the location, and responded, “I might know where that is.”

She then stood up, cleared our plates into the dishwasher, and fetched a dark green hoodie from a coat hanger next to a plain black apron. Unsure of her intentions, I watched as she donned the coat and stepped towards the living room. Raising my voice to ensure she heard, I added, “The hotel will want to verify my identity with some ID.”

She turned, a look of realization crossing her face, then agreed, “Alright, I will take you with me,” her tone positive and without argument, as if learning something new. This knowledge came from an incident where I had forgotten my hotel key in London years ago.

“Let me just grab your meds now that you’ve eaten, and then we’ll go,” she declared. Exiting the kitchen, she returned shortly to hand me my medication, which I swallowed with the orange juice she had served. Meanwhile, she loomed behind me, casting a shadow from the morning light streaming through the old windows.

As I finished my meds, she moved to assist me. I quickly said, “There’s no need to push me,” but she softly insisted, “You need it, and there’s no shame in accepting help.” Her voice carried a hint of regret, not the typical Canadian niceness. Resigning myself to her care, I relaxed, once again the breathing, talking, and broken Matthias.

Carefully, she navigated me through the kitchen to the living room, snatched her keys from the glass bowl on the console table, and opened the front door. Leaving me momentarily on the front porch, she went back inside to turn off the kitchen lights, then reemerged. Madeliene, in a clever way, turned my wheelchair to face backward from the stairs and gently rolled me down, managing each step with soft, calculated bumps to avoid any jarring thuds that would hurt.

We approached her rustic GMC Sierra 1500. As she opened the passenger door, I instinctively reached for the handle with my left hand. “Noooooo,” Madeliene elongated the word, her tone a mix of caution and humor, reminding me of our agreement that I wouldn’t exert myself. I sighed and slumped back into the wheelchair, my frustration evident in the roll of my eyes.

She picked me up as she had in the hospital and settled me into the passenger seat of the dark green truck. Quickly, I grabbed the seatbelt, securing it before she could offer her help. After Madeliene stowed my wheelchair in the back, she closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side.

“Which hotel has your luggage?” she inquired once settled in her seat.

Checking for my phone to provide directions, I patted the new jeans she had given me, only to realize my phone was missing. Meeting Madeliene’s gaze with a resigned expression, I saw understanding dawn on her face.

“Your phone’s missing, isn’t it?” she deduced, to which I could only nod.

“When they transported you to the hospital, I picked up your backpack and tent but saw no phone,” she explained.

“It must have been lost during the fight or the tumble,” I reasoned, regretting not wearing my sports check pants with the zipper pockets that day but instead Khakis. “I’m not sure of our exact location, but how far are we from Lindeman Lake?”

“If we can get to Lindeman Lake, I could direct you from there to the hotel, sort of backtracking,” I suggested.

Nodding, Madeliene started the engine, saying, “It’s about 20 minutes from Lindeman; we can start there.”

As she drove onto the gravel driveway and merged onto the road, I gazed out the window, silently admiring the scenery. The towering trees obscured the mountains, and large rocks, carelessly pushed aside, lined the road.

After realizing I was still in British Columbia, facing north towards the U.S., I inquired about her work at the veterinary clinic. Madeliene's eyes lit up, a clear indication of her passion, as she recounted short stories of rescuing animals injured by cars, trees, or predators and nursing them back to health. She vividly described assisting in the birth of a wolf during transport and dealing with a bear that had invaded a home and ransacked the pantry—typical tales one might expect from someone devoted to animal care.

Giving me a chance to speak, I questioned her educational background in veterinary science. She glanced at me briefly, then returned her gaze to the road, confessing that she never formally studied but started as a volunteer. Her natural aptitude led to a full-time position, despite lacking a degree. Madeliene explained her ability to communicate with animals and intuitively understand their injuries, often before any formal diagnosis by the doctors.

I couldn't help but think aloud, "Imagine if we had met at a horse race. With my gambling skills and your talent for reading animals, we'd make a formidable duo." While I didn't advocate for exploiting such skills unethically, the thought of what could be achieved lingered in my mind.

As we approached the parking lot leading to Lindeman Lake, she ceased her talk about wildlife, and the reason became clear. Glancing at me, she inquired, “Okay, we're here now; where do we go from here?”

The route to the hotel was straightforward; one could easily look up the path from Lindeman Lake to Vedder River Inn and see it’s the simplest route to remember. I guided her to continue straight on the windy road, weaving through the mountains and trees for twenty minutes without any turns. My focus was sharp, intent on avoiding any directional errors and retrieving the luggage.

Eventually, we entered a suburban area, and after navigating a few intersections, the Vedder River Inn came into view. Resembling any other inn capitalizing on campers and tourists eager to explore the many trails in Chilliwack, its design, with wooden logs and evergreen paint, gave an illusion of being in nature, despite the urban encroachment.

Pulling into the driveway, she parked at the front drop-off or pick-up zone. As she shifted into park, I, driven by excitement, opened the passenger door with my left arm. Madeliene gently reminded me, “Remember what we discussed about using your body to move around.”

I turned to face her, allowing the truck door to close by gravity, and responded, “They are going to want to ID me, and my passport is in my suitcase.”

Noticing the gravity of the situation, Madeliene's expression grew serious, reflecting the concern I felt. After a moment of contemplation, she offered, “All right, I’ll go to the receptionist and explain the situation and ask him to come see you in the truck.”

I nodded in agreement, saying, “That could work.”

Madeliene exited the truck and walked into the hotel, the automatic doors swinging shut behind her. From the vehicle, I observed her engaging with the receptionist. Through the glass, I could vaguely see the receptionist nod, then step away from the desk to accompany Madeliene back to her vehicle.

Approaching closer to the truck, the receptionist, now identifiable as the manager by his name tag reading “Manager - Bob,” held a pen and notepad. “Hello, sir; I hope you are recovering well from your accident,” he greeted. Displaying the pen and notepad, he continued, “Could I please have your full name, phone number, email, and room number?”

I offered the necessary details, mentioning that my passport and PR card, along with some random change and a folded IHOP receipt, were on the table next to the TV in my room – an unnecessary addition but one that proved my knowledge of the room's contents. Bob nodded, indicating his intention to inspect the room.

I suggested to Madeliene that she accompany him to ensure all my belongings, especially any hygiene products in the bathroom, were collected. She consented and followed the manager inside.

As I sat in the truck, waiting, my eyes fell on the old independent car clock that kept time regardless of the engine's state. More than twelve minutes passed, the truck’s clock significantly off the time of day, but still serviceable for tracking their return. When the automatic doors opened again, my gaze shifted towards the entrance. Madeliene emerged carrying my luggage, while Bob held my passport. Thankfully, dealing directly with the manager expedited the process, sparing us delays.

I received my passport and told the receptionist not to bother refunding the money for the room on the Avis card. We exchanged goodbyes and thank-yous before Madeliene loaded the luggage into the back of the truck and drove us out of the hotel’s drop-off zone. Our next stop was Walmart for groceries and medications, including painkillers, vitamins, and calcium pills. There, I purchased a cheap eighty-dollar Android phone, preferring the simplicity of manually inserting a SIM card over dealing with customer service from both Apple and PureTalk. This phone, sufficient for calls and watching YouTube videos at 720p, was my practical choice, given my exhaustion and aversion to dealing with people.

After shopping, we headed back to Madeliene’s house in the truck. This time, she allowed me to enter the store by myself after hoisting me out of the truck with her formidable strength, humorously referred to as “Truck Osaurus” hands, while onlookers watched her effortlessly place me in the wheelchair. Her physical prowess was remarkable, especially for someone our age. As dusk approached, we completed our shopping and took the road leading past Lindeman Lake.

I was quiet the whole ride, and it seemed Madeliene had no intention of speaking. It was as if she harbored a detour in her mind, one she wasn’t sure about committing to. Breaking the silence, I inquired, “Is there anything you want to do before we head to your home?”

“There is one final trip I need to take,” she responded, then shifted her concern to my condition. “How is your pain?”

I responded with a terse “Fine,” masking the truth. The pain spreading over my body would make anyone cry, yet my sensory processing disorder numbed me to its full impact, leaving me debating whether to rest or to see where we were headed.

Continuing down the forest road without further details, I speculated we were en route to a friend's house, possibly the one that supplied her with an abundance of blueberries. Madeliene pulled into a well-shaded, unkempt driveway, halting in front of an earth-green Jeep that matched the color of her pickup truck. Before us stood a very old two-story cabin, its roof sagging and covered in green moss, hinting at its imminent collapse. Attached to the cabin, a large greenhouse smeared with green algae suggested long neglect.

She parked in front of the Jeep and turned to me, “Could you please wait in the vehicle for ten minutes while I grab something that might help you?”

“Of course,” I agreed, curbing the impulse to remark on my inability to walk. Madeliene’s aura of hospitality and kindness rendered me patient, regardless of the situation.

I observed her approach the cabin, knocking politely and pausing outside the door. Someone eventually opened it, but obscured by the dim, candle-lit foyer and hidden behind the door, their identity remained a mystery. An overgrown tree with tangled branches obscured my view, allowing only glimpses of Madeliene's gestures. From what little I could discern, it might have been a woman who greeted her.

The roof prompted me to speculate about the occupant's age, which could have been old or around Madeliene's. A light was on inside, but plastic blinds obscured any view of the interior. Eventually, I stopped trying to peer in and laid back. Soon after, Madeliene emerged from the house carrying two paper bags. With a controlled swing, she hoisted them single-handedly into the back of the truck. Watching her through the rearview mirror, I noticed her wave goodbye before hearing the thump of her boots approaching the driver's side. She climbed in and settled herself, neglecting to fasten her seatbelt.

"Is she a friend of yours?" I asked.

"More of a friend of a friend," Madeliene responded in a passive tone.

She started the engine, maneuvered around the earth-green jeep, and we headed back to her house.



 

 

 

 

 

 

— CHAPTER SIX —

Threshold of Care

We arrived in the late afternoon. Madeliene assisted me back into the wheelchair and effortlessly pulled me backward up the stairs. Inside, she flicked on the living room lights, placed me near the front door, and dropped her keys into a glass bowl on the console table beside the closet. Exiting again, she went to retrieve my luggage and the groceries.

When she placed my luggage on the front porch, I reached out with my left hand to drag it inside, offering to help. Madeliene, however, gently refused with a soft, “No, please.” As she then brought in the groceries, she mentioned, “I’ll put your luggage in the guest room, in the corner next to the door, and then save the groceries.” She then grabbed the luggage off the front porch and walked down the hallway to the guestroom.

Surveying the living room, my gaze landed on the bookshelf again, tucked in the left corner next to the fireplace. I navigated my wheelchair closer, careful to avoid any pain, and scanned the titles. Among them were children's books focused on reading skills, including Dr. Seuss's collections, the Magic Tree House series, and various books for three-year-olds. Conspicuously absent were novels or books for teens. Is she a tutor? I wondered.

The sound of footsteps grew louder from the guestroom down the hallway. I swiftly maneuvered the wheelchair to face away from the bookshelf. Madeliene approached with a bright smile, saying, “I unpacked your things and organized them in the dresser. Your backpack’s on the office chair in your room.”

She paused, taking a few steps towards the kitchen before halting to add, “Oh, and I placed your cosmetics on the shelf below the sink for easy reach. You’ve noticed the shelf under the faucet there, right?”

Feeling a flush of warmth at her thoroughness, I stumbled over my words, “Yes, I like the faucet design.” Recovering, I expressed my gratitude, “Thank you for organizing my items.” Curious to assist, I inquired, “Do you need help with dinner?”

With a dismissive wave, she replied, “It’s not needed. Now's the time for your antibiotics,” before heading back to the kitchen.

I went to the side of the couch where the bag full of my meds from the hospital had been left and took the four different prescriptions he had prescribed. Once I was ready for my dosages of meds and fluids, Madeliene returned from the kitchen with a glass of water. She gently inserted the needle connected to the IV and antibiotics, her technique so skillful that I felt no pain.

“Do you want a blanket?” she inquired, offering me the glass of water.

"Noo... Thank you," I replied, somewhat hesitantly.

Noticing my discomfort, she responded with a concerned expression, “I am going to get you a blanket anyway,” before heading down the hallway to the basement.

I marveled at how she administered the needle without causing any discomfort. Normally, I would panic, fussing over which arm to use, but her friendly demeanor and dedication to my care made me overlook the sensory processing ailment that has plagued me since birth. Perhaps the constant pain overshadowing my every moment has rendered the needle’s prick trivial. Yesterday, I was asleep on a couch and never even noticed when she administered the IV.

She returned later with a blanket, unfolded it, and draped it over me. I grimaced slightly as she did so, not out of hostility but with a silent plea for solitude. "If you need anything else, just call for me," she offered after placing the blanket, then walked away to fetch the groceries near the front door, disappearing momentarily into the kitchen with the bags. Remaining motionless, I braced myself for the needle; my disdain for them, especially the butterfly type, was profound, feeling like an encounter with a formidable beast.

Eight minutes passed before Madeliene re-entered with a mug of tea, her gaze shifting briefly to the IV bag. She handed the mug to me with a gentle motion. The scent wasn’t that of tea but more like earth or unsavory medication, its bitter aroma unmasked by any flavor. "Here," she said, presenting the concoction, "it’s a naturopathic medicine meant to expedite your body’s healing."

Holding the mug, I inquired, "Did you get this from that person’s house?" to which she nodded affirmatively. "She’s a naturopathic expert, well-versed in plant studies and proficient in crafting teas," Madeliene elaborated. It seemed this plant expert invested all her resources into gardening and maintaining her greenhouse, which, ironically, was green not from the plants but from the algae on the glass walls that had yet to be washed and the house’s roof teetering on the brink of collapse.

Madeliene replied, “On top of everything else you’re taking, I want you to drink this tea twice a day.” She glanced at my IV bag hanging from the metal pole. “All right, I’m going to pull the needle out of your arm now.” Methodically, she collected the used IV bag and needle, which she separated from the IV bag and safely encased back into the plastic cap with care. She then placed the items into a small separate bag labeled 'dirty' and put it back into the medicine bag from the hospital. It was considerate of the hospital to provide that.

After she left the living room, I heard the faint sound of something being placed in the oven. When Madeliene returned, her expression was thoughtful. “Now that that's done, what would you like to do?”

Curious, I asked, “Well, what exactly do you have here to do?”

“I could grab a board game?” she suggested.

Intrigued, I responded, “Okay, which board game do you have in mind?”

She went to a drawer on the right side of the fireplace, opposite the bookshelf and next to the three windows facing the front porch, and pulled out a Monopoly box still in its plastic wrapper. The sight of the unopened game made me pause, reflecting on its untouched state.

Carefully, she removed the game from the drawer, placed it on the coffee table, and scooted the armchair closer. Peeling off the wrapper, she revealed a spark of excitement. “I have been looking for a day to try this game,” she confessed, then hesitantly asked, “How do you play?”

Her question caught me off guard, yet I couldn’t help but admire her genuine curiosity. “Look,” I started, contemplating the complexity of the game, “that board game can take three hours and is better with more players, but I promise I’ll teach you sometime while I’m here.”

Madeliene showed no sign of insult and responded, “Oh yeah, we would need to set aside time for that.” She then inquired, “What do you have in mind for playing?”

“Well, what exactly did you put in the oven?” I questioned.

“Just salmon,” she replied.

“Okay, so like twenty minutes at max,” I concluded, then suggested, “How about we play blackjack? Do you have a deck of cards or two?”

Her eyebrows lifted in excitement. “I do,” she said, fetching a deck from the drawer.

As I began to brief her on the game, she cut in upon returning with the cards. “Is it about who makes the most wins?”

At this point, I shifted gears. “How about we play Go Fish instead? It's a lot easier on my brain with the concussion.”

Her enthusiasm was tangible as she exclaimed, “I enjoy Go Fish, though I haven’t played it for two months.” I silently hoped that it wasn’t her first time playing.

I took the cards and started shuffling them, then handed each of us five cards, reshuffled what was left of the deck, and formed it into a shuffled pile on the coffee table. Madeliene looked at me, all confused, and asked, "Are we playing a different version?"

"No, we are still playing the same game," I replied. "But it makes the opportunity of grabbing a good or bad card more thrilling."

As we played a short round, I tried being considerate, not asking for the cards I thought she most likely had. I haven’t mentioned it yet, but I’m a card counter, which means I keep track of how many cards are in the current game. A ten, queen, and ace are counted as +1, cards valued from one to six are -1, and cards valued at seven to nine are considered neutral, benefiting neither the dealer nor the player. So, if I had a ten and a one, that’s +1 and -1, which equals zero. Now you've learned a bit of math that can actually pay the bills. 

Utilizing the information I had, I strategically asked for cards I knew she didn’t have, or I sought the ones she did have when I sensed an opportunity. Ultimately, she won the game. I sensed a hint of guilt in her victory, as though she felt I was meant to win. But I wanted her to win. She didn’t make it easy for herself; her strategy mirrored mine, and I detected a trace of stress over her impending win.

Nonetheless, I congratulated her, saying, "We could probably check on the fish," implying it was her task since I could not walk, yet I aimed to avoid the impression she was merely a pet at my bidding.

After the game, she assisted me back in the wheelchair, pushed me to the kitchen table, and opened the oven. The salmon was well done; admittedly, Madeliene had a knack for cooking. I appreciated the extra spice in the food this time. While some might see this as a sign of inexperience, for someone with a sensory processing disorder, more flavorful food is often more palatable. During dinner that night, she washed berries again and fetched cranberry juice from the cabinet.

Complimenting her culinary skills, I mentioned, "The rub on the fish is excellent. What did you use?" She revealed it was a blend of British Columbia fish rub made from brown sugar, chili peppers, and other spices, combined with honey and butter for basting. I was familiar with the rub, yet its name escaped me at the moment.

Noticing her curious glance, she tilted her head and asked, "Is it too much spice?"

"No, no," I reassured her, "It’s quite delicious. I practically drown salmon in that rub and add butter and honey as well."

With a smile, she suggested, "Perhaps next time, you could make the fish."

Rising from the table, Madeliene collected the dishes and remarked, "I have a grill outside in the backyard. I’ve only used it a few times, but the smoke really bothers my lungs.” I mused internally that she might have used too much wood, possibly leading to over-charred meat, prompting her to abandon the effort. I opted not to lecture her mainly because I wasn’t entirely sure of the term ‘mansplain,' and I wanted to avoid that.  I thought it prudent to offer guidance on using the grill when the moment was right.

We didn’t delve further into the topic of grilling, but at least I tried to open up to her. After dinner, I inquired, “Is there anything I could wash or do?” She responded, “It's just the pan, the forks, the bowl, and cups that need to go into the dishwasher.” Feeling guilty for leaving her to clean after I had complimented what she made, I managed to carry the mugs and the empty berry bowl on my lap to the sink. Fortunately, Madeliene had a decent dishwasher, which meant she wouldn’t have to do too much.

Exiting the kitchen, I slowly rolled myself into the living room, becoming more accustomed to the one-arm manual wheelchair. It was challenging because I had to navigate using only the left wheel; the right side wasn’t operable for me. The wheelchair was equipped with two wheels on the left side, one slightly smaller than the other. The outer wheel helped me turn left and right, while the inner wheel moved me straight back and forth. To maneuver effectively, I had to use my one hand to control both wheels simultaneously. The prospect of accidentally hitting Madeliene’s walls or decor filled me with dread, yet a part of me was impressed by my growing adeptness.

I managed to pilot myself into the living room, where I gathered the cards from our earlier game of Goldfish off the coffee table, packed them back into their box, and placed it back in the drawer I had seen Madeliene use. Then, I collected the bags of medication near the couch and took them with me to the guest room.

Getting ready for bed with one arm in a sling and a leg in a cast was far from easy. Despite feeling unclean, I maintained my hygiene as best I could. That night, I returned to my room and showered, savoring the hot water soothing my muscles, reflecting on how fortunate I was to have received an air-cast and removable arm cast directly from the hospital. I recalled my childhood incident when I broke my leg at nine and had to procure a similar boot from a pharmacy the following day. I wondered if my comatose state had elevated my priority in the hospital’s eyes or if perhaps Madeliene had acquired it for me. I sincerely hoped it hadn’t been too much of an imposition.


OEBPS/images/cover-image.png
Author’s Notes

“Thank you for choosing to read my first etion book 1 truly appreciata it and hope you find oy
in s pages. This journey began back in September when | sarted university to pursue a
bachelor's i theology. Facing challenges with a sensory processing disorder, a writing
disabilty, and a learning disabilty, | was advised to practice dally writing to improve my skils
for academic essays and discussions. Infially unsure of what to write each day, inspiration
Struck me after binge-watching a terible, lackluster Nettix series based on a book series i
njoying a pepperoni pizza. Afer finishing the last episode, a thought suddenly sparked in my.
imind. “Yeah, | could totaly create something better” | mused intemnally without realzing what |
was about to walk mysaifnto.

Navigating the writing process with a cisabilty came with it challenges, especialy after a ree
‘consuttaion revealed the high costs of professional editing talored to my needs. I the end
editing this book took even longer than writing t, even with Grammarly. However,that idn't
Stop me. What started as a single book has since grown into a franchiss, expanding into a
‘series with many more stories to come. | hope you'll join me on this journey and experience the
World of Wid Love Series as t continues to grow!

‘Check out our official website to stay updated, explore other books, and join our
Discord group, 'Wild Love Series, for exclusive content, give feedback, and to report
any grammar errors in this first edition!

Discord Group: Wid Love Series Link: https://discord. gg/m2W53Qukms
Facebook: Wild Love Series

Twitter: @WildLoveSeries
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