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            Chapter One

          

          
            AN EMERGENCY SITUATION

          

        

      

    

    
      "Code blue! Code blue!"

      The urgent announcement echoed through the hallway of Memorial Hospital.

      

      Doctors and nurses rushed into the emergency room where Marna Maloney lay unconscious after collapsing at home during dinner. Her husband, Tom, stood frozen outside the room, watching through the glass as medical staff worked desperately to stabilize her.

      "Massive stroke," he overheard a doctor saying. "Get her prepped for surgery immediately."

      Tom couldn't breathe. Just an hour ago, they were laughing together as Ethan told a joke from school. Marna served chicken parmesan, their Friday tradition. Then she grabbed her head, made a strange sound, and collapsed. The pasta bowl shattered on the floor.

      Eight-year-old Ethan and ten-year-old Judy now sat in the waiting room with their neighbor, Mrs. Peterson, who had come over when she heard the ambulance. Tom called her in a panic, not knowing who else to ask.

      "Mr. Maloney?" A surgeon appeared, still putting on his cap. "We need to operate immediately. Your wife suffered a severe hemorrhagic stroke. We'll do everything we can."

      "Will she …?” Tom couldn't finish the sentence.

      The surgeon placed a hand on his shoulder. "We'll know more after surgery. The next few hours are critical."

      Those few hours turned into a night, which turned into a week in the ICU. Then two weeks. The hemorrhage was stopped, but the damage was extensive.

      Marna didn't wake up. Instead, after multiple tests and evaluations, the neurologist delivered the devastating news.

      "She's in what we call a “locked-in' state," he said gently. "Her brain stem was severely affected by the stroke. She's conscious and aware, but paralyzed — unable to move or speak. Only her eyes retain some function, though that's limited as well."

      "But she'll recover?" Tom asked.

      The doctor's hesitation said everything. "Some patients show improvement over time, but I must be honest — her case is severe. We'll continue with treatments and therapies, but you should prepare yourselves."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three months later, Tom's life had become an exhausting routine. Work, children, hospital visits, bills — repeat. Every day, he brought Marna a single red rose, replacing the previous day's flower that, inevitably, was wilted.
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