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“There is no scientific explanation for the fact that while my body lay in a coma, my mind - my conscious inner self – was alive and well.”

Eben Alexander
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PROLOGUE
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Mallory’s world exploded in an instant. The chaos was breathtaking; the impact literally knocking the air from her lungs. It sent debris shooting through the air shredding her clothes and slashing at her bared flesh. The speed and ferocity gave her no time to react, no time to brace herself; she was flung mercilessly from one side of the car to the other, tossed around like a rag doll in a raging child’s hands.

It seemed to go on forever, but the swirling vortex of bloodied glass and twisted metal finally began to subside, pulling her down into a dark abyss. 

She had been powerless against the assault; terrified that it would never end. But when it did, the dark, ominous silence was much, much worse.

––––––––
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A SIREN BROKE THE SILENCE and stillness of the night. It was sharp and shrill, startling Mallory awake. Flashing lights surrounded the car, pulsing in a rhythmic blue and red like a monstrous beating heart. They distorted her view as shapes and figures loomed in and out with the light.

When the wailing siren abruptly stopped, silence returned, but the lights continued to pulse. Then the sound of muted voices began to filter through. Urgent voices, dulled by distance and muffled by the confines that held her tight.

As they neared, the voices grew louder and more frantic; like someone was turning up the angst, as well as the volume. That’s when Mallory noticed the pungent odour of fuel, and once more panic took hold. What was happening? Where the hell was she?
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THROUGH A MATTED CURTAIN of bloodied hair, she scanned her cramped surroundings, frantically searching for a way out. A solid mass loomed close to her right. It was almost too close to focus on, but she had to try, she needed to make sense of where she was. Concentrating on just that one image and ignoring the rest of the debris around her, it began to take shape.

A long geometric strip of fabric dangled not far from her own hair. The darkness claimed its colour, but the pulsing light caught a sliver of silver thread that spiralled down its length. Was that a tie? The pattern was familiar, and with a dawning horror she realised what the rest of the mass was.

‘Peter?’ she whispered. 

His broken and bloodied face hung inches from her own. The sudden recognition made her jerk her head back, bringing on another wave of nausea. She struggled 

to keep it down, until the blackness pulled her mercifully back into its depths. But the reprieve didn’t last, and her renewed consciousness brought on a wave of staggering pain. Her teeth clenched and her eyes flew open, then Mallory was once again, confronted by the horrific image of her dead boyfriend. There was no escaping it. She couldn’t move, but her mind refused to stay. Squeezing her eyes shut and in profound desperation she begged for the blackness to claim her once more. It did ... and there she stayed. 

Anne brushed aside a wayward curl from her daughter’s face, so pale and gaunt against the crisp white of the hospital pillow. She hated seeing her daughter like that, but at least the sight no longer caused Anne to despair. No longer did she notice the constant beeping of the machines that were keeping her daughter alive, nor did she screw her face up at the sickly-sweet odour of disinfectant that hung in the air. Her daughter was alive and that was all that mattered.

Anne’s attention was drawn away from her daughter’s bed to the darkening skies beyond the window. Rain was streaming down the glass, and she stared in silent contemplation. An overwhelming moment of despair brought tears to her eyes, and she wondered if things would ever go back to the way they were. If they would ever return to normal. But what was normal? She’d spent the last six months sitting next to this hospital bed, waiting for her daughter to wake up. Perhaps this was her normal now.

Anne dabbed gently at a persistent drip on the tip of her nose. Maybe the doctors were right. Maybe this was as good as it was going to get. She glanced back at the once lively, intelligent face of her 23-year-old daughter and shook her head. No. There was nothing normal about this. There was no real substance to this reality, it simply wasn’t right. Mallory was still so young, so full of promise for the life she was yet to live. Anne knew in her heart that this was not their future. She could feel it with every fibre of her being. Mallory was going to walk out of here. They just needed to find a way to make it happen.

The doctors were already saying there was nothing more they could do. Anne snorted in disgust. Even her husband seemed to have given up! But she never would, how could she? She knew her daughter was in there, somewhere. She just needed some help to find her way out and wake from this damned never-ending sleep.

Anne dabbed once more at the drop forming on the tip of her nose. This is ridiculous, she thought. Snivelling with self-pity wasn’t going to help Mallory. She needed to do something constructive otherwise she’d be just as bad as the others who had given up on her daughter. She pulled herself up and straightened her shoulders. No more crying. Crying was for people who had given up hope, and Anne had definitely not.

The wheels of recovery may have slowed, they may have even stalled, but Anne’s determination had not. She had been busy making contacts, building friendships and creating a network of support. The staff and the patients had not only been a valuable source of information, but they had also become an important part of her daily life, just as she’d become a part of theirs. Sharing stories, discussing ideas, even their gossipy chats, had helped them all cope with the stress and boredom of their hospital stays. 

Looking down now at Mallory’s motionless form, as still and silent as a porcelain doll, there was no sign of the real beauty within, and it wrenched at Anne’s heart. How could she make the doctors understand just how precious this patient was? If only they knew Mallory like she did, there’d be no way they would give up on her so easily. 

Her lips clamped together as she thought back to the conversation she’d had with Dr Richards the day before.

‘We need to start considering our options, Anne,’ he’d said.

‘We have options?’

‘Well, just one at this stage,’ he had replied, unable to meet Anne’s eyes. ‘Anne, we need to start looking at palliative care.’

Anne had been incredulous. ‘You’re giving up?’

The doctor shook his head. ‘It’s not a matter of giving up, it’s a matter of making Mallory as comfortable as possible because there is nothing more we can do.’

Anne could still remember her dismay at his change of heart, at the double-speak in his words, and the heat in her angry response. ‘She. Is. Not. Terminal, Aaron! And you are giving up.’

Anne had a lot of respect for Mallory’s doctor; he’d spent many hours by her daughter’s bed trying new things to bring her out of the coma. Anne knew he’d even spent his own personal time researching the latest techniques and breakthroughs for involuntary comatose patients, which only made his palliative care suggestion even harder for Anne to understand.

‘She’s not going to die! She’s just asleep, unconscious, whatever you want to call it, but my little girl is in there somewhere. You said yourself that you’re amazed her body hasn’t begun shutting down! She’s not giving up, so I’m not giving up!’ Anne had taken a deep but shaky breath. ‘I don’t think we’ve run out of options; we just haven’t thought of the right one yet,’ she’d hissed, trying to keep their conversation from Mallory’s ears. ‘She doesn’t need palliative care; she just needs to wake up. And she will! She is in there, Aaron. I know she is.’

Dr Richards sighed. He had put his hands up and nodded. ‘Okay, Anne, I can see you’re upset. We can talk about this later.’ He collected his file from Mallory’s bed and quietly left.

Anne had no intention of giving up on her daughter. She was going to get better; she knew it with all her heart. She just had to convince everyone else. Exhausted from her outburst, she had laid her head in her arms on the edge of Mallory’s bed and cried.

Anne stared out at the rain. She had been disappointed in Dr Richards the previous day, and she hoped that Mallory hadn’t heard their conversation.

Mallory’s beautiful face was now framed by the soft, dark waves of her freshly brushed hair. It had grown as the months stretched on. Anne smiled weakly, thinking about the story of Sleeping Beauty. Mallory was a sleeping beauty, Anne thought. God, how she wished this was just a fairy tale and that Mallory’s prince would come striding in and wake her from this living death! She leaned over and gently kissed her daughter’s brow; but Anne was no prince, no magic awakening was going to rouse her beautiful girl.

The rain continued to pound against the hospital window, giving Anne a blurred and bleak view of the world outside. The tears welled in her eyes as she thought of how she came to be sitting by a hospital bed, praying for her daughter’s life. She wasn’t a religious person, but she wasn’t about to risk Mallory’s life by ignoring the possibility that there may be a god out there listening.

Leaning back in the armchair, her thoughts drifted back. Back to the day of the car accident that had almost killed her daughter and taken the life of her boyfriend.
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All was quiet in the house as Anne padded softly through the dining room with a mug of steaming hot tea. She tugged at the tie around her waist that had come loose, instantly cocooning herself in the soft warm hug of her chenille dressing gown. She smiled indulgently at the added luxury of her new slippers. The puffy pink clouds of sheepskin were peeking out from beneath the hem of her gown and warming her toes against the morning’s chill. The slippers had been a gift from her daughter.

Anne loved the quiet tranquillity of dawn. Rising early to plan her day was an old habit she had continued, even though the long-ago bustle of a busy young family was now just an echo of the past. She felt alone since her daughter had moved out. Anne missed that mad morning rush of getting Mallory off to school and Danny to work. As a homemaker and mother, it had been part of her job, part of her life, and she had loved it, but with Mallory gone and Danny often rushing out before breakfast, life seemed very quiet and dull.

She pushed a strand of greying hair from her eyes and scanned the kitchen, finally spotting the object of her search, Danny’s eggcup. The squat little king sat on the sideboard, his golden crown forming the cup. With one eyebrow raised, Anne considered the irony of Danny’s eggcup being a king while hers was a comical chook wearing a red chef’s hat.

She set both eggcups down on the table and examined the squat little king more closely, turning it around and around in her hand. Danny had bought the eggcups for her when they had first moved into their new home, all those years ago.

Damn it! she thought, as her indignation rose. I should have taken more notice of his choice, his Freudian hint of things to come. I would have insisted on a Queen eggcup. The thought was fleeting, but it had left its footprint in the sands of Anne’s mind.

She shrugged it off, laughing to herself. So, their marriage wasn’t perfect, whose was? She went back to the matter at hand and started to prepare their breakfast. She set a place for one at the kitchen table, then arranged Danny’s Sunday breakfast on a tray. Danny liked to have it in bed on a Sunday, but Anne preferred to eat in the kitchen.

The knock at the door took her by surprise. Who on earth would be calling by at this hour of the morning? She wiped her hands on the tea towel and hurried through the lounge room to see who it was. When she opened the door, the first rays of the morning sun poured through from behind the two forms, flooding the entry with sunshine and hiding their faces. Anne shielded her eyes from the glare. The silhouettes turned into two uniformed police officers.

‘Morning, ma’am. Is this the residence of Mr and Mrs Daniel Davis?’ asked one of them, his huge frame overshadowing the slight form of the female officer standing next to him.

‘Yes, that’s right I’m Mrs Davis. Can I help you?’ Anne’s stomach clenched. Police don’t come to your door in the early hours of dawn unless something terrible has happened.

‘We’d like to speak to you and your husband if he’s in.’

‘Well, yes he is, but he’s still in bed.’ She looked from one to the other, her eyes imploring them to tell her that it wasn’t important and offer to come back at a more convenient time. But they just stood there in awkward silence. Anne finally realised the offer wasn’t going to come and her apprehension grew.

‘Oh. Well, perhaps you’d better come in while I get him. ‘It’s nothing serious, I hope,’ she said. Her smile was hesitant as she turned to head up the stairs to get her husband.

Anne returned five minutes later, with a very sleepy Danny shuffling behind, still struggling with his dressing gown. He nodded at the two police officers standing in his lounge room. One of them stepped forward, hand outstretched.

‘I’m Constable Jim Lucas,’ he said, then nodded in the direction of his partner, ‘this is Constable Ira Malone. Sorry to be bothering you both at this hour of the morning.’

Anne noticed a slight hesitation before he continued. That’s all it took. A slight hesitation and the look on his face, set all her senses on high alert. Her apprehension slowly turned into cold dread when realised why they must be there. ‘Oh, dear god,’ she murmured, almost inaudibly, her hands scrabbling blindly behind her trying to find some sort of support. ‘Mallory.’

‘Yes, yes, what is it?’ Danny was completely oblivious to Anne’s reaction, only irritated that his Sunday morning sleep-in had been disturbed.

‘Perhaps we should sit down,’ the constable suggested gently.

––––––––
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ANNE AND DANNY STOOD apart in the intensive care ward looking down on their daughter, attached to a tangle of tubes and machinery that were keeping her alive. Alone in their grief, they listened as the doctors explained the extent of their daughter’s injuries from a car accident.

‘So, in short,’ the doctor concluded, ‘she’s suffered a severe trauma to the brain along with the breaks, bruises and contusions that I just detailed. As is often the case with these types of injuries, her body has effectively shut itself down. She’s comatose.’ The doctor glanced down at the chart in his hands. ‘The amount of permanent damage, if any, is yet to be determined.’

Anne felt the world close in around her. She felt like she was inside a bubble looking out. What she could see of her daughter was almost unrecognisable, and everything the doctor was saying was just muted garble. She tried to listen, but all she caught was something about having done all they could for the time being.

Anne and Danny decided to stay with their daughter through the day and all night just in case she woke ... or worse. But Anne didn’t want to think about the worse and she didn’t want Mallory to be alone. That night, she refused to allow herself to fall sleep for fear of releasing her grip on Mallory’s hand. As if letting go would sever her fragile connection to life. Danny sat on the other side, eyes closed and leaning back in an old, winged armchair, but his face was a haggard, sickly grey.

Anne woke the next morning to the sounds of her husband’s voice talking to the doctor on duty. She must have dozed off after all.

‘It doesn’t look like her condition is going to change any time soon, Mr Davis. You and your wife should go home and get some rest. It’s going to be a long haul, and we don’t think she’s in any immediate danger.’

Anne looked to her husband for reassurance, then she addressed the doctor. ‘No immediate danger?’

He nodded. ‘She’s been stable all night, Mrs Davis. You’ll be more help to Mallory at this stage if you just go home and get some rest. We’ll notify you if there’s any change in her condition.’

Anne reluctantly agreed. Contrary to the way her daughter looked, she had a feeling that Mallory was going to be alright. It was instinct more than anything, or perhaps it was simply a refusal to believe the worst. Either way, she was confident her daughter was going to pull through, and that gave her the strength to leave her bedside and go home with Danny for some much-needed sleep.  

She peered glumly from the passenger seat window as they drove home against the surging traffic of peak hour, her thoughts sluggish and detached. She was feeling curiously numb to the outside world and genuinely puzzled that everything seemed to be business as usual. 

She watched as cars sped by, impatiently honking their horns and zipping in and out of lanes in their hurry to get to work, carrying on as if nothing had happened. Teenagers were riding their skateboards, happy and laughing at the inane, with the carefree hijinks of their youthful world. Didn’t they know her baby was struggling for her life? Didn’t they know that Mallory Davis, the most precious person in the world, now lay in a hospital bed almost battered beyond recognition? Anne swallowed back tears and closed her eyes. 

When they got home, she walked through the front door, dabbing at her eyes with the same sodden handkerchief she’d been clutching all night and again she was struck by how normal everything seemed. Through the door she could see the newspaper still spread out on the kitchen table alongside her coffee mug, just as she’d left it. Danny’s breakfast tray lay on the bench, waiting to be taken upstairs. 

Of course, there was no reason why everything wouldn’t be normal. She just thought that since her world had been turned upside down, things should look a little different. The colour should be gone from the day, the sun should stop shining ... the world should slowly stop spinning ... god, she was tired.  

Danny headed straight for his study, mumbling about some unfinished work, and shut the door behind him. Anne went upstairs to their bedroom. Perhaps if she could go back to sleep, she would wake up the next morning and find it had all been just a terrible nightmare. Perhaps she was asleep and dreaming right now, and the sooner she reached her bed the sooner she would wake up and find everything was back to normal. 

Indeed, after two fitful hours of sleep and in the first few blessed seconds of waking, she thought things were normal, but then it hit her. It hadn’t been a nightmare at all. It felt like a sledge hammer right to the chest, and she gasped for air. 

When she finally caught her breath, it came in short, sharp spurts, then the tears began to flow. At first, they were quiet tracks of despair trickling down her face, but her misery was feeding upon itself, building up in force, until the tears finally flowed unchecked. Each gasp for air brought a gut-wrenching sob stronger and more wretched than the one before. Eventually, when there seemed to be no tears left to cry, she lay still, exhausted in her misery, until once again she found the blessed relief of sleep.

The next time she woke she was better prepared for the gradual realisation of her daughter’s plight, but sleep had given Anne little reprieve. She remembered her dreams, filled with horrific images of what it must have been like. Her little girl screaming for help as her precious young body spun out of control in the rolling car. Bones snapping and flesh tearing, and Mallory trapped in the twisted mass of metal that was once her boyfriend’s car.  

She slowly sat up on the edge of her bed and wiped away the last remaining tears from her cheeks, relieved to be awake and away from those terrible images. 

The idea of Mallory trapped in the twisted wreck with her boyfriend lying dead beside her was unbearable to Anne. She was devastated that she hadn’t been there to do what a mother should do ... hold her daughter, rock her gently and let her know that everything would be all right. That was her job. She should have been there for her! 

Even as the thoughts came, she knew how irrational they were. Mallory was a woman now, and there was no way she could be with her daughter every waking minute as she had done when she was a baby. She could be there for her now though, and she was determined not to leave her daughter’s side. Not until Mallory found her way out of this terrible coma. 

Anne looked at the bedside clock. She had slept for the better part of the morning. After showering and changing into some fresh clothes, Anne headed downstairs to see where Danny was. The door to the study was still shut. She quietly opened it and peeked inside. Danny was at his desk, his briefcase opened with files scattered everywhere, but Danny was fast asleep. She closed the door, scribbled down a hasty note and pinned it to the inside of the front door.

Gone to hospital with a few things Mallory may need.

Anne.

––––––––
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DANNY FOUND ANNE SITTING by the hospital bed. He kissed the top of her head and pulled up a chair next to hers.  

‘Why didn’t you wake me?’

‘I thought you would prefer to stay asleep.’ 

They both looked down at their daughter, the rise and fall of her chest in synchronisation with the harsh sucking and blowing sound of the respirator. It was an irritating sound, yet Anne realised that without it her daughter would die. The continuous rhythm of the heart monitor beeping in her ears made her only too aware of the horror she would feel should that sound suddenly stop.

A young nurse came bustling into the room with a smile on her face.

‘Good afternoon,’ she chirped.

She chatted to Anne and Danny as she busily performed her routine of checking the patient’s vitals. ‘I see you’ve brought Mallory a few things.’ She glanced at the small brown suitcase Anne was clutching. ‘Would you like me to put them away in the drawers for you, Mrs Davis?’

Anne forced a small smile in reply. ‘Yes, thank you. I wasn’t too sure where they should go.’

Danny looked up hopefully at the nurse and asked, ‘Has there been any movement or any sign of life, Miss ...?’

‘Suzy.’ She smiled warmly at them. ‘Please call me Suzy, and no, not yet Mr Davis, but it’s early days. Would you both like a cup of tea or coffee? I think I can hear the tea lady’s trolley.’

‘No, thank you,’ they said in unison.

Although Anne wasn’t expecting to see any real improvement in Mallory’s condition so soon, the nurse’s simple reply had been like a knife through her heart, and her response had been automatic. Her mind had already drifted off into a hazy, semi-consciousness, protecting itself from the unbearable reality that her daughter may not survive.
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Now, six months later, the wounds had healed, and the bruises were gone, but Mallory still lay in a coma. Every night Anne tossed and turned in her bed, hoping and praying that the next day would be the day that her daughter woke up. Every day was spent at the hospital, talking to her daughter, brushing her hair, and wishing that fairy tales came true. It was all she could do to fight the terrible feeling of helplessness that had settled upon her daily life. 

Danny was at work. He’d been working long hours over the last few months. 

‘Someone has to pay the bills,’ he’d snapped, after yet another argument with Anne.

‘I’m not asking you to spend all day every day with her, just a couple of days a week,’ Anne implored him to understand. ‘She needs you, Danny! She needs to know you haven’t given up on her.’

‘Yes, she needs me, but not by her bedside, staring down at her unconscious body. She doesn’t even know I’m there. What she needs is for me to pay all these medical bills that are piling up. I need to be working, not sitting there watching our daughter slowly die.’ 

Anne could see that Danny was clearly upset, but was it over their daughter? Or was it just about the amount of money they were spending to keep her alive? 

It had hit her like a slap in the face. 

Anne had been pregnant when they met, but Danny had sworn he would love Mallory like his own. They had never told her that he wasn’t her biological father. She knew he hadn’t always had a close relationship with Mallory, but only now did she realise how disconnected he seemed to be. How could he possibly be worrying about money when their daughter still lay in a coma? 
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