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Catherine couldn’t understand why her curtains needed to be closed. The entire house was dark even though she knew that the sun was shining, it wasn’t allowed in her house. She sat on her bedroom floor combing the hair of her favourite doll. The doll wore a pink dress, and pink shoes were painted on her feet so that she could never change them. The paint was peeling on one of them and this upset Catherine who always liked everything to be perfect. She scooted closer to the one ray of sunlight that was inching closer to her with the passing hour. She was hungry but her mama was busy in the other room with Rose, her twin sister. Rose was sick, she knew, and Catherine missed her. 

It’s been several weeks now that her twin sister lay in her parents’ bed and Catherine was rightfully upset since they loved to jump rope together or skip stones at the pond near their house on Saturdays. At night, they would stay up late telling stories to each other. Rose liked ghost stories, and Catherine liked fairy tales; the kind where the handsome prince would come and save the day. She hoped for a prince to come, but instead, she sat alone in their room with the yellow flowered wallpaper. Catherine started to hum the tune to This Old Man since she couldn’t remember all the words. She was never really good at remembering things—except the fairy tales. 

She grew tired of the song and of her doll and set her aside, tracing the ray of sunlight on the wood floor with her finger. Her father was at work at the big building in town where smoke plumes rose from the roof at every hour of every day. He often came home smelling of smoke and something else, something mysterious that Catherine didn’t recognize. Her father was a tall man with dark hair like hers, and he had eyes the colour of water when the sky is so clear that the water actually looks blue. 

In school, Catherine learned that water isn’t really blue. It just looks that way because of the sun’s rays. She remembered the day she ran home to sit at Rose’s bedside exclaiming the news as if she had just discovered a new moon, but Rose remained silent. Rose was sleeping. She was always sleeping. Rose was born exactly three minutes and three seconds before Catherine. She was the oldest, but she never acted like the boss. That’s why Catherine loved her so.

The house was too quiet these days and Catherine just wished that she would wake up and that her mother would invite the sun back in. Her stomach grumbled as she stretched across the floor to reach under her bed. She kept all of her secret treasures under her bed. Her favourite was the blank book that her father had bought her at the County Fair one year. The red cover depicted a blue jay soaring over an expanse of tall trees and the bird carried a worm in its beak. The rest of the book was blank: “So you can write your special thoughts,” her father had told her with a wink. 

She opened the book and turned the pages. Most were just scribbled on; senseless drawings, or funny ones like the stick man with a big O for a stomach, or the house she drew whose front door had a cartoon face on it. She imagined that the door would welcome guests in a husky voice every time someone knocked, and Catherine giggled to herself as the notion was silly. One page had writing on it. She tried to write a poem once but most of the words were scratched out.

Stars that twinkle shine

I wish you were mine

In the sky so high above

I’m too to too small to reach touch you

Will I ever grow taller?

She knew she needed to work on the poem if she wanted to grow up and write like her favourite poet, the one that her mama read. The leather-bound book sat in the parlour and Catherine always marveled at how beautiful the book was on the outside. She always hated her reflection in the mirror. She stared endlessly at her dimpled chin and at the space between her two front teeth and she wondered if she was just as beautiful as the book. One day she even asked her mama if she was pretty and her mother scolded her, telling her that she shouldn’t worry her head about such things but worry more about what she was filling her head with. Her mama told her that she should be educated, whatever that meant. Later, Catherine realized that it meant that she had to go to school. 

She hated school. She was teased often for her long, curly hair, and boys would pull at her pigtails while other little girls who wore their hair fashionably to their shoulders pointed and laughed at her. Rose rescued her one day when Catherine couldn’t stop from crying and although she had to write one hundred lines on the chalkboard for punching Jimmy Chaplin on the chin, she said it was well worth it and she would always do anything for her “most bestest sister in the whole wide world”. 

Catherine felt a breeze behind her as her door swung open. She sat up expecting her mama, but it was Doctor Jones. He was so big, it was a wonder that he fit through the door. He was as tall as he was wide and wore spectacles on his nose. He had no hair which Catherine thought was strange, but he was a gentle giant, and she grew to like him over the last weeks. He walked over to her bed and sat down forcing the mattress to groan in response. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped at his brow, removed his glasses, rubbed at the bridge of his nose, and sighed. When he looked up, he smiled at Catherine who sat cross legged with her hands in her lap, waiting patiently for the end of this ritual of his. 

“How is my favourite Kitty Cat today?” 

Cat liked this nickname the doctor gave her. It made her feel special. It made her feel like she could be someone else, but still be herself at the same time. He told her that her hazel eyes reminded him of a cat and one day, after he called her Kitty Cat for the first time, the name stuck. 

“I am doing well, sir.” 

Anticipating his next move, she sat up straighter and just as expected, a cherry lollipop emerged from his inside coat pocket. Catherine accepted it gratefully and hoped it would tame some of the grumbling in her belly.

“Do you want to hear a story, Kitty Cat?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Come sit on the bed with me.” 

Catherine rose to sit next to the man and was dwarfed by his size. She faced him and enjoyed her candy treat as he began. 

“A long, long, time ago, far up in the mountains, there lived a King in a beautiful castle. His riches could be seen in every crevice. Even the carpets were laced in gold. Next to him, lived a poor shoemaker who worked tirelessly from morning into the night making shoes for the King and all the people in the village below.” 

“What was his name?” 

“Who?” 

“What was the shoemakers name?” 

The doctor loosened his bow tie and smiled to himself. “His name was Shoemaker Mack.” 

“That’s a funny name.” 

“Yes, well, he was a funny man. In fact, he was a happy man and when he worked, he always sang. He woke up with the birds and joined them in their singing. He sang as soon as he woke, and he sang as he was eating breakfast.” 

“Mama says that you shouldn’t talk with your mouth full.” 

The doctor pondered this. “Your mama is right, but this is just a story, Kitty Cat.” 

“Oh.” 

“So anyway, Shoemaker Mack sang all day long and the King next door couldn’t stand it anymore.” 

“He didn’t like singing?” 

“No, he didn’t. One day, he sent one of his servants to fetch Shoemaker Mack and bring him to the castle to stand before him.” 

Catherine licked at her treat hungrily, enthralled with the story. 

“Shoemaker Mack stood before the King with his hat in his hands and his head bowed and the King said to him, ‘Look at me and tell me: Will you accept this chest of gold from me?’ Well, Shoemaker Mack was shocked, and his eyes grew wide at all the shiny gold that gleamed from a huge wooden chest that sat beside the King’s thrown. He thought of his family next door and his hungry children, and he immediately told the King, ‘Your Greatness, I would be humbled to accept that which will feed the mouths of my loved ones.’”

Catherine’s feet didn’t reach the floor and she swung them back and forth in anticipation of the ending of the story.

The doctor continued, “The King told him, ‘Good. You may have the treasure chest. On one condition, though. You must stop that dreadful, relentless singing of yours.’ Shoemaker Mack thought for only a moment and then conceded to his request.” 

“What does ‘conceded’ mean?” 

“It means that he agreed to the King’s terms. Would you like to hear the end of the story?” 

“Yes, please.” 

“Shoemaker Mack lugged and pulled the chest across the way until he was home and he, his wife and their nine children looked upon it in awe. They would never want for anything again. As time went on, the silence in the mountains was deafening, which is just the way the King liked it. One day, the King’s servant approached the King and told him that he had a visitor. The King told him to let the visitor in and much to his surprise, Shoemaker Mack entered through the massive doors to the King’s chamber lugging the chest of gold behind him. ‘What is this?’ the King demanded of him. Shoemaker Mack once again stood with his hat in his hands and his head bowed. ‘Your Majesty, it has taken me several weeks to replace in kind the one chalice of gold that was missing from the chest and I bring everything back to you, now.’ The King’s mouth gaped open, ‘Why would you do such a foolish thing?’ Shoemaker Mack told him earnestly, ‘Because I would rather be poor and happy, than rich and miserable.’ That very day, Shoemaker Mack returned to his humble abode, singing all the way.” 

Catherine stopped swinging her feet. She didn’t think that the story would end this way. Doctor Jones sat with his arms crossed and smiled down at the little girl. “Do you understand the moral of the story?” 

Catherine gulped and replied with speed and pride, “Yes, sir!” 

“Wonderful, Kitty Cat! What is it? What is the moral?”

“Never try to haul a huge chest of gold all by yourself!”

The usually quiet house reverberated with the Doctor’s hearty laugh. He slapped his knee and shook his head and squeezed Catherine around the shoulders. They were having fun. Almost, that is. Catherine could hear her mother’s scream resound like the blood curdling cry of a man trapped frozen in front of a grizzly. The doctor ran from the room. Then the house grew quiet again.
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Chapter 1

Late September,1980
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David Parker sat in the waiting room of The Dove Clinic thumbing through the pages of an outdated National Geographic magazine. The red-haired woman in front of him sat with her hands on her protruding stomach. She caught his eye and smiled at him sympathetically, the way one does to one in need; a stranger you don’t know, but you can empathize with just the same. The radio on the nurse’s desk was playing softly. Just What I Needed by the Cars was barely audible, suggesting that the nurse would rather work with no music at all, but that clinic protocol prevented her from hitting the “off” button. 

David wished that he could crank the music to drown out his thoughts. This was the first time that he found himself at the clinic without his wife, Marie. She thought he was at the mechanic for an oil change, and although he hated lying to her, he knew he had no choice. None, save for following his own heart. 

The nurse looked up from her desk. “Mrs. McDonald? Dr. Liberto will see you, now.” 

“The same office?” 

“Yes, number seven.” 

“Thanks.” 

The red-haired woman struggled to her feet by placing one hand on the wall behind her. David rose instinctively to try to help her, but she stopped him. 

“I’m fine. You kinda get used to it after a while.” 

He sat back down tucking his long legs underneath his chair so as not to accidentally trip the woman. On her way past, she told him, “Good luck, to you.” 

Once she was gone, the nurse addressed him with a softness in her tone. “Are you sure that you want to keep waiting, Mr. Parker?” 

“I’ll wait.” 

He had showed up at the clinic randomly, hoping that Dr. Stevens would see him. He would wait as long as he needed to, and he put down the National Geographic and picked up the day’s Newspaper instead. The nurse felt terrible for him, but she couldn’t say so out loud. It would go against an unwritten code to remain un-biased with her patients. She could, however, try to help by reminding Dr. Stevens that David was waiting and has been waiting for over an hour. She put a temporary sign on her desk and withdrew through a door that led to the examination rooms leaving him alone. 

He threw the paper down on the table beside him and put his head in his hands. An early August day came back to him: 

“I’m so nervous!” 

“But excited?” 

“Of course, I’m excited! Oh, David, this is it. This is the day we find out if we can finally have a child of our own.” 

David looked at his wife, trying to suppress the fear that was bubbling up inside of him. They had been trying for over two years to have children. It was Marie’s mother that finally suggested to them to solicit medical aid. The fertility clinic loomed in the distance and as he drove the car, inching closer, his fear intensified. He took his wife’s hand and squeezed.

“Everything will be ok, baby. I just know it.” 

“Yeah? You think so? Me too. I mean, I can feel it, too.”

David slowed at the yellow light. He had plenty of time to drive through, but he was in no hurry to find out their fate. “Whatever happens, I love you.” 

Marie let go of his hand and pulled a cigarette from the package in her purse. Lighting it, she asked him, “What do you mean by that? I thought you said everything would be all right.”

“It will be. I know it will be. I just mean, no matter what, I love you.” 

Marie didn’t reply. She stared out her window puffing on her smoke. Without warning, she turned to him, angrily. “Do you blame me for all of this?” 

“What?” 

“You do, don’t you?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I’m the one being tested. It’s me. Not you. The onus is all on me!” 

“Of course, the onus isn’t all on you! Besides, we talked about this, remember? We said that I would get tested next and that’s exactly what I plan to do.” 

Marie wasn’t appeased. “And what if they find out you’re fine and I’m the one who’s infertile? Then what?” 

David clenched his teeth to try to prevent himself from lashing out – or speaking a truth he would rather keep hidden.

“Then nothing. Then we try to adopt.” 

Marie turned back towards her window, “Yeah, like they just hand out babies like they do free samples at the grocery store,” she stated sarcastically. 

David said nothing. He pulled into the parking lot of The Dove Clinic, parked the car, and turned off the ignition. He stared silently out the window for a few minutes and then he turned to his wife and took her hand in his again. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to imply anything. Everything will be all right. You’ll see. Look at me.” 

Marie turned to him with tears in her eyes. “I just don’t think I could stand it if it were all my fault.” 

She fell into him, and he rubbed her hair and prayed silently. They embraced for several minutes before finally heading inside. Less than thirty minutes later, they were told that Marie was infertile and her chances of having children naturally were nil. The look on her face when she collapsed on the floor of the clinic still haunts him. 

It’s been almost two months and his wife still cries herself to sleep at night. She told him that she could never set foot in the clinic again and he would have to go through his own testing without her. The appointment was needless, however. David came today for an entirely different reason. When the nurse finally returned to her desk, she found him in the same position - with his head in his hands. She walked towards him and gently touched his arm. 

“David, Dr. Stevens is ready for you.”

~
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Inside Dr. Stevens’ office, David fidgeted in his chair. The doctor was reading through a file and addressed him without looking up, “I’ll be right with you, David.” 

He scanned the room like he had at every visit before this. He found it cold, unlike other times when the posters of smiling babies gave him and Marie hope and caused them to get excited about the possibilities. Now the posters were taunting him, like some cruel joke. He turned to stare at the doctor whose fluid motions told him that whatever file he was working on, was another one like his own. It doesn’t take long to write, “positive”. It takes a hell of a lot more script, however, to write down all the reasons why a dream is suddenly shattered. 

Dr. Stevens closed the manila folder and placed his reading glasses on top of his head. “Sorry about that. This visit is a little unorthodox. I have a schedule to keep.” 

“I know, I’m sorry. I had to come today, though.” 

“Oh?” 

David sat on his hands and stared intently at the man he’s come to know over the past months. At first, he looked upon him as a saint of sorts, someone who could bestow his greatest wish with just the flick of a pen. Now he was more akin to an executioner. 

“I won’t be needing testing.” 

The doctor was a man in his sixties. He was unemotional to start with, but his vocation caused him to grow a shield around his heart. Still, he wished the Parkers well and asked his next question excitedly. 

“Did you and Marie find another option? A surrogate, perhaps?” 

“No.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

David released his hands from underneath him and clenched them instead. “I need...” he said, stumbling over his words, “...I need you to sign something for me stating that I’m infertile.” 

The door to the office opened and the nurse addressed the doctor, “Mr. and Mrs. Tremblay are here for their appointment.” 

“Thank you, Lucy.” 

Lucy stole a glance at David before closing the door again and the doctor took a good, long look at the man in front of him. David’s jaw was clenched and with both elbows on the armrests of the chair, Dr. Stevens could see that his knuckles were turning white by how hard he was clenching his clasped hands. He had been seeing the Parkers for several months and although he liked his patient well enough, he didn’t intend to risk his career for him or anyone else. 

When he finally spoke, he did so with an air of authority and conviction. “That would be impossible.” 

David didn’t move a muscle in response. “Impossible? Are you saying you won’t help me?” 

Dr. Stevens moved forward in his chair so that his torso almost rested on his desk. “Look, son, I think you know that you are asking a great deal of me.” He retreated in his chair before adding, “Besides, you are closing yourself off to a multitude of opportunities by putting a final period on this. There are many new advancements that you both haven’t explored. You’re both young yet. Not yet thirty. All is not lost.”

David suddenly stood and placed his fists down on the desk, looming over the doctor like a lawyer over a convict. “All is not lost?” He jerked his head sideways but didn’t take his eyes off the doctor. “That’s a lovely family photo you have there, Doctor. Three kids, is it? I assume they are all biologically yours?” 

He took his hands off the desk and turned his back to Stevens walking the length of the carpet in front of him before turning around. 

“Imagine for one moment that, God forbid, they had never been born. Just imagine that. Only in imagining can you catch just a glimpse of what it feels like to be us. If that’s not enough to deal with, the thought of putting Marie through more testing is out of the question. The idea that she might become hopeful again only to be devastated is inconceivable. Can you take off your doctor’s coat for one second?”

Surprisingly, the doctor’s features showed some semblance of sympathy and he asked with genuine curiosity, “What are you trying to accomplish with your fake result?” 

David stuffed his hands in his pockets before telling him, “I may not get a child out of the deal, Doc, but I will get my wife back.” 

“Are you asking me to lie for you, Mr. Parker? I am a doctor and sworn to protect the truth.” 

An image of Marie flashed before David’s eyes. Her own eyes have become void of joy. The brightness in them has been replaced by the dark shadows underneath. She has not laughed or snuggled with him in weeks, and he missed her. He missed his wife. 

“Your lie will protect her. I am not asking you to lie, I am urging you.” 

John Stevens looked at the photograph on his desk. Vicky and Jane were poised on each of his knees while Mark stood proudly beside his father, one hand on Vicky’s shoulder. His youngest, Jane, squeezed her Raggedy Ann doll while his wife of twenty years snapped the picture. He had a beautiful family, and he knew he was blessed. Still, his years as a father did not negate his years as a doctor. 

“I can’t do that. Now if you’ll excuse me...” 

“Dammit!” 

David ran his hands through his hair and started to pace again. He stopped abruptly in front of the large oak desk, pointed his finger as if he were pointing a gun and told the doctor, “You can, and you will. Are you telling me that you have never once lied to your own wife to protect her? Pretend she’s your wife.” 

He slumped in his chair, fully expecting the doctor to call security. He didn’t care anymore. In fact, he welcomed the idea of simply succumbing. He was incredibly tired and mentally exhausted. The doctor didn’t pick up the telephone, however. Nor did he call for Lucy. He sat with his fingers pressed together and swiveled in his leather chair to face the diploma on the wall. He saw an entirely different kind of certificate, though: his marriage certificate. He saw in the ink, signed by his witness, a lie that he swore would never come to light. Pete, his witness, was also his brother. His brother didn’t approve of John Stevens’ bride-to-be. In fact, he hated her for cheating on John. John had forgiven her; Pete did not. It took several thousands of dollars and a vow of secrecy for Pete to attend the ceremony that morning. John was protecting his soon-to-be-wife from the controversy, the scrutiny, and attacks on her character by the women in her social circle. He couldn’t allow that. Not when Tammy was vying for a prestigious position at her legal firm. He did it to protect her. He did it so that they could begin their lives together, untarnished. He did it, regardless of the fact that Pete stood before God and lied. 

Slowly, John turned his chair back around. He picked up the telephone and dialed one number. David held his breath, not knowing what to expect. 

“Lucy, bring me a blank Results page, please.” 

A minute later, Lucy was at the door. “Here you go, Doctor.” 

“Thank you. Tell the Tremblays that I’ll be right with them.” 

“Yes, Doctor.” 

Doctor Stevens took a few minutes to write on the form, took a stamp from his desk to mark the document official, and then took the fountain pen he always used to write his signature. He poised the pen over the paper but before signing it, he looked at David sternly. 

“If it is ever revealed that I fabricated these results, I will ensure that your life will never be the same again. I will paint you as a criminal who threatened me. Do you understand?” 

“I do.” 

Stevens signed the document, folded it and put it in an envelope printed with The Dove Clinic’s address in the corner. He pushed the envelope towards David who took it and stared at it for several seconds before getting up to leave. He stopped with his hand on the door handle and turned one more time to the doctor. 

“Why did you do it?” 

The doctor’s face showed no emotion when he answered, “There are worse crimes in this world than those of lying to your wife in order to try and protect her.” 

David nodded, turned the handle, opened the door and when he closed it gently behind him, he could swear he could hear the doctor begin to cry.
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Chapter 2

One Year Later 

October 11, 1981
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“Don’t you think that we should get out of bed now?” 

Marie had her head on her husband’s chest. Her eyes were closed, and she took in his scent. She was conscious of the hour since they had reservations to keep. 

“Nope. It’s our anniversary. That gives us free rein to do whatever the hell we please.” 

“Like miss dinner?” 

David tossed his wife off him as if she were the duvet. 

“Hey!” 

“Sorry, baby, but you’re right. We’re going to be late.”

He headed towards the bathroom while Marie threw her head back onto the pillow. Staring up at the ceiling, she yelled out to him. “What’s so good about this place, anyway?”

“Don’t know,” he yelled back. “But Tom said that he had the best prime rib of his life!” 

“This coming from a man who thinks Kraft Dinner is the best thing ever invented.” 

David walked back into the bedroom wearing only a towel around his waist and rifled through his dresser, “Actually, he thinks beer was the best thing ever invented but KD is a close second.” 

He found his socks and underwear and then bent over Marie to kiss her on the forehead before heading back to the bathroom. A minute later, she could hear the shower running.

She turned on her side and stared at the painting on the wall. The previous owners had left the painting and David insisted that they keep it up. It was ugly. The colours were muted brown, and the scene was of a faceless cowboy on a horse with a dog by his side. There was nothing else to it. It didn’t evoke any emotion in her. She let her husband win this one, though, since he said she could decorate the rest of the house to her liking. She had no idea why he insisted they keep it except that he said it was “cool” and “probably an antique”.

David had strange tastes sometimes. He preferred older things like the painting, whereas she was up to date with the latest trend like the new leg warmers she bought yesterday morning. She turned over on her back and stretched the sheet over her head and yelped when she felt David poke her in her ribs. 
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