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    ‘A stunning debut. Robert Wiersema’s novel is original, thought-provoking and

    downright wonderful’




    Michael Connelly




    ‘I wept over this book as I read it, and I’m still haunted by it.

    Wiersema’s compassion for us all shines through in writing that is vivid and very often disturbingly powerful. He is a beautiful writer, and this is a beautiful book’




    Gail Anderson-Dargatz




    ‘Inventively told using cinematic jump cuts and fantastical interventions, Before I Wake provocatively dances along the lines between faith and science, life and death. Robert Wiersema’s first novel shows a writer possessed with the kind

    of storytelling instincts that make you care about the answer to the one question that really counts: What happens next?’




    Andrew Pyper




    “Riveting . . . Grips the reader in a chokehold on page one and doesn’t let go

    until the very last line’




    Globe and Mail




    ‘It’s Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code

    meets Philip Pullman’s Dark Materials trilogy – an age-old battle between good and evil set against contemporary life’




    CBC.ca
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    For Cori




    Such is the principle of magic, drinking

    from the same cup





    

       

    





    Miracles are not

    contrary to nature, but only contrary to what we know about nature.




    —St. Augustine
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    I only looked away for a

    moment.




    That one phrase haunts a parent when something tragic happens to their child. It echoes in the mind like an

    accusation. Or a curse.




    “I only turned my back for a second, but somehow he managed to reach the handle of the frying pan. .

    . .”




    “I just went inside to answer the phone. I thought the gate to the pool was locked. . . .”




    It’s a cry for understanding, a challenge to the universe. I hear the guilt, the recrimination, and I

    understand: If only I had been paying attention . . .




    He wouldn’t be burned.




    She wouldn’t have drowned.




    I didn’t look away.




    We believe that vigilance can prevent tragedy, that if we pay attention, we will be strong enough, wise

    enough, fortunate enough to counter fate.




    “If I had been watching . . .”




    It’s a lie.




    It’s a trick that the universe plays, a way of increasing the guilt and despair while seeming to

    explain it away.




    I didn’t look away. I wish I had.




    Sometimes we can only watch, mute witnesses as our lives change in a moment, in a heartbeat, in the time it

    takes a three-year-old girl to take a single step from our side.




    I let go of her hand.




    I didn’t look away.




    And my baby is gone.
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    “Jubilee, this is A32. We have two,

    repeat two, en route. Hit and run. ETA four minutes. Clear.”




    “Copy A32. Please advise condition.

    Clear.”




    “Copy Jubilee. Advise one adult female. Some bleeding.

    Shock. Holding stable. Clear.”




    “Copy A32. Advise.”




    “Copy Jubilee. Advise one female child, three years.

    Severe head trauma with decreased level of consciousness and spontaneous respirations. Severe bleeding from cranium. Clear.”




    “Copy A32. Trauma One will meet you at the gate.

    Clear.”




    

      Karen Barrett




      Sherry and I were walking to the mall, holding hands.




      Hillside Shopping Centre is only a few blocks from the house, and every Wednesday morning in the food court

      they have clowns and jugglers and musicians for the kids. I had dressed her in her little blue dress, the one with Winnie the Pooh on the front. She had chosen it herself: “My sky blue

      dress, because it matches the sky.” I zipped up the back carefully, so as not to catch any of her wispy hair between the metal teeth. I tickled her gently under the arms as I

      finished.




      Was that the last time I heard her laugh?





      Sherry loved the clowns, and the noise of all the other children packed into the food court

      was like a wall of pure joy. We usually had a snack—a muffin or some french fries—before we walked home, and by the time we got back, it would be nap time for both of us.




      It was a beautiful spring day. The sky was a clear, cold blue, but there was no chill to the air. In fact,

      the air was heavy with warmth and growth and green and flowers as we walked through our neighborhood. We stopped to pet familiar cats, to smell the lilacs just in flower, to pick up stones that

      weighed down my pockets.




      I checked both ways before we stepped into the crosswalk on Hillside. I always do. The street is too wide to

      take any risks: three lanes in each direction with a concrete median, and the cars and buses just roar through. There’s no light at the crosswalk, so I’m always careful to check.

      Better that we wait a few seconds than take any chances.




      We waited for a station wagon to pass from the left, and I saw a truck a good distance away on the right,

      but it was perfectly safe. I took her small hand in mine.




      Perfectly safe.




      We walked quickly. Six lanes is pretty far for a three-and-a-half-year-old, but we’d done it plenty of

      times.




      We should have waited at the median.




      The next time I looked up, the truck was right there, maybe a hundred meters away. It was old and beat up,

      red with white fenders. And it was roaring toward us.




      I felt her fingers slip from mine. Felt her moving.




      “Sherry,” I called as she skipped away.




      We were in the same lane as the truck, so all we had to do was get to the next lane. It wasn’t far. A

      meter. A meter and a half at most.




      I should have picked her up. I don’t know why I didn’t pick her up.




      She turned to look at me.




      “Sherry!”




      I watched her pudgy white legs scamper across the pavement, her little white shoes, her little blue

      dress.




      Her sky blue dress.




      When I looked up, I could almost see the face of the driver in the truck. He had shifted lanes to go wide

      around us, weaving into the next lane, the lane in front of us, the lane that Sherry had just quick-stepped into. The roar of his engine blocked out all other noise.




      I reached for her, my fingers just brushing her blond hair before the truck pulled her away from me.




      I could hear, over the roar of the engine, the sound of her body hitting the bumper, as the truck took her

      beyond my reach.




      I could feel the wake of the truck as it sped past me, as I threw myself toward her. Tried to reach her.




      There was a squealing of tires. A scream.




      And the next thing I saw was the ceiling of a hospital emergency room.


    




    

      “Nine-one-one Operator. How should I

      direct your call?”




      “I just killed a little girl. . . .”




      “Sir—”




      “I swerved . . . I swerved around

      her—”




      “Sir, where are you?”




      “I’m at the Hillside Mall. . .

      .”




      “Where are you at Hillside Mall,

      sir?”




      “I only looked away for a minute. I checked my

      mirror. I changed lanes. I swerved, but she—”




      “Sir, where are you calling from?”




      “I just killed a little girl. . .

      .”




      “Sir . . .




      “Sir?




      “Sir?”


    




    

      Simon Barrett




      10:53.




      I checked the clock on my desk as the two City of Victoria police officers opened the door to my office.

      Sheila followed them closely, her face tight.




      “Mr. Barrett?” asked one of the officers.




      A lawyer doesn’t usually get unannounced visits from uniformed police, but it does

      happen, especially when you’re handling accidents and personal-injury cases. I would have been more concerned had I been a stockbroker.




      I rose from my chair. “How can I help you gentlemen?”




      “I wanted to buzz you,” Sheila started.




      “That’s fine, Sheila. Mary . . .”




      She was sitting at my work table with the Anderson file.




      “We’ll finish this up later.”




      Mary rose to her feet, her eyes darting between the officers and myself. I shook my head slightly. She

      followed Sheila out the door.




      10:54.




      I came around from behind my desk and offered my hand to the officer nearest me. I have learned, from

      observation and experience, that one person’s body position in relation to another is the key to determining seniority. The senior or more significant partner will usually stand just

      slightly forward from the other or the group. Perhaps just a half step, but enough to be noticeable. Enough to be significant.




      The officer whose badge read CLEMENT took my hand and shook it. Not much

      of a grip. His hand was cool and soft in mine.




      “What can I help you with?” I asked again.




      The officer glanced at his partner, whose badge I couldn’t read. That glance unsettled me.




      “Mr. Simon Barrett? Of 2718 Shakespeare?” the second officer asked.




      “Yes. What is it?”




      “I’m sorry to tell you—”




      “Yes?”




      “Sir, there’s been an accident. . . .”




      “Sherry? Is it Sherry?” I felt for the desk behind me, and leaned my weight against it.




      “Your wife and daughter were involved in an accident this morning near the Hillside Shopping

      Centre,” Officer Clement continued. “If you’d like to gather your things, we’ll take you down to the hospital. We can explain in the car.”




      “Is there—?” I fumbled for the words, but I pulled myself together. “I’ll have

      Sheila cancel my appointments.”





      As I pressed the intercom button and instructed Sheila, the clock read 10:56. Grabbing only my

      jacket, I followed the officers through the reception area.




      Mary was waiting just outside my office door. I didn’t make eye contact with her as we passed.


    




    

      In the shadow of a fast food sign, the man

      in the black coat watched as the truck struck the child, as the mother fell away from the wheels. He watched, without moving, as cars squealed to a halt, as people rushed from buildings to

      crowd around the two fallen bodies. He didn’t move when the mother screamed, as the sirens built in intensity, as the crowd parted to allow the white-suited medics through to the victims.

      When they stood up from their kneeling beside the girl, their knees were wet with her blood.




      He clenched his Bible in one hand and worried a silver

      coin with the other. As the ambulance screamed away, lights flashing, the stranger turned and began walking toward the hospital.


    




    

      K a r e n




      At first, I had no idea where I was.




      Everything was white, too bright and out of focus. All I could hear was confusion, a blur of voices and

      echoes. When I tried to rub my eyes clear, my hand tugged and flashed with a sharp pain. An IV line disappeared into my wrist, held with clear tape that pinched my skin.




      The emergency room. Sherry.




      I was covered with a green sheet but still dressed. There was a tightness around my head that, when I

      touched it, felt like bandages. My eyes were slow coming into focus.




      Green curtains matching the sheet enclosed the bed. Simon was standing just across the steel rail.




      “Simon?”




      “The police came for me. At work.”





      “Sherry?”




      I tried to struggle to a sitting position, but found myself swooning, tangled in the IV tubing, in the green

      sheet.




      “Don’t sit up yet. Lie back.” His voice was calm and deliberate, the way it gets when

      he’s upset and trying not to show it.




      “Where’s Sherry?”




      “The doctors just want to be sure . . . Are you okay? They said you struck your head when you

      fell.”




      His use of the word struck—so clinical, so precise. Distancing

      himself, trying not to worry me with whatever is worrying him.




      “No. Not me. Sherry. There was a truck. . . .”




      He shook his head, and I realized distantly that no part of him was touching me. I wanted him to reach out,

      to touch my hand, my face.




      “There was a second car. . . . The driver saw everything. . . . She called the ambulance from her cell

      phone.”




      “Where’s Sherry?”




      He took a deep breath, and in the pause between my question and his answer I could feel tears forming in my

      eyes, burning.


    




    

      S i m o n




      Our miracle . . .




      That’s what Karen has always called Sherry.




      Our miracle.




      Karen and I spent the first years of our life together struggling not to have children. It was a game for me

      to remind her to take her pill every evening as we went to bed, as if our continued happiness depended upon us remaining childless. I suppose it did.




      We lived through some close calls. Missed pills, missed periods. Midnight talks about what we do if . . .

      The month in Thailand when we forgot the pills altogether.




      Only after I was established with Bradford & Howe did we begin trying to have a child.




      I guess we’d always wanted a family—children. It was just a matter of when. We both wanted to be

      ready, for everything to be perfect. Not when we were both students. Not when her job with the paper was barely putting me through law school and keeping us in tiny

      apartments.




      It was almost a checklist: house bought, car paid for, trips to Europe and Southeast Asia and the Caribbean

      behind us.




      Perfect conditions.




      When we started trying, we thought it would just happen, that there would be no complications. Instead, we

      tried without success for three years.




      Thirty-nine periods we didn’t want.




      Thirty-nine cycles of rising hopes and sudden disappointments, her blood haunting us, black in the blue

      toilet water.




      We both went to the doctor. We were worried that we were getting too old, that our years of putting it off

      had cost us our only chance to be parents. He examined us, performed a battery of tests.




      Nothing seemed to be physically wrong with either of us.




      Karen took up yoga. We changed our diets. I gave up coffee and saturated fat. I started running again. We

      both took up swimming.




      And after three years of trying, it worked.




      Karen collapsed midway through the seventh month, while covering a story for the paper. Ironically, the

      story was about a nursery school. The doctor ordered her to bed: high blood pressure and anemia. Continued activity posed a substantial risk to the growing fetus. Child.




      Sherilyn was born thirty-three days premature, tiny enough to cup in my hands.




      She spent the first seventy-two hours of her life in an incubator. Our only contact was feedings, or

      momentary caresses of her tiny, soft belly, her silky legs, through the access holes of the Plexiglas box.




      Our miracle.




      I pushed the memories away.




      “She’s in surgery. The doctor said that there was severe trauma to her head. There was internal

      bleeding—” I stopped talking.




      Karen seemed smaller than I had ever seen her, face blanched white, almost the same color as the gauze wound

      around her head. Her blond curls were matted with blood.




      “Is she going to be okay?”




      I leaned forward, wanting to touch and reassure her, but unsure of where it would be safe to do

      so.





      “They don’t know. They’ll tell us as soon as they know anything. As soon as

      she’s out of surgery.”




      Twin tears fell from her eyes, trickled into the green pillow on either side of her face. Her pupils were

      wide and black, leaving only a sliver of green around the rim.




      My cell phone vibrated gently against my ribs. I knew that I wasn’t supposed to use the phone in the

      hospital, but I couldn’t turn it off. I couldn’t be cut off. I stepped away from Karen’s bed to answer it, checking my watch. 11:42.




      “Barrett.”




      “Simon, it’s me.”




      I held my hand up to Karen, turned through the green curtains and into the chaos and noise of the emergency

      room itself.




      “Mary, why are you—?”




      “Is everything okay?”




      I tucked myself into a pay phone cubicle on the wall, my back to the noise and the bustle, my voice

      dropping. “There’s been an accident. Sherry got hit by a car.”




      “Oh, God, Simon. Is she all right?”




      “They don’t know yet. She’s still in surgery. Karen—Karen’s hurt, too.

      She’s okay. She fell. Hit her head. She’s okay.”




      “How are you holding up?”




      I shrugged, then realized she couldn’t see me. “I’m fine.”




      “I was worried.”




      For some reason, the idea surprised me. “Why?”




      “It’s not every day you get taken away by the police before lunch.” She laughed a little,

      awkwardly. “When will you know more?”




      I could feel my shoulders tighten as I realized that I had no idea, that things were completely out of my

      control. “I don’t know. Sherry’s still in surgery. We won’t hear anything until after that. Even then it will probably be too early to tell.”




      “But she’ll be all right, right?”




      “I don’t know.”




      “Are you okay?” Her voice was nearly a whisper.




      “I’m okay.”




      “Let me know if I can do anything? I’ll be here, or on my cell.”





      “I know. Listen, work up Berkman and . . . check the records on Radinger, then call it a

      day. I’ll call you later.”




      “You can—”




      A hand fell onto my shoulder, gripping it tightly. I jumped and turned in a single motion.




      Karen had climbed out of bed, wheeled her IV stand into the emergency lobby, and found me. She was still

      pale, but her cheeks were red from the exertion. Her pale lips mouthed, “Who?”




      “The office,” I mouthed back. Then, into the phone, “No, nothing that won’t

      keep.”




      “Is Karen there?” Mary asked.




      “I’ll be in later to check on things. I left my briefcase—”




      “Will I see you? Will you call me?”




      “Right. Later, then. Thanks.”




      Karen was shaking her head. “Not a moment’s peace. Not even now.”




      “They’re all just worried. They saw me leaving with the police. Should you be up?”




      “I’m fine,” she said. “Who was it?”




      “Sheila,” I lied, taking her shoulder and guiding her to one of the orange plastic chairs.


    




    

      Mary Edwards




      Simon had been distant with me, but that wasn’t anything new. He was always like that

      when we weren’t alone.




      In court when he cross-examines a witness or makes a summation, sometimes I don’t even recognize him.

      The speech might be everything that we had talked about, everything that we had planned, but he’d make it fresh, like he was making it up as he went along. He was like a chameleon,

      completely adaptable no matter where he found himself, no matter who he was with.




      Sometimes I feel like I am the only one who really knows him. And sometimes he’s a complete

      stranger.





      Like at this past year’s Christmas party, when Sheila brought me over to where they were

      standing and introduced me to his wife. It didn’t even seem to faze him. “Oh, yes, this is Mary. She’s been a big help to me.”




      I just about dropped my punch cup when he said that, as if we hadn’t spent the afternoon in my

      apartment.




      I moved stuff around on my desk. I opened up the Berkman and Radinger files. I told Sheila that Mr. Barrett

      had phoned to explain what was going on. She must have known that I was lying—all incoming phone calls go through her desk—but she didn’t let on. I’m sure she knew about

      Simon and me—what had been going on for months.




      I had noticed the way she started to look at me.




      I’m not a home-wrecker or anything. I don’t want to be one of those little twenty-somethings

      that come to the Christmas party and are introduced as “My wife, Trixie,” all dressed up in Armani or Versace, when it’s perfectly obvious that not so very long ago Trixie was

      going to school with her current husband’s daughter.




      I wasn’t interested in marrying him. Not really. I just liked what we had, those times when we were

      together, at work and alone.




      I’m a lawyer. His junior, but from the beginning he really listened to my opinions. Respected my

      thoughts. I liked the way he looked at me, the way he nodded and kind of smiled when I said something that he was not expecting. We respected one another. That was the main thing.




      But just once I wanted to be able to watch him sleep. Our afternoons were too short, so cramped by the time

      and excuses for being out of the office that we’d never had time to just relax, to really let go.




      Instead, I would watch him as he dressed, his tight butt and legs, his narrow chest with its light dusting

      of dark hair. And after he disappeared into the bathroom, I would dress hurriedly, ensuring that my clothes were just right, that my makeup was just right by the time he returned.




      I wanted to watch him sleep, watch his face as he drifted away, as the mask loosened and disappeared. To

      watch his face soften, just to see what it was really like, if I really knew him as well as I thought I did.


    




    

      



      S i m o n




      I think time passes so slowly in hospital waiting rooms because there are so many ways to keep

      track of it. The rhythmic beeping of machinery, the patterns of security guards and orderlies with carts, the Muzak, the grating laugh tracks from the television mounted on the wall, the

      ongoing misery of the other people waiting. Time is an almost physical presence.




      Nevertheless, I kept checking my watch until Karen put her hand over mine to stop me.




      “Sorry.”




      Every time a doctor or nurse emerged from behind the desk we both half rose, and every time we were

      disappointed.




      Karen paced. She sat. She called her mother in Winnipeg. She paced some more. She waved away the offers of

      more painkillers. She finally allowed a nurse to guide her back to the curtained bed she had vacated so that the IV could be removed from her arm.




      I bought us each a cup of coffee from the vending machine near the nurse’s station. The paper cups sat

      on the table in front of me—mine black, hers with a little cream. Piled alongside them were several packets of sugar.




      “I thought that we should try to keep your blood sugar up,” I explained. “Not being on the

      IV anymore . . .”




      She laid her hand on my thigh and squeezed it gently.




      “Mr. and Mrs. Barrett?”




      The doctor, a vague shadow in green scrubs, was reading from a metal clipboard. We both stood before he

      finished saying our names.




      “How is she? Is she going to be all right?” Karen asked. “Will she be okay?”




      I watched his face—his mouth and his eyes—as he spoke.




      “Mr. and Mrs. Barrett, let’s sit down.” Karen grasped my hand as we sat back down, and he

      took the chair opposite us.




      “I’m Dr. McKinley, the on-call surgeon today.” He didn’t extend his hand. “I

      performed the surgery on your daughter.”




      “How is she?” I asked, still watching.




      “I wish I had better news for you. . . .”





      I took a deep breath. “Is she—?”




      The doctor shook his head. “We had to open her skull,” he said. “There was a lot of

      bleeding. A lot of pressure that we had to let off. We managed to stop the bleeding, and we removed some debris that could have caused some problems. . . . The surgery went very

      well.”




      “Oh my God,” Karen cried, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Oh my God.”




      “Then she’s going to recover?” I asked.




      “In situations like this, there’s often a lot of damage that we can’t see, at least in

      these early stages.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. Your daughter is in a coma. It’s too early to tell. . . .”




      We waited for anything that might sound like reassurance.




      “It’s important to remember that the coma is a resting state, a chance for the body to heal

      itself in the places that we can’t get to. In cases like this, quite often the patient will spontaneously pull themselves out. That’s the way we’re treating this. Your

      daughter is having some problems breathing, so we have her on a respirator, and right now it’s just a matter of waiting.”




      Karen leaned toward me, whispering. I draped my arm around her.




      “I’m sorry,” the doctor said, leaning forward to hear better. “I didn’t hear

      what you said.”




      “Sherry,” I said. “She was telling you that our daughter’s name is

      Sherry.”




      The doctor flinched. “I know.”




      “Our miracle,” she whispered. I don’t think the doctor heard.


    




    

      Henry Denton




      I didn’t kill that little girl. She just floated away.




      I turned away for a second, that’s all. I saw her and her mother in the crosswalk, and I changed lanes

      to go around them. I checked my mirrors as I changed lanes, and when I looked back . . .




      She rose up into the air.




      She floated away.




      I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. I just watched her as she floated away. I

      watched her mother scream, but I couldn’t hear it over the Tragically Hip tape and the sound of the engine. She was reaching out for her child.




      I cut back around the block and parked the truck in my usual slot by the air and water and I called 911 from

      the pay phone at the gas station. My hands shook as I punched in the numbers. I wanted to try to explain, but I couldn’t find the words. As I hung up the phone, I couldn’t help

      myself—I threw up all over the wall of the phone booth, the concrete floor. I managed to miss my pant legs and shoes. I kept heaving until nothing else came out, until I could see these

      patches of light and dark with my eyes closed. My head felt like it was going to split open. I wanted to scream.




      I kept seeing her, floating up, hanging in the sky just above me, watching me.




      I stumbled out of the phone booth, dropping my keys on the ground beside it. I felt like I was going to be

      sick again.




      One of the day-shift guys called after me, but I heard him the way you sometimes imagine hearing your name

      in a crowd. I don’t think I could have answered even if I had tried. Instead, I turned toward Hillside, stumbling across the intersection. I followed the walk lights wherever they guided

      me, and everything behind me fell away.




      Floated away . . .


    




    

      K a r e n




      I was expecting some sort of miracle, some technology or technique, a glassed-in room where

      doctors would fight for Sherry’s life as we stood outside the window looking on. Instead, we were able to stand by her bed in the critical ward, no barrier between us and her profound

      silence.




      Her head was bandaged tightly, a tracery of pink along the edge of the dressing. Her blood. Tubes entered

      her nostrils and her mouth, taped down to the soft skin of her cheeks. They ran to the respirator at the side of the bed, its accordion bag rhythmically inhaling and exhaling, filling and

      shrinking, Sherry’s chest rising, falling, rising, falling. An IV line ran into her arm, and under the covers she was catheterized, cloudy urine collecting in a bag at

      the edge of the bed.




      But she was still my daughter. Still my Sherry, so tiny in the full-size bed. So fragile, she needed all

      these tubes, these adhesives, these machines to keep her together. I gently rubbed the inside of her left arm, the only place I could, telling her that she would be okay, that Mommy and Daddy

      were here, that everything was going to be all right.




      Simon stood perfectly straight, fingers tight around the cold steel rail. The set of his jaw, the tightness

      of his shoulders, frightened me.




      I lightly touched the back of his hand. “It’s gonna be okay,” I whispered, willing him to

      turn toward me. “She’s gonna be all right.”




      He slowly faced me. “I know,” he said, after too long a pause.




      “She is,” I urged him. I could feel the heat of tears on my cheeks. “She really

      is.”




      He rubbed away the tears on my face with his thumb, nodding in agreement.




      “She seems so small, lying there.” My words were too loud in the small room.




      Simon took a deep breath, and checked his watch. “I have to go into the office for a couple of hours.

      I need to clear some stuff from my calendar, move some stuff around so that I can be here without them constantly calling.”




      “Really? Can’t you—?”




      “It shouldn’t take too long. If you need me, call me on my cell. I won’t be

      long.”




      I wanted to argue with him, to tell him how much we needed him here, how much I needed him here, but I just stared at him.




      “I’ll clear my schedule for tomorrow. That way I don’t have to worry about it.”




      I pulled him close. “Don’t be too long,” I whispered into the wool of his jacket.




      His hand came up to cradle the back of my head. “I won’t be. A few hours.” He kissed me

      fleetingly on the forehead. “I’ll be back soon.”




      He looked back from the doorway, and I could see the worry stretching his face, but he was already reaching

      for his cell phone.




      Already gone.


    





    

      M a r y




      I went to him the instant he came through the door. I’d been sitting on the couch with a

      Diet Coke, pretending to read A. S. Byatt. He had called me from the hospital to let me know that he was on his way, that his daughter was in a coma.




      He looked terrible. His skin was gray, his hair unkempt, his tie askew.




      “Are you okay?” I asked.




      His eyes met mine before he could answer, and his expression seemed to break open. “Oh God,

      Mary,” he said. “Oh God.”




      I gathered him into my arms. I could feel his back start to shake as I stroked it.




      “She’s so small. Oh God, Mary, she’s so small. And all the tubes, there are all these

      tubes—”




      “Shh,” I soothed. “Shh.” He buried his face in my shoulder and I could feel the heat

      of his tears through my shirt.




      I let him cry. I held him until he went silent, his life, his pain, filling my arms almost to bursting. Then

      I asked, “Have you been outside today?”




      “What?” He raised his red eyes to mine. “No.”




      “I thought—it’s a beautiful day. Maybe a walk would help clear your head.” I knew it

      wasn’t going to happen, but I wanted to offer. We never take walks. It’s one of the rules of being the other woman—the wife has custody of public spaces—but I felt like

      he might need the fresh air and shouldn’t be on his own.




      “No . . .” His voice trailed off. “I have to go back to the hospital soon. I think

      I’d like to just stay here.”




      I nodded. “Of course.”




      Our eyes met. Without warning, he pressed his mouth to mine. His lips were cold, hard, his breath a hot

      rush.




      “I’m sorry,” he muttered as he was kissing me, his voice cracking again. “I need . .

      .” His arms tightened around me, drawing me into him. “I need . . .”




      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s okay.”





      I wanted to blanket the cold pain he had brought with him from the hospital.




      He pulled my clothes off as we stood in my living room. He popped a button from my shirt, and looked down at

      it for a long moment, as if shocked that such a thing could happen. That something so small could be broken so easily.




      After I was naked, he undressed himself quickly, his eyes never leaving me. He pushed the coffee table to

      one side and pulled me down onto the couch. He made love to me desperately, as if trying to hide within me. He controlled everything, his hands on my hips setting the rhythm, his mouth at my

      breasts, my lips.




      After he came, he didn’t release me like he usually did. Instead, he pulled me closer, laying his head

      against my breasts.




      I could feel the rough tug of his whiskery face, and the heat of his tears, as he softened within me.


    




    

      S i m o n




      I hated myself for being there, for being so weak I had to run to her. Hated myself for lying

      there, watching Mary as she stood up, her high, small breasts, her pale skin.




      I tried to rise, but she touched me gently on the chest with the palm of her hand, pressing me backward with

      an even pressure. “No, you stay here.”




      “I have to . . .”




      “You can sit for a minute. There’s time.” The tone of her voice brooked no argument, but

      it wasn’t her court voice. It was smoother, warmer, like honey in tea.




      I glanced at my watch. 6:42. There was still time to stay, to sit. I had left the hospital at 5:32, caught a

      cab from the emergency room door, arrived here at . . .


    




    

      



      M a r y




      What was that expression? That little lift in his lips as he slept?




      Was it satisfaction? Relief? Comfort?




      Comfort . . .




      Could I really settle for comfort? Probably not. But for now, I’d settle for the thought that I could

      help take his pain away for a little while.




      I curled myself into the sofa between him and the picture of my parents on the end table. He slept with one

      arm at his side, palm up, the other hand draped across his belly, rising and falling gently as he breathed.




      His hair was sandy, just beginning to hint at gray. I knew that he would comb it fastidiously before he

      left—he always did, no matter the weather, no matter if he’d have to comb it again once he got to wherever he was going. He never went out in public unless he was absolutely

      perfect.




      If he were younger, it would have annoyed the shit out of me. “The great tragedy of middle age,”

      my best friend Brian had once said about the carefully coiffed men who were always trying to pick him up, “is watching these guys trying so desperately to hold on to a youthful beauty

      they only imagine they had.”




      But Simon was beautiful. He hadn’t let himself go. His belly was flat, his chest tight, his face

      barely touched by wrinkles at the corners of his mouth and eyes.




      I liked that he wasn’t young. He was old enough to be sure of himself, to be confident, to be

      powerful. He could change the mood of a room with a single glance, a curled lip, or a doubting lift of his eyebrow. His stare could make you feel like you were on trial, or that you were the

      most adored person in the world.




      I should wake him up and send him back to his daughter. He shouldn’t be gone too long.




      I pulled the quilt up over my shoulders. Leaning my head back against the cushions, I watched him sleep, the

      flickering of his eyelashes, the tiny tremors within. I’d let him sleep just a little bit longer.


    




    

      



      Locking the door behind himself, the

      stranger turned the hot water faucet as far as it would go. Steam began to fill the small bathroom, and the rushing water drowned out the sounds of the emergency room next door. The stranger

      slipped out of his coat, hanging it on the hook on the back of the door with his satchel.




      Plunging his hands into the scalding water, he began to

      scrub the dirt of the road from his nails, from the creases of his knuckles. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been properly clean. The dirt of a continent stained the water

      brown.




      With red and swollen hands, he set his wire-framed glasses

      on the back of the toilet tank before plunging his head into the steam. He splashed handfuls of water over his face and his closely shorn head. It burned, but he scrubbed at his cheeks, rubbed

      at his skin until it squeaked.




      Shaking his hands, he tore off a strip of paper towel and

      dried his face and head.




      From the hanging satchel, the stranger withdrew the cool,

      stiff white circle of a collar, which he laid on the back of the toilet, next to his glasses.




      It took him a moment to button the top of his black shirt,

      closing the fabric over the scarred loop of russet twisted flesh around his throat.




      The careful placement of the collar hid the evidence of

      his shame.




      If they could see him as he truly was, he thought, all

      those who had come to him so willingly—who would come again, he knew—would turn away, repulsed by the sudden realization of his transgressions. But when they saw his collar, they

      saw their own chance at redemption, the promise of the glory, the rightness of the path. Who better to show them the way than a man of God?


    




    

      K a r e n




      The steady rhythm of the respirator was lulling, its cool, measured pace encouraging sleep.

      But it was impossible to ignore the reason for that rhythm, the ebb and flow of my daughter’s breath. It was impossible to close my eyes knowing that.




      The doctor had come in on his rounds about half an hour after Simon left. If he was

      surprised that my husband was gone, he didn’t show it.




      “How are you holding up, Mrs. Barrett?” he asked. I was relieved to see he didn’t have to

      check the file for my name.




      “You can call me Karen,” I said, as if this were the most normal situation in the world, just a

      couple of people getting to know one another while a machine breathed for my daughter.




      “Karen, then. Are you doing all right?”




      “I’m fine.”




      “Have you had something to eat? You’re recuperating, too.”




      My fingers strayed to the bandage on my head.




      “I’ll ask someone to bring you a dinner,” he said, making a note in the file. “And

      later on I’ll see if an orderly can wheel in a cot. These chairs are a pretty uncomfortable way to spend the night.”




      “Thank you.” I was on the verge of tears again.




      He waved it away. “It’s too bad this room isn’t a little bigger. There’s only enough

      room for one cot, so someone’s going to have to spend the night in the chair.” He winked at me. “You’ll have to draw straws.”




      I tried to smile.




      “So how’s our other patient?” He leaned over the rail, taking Sherry’s narrow wrist

      between his thumb and forefinger, timing her pulse with his wristwatch. Untucking the stethoscope from his pocket, he gently folded back the bedclothes and raised the gown she was wearing.




      I stepped back a little, feeling bile surge to the back of my mouth. Her body seemed to be a mess of

      bruises, mottled black and purple, bandaged in places.




      He noticed me staring. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Just bruises, from the impact of the truck

      and from the fall.”




      I nodded.




      “We’ve bandaged up the worst of the contusions. They’ll clear up pretty quickly. Nothing

      to worry about there . . .” He snapped the stethoscope in his ears and leaned over her, placing the cold metal disc just under Sherry’s left nipple. He stared out into the middle

      distance as he listened, moved the stethoscope and stared into the distance again.




      He nodded slowly as he straightened up, gently lowering Sherry’s gown and tucking her back

      in.





      Then he carefully lifted her eyelid with his thumb, moving the forefinger of his other hand

      slowly across her line of vision before taking a small light from his pocket and following the path of his finger with it.




      He slid the light back into his pocket and made his notations in her file before he spoke. “Well, all

      of her vital signs are stable. Her heartbeat is a little slow and her temperature is a bit high, but that’s to be expected.”




      “Will she—?” The words were out of my mouth before I realized it, and I wished immediately

      that I could take them back.




      “Will she be all right?” he asked.




      I nodded.




      He took the briefest of moments before he spoke. “It’s still too early to say, one way or

      another. We just don’t know.” He shrugged. “But we are going to do everything in our power to ensure Sherilyn’s full recovery. Everything we can do.”




      I forced a smile.




      “Okay?”




      I nodded. “Okay.”




      “Good. Now I’m going to get you some dinner and we’ll see to it that you get a cot in

      here.” He turned toward the door, but then stopped. “I want you to take care of yourself, okay?”




      I nodded again.




      

        

          File of Barrett, Sherilyn Amber




          4/24, 18:25




          NOTES: bp 90/60, P 54. Pupils sluggishly reactive. Glasgow Coma Scale

          6. Low-grade fever. Bibasilar rales and increasing oxygen requirements. Possible early ventilator-associated pneumonia. Start ceftriaxone and gatifloxacin now.




          S. McKinley


        


      


    




    

      K a r e n




      I pulled the chair to the foot of Sherry’s bed and angled it so that I would be able to

      see when Simon returned. I looked up every time someone passed the open doorway. Nurses would stop and glance in, ask me if I wanted anything. An orderly brought dinner,

      covered with a brown lid, and left it on the table without a word.




      I waited for my husband, listening to the machine breathe for my daughter.




      “Mrs. Barrett?” The man in the doorway was a dark shadow against the bright lights from the

      corridor.




      “Yes?”




      He took several steps into the room, a tall stranger in a black coat, clutching a battered brown book to his

      chest. The light from above Sherry’s bed reflected off the smoothness of his head, from the wire rims of his glasses and from the white of his clerical collar.




      “Mrs. Barrett, I’m—”




      “No.” I shook my head. “No. We don’t need you here.”




      He let the hand holding his Bible fall to his side.




      “I’m no longer in the Church,” I said.




      He nodded. “I understand. But the Church can be a comfort and a source of guidance in these

      times.”




      I shook my head. “Did my mother call you? Did she?” Calling a priest to come to the hospital was

      exactly the sort of thing my mother would do.




      “No, I was making my rounds.”




      “Please . . . I don’t need you. We don’t need you.”




      He nodded as if he had heard that response before. “There’s a chapel here, if you change your

      mind.”




      He stood there for a long moment, staring at me as if waiting for me to speak.




      I turned my attention wholly to Sherry. Eventually I heard his footsteps receding down the corridor.




      The Church. That was the last thing I needed.




      “Karen?”




      I glanced up again, barely recognizing the woman who stood there.




      “Jamie?”




      I tried to remember how long it had been since I had last seen her. When she threw her arms around me and

      hugged me, hard, I was surprised by how familiar it felt.




      “How is she?” she whispered.





      “I don’t . . . The doctors don’t know. They say she could wake up at any

      time. . . .”




      “Oh, Karen . . .” She kept an arm around me as I turned back to the bed.




      We both looked down at Sherry as her chest rose and fell, rose and fell.




      “It’s been a long time, Jamie,” I said.




      “Couple of years.”




      “I sort of dropped off the map.”




      “You had a new baby. It was natural to want to stay at home.”




      “Is that how long it’s been?”




      She nodded. “I think the last time we really spent any time together was at the baby

      shower.”




      Jamie had been my best friend at the paper, the only confidante I’d had there. “I’m

      sorry.”




      “It was as much my fault as anything,” she said, gently squeezing my shoulder. “Water

      under the bridge.”




      “How did you hear about Sherry?”




      “Someone at City picked up the nine-one-one call on their scanner this morning. Did all the usual

      follow-up, and when it came back that Karen Barrett had been involved . . . Everybody’s hearts are with you, Kar.”




      “Thanks.”




      “Are you okay?”




      My hand went to the bandage. “Bumps and bruises. Nothing that won’t heal.”




      “And Simon?”




      “What?”




      “Is Simon around?”




      “Oh, he’ll be back. He had to go into the office, clear his calendar.”




      “How’s he taking it?”




      “Well, you know Simon.”




      She didn’t. Not really.




      “Can I get you anything?”




      I tried to smile. “No, I’m okay. But thanks.”




      “No big deal.”





      “No, I mean, thanks for coming. You didn’t have to.”




      “Hon, I got here as soon as I could.”


    




    

      S i m o n




      The cabbie cut the corner sharply onto the Johnson Street Bridge, changing lanes and cutting

      off an Audi next to us.




      Mary had awakened me with a kiss to my temple. So beautiful, the sight of her face as I opened my eyes. I

      was naked under an old comforter that had probably been on her bed when she was a teenager, that had accompanied her to university, to law school, and now into her apartment overlooking the

      Inner Harbor. Her apartment.




      I jerked up. “I have to . . . How long have I been asleep?”




      She glanced over at the clock on the VCR. “An hour or so.”




      “Shit.” I dumped the comforter onto the floor as I stood. “Why did you—?”




      “I thought you could use the sleep,” she said. “I’m sorry.”




      I shook my head. “No, it’s my fault. I should have known better. I shouldn’t

      have—” The look on her face stopped me from finishing the sentence.




      The cabbie leaned on the horn, cursing under his breath at a cyclist who dared to ride in the same lane,

      shooting past him with no room to spare.




      “Hey,” I said. “You want to ease off a bit, maybe get me to the hospital alive?”




      He responded with a grumble, turning up the radio.




      The taxi slammed to a stop at a light on lower Johnson Street, throwing me forward. Glancing up, I made eye

      contact with the cabbie in the rearview mirror.




      Mary had wanted to drive me to the hospital, but I had shaken my head.




      “You’re right, that’d be stupid,” she said.




      “No, it’s not that. I think I just need a little time to myself.”




      “Okay. Just call me when you can, all right?”





      I nodded. “Oh, and listen—”




      I guess she heard the work tone in my voice, because she interrupted me, smiling, to say “I’ve

      cleared your calendar for the next couple of days. Tom’s going to argue for a postponement on Kitteridge. Bob Arnold was a little pissed, but everyone understands.” She shrugged.

      “Won’t be a problem.”




      As soon as the light changed, the cab squealed into motion, slamming into the right-hand turn lane, passing

      the sedan we had been behind, arcing back in front of it. I lurched from side to side. “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, my voice rising as I found my balance. “What the hell are

      you doing?”




      “You wanna shut up, pal, or should I drop you off right here?” He half turned in his seat to

      face me.




      “Just watch your driving,” I muttered.




      He swerved the car to the curb and hit the brakes, jarring to a halt in a cloud of natural gas exhaust.




      “You wanna get the fuck—,” he started as he turned to face me again. I pulled back and

      punched him in the nose. There was a popping noise as the cartilage shattered and blood poured onto his shirtfront in a gush.




      “What the fuck?” he sputtered, frantically holding his nose, spraying blood with every breath.

      “I’m gonna call a cop.”




      “Go ahead, Mr.—” I glanced at the license for his name. “—Fredericks. Go

      ahead. You can explain your driving, your recklessness. They’ll probably take your license. Go ahead.” I opened the door and extended one leg to step out.




      “I’m gonna call my lawyer,” he called after me.




      Leaning in, I dropped a five-dollar bill on his seat along with one of my business cards. “Please

      do.”




      I slammed the door behind me.




      So I was walking to the hospital, where my daughter lay dying.




      Make no mistake—I knew what was going on. I knew how much the doctor was leaving out. “She could

      wake up anytime. . . . It’s too early to tell. . . .”




      Downtown was deserted except for the prostitutes, the street kids with their dogs and drums, the drug

      dealers and the junkies. The prostitutes stood brazenly at the curbsides in miniskirts and tank tops, or trench coats that flashed the nakedness underneath. I was subject to

      close study as I walked past, avoiding eye contact.




      The doctor hadn’t come out and said that Sherry was dying, that she would never wake up, that the

      damage was too great and that there was nothing that anyone could do. But I knew. For Karen’s sake I was grateful for the dissembling. It gave her the time she needed, a chance to adjust,

      to accept, to say good-bye in her own way.




      Good-bye . . .




      Oh Christ, what sort of a world . . . What sort of a person . . .




      No.




      I choked back the rage I felt building, and the tears. I’d had my time for weakness. I still

      couldn’t believe that I had run to Mary, leaving Sherry in that bed, leaving Karen hurt, and hurting. That was enough self-pity and weakness for one night.




      The walk to the hospital passed in a blur. I steeled myself before walking through the emergency room doors,

      checking my watch. 10:04. I prayed that Karen wouldn’t be too angry. That she wouldn’t ask too many questions.




      She was where I had left her all those hours before, leaning over the bed in a pool of harsh yellow light.

      She looked up as she heard me come into the room.




      “Jamie was here,” she said.




      “Jamie?”




      “From the paper? You remember.”




      Only vaguely.




      “Where have you been?”




      I set my briefcase on the floor beside the bed. “At the office.” I leaned over the bed rail.

      “How is she?”




      “I tried calling.”




      “You know how hard it is to get a call through once the switchboard closes. Did you try my

      cell?”




      “I just . . . I needed you.” She was biting her lip, and I could see that she had been

      crying.




      “I know. I’m here now.”




      “Did you get everything done that you needed to?”




      “I think so. I might have to go in for a bit tomorrow, but it should be all right.” Such a

      bastard.





      She nodded. I slipped my arm around her back, shifting as she snuggled into me. “How is

      she?”




      “The doctor came in just after you left, checked her, said that everything was stable. They’ll

      do some more tests in the morning. Have you had anything to eat?” She gestured at an untouched hospital tray.




      Mary had made me a couple of slices of toast and a poached egg. The smell of the hospital room was making

      the food congeal in my belly. “I’m fine.”




      “They’ll be bringing a cot up soon, so one of us can sleep there. I don’t want to go home

      tonight. I don’t want to leave.”




      “Of course not.”




      “One of us has to sleep in the chair, though. . . .” She gestured at the molded plastic

      furniture with a grimace.




      “I’ll take the chair.”




      “No, you take the cot. I probably won’t sleep anyway.”




      In the end, neither of us slept. The cot stayed folded up where the orderly left it. We stayed at

      Sherry’s bedside all night, not speaking, watching our daughter dying before our eyes, though only one of us knew it.


    




    

      H e n r y




      I walked downtown from Hillside Centre, through James Bay, then along the water and back into

      downtown. I needed to keep moving. I kept checking behind me, half-expecting the police or the mother of that little girl to be following me, but no one seemed to notice me. There was no eye

      contact with anyone, no strange looks.




      But everywhere I went I could feel her with me. I could feel the little girl I had hit in the crosswalk

      hovering over me. I could almost see her.




      It felt like I was just wandering, but I wasn’t surprised when I found myself outside the hospital. It

      was where I had been heading all along, without even realizing it.




      The little girl’s mother was sitting in the waiting room, a bandage around her head. A man sat on the

      vinyl bench next to her. They each held a coffee cup, and they both looked up when I came into the waiting room. I took a step back, but she had no way of recognizing me.




      They both turned away. I was completely alone, a ghost, a spirit haunting their lives.




      A doctor brushed past me, and the two of them stood up as he came over to them.




      I didn’t hear too much of what he said. Coma. Accident. Their names.




      Simon. Karen. Sherry.




      Sherry was the little girl’s name.




      It was late in the afternoon before I even thought of Arlene and the kids. Would the police have come to the

      apartment looking for me? Arlene must be worried sick. For a moment I thought about going home, or at least calling to let them know I was all right.




      But I didn’t.




      I wasn’t.




      

        

          VICTORIA NEW SENTINEL, THURSDAY, APRIL 25




          Hit and Run




          Girl, 3, comatose following accident




          Police Seek Driver




          The family of 3-year-old Sherilyn Barrett waited anxiously last night for a change in

          their daughter’s condition following a hit-and-run accident on Hillside Avenue yesterday morning. The girl has been in a coma since being struck by a vehicle while crossing at a

          marked crosswalk near Hillside Centre with her mother, Karen Barrett.




          “It’s really too early to tell,” said a hospital spokesman yesterday

          afternoon. “We’re optimistic.”




          Police are requesting that anyone who may have seen the accident please contact their local detachment

          to assist in their investigation. Police are also seeking Henry Denton, 24, for questioning.


        


      


    




    

      



      K a r e n




      “Can I take a look at that file?” Simon asked, gesturing to the folder that Dr.

      McKinley was holding loosely at his side. The doctor was looking freshly pressed in clean greens. It seemed we were his first stop of the morning.




      He hesitated just a beat before handing it over. “Let me know if there’s anything in there you

      can’t read, or would like me to explain.”




      “Simon does a lot of personal-injury work,” I said. I don’t know why. “He’s

      good with charts.”




      The doctor glanced at me, then busied himself checking Sherry’s breathing.




      Simon rustled through the pages, taking it all in, nodding fractionally as he moved from point to point.




      “What do you think?” I asked, lowering my voice as if the doctor couldn’t or

      shouldn’t hear us.




      “Just what he said. Too early to tell.” He closed the file.




      The doctor looked up from where he leaned over the bed, listening through his stethoscope. He held up one

      finger, holding our attention and our silence for the few seconds it took him to finish. Then he folded the stethoscope and tucked it into a pocket. “I’m a little concerned with

      Sherilyn’s lungs,” he said.




      A new sense of dread took hold.




      “Her breathing seems a little . . . moist. I’m worried that she might be at risk for

      pneumonia.”




      Simon and the doctor exchanged a look.




      “What’s going on?” I asked. “What aren’t you telling us?”




      “It’s the pneumonia that we’re most concerned with right now. If she gets it . . .

      there’s really nothing that we can do.”




      I started to speak, but he held out his hand to stop me. “I’m increasing her antibiotics.

      We’ll do everything we can to stave it off, but while she’s on the respirator she’s at risk for opportunistic infection.”




      “Then take her off the respirator.”




      I could feel Simon’s hand at the small of my back. That frightened me more than the doctor.





      “We can’t,” Dr. McKinley replied.




      “What? Why not?”




      “They can’t,” Simon said. “They think—”




      I turned my head away. I didn’t want to hear.




      “We don’t think that Sherilyn is capable of breathing on her own,” the doctor said.




      Simon spoke to me in his courtroom voice, but I could hardly hear him over the roaring in my ears.

      “The trouble with the respirator is that with all the bacteria and viruses in the environment, what happens is that the patient . . . If she catches pneumonia . . .” He shook his

      head.




      I took a step backward. I wanted to run. “Why are you saying this?”




      “But we can’t take her off the respirator because she can’t breathe on her own,”

      Simon finished, so logically.




      “Is that true?” I asked the doctor, ignoring Simon altogether.




      He hesitated a moment, then nodded.




      “So what do we do?” I asked the room, Simon, the doctor, Sherry. “What do we do?” My

      voice almost broke against the words.




      “We just have to wait and see,” the doctor answered.


    




    

      S i m o n




      After the doctor left, Karen turned on me.




      “How can you be so calm? How can you be so cold? Sherry is dying. Don’t you care?” She was

      shaking with anger.




      “Of course I care,” I said. But somebody needed to be strong, to be able to think things

      through. I didn’t say that. I couldn’t.




      “You don’t. You don’t care at all!”




      “Karen—”




      “Get out,” she said. “Get the hell out of here.”




      She didn’t mean it. I was sure she didn’t mean it.




      “Get out!” she shouted.




      I picked up my briefcase and turned toward the door. “I’m going to go home

      and get us both a change of clothes, okay? I’ll be back in a little while. Is there anything else I can bring you?”




      “You’re going?” She called after me. “How can you just leave? How can you just leave

      us again?”




      I could hear her sobbing as the elevator doors closed.


    




    

      K a r e n




      “Are you okay?”




      I jumped. I hadn’t seen the doctor come in.




      “What?”




      “I saw your husband leaving, and I just wanted to check. . . .”




      I nodded. “I’m okay.”




      “Listen, why don’t we sit down,” he said.




      Using just the slightest pressure on my upper arm, he guided me to a plastic chair and sat next to me.

      “I’m sorry your husband’s not here,” he said.




      I found myself shaking my head defensively, not entirely sure why. “That’s just . . .

      Simon’s got a different way . . .”




      “No, it’s not that. . . . You should both be here.”




      “He’ll be back.”




      “Karen.” He stumbled a little on my name. “I wish we had more time.” He sighed

      heavily.




      “What do you mean?”




      “There have been some developments.”




      “Developments?”




      “I’ve got some test results. Your daughter’s already started to exhibit the symptoms of

      pneumonia. We upped the antibiotics already last night, so . . .”




      “Then?”




      I will not cry I will not cry I will not cry I will not

      cry. . . .




      “Listen, Karen, we’re going to take her for some tests this morning. CAT scans, MRI,

      neurological responsiveness, that sort of thing. We’re gonna be gone for a few hours. Why don’t you go home, get something to eat, try to get a little sleep. I

      know that you . . . that neither of you got any sleep last night.”




      More than anything the doctor recommended, I needed to talk to Simon.


    




    

      S i m o n




      It was strange: coming home didn’t feel like coming home. Something was wrong.

      Different. The house itself was unchanged, almost everything the way it was when I left for work the day before. There was a small pile of laundry in the middle of the living room, a basket of

      unmatched socks and underwear in front of the couch, a half-empty cup of coffee on the side table. A pair of Sherry’s shoes sat next to the laundry basket.




      Karen had done the breakfast dishes. The cloth hung sloppily over the neck of the faucet. A pool of water

      edged a chicken she had left to thaw on the counter. I picked it up and threw it into the garbage under the sink, washing my hands in hot water after, straightening the cloth over the

      faucet.




      The bathroom light was still on upstairs, a towel in a wet ball in the corner. I turned off the light.




      Sherry’s door was open, her floor littered with stuffed animals and brightly colored toys, a little

      undershirt on the unmade bed, another pair of shoes on the blue carpet nearby.




      It was only as I set my briefcase down on the floor of our bedroom that I realized what I had been feeling

      since coming through the front door. This wasn’t home anymore.




      This house was where I lived, where my family lived. This was where we had brought Sherry from the hospital,

      where we had planned and laughed and fought and cried and made love, struggling to conceive. This bed, these clothes, the office just off the bedroom, all of this was mine, ours. Or had

      been.




      My life had changed in a moment, a dividing line between before and after. The house was before: unfamiliar

      to me now in its strange silence, like a garment belonging to someone else. Fundamentally alien despite its near perfect fit.




      Leaning over the bed, I pressed the PLAY button on the answering machine

      to stop the red light flashing.




      

        

          “Karen, honey, it’s Mom. I

          just got your message. . . . Oh my . . . It’s one thirty, Wednesday afternoon. I’m calling the airline right now. I’ll call you right back. . . . I love you both. . . .

          I’m praying for you.”




          “Karen, it’s Jamie . . .

          from the paper. Todd just pulled something in on the scanner. . . . Is everything . . . Listen, I’ll try later . . . I hope . . . I’ll see you soon.”




          “Mr. or Mrs. Barrett, it’s

          Kent Lutz calling from CFAX radio, Victoria’s News Authority. I was wondering if I could speak to either of you, or both of you, about what happened this morning. You can reach me at

          . . .”




          “Karen, it’s Todd Herbert from the

          Sentinel. I really hate to be calling at a time like this. . . .”




          “Karen, it’s Mom. I hope

          everything is okay. . . . The earliest flight I can get is Friday morning. . . . I’ll be flying Air Canada. . . . I’ll take a cab from the airport into town. Call me, honey.

          I’m praying for you. . . .”




          “It’s Tonya Hopper calling

          from CHEK TV. I was hoping I could have a word. . . .”




          “Simon, Karen, it’s Sheila

          from the office. I just wanted to let you know how terrible everyone is feeling. We’re all praying for you. . . .”




          “Oh my God, Karen, I just saw the

          paper. Is Sherry gonna be okay? Are you okay? Should I . . . I’ll . . . I’ll call you back. . . .”


        


      





      I sat on the edge of the bed, listening to voices I didn’t know, or couldn’t

      remember. I couldn’t move. Literally could not even shift my weight. Paralyzed.




      The telephone rang, but the sudden noise didn’t startle me. I could easily have picked it up; I

      didn’t.




      Looking at myself in the mirror on the closet door, I noticed the awkwardness of the position I was sitting

      in, weight shifted to one side, one leg balancing the body, a teetering support that could, at any moment, fall away.




      The telephone rang.




      I felt suspended, outside of time, separated from everything I loved, everything I had worked so hard for,

      as if within a plastic bubble.




      Untouchable.




      On the fourth ring my voice clicked in, distorted by the answering machine tape. “You’ve reached

      Simon, Karen, and Sherry. Please leave a message. . . .” My voice was cut off with a beep, and suddenly Karen was in the room with me.




      “Simon? Simon? Are you there?” In the lengthy pause that followed, I watched the red recording

      light on the face of the machine. “I thought you were going home. . . .”




      The connection broke with a click, followed by a shrill beep as the machine reset itself.




      The room was now vibrant with Karen’s presence—I could see her dressing, curled in sleep around

      a pillow, nursing Sherry in the chair by the window. Everywhere I looked I saw my wife, and everywhere I saw her, she was smiling.




      My cell phone vibrated against me. I answered it before the second ring. “Simon Barrett.”




      “It’s me.”




      “Hey.”




      “I tried you at home.”




      “I’m almost there. Just turning onto Shakespeare now.”




      “I spoke to the doctor. We need to talk. . . .”




      I found myself nodding. “Okay, I’ll come—”




      “No. I think we should . . . Could we meet somewhere? They’re taking Sherry for some tests, and

      I should probably eat something.”





      “How about John’s Place in fifteen minutes?”




      “I’ll see you there.”




      The silence that followed was a pale shadow of our early days together, when neither of us could figure out

      how we wanted any given telephone conversation to go, or how it should end.




      “I love you,” she finally said.




      “I love you, too. I’ll see you soon.”




      Karen clicked off.




      After I locked the front door behind me, I lingered on the front step for a moment before walking to our

      minivan. It seemed bewildering that the air was heavy with spring blossoms.




      Karen was seated at a table in the window by the time I got to John’s Place. I nodded to her as I

      opened the door, but she stared down into the dark depths of her coffee cup. She looked broken. I’m used to that look on people. I see it all the time in clients: the red eyes, the

      shaking hands, the pale skin. People weak from fighting battles they were unable to win on their own. It was shocking to see it on Karen. Her blond hair so dull, the pallor eating away her

      usual vividness.




      “I’m here with someone,” I said to the waiter as I moved around the few people lined up

      for tables to slip into the chair across from Karen.




      She looked up.




      “It took a little longer than I thought,” I found myself explaining to her, unable to just sit

      in the silence. “I checked the answering machine.” I pulled the folded piece of paper from my pocket. “Mostly newspapers, TV, radio. Jamie called. Your mom called a couple of

      times.”




      Her face brightened a little.




      “She can’t get a flight out until tomorrow.”




      “Damn.”




      “My mother called us back, too.”




      “You still need to call your dad, though.”




      I didn’t say anything.




      “Before he reads about it in the newspaper.”




      “He doesn’t read the paper.”




      “Still, he’s her grandfather. Even if they’ve never met.”




      I reached across the table and laid my hand over hers, trying to change the subject. “How are you

      holding up?”





      “I talked to Dr. McKinley after you left. That’s what we need to talk

      about.”




      I gently squeezed her hand. “Karen . . .” I waited until she met my eyes. “How are

      you doing?”




      She pulled her hand away. “Fine, fine,” she said. “I need a shower, and some food, and

      some sleep—”




      The waiter materialized next to us. “Have you had a chance to look at the menu?”




      I hadn’t even noticed it lying on the place mat in front of me. I gestured toward Karen.




      “Just toast, I think. Brown.” She seemed drained, weakened.




      “I’ll have the same. And a coffee.”




      He scooped up the menus and disappeared back into the kitchen.




      Karen sighed heavily, took a sip of her coffee. “I talked to Dr.




      McKinley after you . . . after.”




      I nodded.




      “He said . . .”




      Both her hands were wrapped tightly around her coffee cup where I couldn’t reach them.




      “He . . . uh, they . . .” She sniffed and ran the back of one hand over her nose.

      “They’re taking her in for some tests. Scans. They . . .”




      “MRI?” I asked.




      “I think so.”




      “Another one.”




      “What?” she asked, confused.




      “They took her for one yesterday. Before the surgery. If they’re taking her in for another one .

      . .”




      We both stopped as the waiter arrived with my coffee, setting the cup heavily on the scarred tabletop,

      dropping a handful of creamers next to it. “There you go,” and to Karen, “I’ll come around in a second to warm yours up.”




      Her face was tightly drawn in, straining, as if it might burst, as she nodded to him. “He said . . .

      He said she has pneumonia. That she . . .” Tears ran down her cheeks.


    




    

      



      K a r e n




      He reached over and lifted my hand away from the coffee cup and held it between both of his.

      He was shaking his head, his eyes soft. “Let’s not talk about this right now,” he said.




      “Simon . . .” I couldn’t form a coherent thought, and I was embarrassed to be crying here

      in a restaurant.




      “No, listen,” he said, squeezing my hand. “We don’t have to talk about this right

      now. . . .”




      “I don’t want her to die, Simon.”




      He shushed me and squeezed my hand again. “Don’t even think about that right now. Just let it

      be.”




      “Simon . . .”




      “Just let it be. We’ll eat breakfast, get you home, get you showered. It’s going to be

      okay.”




      I nodded, trying to smile a little.




      “I love you,” he said in a near whisper. “I’m here for you.”




      I could only nod again.




      “I’m sorry I was such a jerk at the hospital.”


    




    

      S i m o n




      I checked the time as I answered my cell phone. 12:48. Karen was in the shower, and had been

      for over seventeen minutes. She had called her mother when we got home from the restaurant, hung up crying, and retreated into the bathroom with her robe over her shoulder.




      “Barrett,” I answered.




      “Mr. Barrett? It’s Dr. McKinley calling from the hospital. I tried a couple of times to get

      through on your home line and it was busy.”




      We had left the phone off the hook after Karen had spoken with her mother. While we had been out for

      breakfast, another half dozen messages, all from journalists, had been left on the machine. “It’s probably easiest to get through to us on my cell. How is she?”




      “Well, I know I told Karen that she should try to get some sleep, but I think you

      two should probably come back as soon as you can. Sherry’s running quite a high fever, and there is a lot of fluid present in her lungs. As well, we’ve run some tests. . .

      .”




      “And . . .”




      “And I’d like to talk to both of you about the results.”




      I closed my eyes before answering. “We’ll be right back. Where will we find you?”




      “Have them page me.”




      He hung up without saying good-bye. I sat for a moment in the silence, the only sound my breath, a quaver

      noticeable with every inhalation.




      Karen had turned off the shower, and a moment later the bathroom door opened with a burst of light and

      steamy warmth redolent of raspberry shower foam. She was wrapped in her green robe, and gently drying her hair with a towel. She stopped when she saw me on the bed, telephone in hand. “Is

      it—?”




      I nodded. “We need to go back to the hospital.”




      She retreated into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.


    




    

      K a r e n




      We were holding hands when we got back to Sherry’s room. I don’t think I would

      have been able to get through the door without Simon holding on to me.




      Dr. McKinley was staring at her chart. “I just took Sherry’s temperature—”




      “How bad is it?” Simon asked.




      “A hundred and three degrees,” he said, double-checking his note.




      “Oh, Jesus,” I whispered, my knuckles white around Simon’s hand as we stood by

      Sherry’s bed.




      “Is that—?”




      “Is that why I called? No. The tests we ran this morning—CT, neurological scans, I jumped the

      line for the MRI again. . . .”




      We waited.




      “Since the surgery, there’s been considerable swelling, and some bleeding.” He paused, suddenly unable to meet our eyes. “Unfortunately—”




      I fumbled for the bed rail with my free hand.




      “We failed to detect any trace of brain activity.” He turned his gaze on Sherry, lying as if

      suspended within the institutional sheets. “I’m sorry,” he said.




      “Brain dead?” I whispered.




      “We don’t . . . ,” he stammered as he caught Simon’s look. “That’s not

      what we call it anymore.”




      “Are you saying she’s never going to wake up?”




      I wanted him to argue, or to reassure me, but the doctor didn’t say anything.




      “So what do we do now?” Simon asked.




      “I want to say that we should wait. That there might be some change . . . But I can’t.”

      The doctor lifted his eyes to ours.




      “She’s never going to wake up,” I repeated, watching her chest rise and fall.




      This time he shook his head. “No. No, she won’t. There’s just too much damage. . . .

      I’m sorry.”




      “Is she in pain?”




      He seemed surprised by the question, and it took him a moment to answer. “No. No, she’s not

      feeling anything.”




      Not feeling anything.




      “I know that this sounds terribly sudden, but we should probably discuss the possibility of organ

      donation.”




      “Yes.”




      “There are a number of children—”




      Not feeling anything.




      “Sherry could help a lot of—”




      “No,” I said, the firmness of my voice hiding the confusion I was feeling. I wanted to scream. I

      wanted to tear things into pieces. I wanted to push these men away from my daughter and take her in my arms and not let her go. Instead, I repeated myself. “No.”




      “I’m sorry?” The doctor turned toward me.




      “Karen, it’s for—”




      “I can’t. I just can’t, Simon.” I shook my head. “It’s all moving too

      fast. It’s all just . . . Yesterday I was holding my daughter’s hand as we walked down the street, and today—today you’re asking me to decide, to

      decide if she should live or die. And I can’t. It’s all too fast. It’s all too—”




      “I’m not—”




      Simon glanced at the doctor.




      “There’s still some time—”




      “She’s not in any pain?” I asked again.




      The doctor shook his head.




      “Then I’d like to wait. I’d like to wait, and I’d like to get a second opinion.

      Maybe the tests were wrong. Maybe he’s wrong, Simon.”




      “Of course,” Dr. McKinley said. “Of course. I’ll leave you alone.”




      Simon shuffled out of my way as I sat down in the chair at Sherry’s bedside. I took her hand and held

      it in mine, its warmth burning into me.
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